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Foreword

The offices of Special Representative for the Secretary-General 
for Children and Armed Conflict are located on the same floor of 
the United Nations Secretariat with the offices of UNODA. As their 
respective titles indicate, their remits are distinct, their goals and 
objectives, their clients, their working methods, their oversight 
bodies, are all different. They approach their subjects in unique 
ways. Notwithstanding, there is an overlap in their work. Children 
who become soldiers and the weapons they carry—illegal hand 
guns, AK-47s and knock-offs, rifles and other lethal weapons in this 
category. The former office works closely with the Security Council 
and Governments to reduce the number of child soldiers being abused 
in conflict. The latter office works closely with the General Assembly 
and Governments to reduce the number of illegal weapons that flow 
into areas of conflict or with a potential for conflict. 

The two offices made common cause at a lunchtime event on 
the second day of the Third Biennial Meeting of States to Consider 
the Implementation of the Programme of Action on the Illicit Trade 
in Small Arms in New York, 14-18 July 2008. We entitled the event 
Conflict of Interests to highlight not only the inherent incompatibility 
and the repulsion we feel viewing these lethal weapons in the hands 
of young children, but also to underline the blatant disregard for the 
children whose fundamental human rights are being violated. 

We worked closely with the International Action Network on 
Smalls Arms to feature a live rap performance by Emmanuel Jal, a 
former child soldier from Sudan who, by age 13, was a veteran of 
two civil wars. He is now a world-recognized rap singer, who creates 
raps about his experience as a child of violence. He performed for 
the mesmerized United Nations audience, not used to such direct 
emotional appeals, his song called Warchild. In it, he told his story 
with powerful lyrics; “I’m a war child / I believe I’ve survived for a 
reason / To tell my story, to touch lives.” He narrated his life and his 
sorrow and pain. With his song, he spoke for all children everywhere 
going through the experience of war. We are grateful to Mr. Jal for 
coming to New York and reminding us of how much work still needs to 
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be done to protect children affected by armed conflict and small arms. 
We are grateful for the assistance in bringing Mr. Jal to the United 
Nations of the International Action Network on Small Arms, for which 
Mr. Jal is an official representative. 

This publication captures the introductions to the programme by 
Radhika Coomaraswamy, the Special Representative of the Secretary-
General for Children and Armed Conflict, and Sergio Duarte, the High 
Representative for Disarmament Affairs. 

Christiane Agboton Johnson made a presentation on the 
experience of MALAO, the Movement Against Small Arms and Light 
Weapons in Western Africa, in its work to retrain youth in the conflict-
prone area of Casamance in Senegal. 

Ananda Millard presented the results of a research project 
sponsored by UNICEF and implemented by the Small Arms Survey and 
Viva Rio (Brazil), on the impact of small arms borne by children in 
situations of conflict and peace. The organizers are grateful for their 
contributions. Further, the programme would not have been possible 
without the generous support of the Government of Belgium.

UNODA is publishing this Occasional Paper for the benefit of 
all those who were unable to participate, in an effort to continue to 
stimulate further discussion and action towards ending the modern 
phenomenon of child soldiers as well as the reduction in flows of 
illegal weapons. 

      - Ed.
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Child soldiers and small arms: the link
Radhika Coomaraswamy*

When I fIrst took offIce as specIal representatIve on Children 
and Armed conflict, and read more widely about my subject, I found 
that one of the key issues was the link between child soldiers and small 
arms. In fact, the Graça Machel Report,1 which actually contributed to 
the establishment of my office and its advocacy mission ten years ago, 
has a whole chapter dedicated to the issue of small arms. 

As you know, there has been an incredible rise in the number of 
child soldiers since World War II, culminating in the 1980s and 1990s 
when it reached its peak of about 300,000 child soldiers. Many argue 
that the proliferation of small arms has actually contributed greatly to 
this rise.

During the Second World War, as weapons were too heavy 
for children to carry, and limited in supply, children were not 
generally combatants. Between 1970 and 2000 there was a rise in 
the phenomenon of child soldiers as we know it today, mainly due to 
the ready availability of small arms. In fact, corroborating research 
points to findings that it takes an average of forty minutes for a child 
to master an AK-47. 

Reflecting on this disturbing situation is the film Johnny Mad 
Dog,2 which is about child soldiers in Liberia. We are sponsoring this 
movie in conjunction with the Special Prosecutor for the Tribunal of 
Sierra Leone. This wonderful movie is similar in many ways to The 

 * Ms. Coomaraswamy is the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for 
Children and Armed Conflict.

 1  See the Secretary-General’s note on the promotion and protection of the rights of 
children, A/51/306.

 2 The film was directed Jean-Stéphane Sauvaire and released in 2008.
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City of God,3 another film that deals with the phenomenon of child 
violence in the context of gang warfare.

Both films point to the fact that, in many parts of the world, the 
lines between armed gang violence and armed groups in conflict are 
blurring. Armed groups are becoming criminal gangs, and criminal 
gangs are becoming armed groups—with a large number of children 
often engaging in criminal activity. One of the aspects that we want 
to study further in the next few years is the link between criminal 
violence and armed conflict, with special attention to the role of 
children in this environment. 

With regard to armed conflict, while there are large numbers of 
children who are abducted by armed groups, others join voluntarily. 
These children may join because of poverty, grievance, desire for 
revenge, their particular ideology or for many other reasons. However, 
when describing their experience, many of them talk about the power 
they feel when they carry a weapon and the control it allows them 
to exert over the population. Moreover, their notion of masculinity is 
often based on their societal role models who usually carry guns and 
weapons and, of course, command people. In his acclaimed book, A 
Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier,4 former child soldier from 
Sierra Leone, Ishamel Beah, describes how weapons give children the 
power over the elders of their community. This phenomenon fractures 
societies as children become the leaders, and elders are forced to cow 
to their weapons.

The above-mentioned example also illustrates the challenge of 
reintegrating these children after having been armed. Describing how 
he felt when he was handed over to aid workers, Mr. Beah said that he 
was irritated that they kept smiling at him all the time and constantly 
asking him, “How are you? How are you?” He thought that they were 
just civilians and wondered how they could dare smile and speak to 
him as one would a mere boy. Moreover, he became aggravated by the 
employees telling him that they understood what he had been through 
and that it wasn’t his fault. Eventually, such comments made him react 

 3 The film was directed by Fernando Meirelles and Kátia Lund and released in 
2002.

 4 Beah, Ishamel, A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier, 13 February, 2007, 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, ISBN-10: 0374105235.
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angrily to the aid workers. As he put it, “Didn’t they understand I was 
a soldier? I’m fighting because these people killed my parents. This is 
revenge.”

There is a clear link between weapons and masculinity that 
contributes to shaping the identity of a child soldier. Although some 
adjust quickly, many find it very difficult to become civilians again, 
participating in activities customary of children their own age. 

In the near future, the Harvard School of Public Health is to 
publish a report on a ten year study conducted on the reintegration of 
former child soldiers in Sierra Leone. It found that children who were 
made to perpetrate extreme acts of violence were at very high risk of 
psychosocial dysfunctions. The younger the children, and the longer 
time they spent with an armed group, the greater the effect was over 
a period of years. Even now, after a long period time, many of the 
youths are still troubled by their past and experience trauma. 

The report also pointed to girl children who, having been victims 
of sexual violence and forced to engage in violent behaviour, were 
also at a great risk. To some extent, they have been more affected than 
their male counterparts. Reintegrating them into their families and 
communities poses even greater challenges. 

Another very interesting finding of the Harvard study is that 
children are affected by armed conflict whether they are actual 
members of the armed group or have just lived in the area and 
witnessed the violence. Although children are resilient, some continue 
to have special needs. The Harvard report is, therefore, a very 
important initiative that characterizes the problems children face in 
conflict areas. It underlines the urgent need to work with them and to 
reintegrate them back into their communities in a wholesome way to 
alleviate their traumatic experiences. 

The Machel study findings also point out how the surplus of 
small arms in developing countries is having an enormous effect 
upon child victims of small arms all over the world. According to 
these findings, one can buy a serviceable weapon for as little as fifty 
US dollars in many countries in the developing world. The growing 
reach of private arms dealers and traders, who sell arms to anyone 
and are accountable to no one, is also of grave concern. The global 
arms industry―with more than 600 companies producing weapons 
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in 95 different countries around the world, not all of whom employ 
adequate safeguards of weapons falling in to the hands of irresponsible 
parties―is also worrisome. 

By the year 2000, the legal trade in arms was estimated to range 
from 4 billion to 6 billion, while the illegal trade was considered to 
be perhaps double that figure. Regarding this, I am sure the High 
Representative will discuss some of the measures that can be taken 
and the regulations needed to govern production, sale, export, transit, 
diversion, brokering and licensing aspects of small arms and light 
weapons. 

I am particularly interested, and find very important, to know how 
this issue relates to disarmament, demobilization and reintegration. In 
my conversations with child soldiers, including Ishmael Beah, what 
struck me most was the close link between a child’s weapon and his or 
her identity. Hence, the issue is not all about disarming children, but 
also about alternative, peaceful identities, which must be nurtured and 
supported over a period of time.

If there are no vocational training opportunities, incentives and 
reintegration programmes we will not be able to help the child who has 
been with an armed group, a gun by his side. Furthermore, research 
shows that when combined with family and community acceptance, 
for the child, education is the key to recovery. Without it, they rarely 
recover.

This issue is reinforced by paragraph 22 of the UN Programme 
of Action where it states that the special needs of children affected by 
conflict should be addressed, through reunification and reintegration 
with their families and society. Given the integral role reintegration 
plays in the conflict, I feel that Member States should include this 
issue in their reports to the United Nations. 

I hope this meeting will be the beginning of a greater collaboration 
between my office and the Office of the High Representative as 
we work together to try and deal with this problem of small arms, 
particularly when we see the effect that it has on children throughout 
the world. 
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Small arms and their effect on children  
in armed conflict
Sergio Duarte*

thIs event Is dedIcated to one of the most pressIng Issues on 
the agenda of the United Nations: children and armed conflict. We 
are all well aware of the horrific crimes perpetrated against children 
affected by conflict and how they have not only been robbed of their 
innocence and future, but have also been turned into cold-blooded 
killing machines. Despite recent concerted international efforts to 
address this issue, the situation on the ground remains worrisome. 

Small arms are critically involved in the vast majority of 
direct conflict deaths worldwide, and, more than ever, civilian 
populations―increasingly children―bear the brunt of armed conflict. 
These weapons are not only broadly used in inter-State conflict they 
are also the weapons of choice in civil wars, for terrorism, organized 
crime and gang warfare. 

It is the sovereign right of all States to remain central providers 
of security. They have the responsible task of securing the weapons 
of their police and armed forces, so that stockpiles do not turn up in 
the wrong hands. What is more, they have the responsibility to ensure 
public safety and should have a vested interest in providing human 
security and development to their citizens. Therefore, it must be part 
of the equation for every Government to ensure that small arms from 
private ownership do not enter illicit circuits.

These twin tasks are not easy. Small arms easily leak away; they 
are cheap, light and easy to handle, transport and conceal. While a 
build-up of small arms alone may not create the conflicts in which 
they are used, their universal availability, often in illicit markets, 
tends to exacerbate conflicts by increasing the deadliness of violence, 

 * Mr. Duarte is the High Representative for Disarmament Affairs at the United 
Nations.
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and prolonging its duration. Governments must exercise legitimate 
authority. They should provide safety, security and development to 
their citizens. If they do not, their people may seek to guarantee their 
security through alternative forms of self-protection or retributive 
justice, or resort to armed violence. In such surroundings, adolescents 
and children need special attention. More than anything else, the 
young should feel protected in the home, on the streets, in schools and 
market places and in the countryside. 

As long as the human security of affected populations remains 
unanswered, the negative impact of small arms will continue to 
exist―particularly affecting future generations.

The Office for Disarmament Affairs increasingly comes together 
with actors such as UNICEF and the Special Representative for 
Children and Armed Conflict to address this issue. One of the ways 
in which we ourselves contribute to United Nations efforts in this 
field is through our Disarmament Education Programme. We believe 
that education, awareness-raising and training in disarmament and 
non-proliferation are effective tools to empower new generations to 
become active citizens that make their views on weapons and human 
security issues known to decision makers. The UN Cyberschoolbus 
website1 employs teaching modules on both the issues of small arms 
and that of child soldiers.

However, disarmament education is not just about children or 
students, it is also about raising awareness to many constituencies, 
such as diplomats, journalists, academics, NGOs as well as civil 
society. Where there is ignorance or a lack of knowledge, there can 
be indifference. We cannot afford to be indifferent to the issue of 
illicit small arms and the effect they have, particularly on defenceless 
children. It is in this spirit that we have jointly organized today’s 
event. I appreciate the work of those like Emmanuel Jal2 who have 
made activism and education part of their lives, and of institutions 

 1 See http://cyberschoolbus.un.org.
 2 Mr. Jal was born in war-torn Sudan and became a child soldier when he was six 

or seven years old. To help ease the pain of his experiences, he began singing of 
peace and reconciliation, and has since won worldwide acclaim for his hip hop 
with a message. Mr. Jal performed his song “Warchild” at this meeting.
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within the United Nations system and beyond, who play an important 
role in educating people about the dangers of small arms. 

I wish to pay tribute to all who have been spearheading the 
international efforts to not only protect children in armed conflict, but 
also to prohibit their use in such conflicts.



Presentations
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The weak link
Christiane Agboton Johnson*

 * Ms. Agboton Johnson was the president of MALAO/Senegal (Movement against 
SALW in West Africa) and is currently Deputy Director of the United Nations 
Institute for Disarmament Research in Geneva.

Abstract

The author postulates the need to actively foster peace 
and non-violence in what she maintains is a “weak link” in 
peacebuilding after conflict or unrest, the retraining of youth 
and children. In the context of the Casamance region of Senegal, 
the cycle of violence and the mindset of negative stereotypical 
behaviour have been addressed through education programmes 
that build awareness and offer solidarity and assistance, thus 
making for a more durable and long-term peace. The following 
slide show presentation expands on this theme.
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Children in war and “peace”: the impact of small 
arms and weapons
Ananda S. Millard*

Abstract

All children are impacted by war, whether they are 
child soldiers or not. Their participation in a conflict has both 
immediate and long-term effects, influenced by a web of factors 
encompassing strong political and cultural ties.  The presence 
and use of SALW affect children directly and indirectly, with 
experiences varying throughout territories. To provide a better 
idea of the number of children affected, standard data collection 
that identifies children as a separate group is urgently needed.

for the past year, the Small Arms Survey and a team from Viva 
Rio, have been part of a multi-country study that examined how small 
arms and light weapons (SALW) impact children and their lives in 
both conflict and “peace” contexts.1 The countries concentrated on 
were:

Brazil, in particular the Favelas in Rio and in Sao Paulo;• 
Colombia;• 
Haiti;• 
Nepal, in particular the Eastern Region in the vicinity of • 
Biratnaghar;
Occupied Palestinian, in particular the West Bank cities of • 
Ramallah, Hebron and Jericho;

 * Ms. Millard is the Senior Program Officer and Senior Researcher at the Bonn 
International Center for Conversion in Germany.

 1 UNICEF supported the studies at the country level.
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Senegal, in particular the region of Ziguinchor;• 
South Africa; and • 
Yemen, where the governorate of Taiz was the focus of the • 
study.

All of the specific areas were identified by the National United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) office. The goal of the study was 
to identify ways in which SALW affect children. Presented below are 
some of these findings.

Presence of SALW

The presence of SALW changes children in many ways.

UNICEF believes, as the study has shown, that the presence 
of SALW affects children. As long as they are available and illicitly 
traded, children will be impacted.
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Changes made by SALW

Very often we believe that children are not impacted unless they 
are holding a weapon or their bodies are injured by bullets. Our study 
has found that children often pay a high price for the presence of 
weapons, even if they themselves are not the direct/intended victims 
or the perpetrators of the violence. 

The presence and use of SALW affects children in both direct and 
indirect ways. First, it is important to highlight that some impacts of 
SALW on children in peacetime are very similar to those experienced 
in time of war. Second, in many cases the impact on children of SALW 
is very similar between those who are armed themselves and those who 
are not. Third, there is no ultimate list of issues that effect children, 
but rather a complex web of factors with strong ties to both political 
and cultural contextual factors. In other words, the experiences found 
in one country or territory may or may not be found elsewhere. 

Generally we can think of the impact of SALW as falling into 
some general categories:
1. First the death or injury of a child. The latter having clear and 

long-term implications in terms of medical care and the future 
livelihood of the child. In the case of children, the death or injury 
of a parent also can have clear consequences for the life of the 
child.
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2. In some cases losing access to education or heath care facilities 
is a result of conflict and armed violence in the area. Both can 
have serious consequences for the future. Missing education can 
have implications for future jobs. Limited medical care can mean 
slow recovery from a wound or consequences from otherwise 
treatable diseases that have no connection to SALW.

3. The economy of a family, and therefore of a child, can be 
seriously affected once anyone in the family becomes injured or 
killed, or when security is a major movement-restrictive factor. 
The loss of an adult provider can mean more limited resources, 
while in other cases children use participation in armed violence 
as a way to secure their economic subsistence. 

4. Family structures are often changed due to the effects of SALW. 
This can happen when different members leave the family 
household to partake in a conflict, or when members of a family 
die or are injured by SALW, in peacetime or during conflicts.

5. Very often the economic prospects and, in some cases, social 
standing of a family and its members are negatively affected by 
the death or injury of a family member. Those who are young, 
unmarried, or have not finished their education―in other words 
children―are the ones who often pay the highest price by 
missing opportunities for further education, having low income, 
becoming destitute or being shunned by society due to their 
injuries. 
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Cost of SALW in war time

Over the years, child soldiers, or children with guns, have 
become the picture of “impact” of small arms on children in time of 
war. Many children and youths in war zones today are armed. Their 
participation in a conflict has both immediate and long-term effects. 
Of course the clearest examples of this are their own deaths and 
injuries, or the trauma they sustain as a result of their participation in 
violent conflict. Unlike an adult who may have had a trade prior to a 
conflict, children often have limited peacetime references and limited 
peacetime skills. Their participation in a conflict often limits their 
education and access to medical services, and drastically changes their 
role in the family structure.

Children that are NOT involved in a conflict as armed combatants 
also pay a hefty price. In many cases educational services are halted 
due to the conflict. For example in Ziguinchor, Senegal, schools were 
deliberately attacked as they were seen to represent the government 
from Dakar. This meant that children often lost their ability to attend 
school. In Haiti, children tried to escape the conflict violence by going 
to rural areas where education and health services are very limited or 
non-existent. Similarly in Occupied Palestinian Territories, children 
are often unable to attend school due to the violence around (or in) 
their schools. Likewise, they may be unable to get medical care, due 
to its limited availability in the West Bank combined with the strict 
security at checkpoints that prevent transit. 
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Children whose parents (often fathers) have gone away due to the 
war, either escaping recruitment, or as part of an armed force/group 
often have to change their roles in the household to cover for the lost 
parent/caretaker. The implications of this include leaving school.

SALW after war and before “peace”

In the immediate post-war, all must adapt to a new reality. This 
includes both former combatants and non-combatants. Over the years, 
returning soldiers have experienced difficulty in adapting to peacetime 
social and family norms and structures. This is no different for child 
soldiers. Added to this were children who were not child soldiers 
but whose parent or caregiver left for the war and were, therefore, 
forced to take up a more substantive role in the family. They often 
have considerable difficulty adapting to the return of the caregiver/
parent. For former child soldiers, often little education or skills, other 
than to fight, drastically contribute to high levels of unemployment. 
Like former child soldiers, children who may not have fought, but 
who had limited access to education throughout the war period, or 
halted their education due to the war, also have few prospects in the 
post-war environment. War, and the socio/cultural changes made 
during that time to adapt to the needs of the conflict, often conflict 
harshly with peacetime culture. For children who grew up in a socio/
cultural environment that was more permissive, meeting the demands 
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of the post-war (pseudo-peacetime) culture can be very problematic. 
This has been particularly experienced in contexts where the conflict 
required gender and age distinctions to be loosened. 

In addition, often some children are overlooked by efforts to 
meet the demands of post-war. In Nepal, for example, children were 
often taken by the Maoist rebels and made to assist in the war effort 
for a limited period of time. These former child soldiers may not 
figure at all in any registry, as they have long returned to their homes. 
However, their skills with weapon use appears to have made them 
keen targets for newly formed armed groups. 

Cost of SALW in “peace” time

In times of peace, children are often impacted by the availability 
of SALW. Children are sometimes targeted by criminal networks or 
individuals to commit crimes on their behalf. In Yemen, for example, 
children are asked to avenge the death of male relatives because the 
legislation prohibits the death penalty for such crime when committed 
by minors. This is an unintended consequence of a legislation that 
complies with international standards. In South Africa, Brazil and 
Haiti, children also figure as key players in criminal activities. Often 
their involvement in these activities results from economic need or 
disempowerment. 
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There are clear social implications for children affected by 
SALW, their alleged or known participation in criminal events can 
lead to their stigmatization as is the case with criminal groups. On 
the other hand in the case of Yemen, if a head of household is killed 
and leaves behind no male heirs, his wife and daughters are likely 
to become destitute. This is an example of a consequence of SALW 
that is deeply rooted in the cultural context, which can be easily 
overlooked. The economic implications of injury or death can also be 
hefty. At the very least, in most urban areas there will be burial costs. 
In the case of a child’s injuries, the medical consequence is likely to 
be more pronounced than that of an adult counterpart. In Nepal, for 
example, a child who is somehow handicapped, even if able to work, 
is likely to receive a lower payment than one who is well. This can 
have a serious effect on their livelihood and marriage potential.

It is also important to highlight that children often take part in 
armed groups as a way to gain an income or security for themselves 
and/or their families. This is exemplified in all of the cases studied in 
the Americas, South Africa and Nepal, clearly pointing to the need for 
alternatives. 

The bottom line

It is very important to highlight that the impact, or effect, 
of SALW on children is diverse, complex and multifaceted. In 
many cases, long-term implications are hard to identify at first. In 
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communities with coping mechanisms, some have been able to adapt 
to the effects of SALW better than others. Hence, understanding the 
communities themselves becomes essential in order to identify the 
effects of SALW on the children.

While statistics exist for some countries, primarily in Brazil, 
South Africa and Occupied Palestinian Territories, which attest to 
homicide rates, in most contexts around the world there is no effective 
and reliable data-collection mechanism. Therefore, the high numbers 
envisaged in these cases do not mean that other countries have low 
numbers. Rather, it means that in most cases, we do not know the 
extent of the problem in terms of direct impact. Additionally, we have 
no statistical data to clearly determine how many of the adults injured 
or killed were, prior to their injuries, main caregivers to children. The 
lack of data call clearly for the need to build mechanism to collect data 
and to identify children and caregivers as targets in data collection 
mechanisms.

There is a clear need for further research that will closely 
examine the issues identified by this study, explore resolution to 
further understand the dynamics present in areas where SALW is rife 
and include children as a separate group. Because children below the 
age of 15 are often not the victims of SALW, it does not mean that 
they do not pay the price. 

We need to move forward and look more intensely at the ways by 
which SALW affect populations beyond the question of death and injury.

Next steps

We must further examine the areas of contextual and comparative 
knowledge. There is an urgent need for more in-depth research within 
individual contexts on the impact of SALW―essentially using the 
same type of study we have undertaken, but on a larger scale, for 
example examining additional regions within the same countries. 
This would allow for the formulation of responses that clearly target 
the challenges faced locally. Additionally, there is an urgent need for 
standard data collection on death and injury that identifies children as 
a separate group, and further identifies adult providers for children. 
This would provide a better idea of the number of children affected in 
different areas along with the existing regional variations. 
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