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Excellencies, distinguished delegates, colleagues,
Today, I address you on a critical and urgent matter: protecting the right to education in armed conflict. 
Education is under increasing pressure from armed conflicts across the globe tearing apart the very spaces meant to nurture peace. 
Last year saw 130 recorded armed conflicts and increased attacks on schools and protected civilian school personnel. 6,000 attacks on schools and universities, students and educators, and the military use of educational facilities is a 166 percent rise since 2021. Crises, including armed conflict impact an estimated 234 million school-aged children and adolescents - 35 million more than 3 years ago. 52 million children in conflict-affected countries were out of school.
Nearly every major conflict, from Gaza to Sudan, from Ukraine to Myanmar, includes deliberate targeting or military use of schools, disregarding one of humanity’s most vital institutions.
Armed conflicts unfold within a broader landscape of intersecting crises. The most glaring being rising political attacks on the multilateral system and international law. For example, recent sanctions imposed by the United States Government against my colleague Francesca Albanese, the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, are a direct attack on the integrity and independence of the UN human rights system, particularly its Special Procedures. These developments erode the very foundations of international cooperation and accountability, making the protection of education - and all human rights in times of conflict - ever more urgent.
Key challenges include overly permissive interpretations of international humanitarian law and non-observance of civilian protection; the justification of non-compliance on the grounds of counter-terrorism or self-defence; widespread disregard for human rights; dramatically reduced funding for human rights and social sectors, including education, and rising defence spending.
Excellencies,
My main message today is that international norms protecting the fundamental right to education continue to apply in situations of armed conflict: obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to education remain in force. 
Education isn’t just a fundamental right. It’s a lifeline, a source of protection, stability and hope. In war, a functional school can mean safety from recruitment, sexual violence, child labour, forced and early marriages and exploitation. It can offer psychosocial healing and preserve the continuity of communities. When schools are bombed, occupied or turned into barracks, children lose their futures along with schooling, impacting generations.
Despite clear obligations under international humanitarian and human rights law, impunity for attacks on education remains the norm. International mechanisms exist, but national level accountability and prosecutions for education-related crimes is rare –sending a dangerous message that the right to education can be suspended in war.
Against this backdrop I developed the Policy Brief before you today,[footnoteRef:2] calling for renewed global commitment to protect education in armed conflict through eight interlinked policy actions that form a comprehensive agenda: from prohibition to prevention, from accountability to access, from emergency response to education for peace. Briefly these are: [2:  A/80/479] 

First, States should fully implement international standards relevant to the protection of the right to education in armed conflict based on binding obligations of international humanitarian, human rights and criminal law, and close protection gaps. 
For example, IHL prohibits attacks against civilian objects, including schools. But, when used for military purposes educational institutions may lose protected civilian status, exposing teachers, students and other civilians to heightened risks of harm. International law doesn’t explicitly prohibit military use of educational institutions. But, by triggering the loss of protection and endangering civilians, usage potentially violates obligations such as ensuring the continued functioning of institutions essential to children’s well-being, including schools; facilitating access to education and taking feasible precautions to avoid harming civilians and civilian objects; as well as IHRL obligations to protect children in armed conflict[footnoteRef:3] and provide education. [footnoteRef:4] [3:  (CRC Article 38)]  [4:  IHRL obligations to protect children in armed conflict (CRC Article 38) and to provide education (under the CRC and ICESCR Article 13 and CRC Article 28). ] 

Evolving international commitments around armed conflicts, such as the Safe Schools Declaration and Guidelines, require parties to refrain from using schools and universities for any purpose supporting military efforts. 
Happily, an increasing number of states explicitly prohibit such acts in domestic law and military doctrine. The African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child’s new General Comment prohibits using learning institutions for any military use and targeted attacks. Such positive examples should be highlighted and supported.
Second, criminalize attacks on education and military use of educational facilities in national laws, to comply with international humanitarian and criminal law, human rights treaties, recommendations of all human rights mechanisms. 
Third, strengthen international and national mechanisms for accountability, remedy and reparation for education-related crimes. Support the work of the International Criminal Court and Special Representative on Children and Armed Conflict, enhance cooperation with the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism and ensure the right to truth, justice and reparations. Indeed, education itself is a form of reparation victims often prioritize. 
Fourth, prioritize education in national emergency preparedness and recovery plans and treat education as life-saving humanitarian assistance essential for resilience and recovery, that is planned for, funded and protected alongside food, water, health and shelter.
Fifth, ensure continuous, inclusive and safe quality education during armed conflict, including by using flexible modalities and ensure targeted support for teachers, girls, displaced children and learners with disabilities – those often left behind first and for the longest.
Sixth, prevent the ideological manipulation of education and safeguard educational content against distorted curricula that incite hatred or erase particular histories and identities. Education is never neutral, but it must never be weaponized. It should cultivate understanding and peace. 
Seventh, enhance systematic and disaggregated data collection and monitoring. Reliable, timely data disaggregated by age, gender, disability and displacement status, are indispensable for accountability and evidence-based policymaking. 
Eighth: engage constructively with non-State armed groups to safeguard education. Many conflicts involve actors beyond State control. Dialogue, consistent with international law and without conferring legitimacy, can secure concrete protection outcomes.
Excellencies, education must not be a casualty of war. Protecting education is not only a humanitarian imperative, it’s a legal duty and moral test of our shared humanity. Each destroyed school and each child denied learning is a wound to the future and peace.
I urge all Member States to translate commitments into action: adopt national laws, prosecute perpetrators, fund education in emergencies, endorse and implement the Safe Schools Declaration. Let’s ensure that classrooms remain places of learning, not battlegrounds.
I invite States and other stakeholders to share good practices and challenges for protecting the right to education in armed conflict. I look forward to our interactions and your invaluable support.
Thank you.
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