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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 

CHILDREN (EQUAL PROTECTION FROM ASSAULT) (SCOTLAND) BILL  

SUBMISSION FROM UNICEF UK 

UNICEF, the United Nations Children‟s Fund, is mandated by the UN General Assembly to 

uphold the Convention on the Rights of the Child and promote the rights and wellbeing of 

every child. Together with partners, UNICEF works in 190 countries and territories with a 

specific role in providing advice and assistance to governments around the world in matters 

relating to children‟s rights.  

It is in this role that Unicef UK is grateful to have the opportunity to submit written evidence 

to the Equality and Human Rights Committee with the recommendation that the Committee 

supports the passage of the Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) Bill to 

ensure that children in Scotland have equal protection from physical punishment. 

Unicef UK understands the definition of „corporal‟ or physical‟ punishment to be any 

punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain or 

discomfort, however light. Unicef UK views corporal punishment as invariably degrading 

and therefore supports the aims and intentions of this Bill.  

Before the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Universal Declaration 

and the two International Covenants (on Civil and Political Rights, and on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights) upheld everyone‟s right to respect for their human dignity and physical 

integrity and to equal protection under the law. The Convention on the Rights of the Child 

builds on this foundation and the dignity of each and every individual is the fundamental 

guiding principle of international human rights law.  

Despite this, Unicef UK research shows that corporal punishment is the most common form 

of violence against children and that despite their detrimental and longstanding impact, 

violent forms of discipline are very common. Comparative data from 62 countries and areas 

show that households use violent disciplinary practices with the overwhelming majority of 

these directed against children. Children in all regions of the world are at risk of being 

exposed to violent discipline at home.1 Unicef UK therefore would recommend that the 

Scottish Parliament passes this Bill swiftly to set an example of good practice to the rest of 

the world and to reinforce the UN Committee‟s emphasis that eliminating violent and 

humiliating punishment of children, through law and other necessary reforms, is an 

immediate and unqualified obligation of States.  

That said, by rejecting any justification of violence and humiliation as forms of punishment 

for children, Unicef UK does not reject the concept of discipline. The healthy development 

of children depends on parents and adults with caring responsibilities to provide necessary 

                                            
1 UNICEF, Hidden in Plain Sight: A statistical analysis of violence against children, 2014 
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guidance and direction, in line with children‟s evolving capacities, to assist their growth 

towards responsible life in society. In its General Comment no.8, the UN Committee 

recognises that parenting and caring for children, especially babies and young children, 

demand frequent physical actions and interventions to protect them. However, this is very 

distinct to the deliberate and punitive use of force to cause some degree of pain, discomfort 

or humiliation; “As adults, we know for ourselves the difference between a protective 

physical action and a punitive assault; it is no more difficult to make a distinction in relation 

to actions involving children.”2 

We welcome the Committee‟s engagement with children and young people as part of this 

consultation process. Indeed, last year, Unicef UK worked with partners to enable 1,157 

children in Wales to respond to a consultation of the legislative proposal to remove the 

defence of reasonable punishment. Around 64% of children said that the law should 

change, a position with which Unicef UK agreed with in order to give children the same 

protection as adults from physical harm.  

The then Children‟s Minister Huw Irranca-Davies published a summary of responses to the 

consultation. In short, 54% of the children and young people who responded agreed that 

removing the defence of reasonable punishment would improve children‟s rights in Wales. 

A further 51% of parents agreed with this and on average, 57% of all the respondents to the 

consultation agreed with the proposal.  

Unicef UK welcomed the level of public support for this measure and supported the Welsh 

First Minister‟s commitment to introduce this Bill in the third legislative year of the Welsh 

Parliament and would encourage the Scottish Government to do the same.  

 

 

                                            
2
 United Nations General Comment No.8, ‘The right of the child to protection from corporal punishment and 

other cruel or degrading forms of punishment (arts. 19; 28, para.2; and 37, inter alia’ (2006). 


