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News and views

International guide to value and 
engage children and youth in disaster 
risk reduction 

Mami Mizutori, Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary-General for Disaster Risk 
Reduction and Head of the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 

In Australia, and around the world, disasters disproportionately and often severely 
impact on children and youth. New international guidelines have been developed 
and refined to give worldwide access to expertise, communities-of-practice and 
networks of disaster risk reduction practitioners. 

Too often, events such as cyclones, bushfires, floods 
and slow-onset hazards such as sea-level rise and 
drought affect the health, education, living situations and 
decent work opportunities for children and youth—with 
lifelong implications. Seeing children and youth merely 
as victims can increase the potential for greater harm. 
While the effects of disasters can be tragically severe 
for children and youth, they must be viewed as important 
to stakeholders and agents of change. The perspectives 
of children and youth and their involvement are needed 
to reduce their exposure to risks and increase their 
personal resilience as well as the resilience of their 
families and their communities. 

Responding to the increased frequency and severity 
of natural hazard events and the need to involve all of 
society in finding solutions, the United Nations Office 
of Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) has published the 
Words into Action guidelines: Engaging Children and 
Youth in Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience Building. 
The new guide offers practical ways for authorities, 
practitioners and young people around the world 
practical ways to work for and with children and youth 
to implement the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction 2015–2030. The guide includes examples 
of how children and youth are already raising safety 
awareness in schools, homes and in their communities. 
This is improving areas of early warning systems and 
risk assessment technologies and motivating peers and 
adults to take action on climate change.

The guide is a comprehensive 132-page resource and 
offers: 

•	 300-plus disaster risk reduction-related resources 
and 60 case studies and web links to disaster risk 
reduction initiatives around the world

•	 values-based recommendations to safeguard children 
and youth to advance their rights and engage them

•	 expert advice on inclusive disaster risk reduction that 
focuses on gender equality, disability, age, socio-
economic status, Indigenous Peoples and ethnic 
minorities, migrants and displaced populations

•	 priority actions for collective benefit in the areas 
of education, health and nutrition, water, sanitation 
and hygiene, social protection, child protection, 
livelihoods, the environment, public open spaces and 
placemaking as well as shelter, housing and human 
settlements. 

More than 100 disaster risk reduction experts 
including youth, United Nations and non-government 

Muslima, age 18, from Somalia learns how to install a water 
pump at a centre that provides training to displaced youth 
in construction, engineering and plumbing.
Image: ©2019 UNICEF/UNI226037/Mark Naftalin
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organisations, government officials, academics and 
consultants worked to develop the guide. They were 
assisted by advisory team members from UNDRR, 
UNICEF, Save the Children, Plan International, the United 
Nations Major Group for Children and Youth, United 
Nations Women, the United Nations Population Fund, 
World Vision and the International Federation of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 

In the guide, child and youth representatives from the 
United Nations Major Group for Children and Youth offer 
readers guidance for its use. For example:

Engaging youth and children, along with thoroughly 
comprehending the challenges faced and the 
solutions offered, while committing to full-fledged 
inclusion at every stage of planning and execution, 
is the route to effective and efficient solutions for 
children and youth and the world. This is what we 
need and how we want to achieve it. We want to leave 
the world a better place than we found it. So, are you 
actively listening? Are you ready to engage children 
and youth? Because together we can achieve a better 
and more sustainable future. Let’s start now!

 
The guide was developed through a year-long 
collaborative process. UNDRR thanks the 
contributors, including UNICEF and Tamara Plush, 
youth from around the world and the guide's advisory 
members.

Download the guide and resources at www.
preventionweb.net/publications/view/67704.

Contact: undrrcomms@un.org

Image: UNICEF Indonesia/Chizuru Iwata (see http://bit.
ly/2XRFFk0 and video: https://youtu.be/KlqfKEd5-3Y) 

In Indonesia, adolescents took a change-maker 
role in local disaster risk reduction governance by 
identifying hazards and risks and offering solutions. 
In one community, adolescents developed ideas to 
install drilled wells with motor pumps. They did this 
to address water-supply issues. The children (often 
girls) have to fetch water far from home and this 
hindered school attendance. With parental support, 
the students advocated their ideas to the village 
council that responded by installing five wells in the 
village. 

RESPECT AND RESPOND TO CULTURE.  
For DRR, Indigenous Peoples’ partnerships might involve working 
with children, youth and community members to conduct nature-
based risk assessments, develop culturally appropriate emergency 
kits (i.e., kits that include traditional healing systems, local foods, 

that are non-discriminatory (i.e., value Elders and allow traditional 
practices) and create community-based, climate change adaptation 
strategies that incorporate local solutions for maintaining cultural 
harmony. Culturally engaged education, including the involvement 
of local Elders and other knowledge holders, will inform children of 
the histories of oppression and exclusion that have led to particular 
vulnerabilities that need addressing.

Access resources on DRR and Indigenous Peoples and ethnic minorities at  
www.preventionweb.net/collections/wia_youth_inclusive
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