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The Hidden Key to Climate Resilience: Investing in Young Children

Climate change is a defining challenge of this moment and planning actions that will mitigate
its impact presents an opportunity to make investments that will build the health and potential
of young children as a climate resilience solution. There is already clear evidence that investing in
high-quality nurturing care and essential early childhood services is a powerful tool for achieving sustainable
development, and this approach should also be leveraged to address the multifaceted challenges of climate
change. This brief provides countries with the rationale, examples, and recommended actions they can take
to use climate change planning processes and financing mechanisms to adopt and implement policies and
plans that guarantee universal access to all components of nurturing care—health, nutrition, safety,
responsive caregiving, and early learning—for young children.

What is at Stake

In 2023, the 28th UN Climate Change Conference
(COP28) acknowledged the disproportionate and
intersecting impacts of the climate crisis on
children and recommended including children
distinctly in all levels of climate action across the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) agenda items.

Current evidence indicates that nearly 50 percent
of the world’s young children, especially from
disadvantaged backgrounds, are already
experiencing the detrimental consequences of a
rapidly changing climate (UNICEF, 2024).

Climate-induced temperature increases and
extreme weather events heighten risks for young
children that negatively impact their

development. Risks include malnutrition due to
reduced food supply, disrupted access to early
education, unstable living environments,
interrupted caregiver attention, and an increased
likelihood of physical, cognitive, and mental
health challenges resulting from stress, pollution,
and displacement (UNICEF, 2021).

The period from pregnancy to age three is
especially important, as young children’s brains
and bodies are highly sensitive to their
surroundings and uniquely vulnerable to climate-
related risks due to their developmental
immaturity and limited capacity to anticipate,
avoid, or adapt to environmental threats (Cuartas
and Vergunst, 2025). Yet, climate response plans
typically fail to distinguish the unique needs of
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“early childhood”, with policies treating all
children as a homogeneous group (ARNEC, 2022).
Countries have an opportunity through their
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs),
National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), Disaster Risk
Preparedness Plans, and climate financing to
uphold children’s rights and simultaneously boost
the success of climate action by strengthening
multisectoral policies and services for young
children. Such investments are among the most
effective means of advancing community
resilience a country can make (Ponguta, Cerezo,
and Scott, 2023).
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Connecting ECD to Climate Goals
Although the vulnerability of young children to
climate change is widely recognized, promoting
early childhood development (ECD) as a climate
strategy is often overlooked in climate change
response. Integrating policies and services that
meet the needs of young children into climate
agendas helps to strengthen community resilience,
support mitigation and adaptation efforts, and
improve responses to climate-caused loss and
damage. The rationale for this integration is
grounded in several key connections.

o Decades of research on the delivery of ECD
services shows that nurturing care for young
children not only improves child health and
development but also equips families and
communities to withstand, adapt to, and
recover from climate-related disruptions.
These early investments have higher returns
and lasting impacts, reinforcing nurturing care
as a crucial lever for reducing long-term
health, economic, and environmental
vulnerabilities of young children (Black et
al.,2021; UNICEF, 2021; Heckman, 2012).

e Promoting positive ECD outcomes requires
multisectoral collaboration, which offers an

unprecedented opportunity to transform a
country’s climate response. Unlike traditional
climate interventions that operate in silos,
ECD’'s multisectoral orientation, equity-focused
approach, and ecological framework uniquely
position it to connect health, education,
social protection, and family services—
enabling coordinated responses for proactive
and effective climate adaptation strategies
(Lombardi & Simmons, 2025).

Starting climate and environmental education
programs with the youngest children will
foster both ecological well-being and personal
resilience, nurturing future generations to be
capable of environmental stewardship and
addressing global environmental challenges
(UNICEF, 2024).

ECD programs that integrate maternal
nutrition, mental health, and safe childbirth
also play a role in climate resilience. They
reduce maternal and child mortality—
outcomes increasingly challenged by climate
change (Bhutta et al., 2013). Early investments
in nutrition and responsive caregiving reduce
the risk of lifetime non-communicable diseases
and lower associated healthcare costs (Baird
et al., 2017). Aligning these investments with
climate adaptation strategies ensures health
systems and interventions remain resilient to
climate shocks (WHO, 2023).

Well-designed and strategically located ECD
centers can serve as community hubs,
enhancing access to health, nutrition,
education, and child protection services by
bringing providers, children, and caregivers
together in one place. This approach reduces
carbon-intensive travel for families and
service providers, supporting better
management of health risks related to
climate change (Black et al.,2021).
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Learning from Champion Countries
Several countries have shown bold leadership by placing investment in young children as a central pillar of
their climate action and sustainable development policies.

Republic of the Marshall Islands explicitly acknowledges ECD as
fundamental to both socio-economic development and effective
climate policy implementation in its latest NDC. This action makes a
clear commitment to prioritize ECD within its climate change
response framework. Their NDC goes on to specify that the
government “plans to...integrate ECD and climate change both at the
agency and program levels,” which could have implications for
funding or resource allocation (Republic of the Marshall Islands,
2025).

The Dominican Republic showcases pioneering cross-sectoral
collaboration between UNICEF and key climate actors to integrate
early childhood considerations into national climate resilience
planning, particularly in its NDCs. The country held a landmark First
Forum on Climate Change and its Impact on Early Childhood in June
2023 that was dedicated to advancing child-sensitive solutions within
national climate policies. Their commitments included strengthening
early childhood services to withstand climate shocks, integrating
climate adaptation measures into early childhood programs, and
ensuring children’s specific needs are addressed in emergency
response protocols (Lombardi & Simmons, 2025).
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Fiji's National Adaptation Plan (2018) demonstrates holistic
resilience planning by including maternal and early childhood
education components with distinct child and youth-related
measures. Their plan acknowledges children’s constitutional rights to
a "clean and healthy environment, which includes the right to have
the natural world protected for the benefit of present and future
generations through legislative and other measures.” (Fiji’s National
Adaptation Plan, 2018).
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The Philippines’ Children’s Emergency Relief and Protection Act of
2016 (RA 10821) makes the State of the Philippines responsible to
establish and implement a comprehensive strategic program of action
to provide children as well as pregnant and lactating mothers
affected by disaster and other emergency situations with the utmost
support and assistance necessary for their immediate recovery and
protection (Republic Act No. 10821). The act is guided by the
principles of survival and development, child participation, and
consistency with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Language from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, General Comment 7
“Young children are especially vulnerable to the harm caused by unreliable, inconsistent relationships
with parents and caregivers, or growing up in extreme poverty and deprivation, or being surrounded by
conflict and violence, or displaced from their homes as refugees, or any number of other adversities
prejudicial to their well-being.” (UN, 2006)
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What Countries Can Do
To follow the lead of these pioneering country examples, policymakers and climate action planners should
urgently elevate and prioritize the early years in the development of policies and programs intended to
address climate change and take the following steps to become champions for young children.
Recommended actions are provided at two levels: nationally and collectively at the global level.

At the national level:

1.

Name young children (0-8 years) specifically
as a distinct group that needs attention within
climate change policies and related
commitments, with special attention to children
under 3 years.

Integrate comprehensive nurturing care
services for young children into NAPs, NDCs,
climate change policies, and climate financing
frameworks, and ensure they are implemented
with clear mechanisms for reporting and
accountability.

Ensure national and subnational budgets fund
holistic services for young children and their
caregivers, with coordinated planning across
sectors and levels of government.

Use climate financing for the construction and
upgrading of climate-resilient early childhood
facilities. Investments should address air
quality, environmental risks, early warning
systems, and security standards to better
protect young children and caregivers from
climate shocks. They should also promote child-
friendly green spaces.

Expand access to economic and social
resources for families impacted by climate
change by establishing targeted social
protection programs, including income support
and cash transfers, to ensure continuity of early
childhood care and education during periods of
climate-related disruption.

Involve key ECD stakeholders in climate action
planning for age-responsive interventions and
effective delivery of ECD services as an
essential component of national adaptation
strategies.
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At the global level:

Showcase successful models from champion
countries of nurturing care for young children
being explicitly included in national climate
mitigation, adaptation, and Loss and Damage
financing plans. Proactively encourage other
nations at COP30 to adopt similar measures and
advocate for ambitious outcomes.

Endorse climate finance reforms that prioritize
flexibility, accessibility, equity, and
sustainability, as advocated by climate-
vulnerable nations. Address current funding
gaps to ensure adequate investment in nurturing
care systems for young children.

Advocate for the allocation of grants to
vulnerable countries to strengthen their
capacity to deliver nurturing care for young
children and boost their climate resilience.

Promote the inclusion of age-responsive
indicators in the global adaptation goal to
ensure that the needs of young children are
systematically addressed.

Support the continuation and
institutionalization of the expert dialogue on
early childhood and climate action within the
international climate change policy negotiation
processes.

Deliver services

Advocate
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