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Australian Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 

At least 300.000 children under the age of 18 years are currently taking part in 
approximately 36 armed conflicts around the world. Hundreds of thousands more may 
be enrolled in armed forces or groups and made to fight at almost any moment. While 
many are lawfully recruited, others are kidnapped or coerced into service. Continuing 
enlistment and deployment of children as fighters occurred during 1998 in countries 
across Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas - no continent has spared children from this 
tragic abuse. 

A number of factors lead to the use of children as soldiers. First, technological 
developments and the increasingly accessible and destructive light arms. Second, the 
nature and scope of conflicts in the modern era. Today's conflicts are primarily internal, 
often fought by multiple, semi-autonomous armed groups within existing state 
boundaries. The internal rules of warfare, which have governed inter-state wars fought 
by regular armies, are routinely ignored in these situations of "total war". Many of these 
conflicts pit compatriot against compatriot, neighbour against neighbour. Children are 
specifically targeted and compelled to become instruments of war, forced to give violent 
expressions to the hatreds of adults. 

Life for a child recruit is invariably harsh. A boy soldier may start out as a porter, a 
messenger or a spy, but sooner or later he will end up in the front line. As members of 
armed forces, children are lawful targets for enemy action. Even within regular armies 
children are often treated brutally and punishments for mistakes can be severe. 
Attempted desertion will almost invariably lead to incarnation or even summary 
execution, 

When children are recruited and used in hostilities, violations of the rights of the child 
include:  

1) likelihood of death or injury as a result of participation in combat (the most frequent 
combat-related injuries of child soldiers are loss of hearing, loss of sight and loss of 
limbs, all of which have permanent implications in relation to the future reintegration 
and "value" to society of these children);  

2) non-combat deaths - - many child soldiers die or are killed before they ever reach 
the front line because of resisting recruitment, trying to escape, inability to keep up, 
succumbing to disease, malnutrition, injuries caused by toughening up techniques or 
punishments, suicide or fatal self-inflicted injuries;  

3) exposure to health hazards, e.g. malnutrition, skin and respiratory diseases, malaria, 
and sexual exploitation (both sexes) with resulting likelihood of sexually transmitted 
diseases, HIV/AIDS, pregnancy, abortion or childbirth;  

4) non-combat related injuries, e.g. beatings, deprivation of food/drink, bone 
deformation from carrying heavy loads; 

5) drug/alcohol abuse;  
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6) separation from family - children separated from their families for whatever reason 
(even temporarily) are the most vulnerable to recruitment in any case;  

7) arbitrary detention;  

8) mental/emotional/psychological effects of committing atrocities or of destruction of 
self-esteem/self-confidence by training techniques designed to break the will of 
recruits;  

9) exposure to criminal prosecution, and likelihood of severe penalties, including death 
penalty for war crimes/treason (even when originally abducted);  

10) exposure to torture and other ill-treatment if captured, and to summary execution;  

11) deprivation of education.  

The international community has an obligation to be concerned about the protection of 
child soldiers caught in the midst of conflicts. The appalling situation forced by many 
child soldiers can no longer be tolerated. Existing international law on minimum age for 
recruitment of children and participation in hostilities is inadequate and must be 
strengthened. There is an urgent need for a clear unequivocal international norm: no 
child below 18 should be recruited into the armed forces, and no child under 18 should 
be able to participate in hostilities. Military recruitment and use of any person younger 
than 18 years of age, should be prohibited and recognised by all armed forces and 
groups, both governmental and non-governmental. 

Furthermore, the international community has to promote the prevention, protection and 
rehabilitation of children in conflict and mobilise public opinion in order to combat the 
use of child soldiers. The International Save the Children Alliance has for many years 
been involved in programs to assist the protection, rehabilitation and reintegtration into 
community life for children who have participated as soldiers in armed conflicts 

To advance these objectives it is important to work to broaden the ownership of this 
agenda In order to carry out a broad strategy of advocacy, partnership must be sought 
among key actors, official and non-official. Each partner has a significant role to play in 
our efforts to put pressure to bear on the true motivating factors behind child 
recruitment. 

In 1995 Radda Barnen, on behalf of the International Save the Children Alliance, 
intensified its advocacy efforts on child soldiers by means of an international campaign 
to stop the use and recruitment of children in hostilities. We have conducted extensive 
research, published books and publications on the topic. We run a global documentation 
center on children in armed conflict open for the general public and invest lots of efforts 
to raise awareness and to mobilize public opinion on the protection of children as 
soldiers. Our ambition is to put pressure to bear on governments who have insufficient 
legal standards on the recruitment and use of children in hostilities. 

As of May last year Radda Barnen, on behalf of the International Save the Children 
Alliance, became a member of the steering committee of the international coalition to 
stop the use of child soldiers. The Coalition was formed by concerned non-governmental 
organizations determined to stop the participation of children in armed conflict. Our 
primary objectives are the adoption of, and adherence to, an Optional Protocol to the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child prohibiting the military recruitment and use in 
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hostilities of any person younger than 18; and the recognition and enforcement of this 
standard by all armed forces and groups, whether governmental or non-governmental. 

However, it is important to stress that the Optional protocol is not an end in it self but 
rather a means to seek an end to the military recruitment and participation in armed 
conflict of all children under 18 years of age. 

Working through relevant international fora and in existing national, regional and 
international networks, and establishing new campaigns where necessary, the Coalition 
seeks to mobilise public opinion and political will in favour of keeping children under 18 
years of age out of the army and out of the front line. A high-profile media campaign 
using prominent international figures will bring home the extent of the catastrophe 
wrought on children by their use and abuse as soldiers. Conferences to raise awareness 
of the problem and to mobilise regional support for the Protocol have been taking place 
in Mozambique, Africa and Montevideo, Uruguay. Two more are planned to occur in 
Europe and Asia over the coming year. Our efforts will culminate in the convening of a 
major international conference in the year 2000, the purpose of which is to break the 
current logjam in the negotiation of the Optional Protocol. 

To ensure effective coordination with other groups and bodies concerned, active links 
and cooperation are already being established with the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement and key United Nations agencies and bodies, including the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, UNHCR, the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, and UNICEF. It is hoped that similar support will be received from the 
Department for Peacekeeping Operations, the ILO, the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General for Children in Armed Conflict, and the World Health Organization 
(WHO) 

Recommendations: 
The two major challenges are to accept that this is a serious problem that must be 
addressed; and to take the steps that are possible and not to succumb to fatalism 
because some situations appear intractable, The actions which this group of 
Governments are well-placed to undertake include: 

1. Monitoring and responding through diplomatic and other channels whenever and 
wherever children are being recruited and used in hostilities and taking up this issue 
consistently and systematically. The failure to do so demonstrates that it is not 
considered a serious issue. All embassies must be required to monitor and report, 
including checking on the recruitment of teenagers/adolescents. 

2. Responses include: 

(a) condemnation of the use of children as soldiers by governments and armed 
opposition groups and demanding that such practices cease and that children 
already recruited are demobilised or released into safety; 

(b) reminding governments that the single major reason for children volunteering 
to join armed opposition groups is their personal experience of ill-treatment 
by government armed forces; 

(c) bringing influence or pressure to bear on governments or groups 
recruiting/using children by refraining from providing them, directly or 
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indirectly, with arms including small arms, military equipment, military 
training or personnel; 

(d) refraining from providing sanctuary to armed groups recruiting or using 
children, including ensuring that domestic laws make it a criminal offence to 
recruit children from within their jurisdiction and that representatives of such 
groups within their jurisdiction are held accountable for such recruitment; 

3. Ratifying, and urging other governments to ratify, the Statute of the International 
Criminal Court to address the recruitment and use of under-a5's. 

4. Urging all member states of the OAU who have not yet done so to ratify the African 
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which sets 18 as the minimum age 
for recruitment into the armed forces and participation in hostilities, in order to 

(a) bring the Charter into force; 

(b) make it the universal standard throughout the OAU. 

5. Providing support for the Committee to oversee the implementation of the African 
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child once the Charter is in force. 

6. Supporting the creation of an international standard setting the minimum age for 
participation in hostilities and for all forms of recruitment into all armed forces and 
armed groups at 18 years, thus redressing the anomaly created by the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child which restricted the protection of children in 
this respect to those below 15 years. 

7. Assisting those governments needing it with establishing proper recruitment 
procedures to ensure that recruitment only takes place in accordance with their 
national legislation, including for example, 

(a) ensuring that recruitment is governed by law; 

(b) that the law is clear and specific about the minimum age and other criteria 
applicable to recruits; 

(c) that the law is known to those responsible for recruitment and that there are 
penalties for non-compliance with it; 

(d) that the law is known to children and their families and that there are known 
and effective channels for investigation of complaints of violation of the law; 

(e) assisting with establishing systems for birth registration and provision of age 
documentation (including for refugees and displaced persons), where these 
are not universally available within countries; 

(f) Insisting on the government's responsibility for the recruitment policy and 
practices of all armed forces, including militias by whatever name, which the 
government establishes, condones, arms or permits to bear arms,  

8. Stressing the importance of, planning for, and assisting with the provision of 
alternatives to recruitment for children, in particular, activities to prevent children 
from becoming separated from their families, and early reunification for those who do 
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become separated, access to education for all children and adolescents, including 
refugees and displaced. 

Of course, all such actions would carry greater credibility if the domestic law and 
practices of these governments ensured that they themselves neither recruited 
(voluntarily or compulsorily) those under 18 years of age, thus also ensuring that under- 
18s would not be used in hostilities. 

Henrik Häggström, 
Project Manager/Advocacy Coordinator 
Radda Barnen 
107 88, Stockholm, Sweden 
Tel: +46 8 698 90 86, Fax: +468 698 90 12 
e-mail: henrik.haggstrom@rb.se  
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