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Introduction

Poverty, violence, social inequality, rapid urban-
ization, the HIV epidemic, and an erosion of 
traditional values create a challenging environ-
ment for development in many of the world’s 
countries. With a lot of nations lagging behind 
their commitments to achieve the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), innovative ap-
proaches to development are urgently needed. 

Over the last decade, there has been a grow-
ing recognition that well-designed, sport-based 
initiatives can be a powerful and simple, low-
cost and effective means to achieve develop-
ment and peace objectives,1 including those per-
taining to furthering childhood development. 

Sport for Development and Peace, an inter-
national movement that evolved out of this rec-
ognition, defines sport as “all forms of physi-
cal activity that contribute to physical fitness, 
mental well-being and social interaction, such 
as play, recreation, organized or competitive 
sport, and indigenous sports and games.”2 In 
this case, sport is viewed both as valuable in it-

self and as a means to achieving broader aims 
for development and peace.

Play is one of the most distinctive fea-
tures of early childhood, one that separates it  
from adulthood. The importance of play in early  
childhood was once again reiterated by the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child in its 
General Comment:3

“Play is one of the most distinctive features 
of early childhood. Through play, children both 
enjoy and challenge their current capacities, 
whether they are playing alone or with others. 
The value of creative play and exploratory learn-
ing is widely recognized in early childhood edu
cation. Yet realizing the right to rest, leisure and 
play is often hindered by a shortage of oppor
tunities for young children to meet, play and 
interact in child-centered, secure, supportive, 
stimulating and stress-free environments.”4

Despite numerous international commit-
ments to protect childhood, including the rec-
ognition of childhood protection as part of the 
Millennium agenda the outcome document of 
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the UN General Assembly Special Session on 
Children,5 for many of the world’s disadvan-
taged children today, childhood as a time to 
grow, learn, play and feel safe, does not exist. 
Millions of children have to take on adult roles 
caring for their families and siblings, while 
others are recruited as child combatants or 
forced into early marriages. 

Recognizing this reality, Right To Play uses 
specially-designed sport and play programs 
to improve health, build life skills, and foster 
peace for children and communities affected by 
war, poverty, disease. Working in both the hu-
manitarian and development contexts, Right 
To Play believes that the welfare of the child is 
paramount and focuses on using sport and play 
for basic education and child development; con-
flict resolution and peace education; health pro-
motion and disease prevention, and commu
nity development and participation. 

Sport for development and peace and  
the human rights framework

Sport, in its widest definition, has a firm place 
in the rights-based approach to international 
development due to its links to individual de-
velopment and sustained economic growth; 
its power to foster healthy child development, 
teach positive values and life skills, strengthen 
education, prevent disease (including HIV), im-
prove overall health and well-being, but most 
importantly in ensuring that children all over 
the world experience childhood as a time to 
grow, play, rest and learn.

While there is no specific “right to sport” 
found in the UN Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (UNDHR), sport in its widest defi
nition is more than a part of the right to rest 
and leisure.6

The widely recognized health benefits of sport 
make it an important tool in attaining “a stan-
dard of living adequate for the health and well-
being of himself and the family.”7 The conven-
ing power of sport can be successfully used to 
ensure that compulsory primary education is 
“directed to the full development of the human 
personality and to the strengthening of respect 
for human rights and fundamental freedoms.”8 
Furthermore, sport can be an important vehicle 
to help ensure gender parity in primary educa-
tion, a goal which according to a recent UNICEF 
report is yet to be achieved.9 Some of the ex-
amples of the potential of sport to break gen-
der barriers and promote health are provided  
in this article. 

As it pertains to promoting “understanding, 
tolerance and friendship among all nations,  
racial or religious groups,” and furthering “the 
activities of the United Nations for the main-
tenance of peace;”10 sport’s contribution to 
strengthening peace and friendship among all 
nations is well-documented throughout the 
history of the Olympic Games and the Olym-
pic Truce. Participation in sport, whether as a 
player or a spectator allows one to fulfill his or 
her right to participate in a cultural life of their 
community.11

The International Covenants and treaties 
subsequent to the UNDHR re-affirmed and ex-
panded the rights outlined in the UNDHR. 
Childhood should be a separate space from 
adulthood, and the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) delineates rights that 
are particular to children and distinct from 
adults. The CRC is the most widely adopted UN 
Convention, with only two UN Member States 
failing to ratify or access to it.12 It contains the 
most far-reaching and comprehensive commit-
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ments of the international community to chil-
dren to ensure that their rights – to survival, 
health, education, protection, and play – are 
met.

While the CRC does not specifically recog-
nize or define the “right to sport,” it makes a 
strong case for the right of a child (defined as 
anyone under 18 years of age) to engage in play 
and recreational activities appropriate to the 
age of the child and to participate freely in cul-
tural life and the arts.13 This commitment to en-
sure a child’s right to play is supported by the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, a moni-
toring body for the Convention that encourages 
governments to consider the development of a 
child’s “physical abilities to their fullest poten-
tial”14 as part of the right to education. 

In a Right To Play project in Grumeti, Tan-
zania, teachers notice first-hand the power of 
sport to improve school attendance: On days 
with sports practice, teachers report that at-
tendance is significantly higher. Even those stu-
dents who do regularly attend school make an 
extra effort to be present on a sports day. 

A holistic approach to education is not pos-
sible without an appropriate balance between 
various aspects of education, with physical edu-
cation being one of them.15

Due to the existing gender roles in many 
communities that mandate that girls help their 
families and take care of their siblings, girls of-
ten do not have an opportunity to engage in lei-
sure and play activities. In many countries due 
to restrictive gender norms, participation of 
girls in physical activity and sport is discour-
aged. Recognizing this particular vulnerability 
of girls, the Committee called upon the State 
Parties to the Convention to pay special atten-
tion to girls’ right to play, and encouraged them 

to allocate adequate resources to the implemen-
tation of this human right. 

The International Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, specifically recog-
nizes the right of children with disabilities to 
participate in leisure and sport activities,16 and 
obliges the State Parties to ensure children with 
disabilities enjoy “equal access with other chil-
dren to participation in play, recreation and lei-
sure and sporting activities, including those  
activities in the school system.”17

Right To Play considers the interest of the 
child paramount to its activities, and builds its 
work around the key principles set out in the 
international human rights framework. Below 
two aspects of Right To Play’s use of sport to 
attain the development objectives are explored, 
namely the use of sport to promote health and 
prevent disease, and ensure gender equity.

Health promotion and disease prevention  
through sport and play

By providing regular opportunities for physical 
activity and play that enhance overall physical 
fitness and help to alleviate stress, sport-based 
projects can contribute to the fulfillment of the 
right of the child to the enjoyment of the high-
est attainable standard of health.18 In addition, 
the convening power of sport can help reduce 
the vulnerability of children and young people 
to substance abuse, pre-mature, unprotected or 
unwanted sexual activity and the transmission 
of infectious diseases.

In Thailand, Right To Play works with chil-
dren of Burmese and Thai migrant workers and 
adult health promoters to improve community 
health by both providing accessible health edu-
cation through sports and games and promot-
ing healthy child development through physical 
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01	 In Right To Play programs in Pakistan girls are 
expressing themselves through sport and play.
02	 Girls enjoy a creativity game in Right To Play’s 
Thailand Migrant Project.
03	 A coach leads Right To Play games.
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activity. The Thailand Migrant Project operates 
in three provinces along the border region be-
tween Thailand and Burma, where large num-
bers of Burmese migrants have crossed the 
border into Thailand. Migrants often find it 
difficult to access government health servic-
es that combined with the mobility of the mi-
grant population, present a major challenge in 
disease management. 

This project employs a set of simple games 
with health messages relating to infectious dis-
eases. The active learning in these health games 
is extremely effective in reaching children, and 
involving adults who often come to join the 
game or enjoy it as spectators. This project 
serves up to 1,000 children every month, in-
cluding 700 school children involved in regu-
lar sport and play activities and 300 children 
who participate in monthly community-based 
health events and games. 

The HIV and AIDS epidemic remains a se-
rious development challenge for the interna-
tional community. Children and youth, espe
cially girls are extremely vulnerable to HIV. 
According to UNAIDS, in Zambia, South Afri-
ca and Zimbabwe, over 75% of young people liv-
ing with HIV and AIDS are female.19 Numerous 
reports of international agencies have demon-
strated that a focus on children and youth can 
greatly contribute to halting, and ultimately re-
versing, the spread of the epidemic.20 Knowl-
edge and information about HIV and AIDS 
are the first lines of defense for young people. 
Sport-based programs can become important 
tools in fighting the epidemic by empowering 
youth and providing them with knowledge, in-
formation, negotiation skills, respect for others, 
and understanding of inclusion. “Live Safe, Play 
Safe” is Right To Play’s skills-based health edu
cation module that uses games and activities 

to carry prevention and information messages 
about HIV and AIDS among children and young 
people. Through inclusive sport and play activ
ities in Zambia, Uganda, Liberia, Tanzania, Mo-
zambique, Mali, Rwanda, Ghana and Ethiopia, 
Right To Play works with children, youth and 
their communities to increase their knowledge, 
change attitudes, reduce stigma associated with 
the disease, and build skills among its project 
participants to respond assertively to peer-
pressure, plan for the future, and use condoms 
properly.
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