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The Rights of the Child and Sports
Adolf Ogi, United Nations Under-Secretary-General and Special Adviser to the 
Secretary-General on Sport for Development and Peace 
Interviewed by Thomas Kirchschläger

How was this special mandate created?
Ogi: Politics, economy, science, religion and cul-
ture have long been engaged to resolve conflicts 
and create a better world, with many good out-
comes, but also significant failures. Kofi Annan, 
the former Secretary-General of the United Na-
tions, brought the missing element of sport to 
the toolbox for achieving the Millennium De-
velopment Goals. His idea was to use the com-
pelling and convening power of sport to be em-
ployed wherever it may seem useful or where 
other means may have failed.

I first met Mr. Kofi Annan in 2000, in my 
then capacity as President of the Swiss Confed-
eration. After I left the Swiss government at the 
end of 2000, he asked me to serve as the first 
Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on 
Sport for Development and Peace. 

What goals does the United Nations pursue 
through this position and what is the role of the 
Special Adviser?
Ogi: As enshrined in various United Nations 
General Assembly resolutions pertaining to 
sport, the Organisation uses sport to achieve 

specific development objectives such as the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
embodied in the 2000 Millennium Declaration 
adopted by all the Heads of Member States. The 
United Nations views sport as an instrument  
to promote health, education, development and 
peace.

The Special Adviser has three roles: 
1. 	 Representative – representing the Secre-
tary-General and the United Nations system at 
important global sports events and other stra-
tegically important fora.
2. 	 Advocate – leading the efforts of the United 
Nations system at a high political level to pro-
mote understanding and support for sport as a 
tool for contributing to poverty reduction, uni-
versal education, gender equality, environmen-
tal sustainability, the combat of HIV/AIDS and 
other diseases, as well as peace-building and 
conflict resolution. 
3. 	 Facilitator – encouraging dialogue, collab-
oration and partnerships around sport for de-
velopment and peace between the United Na-
tions and Member States, international sports 
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organizations, the civil society, the private sec-
tor and the media. The Special Adviser provides 
the entry point to the United Nations system 
for the outside world with regard to sports for 
development and peace.

In which countries are you active?
Ogi: One of the key elements of sport is that 
it knows no borders. Our approach to sport in-
cludes all Member States without exception. 
However, all countries do not have the same 
needs. In developed countries, sport is main-
ly used to promote health, in particular to fight 
overweight and obesity, and to promote a bet-
ter lifestyle in general. In developing countries, 
sport turns into an effective instrument in the 
development process to achieve the MDGs. In 
countries recovering from tensions and con-
flict, sport is a powerful vehicle to create an  
atmosphere of tolerance and understanding, 
assist traumatized youth and children and rein-
tegrate former child soldiers into civil society.

How should we concretely understand your work?
Ogi: I travel the world, representing the United 
Nations and the Secretary-General at sports 
events and international conferences. I use 
these opportunities to raise awareness about 
the limitless potential of sport which has not 
been fully recognized and harnessed, and to 
create effective networks among the key stake-
holders. In order to effectively advocate sport 
as a tool for development and peace, I need to 
develop and maintain close contacts with gov-
ernment officials, high-level United Nations of-
ficials, decision-makers in the world of sport, 
and leaders from the private sector, academia, 
and the media. I encourage these actors to em-
ploy sport for peace and development by build-
ing partnerships in order to share experiences, 

mobilize resources and collaborate together for 
innovative and creative approaches for a better 
world. 

During my field visits, I witness each time 
how sport can bring great benefit to all seg-
ments of the population and especially to chil-
dren. To give you an example: Earlier this year, 
in March, I was in Liberia to launch a new 
“Sport for Peace” programme, which we have 
set up together with the United Nations Mis-
sion in Liberia (UNMIL), the Liberian govern-
ment and the International Olympic Commit-
tee (IOC). The programme initially lasted five 
weeks but its impact was deep and long last-
ing. It has contributed to the process of recon-
ciliation in a country which has been ravaged by 
civil war for 14 years and has affected the de-
velopment of an entire generation. Sport can 
help the young people from Liberia to recover 
from the war and allow them to regain a sense 
of normalcy.

Are you welcome everywhere with open arms, or do 
you face resistance? If so, what kind of resistance 
have you encountered?
Ogi: “Sport brings people together”: This is my 
message, and it is a positive one! 

I work as the ambassador of the best values 
of sport, addressing people who are victims of 
grave and painful issues, such as terrorism and 
HIV/AIDS. My message brings them hope and 
a new way to confront and overcome their chal-
lenges. That is why I am always welcome wher-
ever I go and by people from all conditions and 
backgrounds. 

My interlocutors might sometimes argue 
that sport also carries negative aspects, and I 
concede. Nevertheless, they seldom, if ever, dis-
agree with me on its positive potential.
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The resistance I face comes mainly from govern-
ments of the industrialized world, who do not 
understand that “sport for all” must be increas-
ingly supported and mainstreamed, and that 
this implies adequate financing of programmes 
and infrastructure.

What is the significance of children and youth in 
your mandate and what can you concretely do for 
them?
Ogi: Children and youth are extremely impor-
tant in my mandate: They represent the pri
mary target of my message on sport. Children 
are the leaders of tomorrow, hence the impor-
tance of an education instilling the positive  
values of sport for life. We are sowing the seeds, 
but it is they who will reap the benefits.

Regarding concrete actions, I would like 
to underline that my office does not direct-
ly implement projects or programmes on the 
ground. My role is rather to encourage the 
many actors in the field to incorporate sport 
in their relevant programmes. An example is 
the cooperation between UNHCR and the NGO 
Right To Play to bring sport to refugee camps 
all over the world. Visiting these war-affected 
children in refugee camps, I instantly notice 
the gloomy environment in which they are liv-
ing. I am deeply moved by the sadness on their 
faces. But as soon as we introduce sport and al-
low them to play and share a moment of joy, I 
see their eyes gleaming again. I see hope for a 
better future.

What children’s rights do concretely pertain to your 
mandate?
Ogi: There are many linkages between sport and 
children’s rights as provided in the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC). I will give you 
three examples.

One of the children’s rights is the protection 
from all forms of discrimination as stated in 
Article 2 of the CRC: Through its inclusiveness, 
sport facilitates the integration of groups suf-
fering from discrimination, such as girls, chil-
dren belonging to minority groups, children liv-
ing in poverty, and children with disabilities,  
to give a few illustrations.

Another instance is the right to leisure and 
recreational activities (Art. 31), in other words, 
the right to play: The practice of sport provides 
a scope for a high degree and wide range of rec-
reational activity, as it not only entertains, but 
also ensures a healthy lifestyle and keeps chil-
dren and teenagers away from deviant behav-
iour, crime and violence.

Sport is also a very effective reintegration 
and rehabilitation tool for psychologically or 
physically traumatized children, as it helps ma-
terialize the rights of the child victim (Art. 39).

To reiterate, these are just some examples, 
but the possibilities of the ways in which sport 
promotes respect for the rights of children are 
unlimited.

Is it sufficient to build football fields or to send 
balls and sports shoes in order to make a better fu­
ture possible for children?
Ogi: Here the answer is twofold. First, in the 
overall development process, sport contrib-
utes to improving living conditions of children 
in need, giving them an opportunity to neces-
sary physical activity, to remain healthy and to 
learn indispensable social skills. As such, sport 
is a tool to help achieve key aspects of the devel-
opment process, such as education and health, 
thus making it possible for children to have a 
more positive future.

Second, focusing on the use of sport for de-
velopment and peace in the field, sport equip-
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ment and facilities (the “hardware”) are of 
course necessary and important. However, well-
designed sustainable projects and programmes 
and appropriate coaching (the “software”) are 
keys to fully exploit the benefits sport can bring 
to children and youth.

What do children and youth learn through sport?
Ogi: They learn fundamental values and basic 
social skills, which they can apply in their every
day life, such as respect for the opponent, ac-
ceptance of the rules, solidarity and fair-play. 
They learn to win, without thinking they are 
necessarily the best. They learn to lose, without 
thinking that it is the end of the world. Sport 
provides children with the opportunity to make 
mistakes that have no serious consequences  
beyond the game. 

I repeat the dictum wherever I go: Sport is 
the best school of life! And every child – with-
out any exception – should have the opportun
ity to go through that school!

What influence do you have? At which level (politi­
cal, economic) is your message heard?
Ogi: My previous functions in politics and the 
private sector allow me to approach top level 
representatives in almost any field. As United 
Nations Under-Secretary-General, I not only 
meet high-ranking officials within the UN sys-
tem but also Heads of State and Government, 
CEOs of leading corporations in the sport in-
dustry, to name a few. I believe that my voice is 
heard and it has lasting impact. As an example 
of successful influence, I was able to convince 
the UN Member States of the positive aspects 
sport provides to help achieve a better world, 
and the General Assembly adopted relevant 
resolutions in a very short span of time – for 
United Nations standards.

We are at a point where sport as a development-
promoting instrument is benefiting from grow-
ing visibility and recognition. This is encourag-
ing. Our cause advances well.

Although my mandate is to encourage rel
evant actors to use sport as a bearer of hope, the 
message I strive to convey primarily addresses 
the grassroots: I promote sport for all; my mes-
sage then must be and is listened to by all! There 
are results.

Could you not draw attention to the implemen­
tation of the CRC in your contacts with politi- 
cians?
Yes I can, and I am doing it! As I mentioned 
earlier, children represent the primary target 
of my work; they are very closely linked to my 
mandate. Today, not every child has free access 
to sport and play. The right to play enshrined 
in the CRC is thus often referred to as the for-
gotten right. When an opportunity occurs, I re-
mind States Parties and other actors of their 
obligation to undertake concrete measures to 
ensure the implementation of the CRC.

What have you achieved so far as Special Adviser?
Ogi: That is difficult to say; maybe it is the Inter-
national Year of Sport and Physical Education 
2005. We had to convince the Member States 
that it is important to highlight the positive po-
tential of sport by celebrating an international 
year. We started with no budget but a lot of pas-
sion and were able to build up a momentum. 
The International Year has served as a launch-
ing pad for thousands of initiatives, and many 
of them subsequently turned into sustainable 
programmes using sport as an instrument to 
promote development and peace. We have been 
able to mobilize millions of people.



Realizing the Rights of the Child 296

commissions, participated in studies, and sup- 
ported integrative educational approaches in 
various communities. She was also involved in 
teachers’ training. She was elected municipal 
counsellor in Zug for twelve years. In this capac-
ity she was a member of various commissions 
such as the audit and the education commis-
sions. From 1994 to 1998 she acted as Vice Pres-
ident and President of the municipal council.  
In 1994, Elsbeth Müller became Deputy Exe- 
cutive Director of UNICEF Switzerland and  
was put in charge of the Communication  
Department. For approximately ten years she  
has been heading UNICEF Switzerland. Every 
year, UNICEF Switzerland generates between  
30 and 35 million Swiss francs for UNICEF  
projects worldwide.

Adolf Ogi was appointed in February 2001 to the  
task of assisting the United Na-
tions Secretary-General in his  
efforts to reach out to the world  
of sports in order to promote  
understanding and support for 
the work and ideals of the  
United Nations. His mandate as  

Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on 
Sport for Development and Peace is oriented not 
only towards the world of sports, sports indus-
tries and governments, but also towards United 
Nations funds, programs and specialized agen-
cies. On the initiative of Mr. Ogi, the United Na-
tions proclaimed 2005 the International Year  
of Sport and Physical Education in order to  
encourage governments, the world of sports, and  
other partners to use the power of sports to  
promote education, health, development and 
peace. Adolf Ogi was Director of the Swiss Skiing  
Federation from 1971 to 1981. He also took an  
active part in the “Fédération Internationale de  
Ski” from 1971 to 1983. In 1981, he became a  
director and board member of Intersport Swit-
zerland Holding AG. Mr Ogi was a member  

of Parliament from 1979, and was elected Federal 
Councilor in 1987. As such, he was in charge  
of the Federal Department for Transport, Com-
munications and Energy from 1988 to 1995,  
then of the Federal Department of Defense,  
Civil Protection and Sports from 1995 to 2000.  
In 1993 and in 2000 he was President of the  
Swiss Confederation. 

Prof. Dr. Bernd Overwien, Technical University  
of Berlin, is head of the TU sec-
tion Global Education and 
International Cooperation. He is 
working in didactics of citizen-
ship education within the frame 
of reference of teacher train-
ing. Initially, he was an electri-

cian and became a trainer of electricians. On the 
“working adult” educational track he made  
his Abitur (high-school diploma). After studying  
to be a teacher of polytechniques and social  
sciences, also obtaining a master’s degree in edu
cational science, he worked as a scientific as-
sistant. His doctoral degree dealt with the acqui
sition of skills in the small business sector of 
Managua/Nicaragua, where he cooperated for 
many years in the promotion of projects of soli-
darity and development cooperation. Further  
international cooperation projects made him vis-
it Argentina, Ethiopia, and other countries in  
Africa and Latin America. In his thesis for quali
fication as university lecturer he worked on  
the aspects of informal learning. Later, he con
tinued this work in the context of a number of 
projects, and then also in cooperation with Cana
dian colleagues. At present, Bernd Overwien  
continues to work on current educational topics, 
in particular on Global Education, also in the 
context of human-rights-relevant perspectives 
and on matters of informal learning in various 
learning environments. Furthermore, he is inter-
ested in matters of internationalizing research  
and teaching. He is an honorary member of the  


