
WAR: THE NEXT 
GENERATION

THE FuTuRE OF WAR ANd 
ITs ImpAcT ON cHIldREN

A dIscussION pApER // OcTOBER 2013





cONTENTs

Foreword

section 1: 

INTROducING THE IssuE
Introduction  3

Key messages 4

cause and Threat diagram 5

statistics 6

section 2:

cAusEs 
The Next Generation 11

Conflict Longevity and Repetition 14

Global shifts: climate and powers 15

section 3:

THREATs
Advanced Capacities to Kill 20

children as Targets 22

Indiscriminate Attacks 24

Concluding Observations 25

1



‘YOu ONlY HAvE 
TO lOOK INTO THE 
EYEs OF A cHIld IN 
cONFlIcT TOdAY, 
TO KNOW WHAT 
THE WARs OF THE 
FuTuRE mIGHT 
lOOK lIKE’
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FOREWORd

Recent conflict emergencies and protracted civil 
wars have highlighted the lack of available solutions 
to protect children from harm. International 
systems like the UN are no longer fit for purpose, 
having been built on the concept of World Wars 
as opposed to intrastate conflicts that now far 
outnumber international ones: 96% of conflicts 
in 2012 were fought within states rather than 
between them.  As War Child staff see on the 
ground every day, today’s conflicts often do not 
have decisive power imbalances that result in 
‘winners and losers’. Although this means that once 
side does not possess the means to overpower 
the other, often resulting in the devastating loss of 
combatants, this power imbalance actually results 
in more prolonged wars.  New technologies and 
systems for unleashing violence, combined with the 
constraints of UN mandates which are designed to 
uphold international peace and security, mean that 
children are growing more and more vulnerable to 
the devastation caused by modern conflicts. 

Our unwelcome prediction is that the number of 
children killed and injured in conflict will  increase 
significantly over the next 20 years.  Amongst the 
many trends offered up by analysts, we see two 
key factors which increase dangers to children in 
conflict areas. Number one is that the aspects of 
humanitarian response that are the most likely to 
help reduce cycles of violence, education and child 
protection, are consistently the most chronically 
underfunded. The result can be intergenerational 
cycles of violence that are already casting a shadow 
over the next twenty years.  

The second factor is that new methods of remote 
and autonomous warfare reduce barriers to armed 
conflict in the first place.  Troops are needed 
less and less on the ground, reducing domestic 
political risk attached to decisions about going to 
war.  Bombs can be dropped through the press 
of a button thousands of miles away, reducing 
the emotional significance of launching lethal 
weaponry.  And already present is the potential for 
target selection by autonomous robot weapons, 
increasing the chances of children being mistaken 
for legitimate targets. 

The predictions are dire.  But this is not to say that 
these outcomes are inevitable.  Recent history 
has shown that, although the world community will 
tolerate the committing of war crimes which it has 
already declared to be unacceptable, there are still 
red lines around the use of chemical weapons which 
are psychologically and politically powerful enough to 
generate a concerted effort to protect civilians.  

The targeting of children in conflict is unacceptable, 
and has been declared so many times. We need to 
shift the red lines of conflict and declare that we will 
no longer tolerate the waging of war on children.

Failure to invest in recovery, particularly in a new 
generation of educated young people, is as 
dangerous as it is self–defeating.  We need to 
rededicate ourselves to breaking the cycles of 
violence and vulnerability in the world’s protracted 
conflict areas - and prepare for the onset of fresh 
conflict disasters that undermine children’s rights 
and protection. 

CEO, War Child UK
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INTROducTION

FuTuRE WARs ARE 
lIKElY TO clAIm 
EvEN mORE cHIld 
cAsuAlTIEs
The nature of conflict has changed - and so too have 
its victims. Civilians are not just incidental causalities 
of war but often the strategic targets of violence, a 
trend that seems to be on an upward curve. 

In this report we look at what is currently happening 
on the ground, and trends over previous years,  
to make educated calculations as to what war may 
look like for children in 20 years’ time if the level of 
national and international inaction and violence 
continues. This is with a view to mitigating some of 
these impacts before it is too late.

Looking at overall developments in conflict and the 
impact these will have on children can be misleading, 
as most show a steady decline in conflicts themselves. 
Conflict predictions for the Peace Research Institute 
Oslo (PRIO), for example, show a definite decline in 
conflicts leading up to 20501, but what this cannot tell 
us is the magnitude and intensity of violence within 
these conflicts. This is becoming ever more relevant 
according to the most recent statistics emerging from 
a study conducted by Uppsala University that reveal 
the incidence of conflict dramatically reduced in 2012, 
while concurrently the causalities within those wars 
dramatically increased. Wars, such as the conflict in 
Syria, may be becoming less common but more deadly.  

The complexity of conflicts is also influencing 
impacts on civilians and children to a greater 
degree. The UK Ministry of Defence Review sets 
out three main ‘plausible’ themes relating to the 
features of conflict up to the year 2040; social, 
political and technological. The kind of analysis 
that leads to improved defence of countries and its 
citizens can also provide some context and learning 
for preventative programming for protecting 
children. If states are concerned and threatened,  
so too are the children on either side of that 
defence strategy. For example, “... the UK may 
actually be more likely to use military instrument for 
reasons of fear and interest and this may limit our 
discretion.”2 This suggests that wars being waged by 
western nations will have less tangible motivations 
and therefore could be more difficult to draw to an 
eventual peaceful conclusion (as is arguably the 
case in Iraq and Afghanistan).

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

IRAQ
“Child casualties will definitely increase in the 
future, as a result of a lack of state security and 
new weapons, including high-tech weaponry, 
which are being smuggled into the country at 
an alarming rate and children are being trained 
in the use of them.”

1    See data associated with the PRIO Conflict Trends group: http://www.prio.no/
Research/Group/?x=3

2    Ministry of Defence, Strategic Trends Programme, Future Character of 
Conflict, 2010: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/33685/FCOCReadactedFinalWeb.pdf, p4 – accessed 
October 13, 2013.
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KEY  
mEssAGEs

cENTRAl QuEsTIONs

1.  What factors will cause future conflicts and how 
do these relate to children?

2.  What are the emerging threats of future warfare 
and conflict and how do these impact children? 

KEY mEssAGEs

•  Based on current trends in both the targeting of 
children and lack of distinction in indiscriminate 
attacks, and coupled with adverse technological 
developments, child deaths are likely to 
significantly increase in the wars of the future.

•  Timely, appropriate and quality interventions 
that invest in children and young people now 
could contribute to reductions in violence and 
destabilisation in the future. Current failure to 
invest in adequate protection and education 
of children in emergencies is therefore 
undermining prospects for positive peace in the 
coming decades. 

•  International protection structures are based 
on antiquated notions of war. Systems like the 
UN require an honest review of their ability to 
prevent, protect and respond to emerging 
threats for children and young people in the 
rapidly evolving character of conflict.

Children and young people 
currently represent the 
majority demographic in 
conflict affected and fragile 
states and are the most 
proportionately affected 
demographic by the impacts 
of war and violence: 51 percent 
of people in conflict affected 
and fragile states are under 
the age of 25 and there are 
around 1 billion children living 
in countries or territories 
affected by armed conflict 
- over a quarter of them are 
under five years old.

The other aspect for exploration is the nature of 
threats within wars of the next two decades. Two 
of the key themes discussed within this paper are: 
increases in the direct targeting of children and 
the upward trend in indiscriminate methods of 
warfare which are set to further be heightened by 
new technologies. 

There are many uncertainties in trying to forecast 
the future, but it is indisputable that the children 
of today and of the future require a redoubling 
of efforts to protect them from the horrors and 
dangers of war and conflict that show signs of 
further deterioration. 
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General

•  Climate change causing increased 
competition for resources with 
destabilising effects.

•  Emerging powers changing global 
power dynamics.

•  Increased ideological and ethnic 
polarisation increasing pockets of 
violence and state collapse.

•  Increased ‘wars of fear’ from  
developed countries due to complexity  
of motivations for violence in 
developing ones. 

•  Conflict repetition through civil wars of 
today flaring up again in the future.

•  Mass displacement being caused  
by current wars, such as in Syria, 
causing tensions between refugees 
and host communities that could 
emerge into conflicts. 

•  Conflict continuation – wars of this 
decade being so protracted that they 
still exist in 20 years’ time.   

Children

•  Cycles of violence resulting from child 
neglect and exploitation happening now.

•  Intergenerational conflict due  
to normalisation of violence for 
children today. 

•  Lack of investment in education and 
livelihoods for children can destabilise 
societies in the future when they 
become adults.

Children

•  Wars being fought by armed groups 
as opposed to state-backed armies, 
means exploitation of cheap methods 
of war – leading to increased child 
recruitment.

•  Civilians becoming the increasing 
pawns of war (often it will not be states 
fighting the wars so there is less need 
for legitimacy by not breaching IHL), 
As a way of controlling communities 
and societies, children therefore are 
increasingly targeted.

•  Lack of distinction in new weaponry 
creating increased collateral as well as 
direct damage to children

HIGHER cHIld cAsuAlTIEs  
IN FuTuRE WARs

General

•  Continuation of arms proliferation and 
new proliferation of war technologies 
to non-state actors and armed groups.

•  New weapon technology lowering 
thresholds for going to war could 
increase major international offensives 
as ‘one-off’ attacks. 

•  New weapon technology increases 
indiscriminate nature of attacks and 
increased urbanisation causing even 
higher causality rates when these 
weapons are used. 

•  Future weapons are even more 
autonomous and further dehumanise 
the nature of war.

•  International protection structures like 
the UN are not equipped or mandated 
to protect civilians from the growing 
trends of war.   

cAusEs 
OF FuTuRE WARs

THREATs 
TO cHIldREN WITHIN FuTuRE WARs
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cAusE ANd THREAT sTATIsTIcs

•  There was an overall 45% increase in recorded 
child casualties from explosive weapons from 
2011 to 2012.

•  Urbanisation alone could drive up child casualties 
in cities and towns by well over a third by 2033  
if explosive attacks in these settings continue at 
current rates.3  

•  There has been an upward trend of 17% in the 
international transfer of arms between 2003-
2007 and 2008-2012.4  

•  Attacks on education (including the shelling  
and occupation of schools and attacks on 
teachers and students) increased by 127%  
from 2011 to 2012.5

•  96% of conflicts in 2012 were fought within 
states rather than between them.6  

•  Child injuries and deaths from IEDs in Afghanistan 
increased by 72% in the first half of 2013.7

•  Children injured as a result of remnants of war 
make up the majority of victims in many case 
examples, in Afghanistan and DRC children made 
up 61 and 68 % of civilian casualties respectively.8

•  Five conflict affected countries produced 60% of 
the world’s refugees in 2009.9

•  Civil war can cost what equates to 30 years loss 
on GDP growth.10   

•  In 2012, donors funded only 38% and 28%  
of the totals requested by the UN to respond  
to child protection and education in  
emergencies respectively.11

•  There are currently one billion children and young 
people living in conflict affected countries.12

3  Urbanisation (with the global urban population predicted to increase from 
3.8bn in 2013 to 5.2bn in 2033 by the UN Population Division) is just one of the 
many factors War Child predicts will increase child casualties in conflict over the 
next two decades. 

4   http://books.sipri.org/files/FS/SIPRIFS1303.pdf, page 1. 
5  Save the Children, Attacks on Education, 2013: http://www.savethechildren.

org.uk/sites/default/files/images/Attacks_on_Education_0.pdf, p5 – accessed 
October 10, 2013. 

6 Uppsala University
7  UNAMA, Afghanistan, Mid-Year Report 2013, 2013: http://unama.unmissions.

org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=EZoxNuqDtps%3d&tabid=12254&language=en-
US p12 – accessed October 20, 2013.

8  United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children, 2013: http://
www.unicef.org/mena/MENA_SOWC_Report_2013_ENG(1).pdf – accessed 
11th October 2013.

9   Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and Ministry of Defence, Building Stability Overseas Strategy, 2011, p.8: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/32960/bsos-july-11.pdf – accessed 10th September 2013. 

10   Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and Ministry of Defence, Building Stability Overseas Strategy, 2011, p.7: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/32960/bsos-july-11.pdf – accessed 10th September 2013. 

11   Figures collated by War Child UK based on UN Consolidated Appeals through 
the Financial Tracking Service. 

12   European Union, Children and Armed Conflict Factsheet, 2013, p.1.  
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cAusEs
OF FuTuRE WARs



The subject of what wars will look like in the future  
is connected to children at both the macro and 
micro level, as well as along the spectrum of cause 
and effect. 

The future of war is not limited to the weapons that 
will be used to fight them; it is just as much related 
to what is happening right now and failures of today 
becoming the conflicts of tomorrow. Children are 
the future of their countries, so there is a certain 
degree of assumption that can be made about 
community-level violence in places like Iraq, where 
children have become not only accustomed to 
violence, but actually often rely on the protection of 
those who perpetrate it. It is also a fair hypothesis 
that societal gaps, such as fair access to a quality 
education, will eventually impact society at large 
in terms of economies and unemployment rates - 
war can cost what equates to 30 years loss in GDP 
growth - owing to some of these factors.13   

Neglect and exploitation of children now can help 
create the conditions for conflict in the future. But 
the external factors are just as critical for assessing 
direct impacts on children. This refers to the 
causes of future wars, such as climate change, that 
will affect children due to their very nature of being 
the most vulnerable civilians. 

Protective factors reduce the 
negative future impacts of war 
on children going into adulthood, 
and therefore pave a more likely 
path to peace14

It is a common cliché that children are our future; 
in fact, a quick search of the phrase on Google 
will return 272 million results.15 But the policy 
acknowledgement of this reality, both in terms of 
national governments and international actors, is 
often worryingly limited or consciously deprioritised. 
The statistics for investment in emergencies are 
an indisputable exemplification of this, with the two 
specifically child-focused aspects of humanitarian 
response being the most chronically underfunded 
by donors like the UK and in distribution of aid 
incomes by the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). For example, 
in 2008, the UK government chose to dedicate 
zero pounds of their emergency response money 
to the child protection cluster16 and overall in 
2012 child protection funding requests were 
only fulfilled by donors at 38% of their total and 
education in emergencies at only 28%.17 This is 
surprising considering that the UK government’s 
tri-departmental Building Stability Overseas Strategy 
(BSOS) recognises not only the human cost to 
children - “Conflict and violence have a particularly 
negative impact on women, children and young 
people” - but also the long-term significance 
of failing to act in a timely manner for conflict 
prevention purposes; “The cost to the international 
community of managing conflict and its effects  
once it has broken out are high. It is far more  
cost-effective to invest in conflict prevention and 
de-escalation than to pay the costs of responding to 
violent conflict.”18 Children and young people are the 
logical path to ‘upstream prevention’.

The strong moral obligations for responding to 
children’s needs in conflict-related crises are 
also plain. Young people, like the one that follows, 
demonstrate the urgency of humanitarian 
interventions to protect children.

13  Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and Ministry of Defence, Building Stability Overseas Strategy, 2011, p.7: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/32960/bsos-july-11.pdf – accessed 10th September 2013.

14  See: Emmy Werner, Children and war: risk, resilience and recovery, p.556: ttp://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22559130 – accessed 18th October 2013. 

15   Google search return results from ‘children are the future’.
16  Global Protection Cluster, Too Little Too Late: Child Protection Funding in 

Emergencies, 2011, p. 27.

17  Figures collated by War Child UK based on UN Consolidated Appeals through 
the Financial Tracking Service. 

18  Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and Ministry of Defence, Building Stability Overseas Strategy, 2011, p.7: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/32960/bsos-july-11.pdf – accessed 10th September 2013. 

NEXT GENERATION
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vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld: IRAQ
“Control belongs to no one and everyone. Different groups control different areas, which means a lack 
of welfare and protection for children. Each community is beginning to take security into their own 
hands - it is ‘human security from below’. In some areas each community has their own check points, 
their own militias, and some of them comprise of children.

This is happening as we speak, but it is also on the rise and children growing up with the normalisation of 
violence now will have direct impacts on future destabilisation. 

 In 10 years from now, the International Community shouldn’t be shocked or surprised if these children 
are leading violent groups. Right now, we are letting children down and quashing hopes for future 
harmony along with it. If we don’t prevent it right now, the consequences will be larger, not only for the 

region, but also for other countries internationally. Cycles of violence resulting from this are inevitable. 

Levels of violence will increase radically in the future, they already are. You can foresee future levels of 
violence if you acknowledge what is currently happening with children being mobilised into violence, 
motivated by the protection they are being offered for themselves and their family in return. The 
evidence is there – in the high numbers of children dropping out of schools due to leaders advocating 
for children to fight rather than attend formal education.”

Extrapolating cases like the one above, War Child 
UK Country Directors shared their experience 
and forecasts for the next generation, with some 
striking similarities across continents and countries 
if change is not secured in the immediate term: 

The obvious truth of conflicts continuing from one 
generation to the next is that it is the children who 
grew up amongst the original violence who could 
be the adults driving or objecting to it in the future. 
Investing in children and young people, who are the 
majority demographic in conflict affected and fragile 
states, is therefore an opportunity for reducing 
intergenerational cycles of conflict and violence. 

16 YEAR Old GIRl, dRc

“I am 16 years old. I have 2 brothers and 5 sisters. When the fighting started in my village, I was out looking for water 
and when I came back home I couldn’t find anyone. I fled on the back of a truck. One day, I walked far away to find 
vegetables in the fields and I was almost raped by a soldier. I suffered a lot, but my little sister couldn’t handle the 
hunger so I had to do everything I could to get her some food. 

My wish is to get help to be able to go back to my family and my community.”

12



With children’s rights being undermined and 
ignored, the future for children and broader society 
becomes progressively more bleak.

Positive action now directly linked to children is 
a key part of seeking solutions to the conflicts 
of 2033. A greater understanding of what these 
conflicts might look like and what may cause them 
may contribute towards better prevention and 
mitigation attempts in protecting children. The 
subsequent chapters explore the future of war 
from this standpoint. 

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld: dRc
“Governments are failing to protect children, they have no political will to educate children and 
ensure schools are instruments of their protection. Teachers, government officials, police and army 
that should be leaders for protecting children are most often the first predators against them. If 
governments do not make children their priority, then the future of their country is at risk and global 
instability will continue to rise. If education is replaced by violence, violence will flourish and reach 
beyond borders. Somalia is a good example of how violence against children increases when there is no 
state authority. The LRA is another example for our warning - operating outside of Uganda, in CAR, DRC 
and South Sudan with armies from many countries trying to stop them with limited success. 

Rebel leaders have been targeting ethnic communities, children and women, decapitating civilians. 
Rebel groups in DRC recruit children, even the Congolese army; and some of these children become 
the violent men targeting the next generation. These violent actions are spiralling out of control as the 
cycle of violence against children never stops.”

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld: cAR
“The various conflicts often lead to the 
disruption of social services (education, 
health, water and sanitation) but also 
destroy the local economies. As a result, 
children grow up in a very insecure 
environment where malnutrition, hunger, 
diseases, violence, abuse and exploitation 
prevail. This has a very negative impact on 
their physical and mental health and on their 
ability to grow up in an environment where 
they have all the opportunities to become 
active citizens.”

19  Emmy Werner, Children and war: risk, resilience and recovery, p.556: http://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22559130 – accessed 18th October 2013. 

In simple terms, the future conflicts of 2033 
under discussion have a chance of being reduced 
if appropriate and quality interventions, both in 
terms of programming and diplomacy, were made 
now. This is not just conjecture. Although the 
issue of war affected children is multifaceted and 
complex, there are some indicators like education 
that point towards the success and failure of 
ending potential cyclical violence. Notably, a study 
by the University of California found that school-

based interventions “proved to be a feasible and 
low-cost alternative to individual or group therapy”19 
in addressing the traumas of children in war, and 
it is these kinds of positive interventions that can 
contribute towards stabilisation of communities. 

Yet donors and governments alike are failing to 
address the basic rights of children and in so doing 
are undermining prospects for peace:

13



What wars we will see happening in the next two 
decades may not actually be a mystery, according 
to the trends that can be identified from the 
present day. 

The occurrence of wars has actually reduced 
significantly between the 20th and 21st centuries. 
But the recurrence of wars has increased 
dramatically. Wars are no longer one-off events; 
in fact 90 percent of civil wars in the 21st century 
have recurred within a 30 year time-span. Whether 
or not this means there is a level of prediction in 
what wars will characterise the next two decades, 
there is certainly a level of preparedness that 
can be asserted in efforts to minimise violence 
and suffering. The on-going wars of 2012 were 
outnumbered by 23 to one – 23 of the conflicts 
were intrastate (inside states) and only one was 
interstate (between states). There were no 
internationalised wars.20 This trend is of great 
significance when considering how the conflicts of 
today are managed by the International Community 
– for example, investment in the recovery and 
reintegration of society, infrastructure and children 
and young people could have strong correlations in 
reducing the onset of conflicts in the next 30 years 
on this premise. 

The mandate of the United Nations is to manage 
threats to international peace and security, 
a mandate which makes the UN increasingly 
obsolete based on the above statistics, in a world 
where wars are predominantly those that happen 
inside countries. The decision, therefore, in 

considering a civil war as a threat to international 
peace and security is one that must be based 
partially on judgement and is in its nature therefore 
not entirely objective.  Notably, this occurred during 
the Rwandan genocide when the UN Security 
Council referred to Rwanda as a ‘civil war’ and 
therefore deemed use of peacekeeping operations 
‘inappropriate’.21 Scenarios in which this occurs are 
already becoming more numerous and are likely to 
increase with time if systems do not respond to the 
reality of threats for children on the ground. 

A third factor for consideration in trying to draw on 
what we know to mitigate the impacts of future 
war on children is the degree to which conflicts are 
protracted. Two decades can sound futuristic, but 
the nature of war as it is today means that most 
conflicts have a high average duration as compared 
to the previous century. 

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

cAR
“From the experience we have just gone 
through and still going through in CAR, the 
number of conflicts will continue to rise in Africa 
given the prevalence of poor governance in 
most countries and the poor or non-resolution 
of the existing ones.”

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

AFGHANIsTAN
“The future of conflict in Afghanistan will be 
about internally, unresolved issues. The future 
will begin to repeat the past, just like what 
happened between the 1980s to the 1990s, 
civilians will be the most vulnerable. Women and 
children will continue to be heavily caught up 
in violence, be it ideological, religious or ethnic 
conflict. And because of a waning of international 
support in the country, there is a sense that there 
will be no middle-ground and arbitration, leading 
to even more exposure and vulnerability of 
civilian communities, most of all for children”.

cONFlIcT lONGEvITY  
ANd REpETITION

14



The number of wars occurring in a given timeframe 
in this century can be explained by how long they are 
lasting, rather than that new wars are continuously 
breaking out.22  

Two growing factors may contribute towards the 
intensification and longevity of conflict. One is 
technological advancement (explored later in detail) 
which replaces humans with robotics and in so doing 
eliminates exhaustion, injury, trauma and death 
of soldiers which, historically, all took their toll and 
contributed towards wars ending. In the near future, 
there will be even fewer barriers to the continuation 
of violence which could create more inconclusive 
conflicts that have no peace agreements and no 
definitive end. 

Another contributory factor is the role of conflict 
in causing mass displacement and burgeoning 
refugee communities. “Contemporary armed 
conflict is the main cause of people fleeing their 
homes”23 and this has a heavy toll on social and 
economic conditions. For example, in Lebanon 
the number of Syrian refugees has gone up by 
647,500 people between 2011 and 2013, with an 
average 80,000 a month increase between June 
and August 2013.24 This means that by end of the 
year almost a quarter of the Lebanese population 
could be comprised of Syrian refugees25. Putting 
huge strain on resources can cause tensions 
between refugees and host communities that have 
the potential to evolve into violence in the future. 
Four years ago, five conflict affected countries 
produced 60% of the world’s refugees,26 a figure 
which in the future is likely to be even greater with 
the interrelation of climate change and conflict.   

As globalisation increases, power dynamics shift and 
developing countries transition into urbanised states 
requiring more energy and commodities. The 
availability of resources is declining in parallel owing to 
climate change and overpopulation. The UK Ministry 
of Defence Strategic Trends Programme synthesises 
this trend in terms of its ability to destabilise and cause 
violence; “Globalisation, global inequality, climate 
change and technological innovation will affect the 
lives of everyone on the planet. There will be constant 
tension between greater interdependence between 
states, groups and individuals and intensifying 
competition between them.”27

It follows that the causes of future conflicts will have 
inevitable connections to lack of basic resources like 
water or crops caused by climate change and 
population growth, as well as valuable commodities 
like diamonds and oil as they become more exploited 
by a growing number of competing groups; “Access 
to resources (energy, food, water) will drive states’ 
security interests... it may dictate why we fight, 
where we fight and thus how we fight.”28  

It fits common understanding that conflict creates 
and perpetuates poverty and a lack of access 
to basic services like healthcare that can lead to 
humanitarian disasters. What is less explored, 
but very relevant to addressing the future of 
conflict, is the correlation between the onset of 
a humanitarian crisis – from a natural disaster for 
example – that lead onto fragility, violence and 
even war. Disasters that are linked to resources, 
such as a drought, have a direct correlation in 
leading to conflicts based around the competition 
for resources, for instance.29  Understanding 
this connection can point to possible prevention 
strategies when indicators for humanitarian 
emergencies begin to emerge. 

20  Department of Peace and Conflict Research: http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/
ucdp/ - accessed 17th October 2013.

21 David Keen, Complex Emergencies (Polity Press, 2008), p. 2. 
22  Daron Acemoglu, Andrea Vindigni & Davide Ticchi, Persistence of Civil Wars, 2010, 

p. 664: http://economics.mit.edu/files/7007 - accessed 13th September 2013.
23  United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs: Small Arms, 2013:  http://www.

un.org/disarmament/convarms/SALW/ - accessed 9th September 2013. 
24  Refugees International, Under Pressure : Lebanon And Turkey Need More 

Support To Address Syrian Refugee Crisis, October 2013, P. 2.
25  This is based on figures from the above report and UNHCR estimates for 

refugees in Lebanon. The Lebanese population is over 4 million according 
to the CIA Factbook: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/le.html. 

26  Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and Ministry of Defence, Building Stability Overseas Strategy, 2011, p.8: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/32960/bsos-july-11.pdf – accessed 10th September 2013.

27  https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/33717/GST4_v9_Feb10.pdf, page 10. 

28  Ministry of Defence, Global Strategic Trends – Out to 2014, 2010, p. 10: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/33717/GST4_v9_Feb10.pdf – accessed 16th October 2013. 

29  United Nations Development Programme, Disaster Conflict, 2013, p10: http://
www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/crisis-prevention-and-
recovery/DisasterConflictInterface/ - accessed 13th October 2013. 

GlOBAl sHIFTs
clImATE ANd pOWERs
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The Role of NGOs in Future Conflict

In the past it has been the case that development 
interventions themselves over prolonged periods of 
time can, contrarily, create the conditions in which 
conflict can breed and flourish. UNDP states that, 
“Experience has [also] shown that development 
interventions that do not recognize the link between 
disasters and conflict in at-risk countries can worsen 
tensions and increase risk.”  The UNDP study 
highlights the unpredictability of this trend using 
the example of the 2004 tsunami: in Sri Lanka, the 
humanitarian response helped deepen negative 
social tensions, whereas in Indonesia, it had an 
opposing, placating effect on warring parties.  
The study revealed some common threads that 
help shed light on this complex relationship, and 
what this could mean for the children of the future. 

This includes: 
•  If disasters and conflicts occur simultaneously, 

this increases the risk of future crises and 
poverty and undermines human coping 
strategies in the future. 

•  The risk of disasters is ‘almost always’ increased 
by a conflict.

The Role of Global powers  
in Future Conflict

Natural environmental shifts are also occurring in a 
changing global context where so-called emerging 
powers like Russia and China expand their spheres 
of influence in the backdrop of  waning ‘traditional’ 
economic and political powers: “...the phenomenon 
of the redistribution of economic power toward 
rising powers has resulted in an assessment of their 
potential for international instability brought on by 
their rise and the challenges they will present to 
established powers, particularly as the economic 
downturn in the U.S. and Europe that began in 
2008 continues to impact established economies. 
By comparison, rising powers have on the whole 
survived the crisis”.30 This shift in the economic and 
political ‘status’ of countries is significant in relation 
to conflict and future drivers of violence - a prime 
example being the trade of conventional weapons. 

A recent study, for example, found that the UK was 
replaced by China in the top five largest suppliers 
of major conventional weapons during 2008 to 
2012, China’s exports of major weapons having 
risen by 162% over a 9 year period. This not only 
represents the first time the UK is not in the top five 
since at least 1950, it is also “the first change in the 
composition of [any of] the top five exporters in 20 
years”.31 Within the context of small arms being the 
main cause of conflict-related deaths for children 32,  
the role of emerging powers in the arms trade 
is worth emphasising as both a cause of future 
conflict and a threat for children.

“The illicit transfer, destabilizing 
accumulation and misuse of 
small arms and light weapons 
fuel armed conflicts…including 
the disproportionate impact on 
violence perpetrated against 
women and girls, exacerbating 
sexual and gender-based 
violence and the recruitment 
and use of children by parties to 
armed conflict”.33

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

cAR
“The proliferation of arms across Africa, drugs 
and all sorts of illicit trafficking is fuelling more 
conflicts with the emergence of more armed 
groups - and states having little or no control.”
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The estimates used by the United Nations Office 
for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) is that a 
minimum of 875 million small arms exist – which 
would equate to arms possession of 1 in every 8  
people in the world’s population.34 This includes 
a huge number of children who are extremely 
vulnerable to the proliferation of arms. As UNICEF 
states, “In societies where small arms and light 
weapons are commonly used in disputes, children 
come to regard the weapons as necessary for 
safety and security.”35 Children are also at high risk 
of being recruited and used in combat roles as guns 
become more accessible, light and user friendly. 

For example, for a rebel commander to train a child 
in the use of an AK47, it would take just 30 minutes 
- making it an overall cheap, effective and viable 
option and therefore a possible contributory factor 
in the future of conflict.36 

The role of companies in future conflict

The role of the largest and most lucrative 
companies in the world must also be accounted 
for when considering power dynamics in future 
conflicts, particularly as many of the Fortune 500 
Companies rely on natural resources that are 
obtained from conflict affected states. It is striking 
to note, for example, that the annual GDP of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, a resource rich 
country, was almost 10 billion dollars less than the 
profits made in 2012 by the oil company Shell.37 
It is even more noteworthy that DRC, a country 
crippled by chronic conflict which is in part fuelled 
by ‘conflict minerals’ like coltan – a mineral used 
to make mobile phones - also had a lower GDP in 
2012 (17 billion dollars) by over half compared to 
the profits of technology giant Apple (whose profits 

were over 40 billion dollars in the same year).38  
This already affects children directly, with estimates 
that 800,000 children work in the coltan mines  
in DRC, some as young as five years old.39 

These mines are also responsible for an average 
of almost 7 child-deaths per month due to 
soil collapses.40  These statistics demonstrate 
the necessity to consider companies as key 
stakeholders in the future of both conflict and 
peace building, having significant power to 
influence both outcomes. 

30  Pinar Tank, Norwegian Peacebuilding Research Centre (NOREF): 
NOREF Policy Brief – The Concept of Rising Powers, 2012, p. 3: http://
www.peacebuilding.no/var/ezflow_site/storage/original/application/
aa7c23bf5887ab060f1af737a39a000a.pdf – accessed 17th October 2013. 

31  http://www.sipri.org/media/pressreleases/2013/ATlaunch - SIPRI press 
release. 

32  …..
33  United Nations Security Council, Resolution 2117, 2013, p2: http://www.

un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2117(2013) – accessed 
17th September 2013. 

34  United States Census Bureau, U.S Dept of Commerce (2013) - http://www.
census.gov/popclock/, - the World’s population at this current time is 
7,119144522. So 7,119144522/875 million = 8.1 (rounded). 

35  See UNICEF, ‘No Guns Please’: http://www.unicef.org/emerg/files/
Emergencies_No_guns_please_leaflet.pdf. 

36  P. W. Singer, The Enablers of War: Causal Factors behind the Child Soldier 
Phenomenon , Brookings Institution 2007, p. 13. 

37  According to the IMF, DRC had a GDP of around 17billionUS dollars in 2012:  
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ftweo/2013/01/weodata/weorept.aspx? 
pr.x=45&pr.

38  CNN, CNN Money: Global 500, 2013: http://money.cnn.com/magazines/
fortune/global500/2013/full_list/?iid=G500_sp_full, Apple’s profits in 2012 
were over 40 billion US dollars – accessed 13th October 2013. 

39  Website. 
40  Out of two million people working in the DRC’s artisanal mines, 40 percent 

of them are children. CNN, The CNN Freedom Project: Ending Modern Day 
Slavery, 2013: http://thecnnfreedomproject.blogs.cnn.com/2013/06/26/child-
miners-face-death-for-tech/ - accessed 16th September 2013.
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THREATs
IN FuTuRE WARs



The very notion of war has begun to defy its own 
definition, and as such our understanding and 
addressing of war and its consequences have lagged 
far behind the progress that has been secured in 
fighting them. Arguably this is always the case – 
solutions being born out of problems – but there 
are unprecedented changes the consequences 
of which are in such unchartered territory that 
prevention may be the only form of reliable 
response. The distance between the semantic 
understanding of war and the threats to children’s 
safety are growing as the nature of conflict morphs 
quickly and considerably. The major causes of child 
deaths from violence are challenging traditionally 
accepted concepts of conflict. By way of example, 
interpersonal violence can exceed ‘war’ related 
deaths: between 1987 and 2001 over 8 times the 
number of children died from gun violence in Rio de 
Janeiro compared to in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict 
during the same time period.41

According to the Oxford English Dictionary war is,  
“a state of armed conflict between different 
countries or different groups within a country”.  
But armed conflict, suggesting guns, tanks and 

other human-operated machinery, is now only 
one option of a warring party where technology 
has created new pathways for extreme harm. 
Cutting off the supply to a hospital by hacking 
into a computer system, for example, may not be 
considered as ‘war’, but is capable of causing just as 
many casualties as a military attack.

Counter arguments can stress that new forms 
of weaponry will stay in the hands of those who 
invent them. But history and context say otherwise. 
Between 2003-2007 and 2008-2012 there has 
been an upward trend of 17% in the international 
transfer of arms, which relates to the future in 
demonstrating the results of proliferation of 
new and advanced tools of war. When the AK47 
was invented in Russia in 1947, for example, who 
would have pictured it in the hands of an 8 year 
old girl fighting with the Lords Resistance Army in 
Northern Uganda, sixty years later? The same goes 
for new technology. It will not stay contained for 
long, and therefore control over its use and targets 
can quickly be lost with potentially disastrous 
repercussions for children who could be at the 
mercy of its operators. 

41 See: http://www.fightforpeace.net/metodologia. 

ARTIclE 36: INTERNATIONAl HumANITARIAN lAW

“IN THE sTudY, dEvElOpmENT, AcQuIsITION OR AdOpTION  
OF A NEW WEApON, mEANs OR mETHOd OF WARFARE,  
A HIGH cONTRAcTING pARTY Is uNdER AN OBlIGATION TO 
dETERmINE WHETHER ITs EmplOYmENT WOuld, IN sOmE OR 
All cIRcumsTANcEs, BE pROHIBITEd BY THIs pROTOcOl OR  
BY ANY OTHER RulE OF INTERNATIONAl lAW ApplIcABlE TO 
The hiGh CONTRACTiNG PARTy.”
(THE ‘lAW OF WAR’)
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In this context of rapidly changing threats 
and developments, current systems remain 
unequipped to meet the challenges of tomorrow. 

“Technologies that only yesterday 
were in the realms of science 
fiction could cause unprecedented 
catastrophes tomorrow”42 

The changing nature of war, environment and 
power relationships is motivating major military 
innovation that raises critical questions about 
adherence to international laws on the one hand 
and the ability to protect civilians on the other. 
The waging of modern wars requires more agility 
and less time and resource investment. With 
conscription into state forces being a thing of the 
past, the appetite for methods of war that do not 

rely on human beings, such as robots, is therefore 
substantial. But this is not just a theoretical 
argument, autonomous war robots (known as LARs 
– Lethal Autonomous Robotics) already exist and 
experts have referred to them as ‘game-changers’.43 

 The US Defence Ministry has an organisational 
arm, DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency ) dedicated to securing military advantage. 
Its current range includes the ‘cheetah’ robot that 
can run faster than Usain Bolt, the ‘squad support’ 
robots that replace the horses of the past and 
enable limitless mileage, weight and stamina,44 and 
miniature drones disguised as insects.45   

Robotics can appear to be in the realms of fiction, 
but this could not be further from the truth. So 
much so that robotics were the topic of debate at 
the UN Human Rights Council in April 2013 where 
concerns were raised that “robots should not have 
the power of life or death over human beings”.46  

THE REAlITY OF WAR - CASE STUDY: AFGHANIsTAN

Abdul first heard the gunfire while he was playing at home with his brother.  The boys’ father told them there was 
fighting outside between an anti-government commander and the Afghan National Army.  It was the middle of the 
day, and Abdul was curious to see the fighting with his own eyes. He ran to the window to watch as the fighting got 
louder and louder.  “Suddenly there was a loud explosion,” says Abdul.  “I don’t know what happened.”   

Abdul was knocked unconscious with the force of the explosion.  One week later, he awoke in a hospital and was 
aware only of the bandages on his hands, head, and face.  It was only when the doctors removed his bandages that 
he realized he’d lost his right hand and three of the fingers on his left hand.  Worst of all, he’d lost his sight. “I had lost 
both of my eyes and I was not able to see my brothers and sisters’ beautiful faces anymore,” says Abdul.

Abdul received help from War Child’s child helpline and now lives with other blind children in a care centre. “I am very 
happy that I am living with people who are blind like me and they can easily understand me”.

AdvANcEd cApAcITIEs 
TO KIll
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Fighting Wars

Advances in autonomous weapons (not to be 
confused with automatic weapons which are 
human-operated) have the potential to facilitate 
a huge increase in child casualties of war. This is 
due to two main factors: 1) killer robots are unable 
to distinguish between a civilian and a combatant 
and therefore between an adult and a child. 2) As 
warfare is overwhelmingly in urban environments 
and within states, distinguishing between a legal 
target (i.e. military target) and civilian ones presents 
major challenges that cannot yet be addressed. 
Urbanisation alone could drive up child casualties 
in cities and towns by well over a third by 2033 if 
explosive attacks in these settings continue at 
current rates.  To put this in context, by 2050, 70% 
of all people will live in urban areas owing to a year 
on year increase of urban dwellers of an estimated 
60 million.  Well over 43% of the world’s children 
already live in urban settings.  

The weapons of the future reduce the burdens 
on humans to operate them whilst attaining the 
same or even more deadly consequences for 
humans who are their targets. This is a potent 
mixture when thinking about the impacts on civilians 
and particularly on children who would be even 
less protected than they are today by something 
autonomous that has no moral code. This brings 
us onto a third factor , “…the inability of the LARs to 
interpret intentions or emotions will be a significant 
obstacle to compliance with  the rule of distinction”.47 
This could have alarming consequences for 
children who are caught up in conflict or being 
used in combat roles. For instance, what about a 
child who is tied to the front of a tank being used 
as a human shield as in Syria? Or the child who has 
been abducted and forced to become a soldier and 
therefore is in the firing line?  A combatant who 
sees a child in one of these scenarios could choose 
not to shoot at him/her based on human instincts, 
knowledge and morals - a robot on the other hand 
would be programmed to see a ‘target’ and its 

distinction could not go beyond that. The thresholds 
for making ‘killer decisions’ are therefore reduced 
by increasing the distance that future weaponry will 
bring between operator and target, something that 
has been coined as the ‘Playstation mentality’  and is 
huge cause for concern.

Waging Wars

New weapon technology could also have the 
impact of increasing the number of war-related 
attacks by lowering thresholds for decisions to 
go to war. International offensives, such as that 
seen in Libya, for instance could proliferate as 
‘one-off’ attacks that have no human cost for 
those launching them by using remote methods of 
warfare. Any such attacks are of fatal consequence 
for children, no matter how ‘precise’ they are 
advertised as being. NATO’s Secretary General said 
about the attacks in Libya that they “carried out this 
operation very carefully, without confirmed civilian 
casualties”, but it later emerged that the ‘precision 
targeted’ attacks aimed at Qadaffi in fact killed up 
to 70 civilians including 29 women and children, 
many of whom were asleep in their beds.48  

War causes deaths; this is not illegal nor is it to 
be debated within the scope of this paper, but 
the way wars are being ‘marketed’ is of profound 
relevance to the children of the future, and also to 
the electorate in whose names they will be fought. 
The Libya campaign is cited by P. W Singer as an 
example in which congressional approval should 
have been obtained, “But, when it got to the 60-day 
mark, the response from the Executive Branch 
was: ‘We do not need authorization because it no 
longer involves risk to American servicemen or the 
threat thereof.’ Essentially, the argument was that 
because people were no longer going into harm’s 
way, the rules of that law no longer needed to be 
followed. Yet we were still doing something that 
we used to think of as war. We were still blowing up 
things and people.”49

42  ICRC, New Technologies and Warfare, No 886, 2012,p. 458: http://www.icrc.
org/eng/resources/international-review/review-886-new-technologies-
warfare/index.jsp – accessed 12th October 2013. 

43  ICRC: International Review of the Red Cross: New Technologies and Warfare, 2012, 
p. 470: http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/international-review/review-886-
new-technologies-warfare/review-886-all.pdf - accessed 12th October 2013.

44  See DARPA videos: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=chPanW0QWhA; http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ln_jaXAxsgs

45 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z78mgfKprdg
46 http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/23/47, page 1. 

47  Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions, Christof Heyns, 2013, p. 13: http://www.
un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/23/47 – accessed 11th 
October 2013. 

48  The New York Times, In Strikes on Libya by NATO, an Unspoken Civilian 
Toll, 2011: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/18/world/africa/scores-of-
unintended-casualties-in-nato-war-in-libya.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1& - 
accessed 9th October 2013. 

 49  ICRC, New Technologies and Warfare, No 886, 2012, p. 471: http://www.icrc.
org/eng/resources/
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The way we conceptualise and refer to war is 
therefore outdated with the reality of causes of 
civilian deaths. And as the above example proves, 
this is not just semantics. Incidents that are not 
considered to be acts of war can bypass parliament, 
congress and the public and seem to be increasing 
in number. Singer continues, “We can see this in a 
variety of operations right now. For instance, there 
have been more than 350 air strikes conducted into 
Pakistan that were not voted on by Congress... 
So an operation can amount to roughly eight times 
the scale of the opening round of the Kosovo war, 
and yet no one conceives of it as a ‘war’.”50

Part of the picture that has enabled a growing 
disconnect between the general public in western 
democracies and acts of war performed by those 
democracies is the reduction of reliance on human 
beings to fight wars. The need for an electorate to be 
behind an act of war is lessened when their brothers, 
fathers, daughters and sons are not being risked in 
front-line operations that use remote methods of 
warfare. Conscription isn’t necessary in the majority 
of modern day wars and therefore one could argue 
that decisions of state militaries to fight them has 
become more isolated and independent of the 
public. The reduced risk to human life at ‘home’ could 
mean a huge barrier is being removed to triggering 
acts of war in the first place. 

 

“Warfare in the 21st century is 
very different from even that 
experienced during World War II. 
There are many more guerrilla-
type civil wars in which  
women and children are not 
only the main victims, but are 
deliberately targeted”51

The trends War Child has witnessed over the 
past 20 years and continue to see emerge, show 
a fundamental shift in children being increasingly 
targeted within conflict contexts. War Child staff 
that deal with the impacts of war on children on a 
daily basis, believe this trend is only going to get 
worse over the next two decades: 

“It is not just the collateral aspect 
of war, children are the first to 
be directly targeted and this is 
increasing as the fabric of society 
further dissolves.”52  

As control becomes increasingly illusive in contexts 
where power struggles prevail and groups splinter 
more and more, targeting children is a way of 
controlling communities and societies through 
fear, for example.  Children are being increasingly 
targeted for strategic reasons as opposed to being 
the incidental causalities of warfare. 

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

dRc
“I believe that conflicts have become more and 
more complex with State’s now acting against 
their own children, radical groups targeting 
children in schools, never ending protracted 
conflicts that affect first and foremost children 
and women – all of which will make our world 
even more insecure for children.  Looking at 
DRC and CAR, which have been failed states 
for over a decade, the fate of children and their 
future is dreadful.”  

cHIldREN
As TARGETs
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Syria is also a striking example in which children 
have been used as the pawns of war by all sides 
to the conflict.  A doctor working inside Syria has 
recently spoken out about the victims he has 
treated and the overwhelming majority being 
innocent children and even unborn babies: “Most of 
the victims are women and children. I’ve seen very 
few fighters since I’ve been here. It’s pitiful because 
we receive cases of pregnant ladies who are shot 
in the uterus and removing dead babies from the 
uterus is a very unpleasant experience…” Dozens of 
children are said to arrive for treatment every week 
in this clinic alone, “A lot of the children were shot 
in the neck or upper body… they die in front of your 
eyes. They bleed to death very quickly. It is a truly 
shocking thing to deal with.”53

Not only will future wars see more direct impact 
on children as targets in conflict, they are also 
likely to be further exploited as participants in 
wars. The nature of war becoming increasingly 
based on internal rivalry (for example, one armed 
group against another) means that non-state 
actors such as rebel groups are driving recruitment 
of children as a ‘cheap’ means of waging war 
against opponents. As civil wars fall within blurred 
lines of the UN mandate, there is a tendency 
for the exertion of international control to be 
very challenging, and armed groups are often 
not seeking the same kind of recognition and 
legitimacy that a state requires to operate on the 
international stage. This in turn reduces thresholds 
for committing grave violations of children’s rights, 
such as recruitment. 

This is not limited to the estimated 300,000 
children who are currently associated with armed 
forced and armed groups54, it also includes children 
being targeted for use as ‘suicide bombers’ 
in places like Afghanistan and Pakistan where 
boys and girls as young as 8 years old have been 
recruited and used in suicide attacks. 

50 Ibid. 
51  William Yule, Atle Dyregrov, Magne Raundalen, & Patrick Smith, European 

journal of Psychotraumatology Children and War: The Work of the Children 
and War Foundation, 2013, p 4: http://www.ejpt.net/index.php/ejpt/article/
view/18424 - accessed  12th October 2013.

52 UK Country Director - Iraq and Syria crisis response, Jordan. 

53  ITV, The brutal games of bored snipers in Syria’s deadlocked war, 2013: http://
www.itv.com/news/2013-10-16/this-is-what-deadlocked-war-leads-to-
syrias-sniper-game/ - accessed 18th October 2013. 

54  United Nations General Assembly, 55th Session General Assembly: The 
Millennium Assembly of the United Nations, 2000: http://www.un.org/ga/55/ - 
accessed 7th October 2013.

vOIcEs FROm THE FIEld:  

cAR
“Parties in conflict have little knowledge 
of international instruments regulating 
enrolment and use of children in armed 
conflicts. The deepening poverty is hitting 
children and young people hard and making it 
easier for children to join armed groups as an 
alternative. In terms of future conflicts, it is 
unfortunately likely to be even more complex. 
This is in contrast to the conventional conflicts 
we used to have with clear actors who can 
potentially be brought to negotiation tables 
and where legal instruments can be applied to 
punish perpetrators of crime. Also, because 
there are virtually no borders, this will assist 
in perpetrators easily moving across borders, 
making it difficult to catch them and children 
will continue to be severely affected through 
growing enrolment in the armed groups.”
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Children are not only being targeted directly, they 
are also the victims of the opposite method of 
warfare – attacks without distinction.

The beginning of an upward curve in indiscriminate 
attacks is already apparent. This is illustrated by 
Action on Armed Violence research that found a 
26% increase in civilian casualties from explosive 
weapons in 2012, up from the previous year. 
This statistic is even more shocking in relation to 
children: there was a 45% increase in the number 
of child casualties from explosive weapons in 2012 
compared to 2011.55 The situation in Syria has 
a significant influence over this data, as civilian 
casualties are 23% higher than any other country 
in the same year. However, the data sample was 
of 41 countries that have a broad geographic, 
continental spread. Individual case examples 
corroborate that there is a trend in higher volumes 
of indiscriminate attacks.

Explosive weapons in highly populated areas 
are already having disastrous consequences for 
children and increases in attacks have been evident 
over the past couple of years. Child injuries and 
deaths from IEDs in Afghanistan increased by 72% 
in the first half of 2013 and according to a UNICEF 
report, a total of 1,756 children were killed or 
injured due to the conflict in Afghanistan in 2011, 
representing an average of 4.8 children killed or 
injured per day, compared with 1,396 children killed 
or injured in 2010. Attacks on education (including 
the shelling and occupation of schools and attacks 
on teachers and students) also increased overall by 
127% from 2011 to 2012 across conflict contexts.57

It is clear that weapons like drones are already 
causing mass casualties in existing conflicts and 
a UN General Assembly report recently noted 
that, “the number of states with the capacity to 
use drones is likely to increase significantly in the 
near future”.58 The report goes on to say that, “The 
appeal of drones is clear. Among other things they 
provide the strategic advantage of greatly reducing 
the time between the identification of a potential 
target that could be a great distance away and the 
deployment of deadly force against that target. 
Drones, it can safely be said, are here to stay.”  This 
adds to a worrying trend for the future in the use of 
indiscriminate weapons in heavily populated areas, 
where women and children tend to be the most 
highly affected. 

The next generation of autonomous weapons 
– capable of attacks without human supervision 
- could have even more fatal consequences if 
deployed as predicted. “New methods of employing 
lethal force are continually developed” and 
international systems for the protection of civilians 
must rise to this challenge for the sake of saving 
children’s lives.

THE REAlITY OF WAR - CASE STUDY: sYRIA cRIsIs 

Mohammad is 12 years old.  He was a grade 6 student in school but dropped out when shelling in his town was so 
bad that school was no longer safe.  After that he stayed around his house.  Some days the shelling came very close 
to his home.  Once, a neighbour’s house was destroyed and Mohammad had to help his father collect body parts 
and bury them in the garden. “I was very scared”, he said.  His father told us that some of his hair turned white during 
the shelling and has not yet gone back to its normal colour.  Mohammed says “sometimes I see things in my head 
which scare me.  I dream about shelling in my town”.

One day Mohammed’s house received a direct hit. Everyone in the family survived but the house itself collapsed 

and they lost everything.56  

INdIscRImINATE
ATTAcKs
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55  Action on Armed Violence, An Explosive Situation: Monitoring Explosive 
Violence, 2012: http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
AOAV%2C%20An%20Explosive%20Situation%2C%20Monitoring%20
Explosive%20Violence%20in%202012.pdf – accessed 12th October 2013.

56  This case study was collected by War Child UK in Jordan during the month of 
June 2013. 

57  Save the Children, Attacks on Education, 2013: http://www.savethechildren.
org.uk/sites/default/files/images/Attacks_on_Education_0.pdf, p5 – accessed 
October 10, 2013.

58  UN General Assembly, ‘Extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions’, 2013, 
p. 5: http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/23/47 – 
accessed 11th October 2013. 

•  Current trends such as the future proliferation 
of arms and drones, coupled with new advances 
in military technology, indicate that the number 
of child-casualties in future wars will increase 
significantly if the status quo is maintained. The 
likely causes of future wars such as competing 
power dynamics between nation states as well 
the collapse of others due to multiplying armed 
groups, presents further cause for concern for 
the lengths and means of warfare that will be 
employed in these scenarios.  

•  To add to the grave dangers children face of 
increased military offensives, targeting and 
indiscriminate attacks, international structures 
and systems are already outmoded to deal with 
the emerging threats of the past decades, let 
alone over the next 20 years and beyond. There 
is a need to acknowledge and take stock of the 
risks to children and the prevention strategies 
required to move forward. 

•  The situation facing the International 
Community is not a hopeless one, on the 
contrary, it is one of opportunity to build a 
positive peace if children and young people 
are invested in within policy frameworks, 
programmatic interventions and prioritised in 
diplomatic efforts. 

Investing in and empowering children and young 
people can not only make the difference between 
undermining peace and eliminating war, but is also 
the most compelling moral and legal obligation 
facing our generation: and the next.  

cONcludING
OBsERvATIONs
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