
 
 

 

 

International Conference: 

 Free children from war 
Paris, 5-6 February 2007 

 

A high level Conference held in Paris on 5 and 6 February 2007 called upon 
the international community to redouble its efforts to support the release, 
protection and reintegration of child soldiers. In his speech during the opening 
ceremony, Mr. Kari Tapiola, Executive Director of the ILO, highlighted the 
ILO's role in this process, which is to concentrate on the socio-economic 
reintegration of former child soldiers, as well as the prevention of the 
recruitment of children.  Mr. Tapiola pointed out that “Together with its 
constituents – governments, employers’ and workers’ organizations, – the ILO 
works to help former child soldiers to get ready to a return to society: to go 
back to school for the youngest, and to find a decent job and live in dignity for 
those who are old enough to legally work“. The Conference, hosted by the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of France and UNICEF, brought together high level 
representatives of governments, NGOs and researchers, who unanimously 
welcomed the Paris Principles and Guidelines on the protection and 
reintegration of children associated with armed forces or armed groups.  

(The text of Mr. Tapiola’s speech is below. For more information about the 
Conference, please see http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr). 

http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/


 
 

Opening statement – Mr. Kari Tapiola 
Executive Director,  

Standards and Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work Sector 
International Labour Organization 

 
 
 
Honourable Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Douste-Blazy, 

 

Ms. Veneman, Executive Director of UNICEF, 

 

Ms. Coomaraswamy, Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children 

and Armed Conflict, 

 

Dear Mr. Ishmael Beah, 

 

Distinguished participants, 

 

Let me express my sincere pleasure at being able to speak at this conference on 

behalf of the ILO.  I thank the French Government and UNICEF for giving me the 

opportunity to take part. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

When we speak about child soldiers, we speak about one of the most cynical deeds 

that adults can do to children; using them to fight the wars of grown-ups, and wars 

which even grown-ups should not fight,  thereby exposing children to violence and 

abuse, including sexual abuse. They are forced to commit and witness unspeakable 

things and to go through traumatizing experiences, the memories of which will haunt 

them forever.  These are damaged children, for life. 

 

The use of children in armed conflict touches the heart of the ILO's mandate.  ILO 

Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour recognizes the use of child 

soldiers as a slavery-like practice that should be prohibited and eliminated as a 

matter of urgency.  Convention No. 182 is closely linked to other international 



 
instruments relevant to child soldiers, most notably the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child and its Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict. 

 

The ILO’s concern is not limited to the cases where children are used as combatants. 

The use of children for auxiliary activities for armed groups (e.g. cooks, porters, or 

sexual services) is likewise covered under the Convention. Additionally, children who 

live in conflict or post-conflict situations, many of them orphans, internally displaced 

children and other vulnerable children, particularly girls, are at high risk of being 

trapped in other worst forms of child labour in order to survive, such as commercial 

sexual exploitation, involvement in illicit activities or hazardous work.  

 

Today, Convention 182 has been ratified by over 160 ILO member States, more than 

90% of the membership. These countries are required to promptly prohibit the use of 

children as child soldiers and make sure that this prohibition is backed up by credible 

sanctions. They must in addition take effective and time-bound measures to ensure 

that children are no longer recruited for use in armed conflict. Importantly, the 

Convention also requires countries to take urgent measures to withdraw children 

from soldiering and to ensure their rehabilitation and social integration. In other 

words, countries where child soldiers are found have the obligation to pursue an 

effective release, protection and reintegration programme for these children. 

 

The ILO, primarily through its International Programme on the Elimination of Child 

Labour – IPEC – works with a number of important international organizations, such 

as UNICEF, the World Bank, FAO and World Food Programme, in facilitating 

reintegration programmes at country and local level.  ILO does not intervene in the 

whole field of “Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration”, generally referred 

to as DDR. Obviously, disarmament and demobilization go beyond our mandate, and 

we generally come in only after these phases have been introduced by other 

partners.  The ILO's role is to concentrate on the socio-economic reintegration of 

former child soldiers, as well as the prevention of the recruitment of children.  

Reintegration is at the heart of the matter: without offering real opportunities and 

perspectives to former child soldiers and children at risk and their families, all our 

efforts will be fruitless.  

 



 
Together with its constituents – governments, employers’ and workers’ organizations, 

– the ILO works to help former child soldiers to get ready to a return to society: to go 

back to school for the youngest, and to find a decent job and live in dignity for those 

who are old enough to legally work.  The IPEC programme currently implements an 

inter-regional project to prevent the recruitment of children as soldiers and support 

the reintegration of former child soldiers in Burundi, Colombia, Congo, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Philippines and Sri Lanka. Just recently, when I met in 

Kathmandu with the Prime Minister of Nepal, Mr. Koirala, he strongly raised the 

possibility for the ILO and other UN agencies to contribute towards the demobilization 

and reintegration of child soldiers in the country. I hope that we all can do all possible 

to help that country in its steps towards peace and understanding.  

 

The ILO strategy regarding the reintegration and prevention of child soldiers uses 

education and job creation as the key tools. 

  

For those above the legal minimum age, fourteen or fifteen years, the approach is 

centred on employment creation by means of: 

• vocational counseling, catch-up education, and vocational training; 

• financial and technical support to employment creation, including 

opportunities for self-employment; 

• development of micro-enterprises and/or cooperatives; 

• support for job placement schemes. 

 

For children too young to legally work, the focus is on enabling them to meaningfully 

re-integrate into the education system and on supporting their families through the 

provision of income generating activities. The communities where these children are 

being reintegrated benefit from the fact that the potential danger represented by non-

integrated young persons accustomed to the use of arms has been brought into a 

future productive generation within the community. 

  
 

  

 

 

 



 
Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

We know from experience that the reintegration of former child soldiers is a complex 

matter. It is often carried out under uncertain political conditions and difficult 

operational circumstances. Working with severely traumatized young persons is 

particularly delicate work. It is important that all the actors involved in the DDR 

process work closely together.  Last December, the UN system presented in New 

York and Geneva the first Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 

Standards.  These Standards for the first time lay out a common and coherent 

approach for all UN agencies working on DDR, at all levels, both at headquarters and 

in the field.  I am happy to say that the ILO was an active participant in the inter-

agency working group that worked on these standards. 

 

For the same reason – to ensure the success of release, protection and reintegration 

process by ensuring a coherent collaboration among actors – the ILO welcomes the 

Paris Principles and Guidelines that we will discuss here today.  The Guidelines to 

Protect Children from Unlawful Recruitment or Use by Armed Forces or Armed 

Groups are an essential and comprehensive set of principles based on long 

experience in the field of DDR.  They are an important addition to the UN Integrated 

Standards, not least because they reach beyond the UN system and include our non-

governmental partners on the ground.  The Guidelines put forward in a succinct but 

practical manner the principles that should guide us in our work.  The ILO will 

integrate these guidelines in its operational activities relating to children in armed 

conflict, and promote them among its partners. 

 

The way forward includes a focus on future strategies to prevent the recruitment of 

children for armed conflict and to build a more protective environment for children, in 

which they can safely pursue their full development.  The Paris Principles and 

Guidelines will provide a firm basis for formulating effective and consistent action 

against the use of child soldiers. 

 

I sincerely thank the French Government for taking the lead in the development of 

the Guidelines and for hosting this important event today and tomorrow. The ILO has 



 
a long-standing relationship with France, among others reflected in its continued 

support for the IPEC programme, which we deeply appreciate. 

 

All important themes reflected in the Paris Principles and Guidelines are on the 

agenda for these coming two days.  I am confident that this meeting will serve to 

endorse these Guidelines and Commitments.   

 

Thank you. 

 

 


