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The crisis in Burkina Faso is having a profound impact on the lives of children and their communities. During 2019, 
the country has seen an unprecedented number of internally displaced people fleeing targeted violence and attacks 
mostly in the Sahel, Center North, North, Boucle du Mouhoun and East regions. To date, 948,000 people need 
protection, including more than 559,000 children (59 percent) and 765,000 people are internally displaced, 
including 449,119 children, a 1,200 percent increase since January 2019.1 The emergency in Burkina Faso is 
evolving rapidly and is affecting cohesion and social structures with more than 95 percent of the displaced in host 
communities. This complex protection crisis is enhanced by the unpredictable climatic conditions, food insecurity, 
poverty, poor livelihoods and governance, which is intensifying the internal tensions. 
 
Children of all ages are vulnerable to psychosocial distress, 

separation from their caregivers, lack of birth registration, 

gender-based violence (GBV) including high risks of rape, 

sexual assault and widespread child marriage, as well as the 

high risk of worst forms of child labour, child recruitment by 

armed groups and child trafficking. Access to health care, 

nutritious foods, safe drinking water and other social services 

has been severely compromised, impacting all aspects of 

children’s lives – their safety, health and wellbeing. Displaced 

children and their families are being hosted in communities 

that had limited access to social services even before the 

current crisis, which has put a further strain on the already 

vulnerable population.2 

  

 
1 OCHA SitRep of 28 February 2020. 
2 Report from Save the Children International: https://burkinafaso.savethechildren.net/news/d%C3%A9claration-des-

enfants-%C3%A0-l%E2%80%99occasion-de-la-journ%C3%A9e-internationale-des-droits-des-enfants-%E2%80%93-20 

--------------------------------------------------------------- 
“One day while we were in class, our teacher went 
out and just afterwards he came back to tell us that 
the armed groups are advancing towards our school. 
Shortly afterwards, we saw soldiers passing in front 
of the school, before turning back. The next day we 
went back to the school but there were no teachers 
and our school was closed. We only had two months 
of classes and never had access to our classrooms 
again until today. A few days later, while we were 
farming in the field, we heard gunshots. We soon 
realized that it was shooting from armed groups, 
apparently on motorcycles. And it was a stampede. 
That's when we fled to this site in Kaya. I hope that 
security will return to our village so that I can go back 
to my school, continue my studies and fulfil my dream 
of becoming a teacher.” - A 9-years-old child in Kaya, 
Burkina Faso.2 
--------------------------------------------------------------- 
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The impact of the crisis on children 
 

Education under attack 
Schools and teachers are directly targeted by armed groups. The impact of 
the conflict and the spread of insecurity on education in the affected regions 
is devastating, with thousands of schools closed, teachers threatened, 
kidnapped, murdered and hundreds of thousands of children deprived of 
their right to education and exposed to increased risks of abuse, violence 
and exploitation. Attacks and threats on schools and against teachers and 
students have become more common: more than 2,500 schools are closed, 
affecting over 420,000 children and more than 10,000 teachers. 

The closure of schools increases the risk of children facing serious violations 
of their rights. Conflict disproportionately affects girls' access to education 
and exacerbates their already disadvantaged situation, especially for female 
adolescents whose high school dropout rates were much higher even before 
the crisis. This situation may lead to forced marriage, early pregnancy, child labor and its worst forms, and other 
types of violence, abuse, exploitation and GBV.  

Child recruitment 
Most cases of child recruitment and use by armed groups are unreported, but there are reports of registered 
internally displaced people saying that they left because of the risk of recruitment of their children.  

Government data also shows that boys aged 13 to 17 years are the second group most exposed to armed groups 
and boys aged 5-12 years the fifth group.3 From different contexts, we know that poor livelihood and food 
insecurity, as it exists currently, also increases the risk of child recruitment into armed groups. When some form of 
relationship with combatants is essential for survival, and older children are particularly vulnerable to recruitment. 
Armed actors are seen to not only provide security but also leverage when ensuring survival in a resource-poor 
environment. With the creation of auto-defence groups, children are at risk of recruitment, use or association, for 
example as porters, cooks, guides, checkpoint guards, etc. In crises, joining an armed group could be seen as a 
positive coping mechanism as the impact on the household’s welfare is immediate. On the other side, the use of 
children by the armed groups creates a social stigma that is difficult to overcome and can prevent children from 
returning to their communities. Children orphaned in conflict are also particularly susceptible, where adults in 
armed groups become parental care substitutes in terms of food provision. 

Finally, from other contexts we also know that girls are also associated with armed groups but overlooked in 
prevention and reintegration efforts to be considered. 

Psychosocial distress and mental health 
More than eight out of 10 children displaced in Burkina Faso are suffering 
from psychological distress and mental health disorders4 as they have 
witnessed or were victims of some of the 1,253 violent incidents that 
happened over the last year.5 Those who have been forced to flee and who 
have remained in the security-compromised areas are extremely vulnerable 
to mental health problems while, services and MHPSS resources deployed 
to the field are largely insufficient because as too often in emergency 
situations, psychosocial support is not prioritized fast enough. Moreover, 
sexual violence and harmful practices such as child, early and forced 

 
3 CONSUR, February 2020 
4 Child Protection Sub-cluster, February 2020. 
5 Violent attacks against the civilian population between March 2019 - March 2020: https://acleddata.com/#/dashboard 

NEMA, 12 YEARS OLD: “Armed 
men came in my community, 
killed some people and a 
relative of mine. I was a fifth-
grader in a Franco-Arabic school 
in my village. One day, armed 
men broke into our classroom; 
they caught our teacher and 
some of them took him away. 
They expelled us from school, 
and we ran to our homes.” 

LARISSA (fictitious name), 13-
years old: “I was living with my 
three brothers in my village when 
a group of armed men attacked 
their community, shooting 
indiscriminately. They killed nine 
people, and among them was my 
uncle. His killing keeps haunting 
me. I have nightmares often and 
wake up in the night. Every time 
it happens, I get out of bed and 
wait for the morning to come 
without sleep.” 

https://acleddata.com/#/dashboard
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marriage and Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) can have long-term impacts on the mental health of children and 
displaced girls in particular.  

Unaccompanied and separated children 
Hundreds of children have been separated from their parents or primary caregivers while fleeing from attacks and 
violence. Child Protection agencies are tirelessly identifying unaccompanied and separated children, of which some 
were reunified and others placed in host families - but much remains to be done with the unprecedented increase 
in displacement. While some extended families accept to take care of separated boys and girls, they are already 
experiencing profound stress and are struggling to care for all within their households. Not only are these children 
dealing with the emotional distress of being separated from their closest caregivers, but in this vulnerable position, 
they are at high risk of a many vulnerabilities, including child labour, abuse, exploitation, less likely to go to school, 
suffer more health issues, child trafficking. 

 
Gender-Based Violence and other forms of violence against children 
In forced displacement contexts, children, especially girls, are vulnerable to suffer sexual violence, which 
encompasses rape, attempted rape, sexual harassment, sexual assault, sexual abuse and exploitation, sexual 
slavery and/or trafficking, transactional and “survival” sex. In Burkina Faso, over six percent of reported cases of 
sexual abuse have been perpetrated during displacement.6 Among those fleeing, 90 percent are arriving to host 
communities where living conditions in the host communities and temporary refuges, such as overcrowded schools 
and public buildings with communal sleeping and bathroom facilities, increase the exposure of girls to sexual 
violence and gender-based violence (GBV). Different reports also show the risk that girls suffer when looking for 
water and while performing household tasks in the host communities.7 

Families in crisis adopt different coping mechanisms, such as child, early and forced marriage (CEFM), especially 
without gender-responsive emergency plans. At least 80 percent of the Burkinabe population depends upon 
agriculture as a livelihood,8 and the internally displaced will most likely not be able to work their fields this year, 
which further increases food insecurity. The rapid increase in poverty and loss of livelihoods as a consequence of 
the humanitarian crisis affect girls and adolescent women, particularly. Rates of CEFM are already high in the 
country, where 10 percent of women are married before the age of 15, and 52 percent before age 18.9 The 
degradation of the socio-economic situation and the food insecurity among the displaced and hosting families are 
forcing girls to marry early10 and to suffer unwanted early pregnancy. 

 
Forced displacement can also increase female genital mutilation (FGM). This is one of the harmful practices that 
girls suffer most often during crises, and that can cause more physical and psychological consequences in the short 
and long term. In the context of Burkina Faso, an increase of FGM has been reported,11 while access to health, 
sexual and reproductive health and protection services continue to decrease.  
 
Children are one of the most vulnerable groups during emergencies and cases of violence are often underreported 
due to several reasons, including its acceptance and normalization. At least two percent of children affected by the 
crisis in the country declared having suffered at least one episode of physical violence12 by strangers, acquaintances 
or people known to the child. Additionally, in the last three months, 11 percent of reported violent incidents have 
been caused by improvised explosive devices (IEDs)13 which puts children especially at risk of harm if they’re not 
aware and educated about this risk. Children are rights holders and their protection must be guaranteed always. 
 
 

 
6 CONASUR, February 2020. 
7 REGA mission. GBV AoR Analysis of GBV Situation in Burkina Faso, January 2020. 
8 Joint response 2019-2020 on Burkina Faso, FAO: www.fao.org/3/ca6845en/CA6845EN.pdf 
9 Situations in Mali from Girls not Brides: www.girlsnotbrides.org/where-does-it-happen/atlas/mali  
10 Gender-Based Violence (GBV) Sub-cluster, January 2020  
11 DRC/UNHCR. Rapport De Monitoring de Protection. Regions du Sahel et Centre Nord. Decembre 2019 
12 Child protection sub-cluster, February 2020. 
13 CONASUR, February 2020 

http://www.fao.org/3/ca6845en/CA6845EN.pdf
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/where-does-it-happen/atlas/mali
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Birth registration 
At least 88 percent of the 449,119 internally displaced children have no birth certificate.14 Additionally, over 13 
percent of the town halls in the five most affected regions are not functional; some have been willingly burnt and 
destroyed; others have closed due to the insecurity. Health centers are also under attack, and 109 health centers 
are not operational with severe repercussions for universal birth registration. Lack of birth registration was already 
a problem before the violence, but now this issue becomes even more significant as children have fled without 
their birth certificate. Other birth certificates were burnt in attacks of town halls, and new issuance is a considerable 
challenge with limited government presence in the affected areas due to high-security risks. Birth registration and 
documentation of birth are linked to the child’s identity and access to education, health and other services. 
 
Recommendations 
 

For the government 
 

1 
 

In Burkina Faso, there has never been a situation of internal displacement caused by violence like the 
one experienced today. The government is making a great effort to lead the emergency response, but 
the strong presence of non-state armed actors targeting state authorities and governmental institutions, 
is leaving the children unprotected. The state has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), and they must ensure their best interest by prioritizing gender-responsive child protection 
responses that seek durable solutions, especially for those displaced persons unable or unwilling to 
return to their places of origin (17 percent of the population).15 

2 The government of Burkina Faso is the primary duty bearer and is responsible and accountable for the 
emergency response. This was reaffirmed by the national law 012-2014/AN on the prevention and 
management of risks, humanitarian crises and disasters. The government should continue to increase 
the effectiveness of all their national and local mechanisms to comply with this law and thus guarantee 
the protection of all the citizens, without discrimination based on ethnicity, sex, gender, religion or age. 

3 With the creation of the Voluntary Defence Forces (VDF), the government must promote the respect of 
the International Humanitarian Law, and make sure that children will not be recruited, neither used or 
associated with any armed groups, for example as porters, cooks, guides, human shields, checkpoint 
guards, among others. 

4 The prevention of gender-based violence and sexual violence must be an integral part of the 
government’s humanitarian response. Burkina Faso has ratified the Convention of the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), and the national authorities have to fulfil their obligation to 
protect girls and adolescent women from harm, which has increased dramatically in the current crisis. 
Likewise, authorities should increase efforts to reduce harmful traditional practices, such as child 
marriage or FGM. 

5 The national Government and other members of the G-5 Joint Forces and the Operation Barkhane must 
promote and monitor the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolution 2427 of children and armed 
conflict and openly condemn the violations of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) by any actor in the 
Sahel crisis.  

6 The government of Burkina Faso must guarantee that the humanitarian response will not be politicized 
and that it will provide a safe space for access and the effective delivery of aid.  

 
 
 
 

 
14 CONASUR, February 2020 
15 17 percent of the displaced population claim not to want to return to their places of origin, while 7 percent do not know. CONASUR, 

February 2020. 
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For all actors providing humanitarian services 
 

1 Quality mental health and psychosocial support services are crucial to help girls and boys cope. 
Psychosocial support services, both stand-alone as for example Child-Friendly Spaces or mobile group 
activities, and integrated into other sectors, are needed to ensure the protection and psychosocial 
wellbeing of children and their caregivers. Spaces are needed where nurturing adults can provide a 
sense of safety and also identify those children requiring more intensive care and support. Outreach 
workers are necessary to make sure the most vulnerable children are reached. Measures to create 
supportive environments and reduce levels of distress are crucial to prevent the children’s natural 
reactions to adverse events from developing into more severe and chronic mental health and 
psychosocial support problems. For instance, stand-alone PSS services provide not only much-needed 
psychosocial support but are also a crucial entry point for integrated care for child survivors, case 
management, and education. At the same time, specialised services are necessary for children to 
access mental health services when needed. 
 

2 Continued capacity building of national actors, including NGOs to ensure that the affected children 
receive appropriate services and care. Most local and international organizations are used to 
development rather than humanitarian programming and lack staff who are experienced in child 
protection in emergencies. Local organizations need to be supported in terms of technical and 
institutional capacity strengthening concurrently so that programme quality will increase sustainably. 

3 Collaborate and support the community’s child protection and participation mechanisms for 
preventing and responding to child protection risks, in line with the government's newly adopted 
procedures in this area. This applies both to communities who have stayed in the violence-affected 
areas and displaced communities, which count with individuals who play important roles. Identifying 
and supporting such structures is essential to ensure ownership for the protection of children and to 
address access limitations to people who are staying in conflict-affected areas. 

4 Invest and work with nutrition and food security colleagues to ensure the protection of all children. 
Lack of access to adequate nutrition can lead families to adopt negative coping mechanisms, including 
the worst forms of child labor. Child malnutrition and food security are major concerns  amongst the 
communities remaining in the violence-affected areas and newly internally displaced as well as the 
host community who are sharing their limited resources with the newcomers. Identifying and 
referring children with malnutrition to nutrition service providers is a child protection priority, and the 
role of community-based protection mechanisms is pivotal to this effort. At the same time, staff in 
nutrition centers must be trained to identify parents who need additional support as well as to identify 
and refer children with child protection needs. 

5 Guarantee that the communities have the mechanisms to maintain their dignity and resilience, the 
emergency response must provide Accountability to Affected Population (AAP). To do so, gender and 
age-appropriate child-friendly feedback mechanisms should be established. In those, the children 
should have inclusive, safe and confidential ways to receive information, give feedback and 
meaningfully participate in programming. Child protection plans should include children in the 
assessments and ensure their accountability. 

6 
Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) must be an integral part of the humanitarian 
response. All humanitarian organizations must fulfil their mandate to protect the population, 
especially girls, from any harm, and ensure compliance with the Secretary-General’s Bulletin “special 
measures for protection from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse” (ST/SGB/2003/13). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.un.org/Docs/journal/asp/ws.asp?m=ST/SGB/2003/13
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For the donor community 

1 Child protection is one of the critical underfunded sectors in the Burkina Faso protection crisis. 
Children are in critical need of support and care that is sensitive to the violence that they have 
experienced and that addresses the urgent protection needs that they face. More funding is needed to 
ensure life-saving and other services to all children in need. As of March, child protection is only 4 
percent funded. Without substantial funding, affected children are at risk of prolonged psychological 
distress, thereby impacting their development and wellbeing. Long-term investments are critical to 
ensuring affected children can begin to feel a sense of normalcy and hope of healing. Further, 
recognizing that some children, like those living with disabilities, have more severe needs for mental 
health and psychosocial support, donors should support investment in building for more advanced 
interventions in this area. 

2 Allow some development resources to be used for the current crisis: development action should 
increase across the country and target the affected areas; not only due to significant needs but also to 
prevent further spread of violence. Today, significant funding is allocated for Burkina Faso. However, 
these programs have been designed for development settings and risk being frozen in the current 
insecure context, which would be counterproductive. Development work should dedicate resources to 
supporting the rule of law and presence of government institutions and services (particularly health, 
education, water and sanitation, and other infrastructure).16 

3 By recognizing the dynamic nature of the crisis, we call on donors to raise flexible, multi-annual funds 
as the effects of the emergency could continue throughout the year and beyond. We also ask them to 
consider developing programs based on the Triple Nexus and the “New Way of Working” (NWOW) to 
meet the humanitarian, development, social cohesion and peacebuilding needs, while addressing the 
immediate urgent necessities of the most vulnerable population, such as children. 

4 
As violence surges throughout central Sahel, a regional approach to address the needs is necessary 
while continuing to look for durable solutions at the national level. 

  
 

 
16 As highlighted by the Global Protection Cluster note: The Eye of the Storm Sahel & Northern Burkina Faso, February 2020.  


