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Summary and key points 

Representatives of civil society organisations working with children in countries affected by 

armed conflict; representatives from across the United Nations system, including the Special 

Representative of the Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict; representatives of 

governments in both the global south and north, including the current Chair of the UN 

Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict; academics and legal 

experts met to take stock of progress on the issue of children affected by armed conflict, 

identify emerging challenges and develop ideas for moving the agenda forward.  

Key issues discussed include: 

 the significant progress made over the last ten years for the protection of children 

affected by armed conflict and the need to guard, build and advance on these gains, 

including through the mandate of the Special Representative of the Secretary General 

on Children and Armed Conflict and the work of the UN Security Council Working Group 

on Children and Armed Conflict; 

 future challenges to which the children and armed conflict agenda must respond, 

include: identifying effective measures to hold persistent perpetrators to account, 

including greater use of targeted measures; increased engagement with local level 

actors and local values and cultures; greater focus on tackling the root causes of conflict 

and harm to children in situations of conflict; responding to the changing nature of what 

children face in today’s conflicts; and better addressing the long-term nature of the 

impacts of conflict; 

 the role of the ‘continuum of protection’ in responding to children and armed conflict in 

order to address children’s protection needs pre-, during and post-conflict, including: the 

role of different actors in this continuum; the centrality of a systems approach to child 

protection; and the need for a greater focus on all children living in situations of conflict, 

not simply those associated with armed groups; and 

 the role of children in promoting peace and enhancing stability pre- and post-conflict. 

 Context 

1. Humanitarian crises continue to compromise children's rights to care and protection and, 

in the face of increased and more protracted conflicts, will continue to do so. About 50% 

of the estimated 26 million people currently displaced by armed conflict and violence are 

children, and children and young people constitute the majority demographic in conflict-

affected fragile states. Children and young people continue to be targeted by armed 

forces/groups and victimised by small arms violence. The far-reaching consequences of 

armed conflict for children, including forced displacement, sexual exploitation and abuse, 

and the weakening of formal and informal protection systems, continue long after 

conflicts end.  

2. The commitment of the international community to protection of children affected by 
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armed conflict is clearly identified within the framework of binding conventions, United 

Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions and internationally agreed principles and 

guidelines. The year 2012 provides a significant milestone in which to reflect on these, 

with the 15th anniversary of the appointment of the first UN Secretary General's Special 

Representative on Children and Armed Conflict (SRSG-CAAC), the 10th anniversary of 

the entry into force of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

on the involvement of children in armed conflict and the 5th anniversary of the Paris 

Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups. 

In doing so it also provides an opportunity to reflect on how challenges posed by 

contemporary conflict and current global security and stability are being addressed by the 

children and armed conflict agenda and identify critical themes to which attention should 

be paid when moving the agenda forward. 

 Taking the agenda forward – key themes to be addressed  

Protecting and building on gains at the UN level  

3. The past 15 years have seen considerable gains in the children and armed conflict 

agenda with the development of an international architecture at UN level that has gained 

worldwide attention, awareness and acceptance for the issue. Both the roles of the 

SRSG-CAAC and the UN Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed 

Conflict have become an integral part of the peace and security agenda. To date 17 

action plans have been signed; the UN Department of peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) 

has a child protection policy in place which further mainstreams child protection 

responsibilities of peacekeeping missions and has Child Protection Advisers – where 

budget allows - in most of its country missions; and, in 2010 alone, around 11,000 

children were separated from armed forces or armed groups. Though much has been 

achieved, more remains to be done. The international community must now enter a stage 

of consolidation and building on past gains in order to address challenges to the mandate 

of the SRSG-CAAC, increase the efficacy of the UN Security Council Working Group, 

and better meet the protection needs of all children in situations of contemporary armed 

conflict over the long-term. 

4. A key political challenge is keeping children and armed conflict high on the agenda of the 

Security Council in the face of other political priorities and considerations. The capacity of 

the UN system to monitor and respond to grave violations against children in situations of 

armed conflict is a further area of concern. A fundamental building block for ending 

violations against children, the ‘Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism’ (MRM), is facing 

significant challenges in relation to its implementation at national and international levels. 

In line with pertinent Security Council Resolutions, the listing of parties in the Secretary-

General’s report must be based on UN verified information. The MRM is built on existing 

UN in-country resources, which are limited. As such, significant delays exist in verifying 

and in vetting information. The dynamic nature of conflict on the ground means that 

recommended outcomes based on information submitted to the MRM are often no longer 

relevant by the time they are made. Moreover, the UN sometimes has limited access to 

affected populations and is not always in a position to verify information in a timely 

manner. There is a need to identify possible additional sources of information which can 

inform the MRM process. It is then crucial to build monitoring and reporting capacities of 

international and local civil society actors to contribute to the process. The changing 

nature of conflict and, in particular, the absence of battlefield, the fragmentation of non-

state armed groups and the blurring line between civilian and combatants, poses a 

further challenge for the existing UN architecture, which was developed to deal with a 

particular model of conflict. Further review of the architecture and its implementation is 

merited in the light of these new challenges. 

 According greater priority to prevention 

5. Greater attention needs to be given to preventing the harm to children that can result 
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 from armed conflict. Prevention efforts take two forms: preventing conflict itself and 

putting in place mechanisms to prevent harm to children who are caught up in situations 

of conflict. The first of these points towards the need for a greater integration of the 

children and armed conflict agenda within wider debates around conflict prevention, 

including enhancing ‘up-stream’ efforts to prevent conflict, such as investing in education, 

employment empowerment and systems-building in fragile contexts. This poses a 

particular challenge for the Security Council which is not mandated to intervene in 

domestic affairs but provides a point of entry for the wider international community. The 

second points towards the need to pay greater attention to strengthening preventative 

aspects of protection systems (for example social welfare; social protection) in conflict-

related scenario planning and working with parties to conflict to change the way they 

conduct themselves in order to better protect children (for example standard operating 

procedures for armed forces).   

6. These two prevention aspects are linked. The increasingly cyclical nature of conflict 

highlights the need to see prevention as part of a ‘continuum of protection’ for children 

affected by armed conflict. This seeks to prevent harm to children, takes efforts to protect 

children in situations of harm, and puts in place mechanisms to rebuild the lives of 

children who have been affected by armed conflict. Acknowledging harm suffered during 

conflict through transitional justice mechanisms is a key element of the rebuilding 

process, as well as serving at the same time to prevent further strife in communities. As 

such, an increased focus on child protection before, during and after conflict can provide 

an effective strategy to break cycles of conflict at all levels. 

7. A greater focus on prevention of harm demands more attention be given to building the 

resilience of children and communities to better protect themselves from threats during 

conflict. The disconnect between communities and humanitarian actors in many 

situations of armed conflict can serve to undermine resilience if efforts are not increased 

to consider the views, voices and experience of children and their communities in 

designing humanitarian responses. 

 Addressing the long-term and far-reaching impacts of conflict on 
children and recognising the impact of children on conflict 

8. Armed conflict can leave a lasting legacy in many areas, not least in terms of its impact 

on the lives of children. International and national action on children and armed conflict 

must address the long-term impacts of conflict on diverse child populations, giving priority 

to rebuilding all children’s lives.  

9. Recovery and reintegration cannot only be seen as short- to medium-term efforts to 

repair the situation and well-being of children but must also be seen as a longer-term 

investment in their future. Particular focus needs to be given to the transition phase from 

conflict to post-conflict, with attention given to accessing basic services, youth 

employment generation, issues of reconciliation and justice and identifying and promoting 

empowered futures. Education is a key cornerstone of rebuilding children’s lives following 

conflict, as is their participation in the process of rebuilding wider communities and 

societies. It is suggested that a General Comment on Article 39 of the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child be elaborated on by the Committee on the Rights of the Child to 

reflect this critical need for a longer-term systemic approach to recovery and 

reintegration.1 

10. The long-term impacts of conflict on children can in turn impact the stability of a country. 

Children have a key role to play in conflict prevention and peace-building and this must 

be recognised and supported in reintegration and recovery efforts. Central to the 

reintegration process is providing children with viable alternatives for the future. Children 

 
1
 Article 39 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states that States Parties shall take all appropriate 

measures to promote physical and psychological recovery and social reintegration of a child victim of: any form of 
neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; 
or armed conflicts. Such recovery and reintegration shall take place in an environment which fosters the health, 
self-respect and dignity of the child.   
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do not always see themselves as victims of conflict but important actors in changing a 

system of which they do not want to be a part. Consequently, if children are removed 

from being part of what they perceive as a positive change without being offered real 

alternatives to change their lives for the better they can pose a threat to continued peace. 

As such, it is critical to take into account children’s perceptions of the important role they 

are playing when planning release and reintegration programmes.  

11. Understanding individual experiences is crucial to effective release and reintegration 

programmes for children. This includes a focus on gender and the different experiences 

of girls and boys during and post conflict. However, individual recovery processes cannot 

be isolated from more collective, community-based programmes that include addressing 

the needs of other children beyond those who were recruited or used by armed forces or 

groups. The physical and psychological effects of armed conflict are felt across 

communities, by children and their families. Children are further impacted by failing 

educational, health and legal systems and the erosion of the social fabric in situations of 

armed conflict. Successful reintegration will only happen if these children are also 

included in recovery programmes. A child protection systems approach offers a model 

through which to promote longer-term support that can benefit all children in conflict 

affected contexts. 

12. A longer-term approach to children and armed conflict necessitates longer-term 

commitments to funding and system-strengthening than currently exist within the 

international community. Support that operates beyond the short-term priorities of an 

emergency and is coordinated across stakeholders must be a central feature of 

responding to the issue of children and armed conflict. This must be complemented with 

a recognition that support to children affected by armed conflict cannot end when they 

turn eighteen but must be part of a broader process of long-term reconciliation and 

reconstruction which recognises and responds to the lasting legacy of conflict. 

 Increasing accountability to children 

13. Accountability represents a key step in advancing the children and armed conflict 

agenda. There is currently no commonly accepted definition of ‘accountability’ in the 

context of children and armed conflict and both international and national accountability 

mechanisms have, to date, largely failed to deliver accountability outcomes for children. 

These outcomes include: bringing perpetrators to justice; reconciling and rebuilding 

impacted communities; and preventing future violations. Accountability must go beyond a 

focus on impunity to a focus on tangible results for children and communities that take 

into account their specific short and long-term needs, enable them to move on from the 

conflict and atrocities experienced and build peace and reconciliation in the country. 

Children’s involvement in accountability mechanisms is crucial to ensure that their short- 

and long-term needs following conflict are addressed and that they feel justice has been 

done for the harm they have experienced. 

14. A number of accountability mechanisms, spanning humanitarian, human rights and legal 

frameworks, currently exist at international and national levels. These include the UN 

Security Council, the International Criminal Court (ICC), national legal processes, 

national truth and reconciliation commissions and other transitional justice mechanisms. 

Though there are exceptions, these mechanisms tend to give low priority to children, face 

a number of structural gaps and lack technical and financial capacity to adequately 

respond to the needs of children. Mechanisms operating at the national level in particular 

represent untapped potential in relation to accountability for children. Their proximity to 

affected communities and consequent ability to have a broader and more sustainable 

reach makes them a critical actor in delivering accountability for children. However, in 

countries where there is no rule of law, accountability mechanisms struggle to operate. 

Currently, local reconciliation mechanisms are often the only mechanism of justice 

children will have and unfortunately many of these tend not to respect the most basic of 

children’s rights. 
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15. Reparations programmes play a key role in accountability to children. According to the 

UN’s 2006 “Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for 

Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of 

International Humanitarian Law”, reparations can include: restitution (for example, 

release from detention or custody, return home and restoration of property and 

enjoyment of human rights generally); compensation (for example, economic 

compensation for physical harm, material or moral damages); rehabilitation (for example, 

medical and psychological care, legal and social services); satisfaction (for example, 

measures to end violations, public acknowledgment of truth, identification and recovery of 

the disappeared, apology by the perpetrator, judicial sanctions against the perpetrator); 

and guarantees of non-repetition (for example, strengthening of the rule of law, 

mechanisms for preventing and monitoring conflict, law reform). The International 

Criminal Court was the first international tribunal to include reparations to victims of war 

crimes in its mandate, identifying three types of possible reparation: restitution, 

indemnification and rehabilitation. These can be funded through the Victims’ Trust Fund. 

16. More efforts must be made to ensure that where reparations are provided, these are 

required to include measures to benefit child witnesses and victims of violence, abuse 

and exploitation as a result of armed conflict. In the past, reparations in transitional justice 

mechanisms have offered limited assistance, focusing on returning victims to their 

situation prior to the conflict, without regard to whether the situation for children before 

the conflict was good. For instance reparations rarely take account of the gender 

dimensions of society and conflict or the extent to which children are able to access their 

rights and participate in society. The greater involvement of women in transitional justice 

mechanisms may go some way towards addressing this. Attention must also be given to 

the potential of collective reparations to transform communities post-conflict and build the 

infrastructure necessary for children to reconnect with their community and rebuild their 

lives. 

 Targeting persistent perpetrators 

17. Security Council Resolution 1998 (2011) expresses deep concern that certain parties 

listed in the annexes of the Secretary General’s report continue to commit violations 

against children and recommends increased pressure on persistent perpetrators. Almost 

all of these persistent perpetrators are non-state actors and methods the Security Council 

can use to hold individuals accountable have proved less effective on non-State armed 

groups. Creative ways, based on credible threats, must be found to increase pressure on 

persistent perpetrators. Though the Security Council has committed to considering taking 

targeted measures it has yet to use this power sufficiently. The use of sanctions, a key 

element of the international architecture, provides one possible avenue to hold persistent 

perpetrators to account. However sanctions are not an available option in all cases. The 

Security Council Working Group cannot impose sanctions. This must be done by the 

Sanctions Committees of the Council. However, not all persistent perpetrators listed in 

the annual report are based in countries where a UN Sanctions Committee exists. 

Moreover, there continues to be insufficient attention to child protection criteria in the 

mandates of Sanctions Committees. Currently four Sanctions Committees now have 

designation criteria on grave violations against children (Côte d’Ivoire, the DRC, Sudan 

and Somalia). The decision of the DRC and Somalia Sanctions Committee to invite the 

SRSG to brief them was a significant step in this regard. Alternative methods, beyond 

sanctions, of applying greater political pressure to persistent perpetrators must be 

identified. Using the fear of prosecution by the ICC or national level justice mechanisms, 

which can arguably reach a larger number of perpetrators than the ICC, provides an 

option to be pursued further. It does need to be balanced, however, with the need to 

ensure perpetrators are reaching the standards demanded by the international 

community and not simply doing the minimum possible to ‘stay out of the Hague’. 

Another option is identifying ways to accelerate the process to country conclusions by the 

Security Council Working Group and the wider Council in order to better tackle the 
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perceived climate of impunity on the ground. Closer cooperation between the Security 

Council and governments is also needed to deal with non-State persistent perpetrators. 

 Increasing collaboration and cooperation among stakeholders 

18. A number of frameworks exist for addressing the issue of children and armed conflict and 

wider protection issues in situations of armed conflict. With the existence of so many 

frameworks care must be taken to ensure that parallel systems are not created in 

responding to the issue but that the continuum of protection is addressed coherently and 

consistently across stakeholders.  

19. To date, local and regional stakeholders have been insufficiently engaged in the children 

and armed conflict agenda though they are potentially strong partners and can serve to 

address child protection issues in conflict in ways in which international stakeholders 

cannot. For example, local communities can often see the role of the international 

community in protecting civilians as marginal – their own actions to protect themselves 

being more important – and local civil society is key to building resilience and 

reintegration of children affected by armed conflict. As such, international actors must 

ensure that their interventions do not undermine local mechanisms for protection and 

ways need to be found to better connect the international system to respond to children 

and armed conflict with local systems. This may include reviewing who receives funding 

for protection initiatives pre-, during and post-conflict.  

20. Greater attention also needs to be given to the comparative advantage of different actors 

in addressing children and armed conflict issues, and areas of complementarity identified, 

in order to ensure that the whole continuum of protection is addressed by a strong 

constituency responding to these issues. For example, the UN Security Council deals 

solely with peace and security concerns and violations of international humanitarian law 

and so cannot deal with issues of reintegration and recovery, whereas UNICEF, civil 

society and transitional justice mechanisms can. UN peacekeeping missions (DPKO and 

DPA) and other governments can usefully employ their influence in ways in which other 

non-political actors cannot, such as holding parties to account on the demobilisation of 

child soldiers. Linking the agenda with development actors is also crucial for long-term 

sustainability of peace. 

 Conclusion and recommendations 

21. The discussion of progress and what more needs to be done to move the agenda forward 

elicited a number of areas for further consideration. Some of the most immediate 

recommendations in order to advance the children and armed conflict agenda include: 

 gathering and sharing more collective and coordinated evidence on specific issues 

related to the children and armed conflict agenda;  

 the inclusion in the SRSG’s report to UN General Assembly of greater longitudinal 

information on the situation of children following their release and reintegration in order to 

identify the success of reintegration efforts;  

 the elaboration of a General Comment on Article 39 of the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child to better identify how reintegration can be done most successfully at national 

level; 

 the development of common language around ‘accountability’ to children in situations of 

armed conflict with shared tools to evaluate success; 

 identifying how institutions can better ensure affected populations hear back on what 

happens to/with the local level information gathered in relation to children and armed 

conflict; 

 the elaboration of a reparations programme by the ICC Reparations Committee in 

response to the recent Lubanga verdict to address the particular needs of children 
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affected by the conflict in the DRC; 

 the elaboration of country level strategies to empower civil society actors to engage in 

protecting children in situations of armed conflict; and 

 commitments by donors to ensure sustained and predictable support to reintegration and 

restoration efforts for children affected by armed conflict.  

 Philippa Lei and Hannah Stevenson 
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