
 

 

 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS: 

The earliest examples of the military use of children go back to the wars of antiquity. Children 

living in the Mediterranean basin were frequently employed as aides, charioteers and armor 

bearers. Their use was detailed in the Bible, Egyptian Art and Greek Mythology. 

During the American Civil War of the 1860s, young boys took part in the hostilities. Many of 

them were slaves who had escaped their plantations to fight for their families’ freedoms, while 

others still were Northerners who joined the army swayed by the patriotism of the times. 

Teenage boys dug trenches and fought on the front lines. Things had not changed much five 

decades later, and when World War I began in 1914, militaries often had trouble getting enough 

able-bodied men to enlist in war. Even after the implementation of conscription forced adult men 

to sign up, there were still not enough troops. As a result, recruiting officers often ignored the 

statutory age requirements for military service and allowed boys who were clearly underage to 

join the army. Even in World War II (1939-1945), many of the belligerents used child soldiers. 

In the Soviet Union, orphans joined the Soviet Red Army unofficially and performed many 

different types of missions. As well, there were children who joined the Jewish resistance during 

the Holocaust as a part of the Hashomer Hatzair youth movement. In the Axis countries, a group 

called the Hitler Youth was formed as an extension of Hitler’s belief that Nazi children would be 

the future of Germany. The boys in Hitler Youth were training to be soldiers in the army. The 

girls in the organization prepared for good, Aryan housewifery. There have indeed been many 

wars in which child soldiers were used, but forms of help for survivors have also been created 

over time. In Africa, boarding schools opened up for victims of child soldiery to help rehabilitate 

them, starting in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

 

 



 

 

The civil war in Sierra Leone lasted from 1991-2001 and resulted in the forced recruitment of 

15,000-22,000children from their villages, who were then funneled into military conscription; 

about half were between the ages of 8 and 14. The Sudanese civil war was also fraught with the 

forced recruitment of child soldiers by both government forces and the Sudan People Liberation 

Army (SPLA). Government forces, in addition to training youth in only 14 days to prepare them 

for combat on the front lines, engaged in the practice of selling child slaves from marginalized 

areas in the southern part of Sudan. 

 

 

PREVIOUS ACTIONS TAKEN BY THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY: 

 

THE GENEVA CONVENTION 1949 

The Geneva Conventions of 1949 were the first step towards the protection of civilians and other 

special groups during times of armed conflict. The original Geneva Convention had four Parts; in 

particular, Part III described the special category of “protected persons” in time of war, though 

the definition of “children” varies. In 1977, the two additional Protocols to the original four 

Conventions were drafted. Protocol I applied to the protection of victims of international armed 

conflicts, reaffirming the original Geneva Convention while clarifying certain provisions based 

on developments in modern international warfare. Protocol II applied to victims of internal 

armed conflict, taking the original Convention beyond the quite limiting scope of wars of 

“international character,” as conflicts were originally defined. Specifically, Article 77 states that 

all Parties shall “take all feasible measures in order that children who have not attained the age of 

15 years do not take a direct part in hostilities.” Additionally, if a child is captured in war, “they 

shall continue to benefit from the special protection accorded by this Article.” 

 

CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF CHILD (CRC) 

In the 1980s, children became increasingly victimized by armed conflict, and thus, legislation 

that dealt explicitly with the problem became necessary. The UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (CRC) makes children’s best interest a primary consideration for all government 

bodies. An almost universally accepted human rights instrument, the CRC is ratified by all states 

except for the United States and Somalia. Its most relevant article to the case of the military use 

of children is article 38(2) which reads: “States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure 

that persons who have not attained the age of 15 years do not take a direct part in hostilities.” 

Many states have taken this provision further by ratifying the convention under the provison that 

the mandatory minimum age should be 18.5. 

In 1998, significant advances were achieved when the International Criminal Court declared that 

the use of children under 15 in military conflict a war crime under its Rome Statute. In this 

treaty, the delegates agree to prohibit not only children’s direct participation in warfare, but also 



 

 

their active participation in military activities such as sabotage, reconnaissance, spying and the 

use of children as decoys, messengers, or at security (military) checkpoints. It also prohibits the 

use of children in direct support of efforts to carry supplies to the front line and defines sexual 

slavery as a crime against humanity. A year later, the International Labour Organization Worst 

Forms of Child Labour Convention (1999) prohibited forced or compulsory recruitment of 

children under 18 for use in combat.  

Article 3(a) defines the worst forms of child labor as “all forms of slavery or practices similar to 

slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage and serfdom and forced or 

compulsory labor, including forced or compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed 

conflict.” 

 

 

AFRICAN CHARTER ON RIGHTS AND WELFARE OF CHILD: 

 

The African Union followed suit with its African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 

(1999), which prohibits recruitment or participation in direct hostilities of anyone under 18.5. It 

is the only regional treaty in the world that deals with the issue of child soldiers. 

With the turn of the century, even greater efforts were channeled by international bodies and 

states to address this increasingly visible issue. In 2000, the International Conference on War 



 

 

Affected Children: From Words to Action, was held in Winnipeg, Canada - a powerful gathering 

of interested individuals, relevant organizations, and former child soldiers that resulted in several 

strong outcomes. Subsequently, the Optional Protocol to the CRC on the use of child volunteers 

by state actors (2000) was drafted. It sets the minimum age for compulsory recruitment or direct 

participation in hostilities at 18; calls upon States parties to raise the age for voluntary 

recruitment and to provide special protections and safeguards for those under 18; categorically 

prohibits armed groups from recruiting or using in hostilities anyone under 18; and calls upon 

States parties to provide technical cooperation and financial assistance to help prevent child 

recruitment and deployment, and to improve the rehabilitation and social reintegration of former 

child soldiers. Additionally, there are several movements led by non-governmental organizations 

(NGO) and the general public aimed at pressuring international bodies and states to act upon the 

existing legal framework for protecting children’s rights. Red Hand Day (February 12th) is an 

annual commemoration day for current and former child soldiers. The Coalition to Stop the Use 

of Child Soldiers and other organizations frequently organize mass demonstration activities, such 

as a walk to symbolize the distance child soldiers walk daily, or a 25-hour silence to mark the 

25th year of the Uganda conflict. Increasingly, these movements are driven by youth, for youth, 

and champion former child soldiers as their spokespersons and advocates. 

 

 

CURRENT SITUATION: 

 

There are several nations that have not agreed to ban the use of child soldiers and still use them 

actively. And, of course, in many other nations that have signed these treaties, words on the page 

have very little relevance to conditions on the front lines. According to UNICEF, 1) there are 

about 300,000 child soldiers in the world fighting yearly. Within the last decade, 2 million 

children have died and about 5 million have been left permanently disabled. However, these 

numbers do not even compare to the 10 million children who are living with post-combat 

psychological trauma. The use of child soldiers is most prevalent in Eastern African countries, 

South America, and Asia. 

VOLUNTARY VS FORCED RECRUITMENT: 

In many developing societies, children don’t have access to the basic necessities of life such as 

food, shelter, or education. Due to extreme poverty, children often believe that enlisting in 

military service will allow them to gain these provisions. Incentives include escaping poverty, 

avenging family members, gaining social status, and escaping abuse at home. For most of these 

volunteers, the conditions in the militia turn out to be far worse than what they dealt with at 

home. The children are poorly fed and often live in the most squalid of conditions. Along with 

the children who willingly become soldiers, there are many children who are abducted from their 

homes and forced into war. In Northern Uganda, the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) has 

kidnapped over 10,000 children over the past 15 years. 2) Similarly, the military in Ethiopia 



 

 

utilized the “vacuum cleaner approach” in the 1980s by recruiting children from schools, 

markets, and festivals, often at gunpoint. 3) Once youth are recruited, it is usually next to 

impossible for them to quit and return home. Children who try to escape are swiftly executed. 

Often, the comrades of escaped soldiers are subjected to beating, torture, or even amputation. 

 

 

LACK OF FORMAL TRAINING: 

In professional armies, soldiers usually get formal training for the basic survival and combat 

skills necessary to stay alive. However, child soldiers in developing countries often don’t get any 

training. They are merely handed a gun and told to shoot at the enemy. The number of accidental 

deaths caused by a lack of training for child soldiers is staggering. As well, adolescents are often 

the ones who perform more dangerous tasks such as laying down land mines. Land mines are 

very easily triggered and are deadly when activated. Children can accidently set off a mine while 

burying it if they don’t have the proper training. 

 

TREATMENT OF CHILD SOLDIERS: 

Children are frequently punished for missteps in their military performance and abused if they 

fail to do what is asked of them. Female soldiers particularly are vulnerable to sexual 

harassment. Youth are sometimes deliberately brutalized in order to turn them into ruthless 

soldiers. Besides the harsh conditions the children have to endure when in the military, child 

soldiers are also susceptible to forced actions that are at times inhumane. Many of the children 

are given drugs and tranquilizers to help them numb their fear and pain. This has a negative 

impact on their health and causes lasting mental damage. Child soldiers are often exploited; they 

are used as human shields and sex slaves and are often forced into child labour. In Myanmar, 

child soldiers have been placed at the battlefront, ready to be used as a human shield for adult 

soldiers. Children are used so unsparingly in dangerous situations because soldiers are less likely 

to attack young children than armed adults. The Taliban have been using this technique for years, 

and they have even admitted to training children to be suicide bombers. 4) The Taliban have 

been using children because they can easily approach their targets unnoticed while carrying 

explosives hidden in their clothes. Once the children are trained, they can be sold to Taliban 

leaders for thousands of dollars. 



 

 

 

 

THE 21ST CENTURY: 

The 21st century has also seen strong connections between the use of child soldiers, the 

availability of education, and the level of development in many nations. In a 2002 study about 

Filipino child soldiers by Rufa Cagoco-Guiam, an overwhelming majority of child soldier 

respondents came from poor, economically marginalized communities whose parents were also 

involved in armed groups. 

Another emerging trend that gives cause for great worry is the general acceptance of child 

soldiering as a demographic need or a cultural practice. More and more, the disturbing 

phenomenon of the acceptance of child soldiering in Africa as a cultural tradition has emerged, 

an outgrowth of the theory of cultural relativism—the idea that an individual’s activities (such as 

the use or recruitment of child soldiers) should be understood in the context of his or her culture. 

This argument is also emerging in the Muslim context. According to Islamic belief, childhood 

stops at the onset of puberty (14 or 15 years old). At this time, followers are expected to observe 

and exercise Islamic teachings—including heeding the call of holy war. The appropriate 

response to such claims of cultural relativism lies in two sources of universalism: science and 

international human rights law. Scientific studies have outlined a universal timeline of 

neurological development for the human child; no matter what culture, religion, or background, 

most children have the same level of development and maturity at every age point - a fact that 

makes a standard minimum age for adulthood based on scientific measures of mental 

development appropriate. 

As for the question of whether the right to culture or children’s rights are to be respected, the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child encodes the idea that a child’s interests are to be given 



 

 

paramount consideration. The African Union echoed this sentiment by prohibiting cultural 

practices that might be prejudicial to a child’s health or life in its Charter on Children’s Rights. 

 

POST CONFLICT GUILT (PUNISHMENT): 

The question of post-conflict guilt among child soldiers is answered by different people  

in various ways based on the specific circumstances of the child’s involvement with armed 

groups. Traditionally, international courts have supported the absolutist legal doctrine that no 

matter the circumstances, children cannot be found guilty of any acts they committed below the 

age of 18. Their guilt is no less than an adult’s when they choose to join a military and commit 

violent acts. In other words, if children are entitled to the same rights as adults, fair justice and 

the spirit of equality would demand that children be held accountable and metered the same 

punishments as adults. 

Opposing scholars rebut that rights and justice are as much about dialogue, dependence, and 

welfare as they are about individualistic autonomy and reason, and as such, an impartial justice 

must recognize and protect a special sphere for children. 

 

 

FORMER CHILD SOLDIERS: 

The question of what to do with former child soldiers is also fraught with uncertainties and 

complications. Traditionally, nations have utilized a Disarmament, Demobilization, and 

Reintegration (DDR) model. Disarmament strips combatants of their weapons; 

Demobilization constitutes the assembly, registration, and transportation en masse of former 

child soldiers in preparation for a return to civilian life; and Reintegration means social and 

economic assimilation of former child soldiers into civilian life. For the purposes of our 

discussion, we will take a more comprehensive approach to DDR advocated by certain scholars, 

by including a second “R”, Rehabilitation—the restoration to good condition using therapy or 

education. 

 

ISSUE REGARDING GIRLS: 

An issue this committee needs to address is the inadvertent exclusion of girls from many DDRR 

programs because of their classification as non-combatants, which causes many of them to be  

re-recruited. Because girls do not serve in direct combat as often as boys, they do not qualify for 

many types of DDRR programs, and yet their trauma is just as damaging. 

Additionally, interim care centers for children transitioning from military service proved 

dangerous for girls, as they were housed with boys that were still learning to control their violent 

tendencies. Because girls are often saddled with the burden of children born in wartime and tend 

to have greater psychosocial needs than boys, many sites simply turn them away because they 

are not equipped with child-care or mental health services. In addition, as the case of Liberian 

ex-child soldiers demonstrates, disabled ex-combatants form an additional neglected subgroup 

that needs more attention in the overall DDRR process. Many DDRR programs are simply not 

equipped with the materials or experience to work with children suffering from advanced 

psychiatric or physical disabilities because of their involvement in conflict. 

 

POST WAR REHABILITATION: 



 

 

 

The adolescent survivors of war are often traumatized by their exposure to violence, torture, and 

death. It is often hard for these children to rebuild their lives and once again join society. 

Reintegration is extremely hard for children after war when they try to go home. At times, the 

family members of the children have all died in war or have disappeared. This results in the 

search to find other family members or friends. Even if relatives are found, often times they 

won’t allow the children to stay for fear that the children might still be dangerous or still have 

ties with the groups they fought with. Programs that have been created to help reunite families 

have failed to underscore the need for reconciliation between the children and their families 

before the children are understood to be safe enough to return to society. For some of the 

children who do come back home, they go back to an abusive life style. Many of the soldiers 

continue to be exposed to violence within their families, which don’t allow them to heal and 

return to peaceful society. Then there are those children who cannot find any living relatives or 

friends to stay with. Their futures seem uncertain in the current system of dealing with this issue. 

Some countries have tried building schools that focus on the rehabilitation children who have 

survived war. However, these schools rarely get proper funding and lack the number of staff 

members required to support the overflowing number of students. In Rwanda, the Kadogo 

School was built in 1994 for the demobilization of child soldiers. The school filled up very 

quickly and was soon housing almost 3000 children, twice as many as it was built for. With only 

41 instructors and 15 social workers, the rehabilitation of the children was impossible. After two 

years only 400 of these children were reunited with their families. By 1998, the school had shut 

down because it did not have the staff or funding needed to remain open. Due to the stigma that 

comes with being an ex-soldier, survivors are rarely welcome back to their villages. Without the 

acceptance of their communities, it becomes extremely difficult for children to reintegrate into 

society. Without being able to be rehabilitated and reintegrated, survivors may have to live with 

mental illnesses and emotional shock for the rest of their lives. Sometimes, escaped child soldiers 

who cannot return to normal society are even driven back into the militias they left. 

 
 



 

 

 

 

AREAS OF TENSION: 

 

 

MYANMAR 

Myanmar has the greatest number of child soldiers worldwide. According to Human Rights 

Watch, there were 70,000 child soldiers as of 2002 in Myanmar alone. Boys as young as 11 years 

of age are forced into the army. 5) They are confronted at schools and even in public venues; 

they are often threatened with jail time if they don’t join the military. The harsh methods of 

recruiting children have been reported to have been in use for over 20 years. Much of 

Myanmar’s child soldiers are in the ranks of Myanmar’s national army. The severe situation in 

Myanmar is due to the country’s political wing. Myanmar is ruled by the military, which has 

been styled into a type of presidential republic. The United Wa State Army is the military 

division of the United Wa State Party of Myanmar. This military consists of the largest 

opposition force as well as the largest number of child soldiers out of all the opposition groups. 

The Kachin Independence Army (KIA) is the military wing of the Kachin Independence 

Organization. According to people who have been interviewed by Human Rights Watch, the 

KIA is the only armed force in Myanmar to enlist girls. Myanmar’s armed corps has been named 

in four successive reports of the UN Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict to the 

UN Security Council. 

 

 

AFGHANISTAN 

 

Children have been and still are being recruited in Afghanistan to participate in hostilities; in 

particular, they have been enlisted to perform acts of terrorism. The Taliban have used the 

madrasa system, which indoctrinates not only Taliban teachings but also fundamentalist Islamic 

theology and religious law. This system ensures that young recruits will join their militias. The 

Taliban rely on academic institutes to use the madrasa system on students. They mostly target 

children who are living in poverty or have been displaced from their homes. These adolescents 

are taught how to act as suicide bombers. Once trained with the knowledge they need, the 

children can sneak up on their enemies and activate the explosives, killing hundreds in the 

process. Trained Taliban children may be worth thousands of dollars and are oftentimes sold to 

Taliban leaders. Not only the Taliban but also the government of Afghanistan has been known to 

utilize child soldiers in combat. Because the government is so lax about recruiting underage 

soldiers, the training the children receive is not sufficient to prepare them for battle. Children as 

young as three are told to gather spent cartridges, sell drugs on the streets, and to protect adult 

soldiers in combat. Teenagers are given motorcycles and other vehicles to plant roadside bombs. 

7) Other tasks that children are used for are espionage, carrying wounded Taliban soldiers, and 

covering the movements of the adult soldiers. Because children are less likely to be attacked, 

they are frequently used as human shields, a very, very dangerous endeavour. However, any 

child who tries to escape can expect to be punished with death. 

 

NORTHERN UGANDA AND SOUTHERN SUDAN 

 



 

 

Since the late 1980s, about 25,000 child soldiers have been forced into armed conflict in 

Northern Uganda. The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) has been known to train children to take 

part in guerrilla warfare. This army tried to overthrow the Ugandan government in the 1990s, 

causing much damage and conflict in war zones. It has forcibly recruited many children over the 

past 30 years. Amnesty International reported that without the abduction of children, the LRA 

would have very few combatants. 8) Girls have been used as sex slaves and even as gifts for 

dealers in other African countries. Many of them have been subject to rape, beatings, and other 

forms of torture. In a study performed in 2006 by researchers from the University of Hamburg in 

a government boarding school in Uganda designed to help war victims studied 330 former 

Ugandan child soldiers. According to the study, almost all the children had experienced 

shootings and beatings, half the children had killed someone, and the majority was experiencing 

emotional trauma and psychological illnesses. The study found that about 90% of the soldiers 

continued to be exposed to violence when they returned home. 

COLOMBIA 

 

Child soldiers have been recruited in Colombian guerrilla groups for many years. It has been 

reported that armed groups have waited outside of schools in order to abduct students. These 

illegal forces have damaged schools and have targeted teachers, often killing the teachers in front 

of their students. According to War Child, there were about 14,000 child soldiers in Colombia by 

2007.10 One in four child soldiers are under the age of 15. More than half of the children belong 

to the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia and the National Liberation Army, two of the 

biggest guerrilla groups in Colombia. 

 

 

RELEVANT INTERNATION ACTIONS: 

 

After a groundbreaking report on child soldiers was released by Grach Machel in 1996, the UN 

General Assembly recommended in 1997 an appointment of a Special Representative to the 

Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict. Former Secretary-General Kofi Annan 

appointed Olara A. Otunnu to the position. The Special Representative works with the Security 

Council, HRC, General Assembly, member states, NGOs, and the public to create policy on the 

prevention and DDRR of child soldier usage. The 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child 

was strengthened in 2000 with the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed 

Conflict, the product of six years of debate in working groups established by the UN 

Commission on Human Rights. The Protocol raises the age for military conscription to 18 and 

requires states parties to take all feasible measures to ensure that state forces and 

nongovernmental armed groups do not recruit or use persons below 18. It also promotes 

international cooperation and assistance in the rehabilitation and reintegration of former child 

soldiers. Today, the Protocols are independent from each other and the CRC, meaning that any 

state can ratify the Convention, Protocol I, or Protocol II independently. 

The UN Security Council also elaborated on the use of child soldiers in its Resolutions 

1261, 1265, 1296, 1314, 1379, 1460, 1539, 1612. In particular, 1261 (1999),1265 (1999), and 

1296 (2000) deal with the protection of civilians in armed conflict and have also emphasized 

children’s particular vulnerability and need for special protection. Stressing that children should 

be a main priority in the international community, the Security Council also exhorted member 

states in its resolutions to incorporate children in any comprehensive strategy for conflict 



 

 

resolution. Additionally, the Security Council goes further to enumerate six grave violations 

against children during wartime, and apply these as a basis to protect children in future conflicts 

using the appropriate monitoring and reporting mechanisms: 

 

• The killing or maiming of children; Recruitment or use of child soldiers; 

• Rape and other forms of sexual violence against children; 

• Abduction of children; 

• Attacks against schools or hospitals; and Denial of humanitarian access to children; 

 

The United Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights has established an Open-ended 

Working Group to explore the possibility of allowing communication for the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, a process by which individuals can allege to the HRC that their rights have 

been violated under such a convention. Currently, the HRC allows communication for five 

human rights treaty bodies. The Working Group is currently drafting an optional protocol to the 

CRC to see if such a procedure can be established. 

 

 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS: 

 

ESTABLISHING SAFER LIVING ENVIRONMENT 

 

Many of the children who are targeted to be made child soldiers come from impoverished 

societies. Developed, stable regions hardly ever encounter problems with forced recruitment of 

child soldiers. If children could receive a better education, have sufficient food and water, and 

good shelter, they may also be less tempted to voluntarily join armies. A solution to this issue is 

providing developing nations with a good supply of clean water to drink and enough food to eat. 

As well, building schools that are safe learning environments for children would greatly reduce 

the need to join the military. For the safety of citizens, legal and responsible police forces should 

be on guard for suspicious activity. They should be located outside of schools and public venues 

in order to keep smugglers from abducting children. Any person caught kidnapping or forcibly 

recruiting children to fight should be prosecuted. These basics of Western life are often not the 

case outside of North America. 

 

PROVIDING AID TO REHAB CENTRES 

 

Countries where there are boarding schools run by the government in order to rehabilitate ex-

soldiers are more likely to be able to demobilize child soldiers and better prepare them to 

reintegrate back into society. However, many of these schools are on the verge of shutting down 

due to a lack of funds and shortage of staff members. More money needs to be invested in these 

schools to help victims move on. This way, more teachers and social workers can be hired to 

help the children rebuild their lives. If more money is given to these schools, the children can be 

better fed, better sheltered, and better treated. With the extra money, more efforts can be put into 

reuniting families. 

 

POINTS A RESOLUTION SHOULD ADDRESS: 

 



 

 

BASIS FOR INTERNATIONAL CHILDREN’S RIGHTS 

 How do earlier human rights documents, especially those detailing children’s rights, 

apply in the issue of the military use of children? 

 Are children entitled to special rights and protections because of their age? If so, what are 

they and why? Who is responsible for these protections – the state, the parents, or society 

at large? If not, on what basis and with what kinds of implications? 

 

LEGAL ISSUES 

 Should there be an international standard minimum age for combat action and/or 

military support? If so, at what age should it be? If not, at what level should the 

minimum age be established if at all? 

 To what extent are children responsible for the actions or inactions they commit while 

serving in combat action? 

 Should the international community make a distinction between children’s guilt when 

participating in regular combat action vs. terrorism against civilians? 

 

ENFORCEMENT 

 What sort of punishments and/or incentives can the international system give recalcitrant 

states, paramilitary organizations, and individual actors for their use of child soldiers? 

 What are the external factors that exacerbate the worldwide situation of child soldiers? 

What can the HRC and other organizations do to mitigate these circumstances? 

 

REHABILITATION 

 What steps can the international community take to prevent child soldiers from returning 

to military combat either as children or as adults? 

 How can we provide the necessary medical, psychological, and physical rehabilitation 

necessary for children to make a break from their pasts of violence and bloodshed? 

 


