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PREFACE

Children of war, child soldiers, exist in most of the ongoing armed 
conflicts of today. They are found on both sides; governments as 
well as armed non-governmental entities use children and often 
coerce children to participate as soldiers.

Basic instruments of international law aim at affording special 
protection to children in armed conflict. The rules clearly state that 
children under the age of fifteen should not be recruited into or 
allowed to participate in armed forces or entities.

Yet, many hundreds of thousands of children are being used as 
soldiers, sometimes for activities that adults are not prepared to 
undertake.

The conference on Children of War discussed methods and means 
to protect children from being used as soldiers, as well as methods 
to rehabilitate children who have been used as soldiers.

The findings of the conference are presented in this document.

We strongly recommend this report as a basis for further discussion 
on the protection of children of war.

Thomas Hammarberg
Swedish Save the
Children

Goran Melander
Raoul Wallenberg
Institute

Peter Nobel
Swedish Red
Cross
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Introduction

In the late spring of 1991, the Swedish Red Cross, in cooperation 
with Swedish Save the Children and the Raoul Wallenberg Institu
te of Human Rights and Humanitarian Law, arranged a conference 
on Children of War. The conference, held in Stockholm 31 May - 2 
June, formed a part of the Red Cross and Red Crescent World Campaign 
for the Victims of War.

The purpose of the conference was to analyze the consequences of 
using children as soldiers and to find ways to prevent that use. 
Various experts, such as lawyers, medical doctors, psychologists, 
sociologists and other professionals with experience of children 
affected by war, were invited to contribute their views.

Procedure

The conference participants first convened in plenum. They were 
then divided into two working groups, one dealing with legal issues 
and the other dealing with psychosocial issues. The group on psy
chosocial issues discussed medical and psychosocial reasons for not 
recruiting children into armed forces or entities (or not using them 
in armed conflicts) while the group on legal issues discussed ways 
to prevent the use of children as soldiers or at least reduce the number 
of child soldiers.

On the third day, the two groups reconvened in order to summari
ze the conclusions and recommendations of the conference.
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The Structure of the Report

Following this introduction is a short summary of the conclusions 
and recommendations of the conference.

Chapter 1 presents a summary of the legal background and some 
of the developments leading up to the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child.

Chapters 2,3 and 4 summarize the presentations given and the di
scussions they triggered.

Chapters 5 and 6 summarize the arguments put forward in the two 
working groups concerning why and how the use of children as 
soldiers should be prevented. These chapters give the main argu
ments behind the conclusions and recommendations.

Chapter 7, finally, summarizes the suggestions for how to modi
fy the effects on children already affected by war.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
There was general agreement among the participants that the age 
limit of 18 years for recruitment into armed forces or entities and for 
participation in armed conflict is desirable, that the age limit should 
be unconditional, and that voluntary participation in armed conflict 
of children under the age of 18 should not be permitted.

The conference further concluded that improving existing rules to 
include the age limit of 18 should be seen as a long-term strategy. 
Moreover, a thorough study of the subject of children as soldiers 
should be encouraged in order to strengthen the possibilities to prevent 
the use of children as soldiers.

It was also concluded that children already affected by participation 
in armed conflicts should be offered the opportunity to express their 
feelings and views on what they have gone through. They should be 
given the opportunity of rehabilitation in accordance with articles 
12 and 39 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The conference discussed several ways of reducing, and finally 
preventing, the use of children as soldiers and stressed the importan
ce of advocacy, implementation of existing rules and further stan
dard-setting in order to achieve this goal.

The conference agreed on three recommendations:

First, in the short term, the XXVIth International Conference of the 
Red Cross and the Red Crescent, to be held in Budapest in November 
1991, was seen as an important forum to address the situation of 
child soldiers. The conference agreed to recommend that the Swe
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dish and Icelandic Red Cross societies propose a resolution in Budapest 
requesting a study on the use of children as soldiers.

Second, to reduce the number of child soldiers in the long term, the 
conference also recommended that a Liaison Group on Children 
and Armed Conflict be created. The principle objective of that group 
would be to improve the situation of children in areas of armed 
conflict. This chould be accomplished by strengthening communi
cation among all NGOs concerned with the situation of children in 
armed conflict.

The principle functions of the group would be to collect and to pool 
information, to maintain contact between and to coordinate the 
activities of concerned groups as well as to help work out strategic 
plans for campaigns with the object of reducing the number of child 
soldiers. The Liaison Group would also endeavour to facilitate the 
work of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on the issue of 
children in armed conflict. The conference asked Swedish Save the 
Children to develop the idea further and propose the composition of 
the Liaison Group.

Finally, the conference decided to recommend that the Swedish Red 
Cross, as the organizer of the conference, provide for the distribu
tion of the conference report to all countries that participated in the 
World Summit for Children, held at the United Nations in New York 
in 1990.
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1. Legal Background

According to International Humanitarian Law, children are entitled 
to extensive protection. They are protected a) because, as civilians, 
they do not take part in hostilities, and b) because, as children, they 
are considered particularly vulnerable. Reference to the special 
protection of children is found both in the Geneva Conventions of 
1949 and in their Additional Protocols of 1977. International 
Humanitarian Law does not, however, include a definition of when 
a human being turns from childhood into adulthood.

The Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions marked a 
substantial step forward concerning the protection of children in 
armed conflict. For the first time, the participation of children in 
hostilities was regulated. The minimum age for recruitment into 
armed forces or entities and participation in hostilities was set at 15 
years, and the use of soldiers under the age of 18 was restricted.

The special rules in International Humanitarian Law protecting 
children from being used as soldiers in international armed conflict 
are found in Additional Protocol I of 1977. Article 77, paragraph 2 
reads:

’The Parties to the conflict shall take all feasible measures in 
order that children who have not attained the age of fifteen 
years do not take direct part in hostilities and, in particular, 
they shall refrain from recruiting them into their armed for
ces. In recruiting among those persons who have attained the 
age of fifteen years but who have not attained the age of 
eighteen years, the Parties to the conflict shall endeavour to 
give priority to those who are oldest.”
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The article states that Parties to a conflict shall take all feasible 
measures to ensure that children under the age of fifteen do not 
participate directly in hostilities. This obligation is less onerous than 
the one proposed by the International Committee of the Red Cross 
at the Diplomatic Conference on Humanitaran Law, Geneva 1974- 
1977, which suggested that the Parties to Additional Protocol I should 
take all necessary measures to keep children out of active hostili
ties. The present wording permits the Parties to Additional Protocol 
I to avoid entering into absolute obligations as to voluntary partici
pation of children in hostilities.

According to the same paragraph, when recruiting persons between 
15 and 18 years of age, the oldest should be recruited first. Already 
in the 1977 discussion on article 77, there were many different age 
limits proposed - lower age limits, higher age limits, and even no age 
limit at all.

Additional Protocol II to the Geneva Conventions, which concerns 
armed conflicts of an internal, non-international character, also 
regulates the participation of children in hostilities. According to 
article 4, paragraph 3 c):

’’children who have not attained the age of fifteen years shall 
neither be recruited in the armed forces or groups nor be 
allowed to take part in hostilities."

This is an absolute prohibition covering both direct and indirect 
participation in hostilities, and it is therefore stricter than the one in 
Additional Protocol I.

Unfortunately, many states have not yet ratified the Additional 
Protocols, and there are reasons to suspect that in some of these 
states children are used as soldiers.
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The purpose of the United Nations Convention on the Rigths of the 
Child (the Child Convention), which entered into force in 1990, is 
to strengthen the legal protection of children. Article 1 of the Con
vention states that:

" .. a child means every human being below the age of eigh
teen years unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority 
is attained earlier.”

The creation of this convention provided the means to strengthen the 
protection of children involved in armed conflict. During the draf
ting of the Child Convention some countries proposed an age limit 
of 18 years for individuals being recruited into armed forces or 
entities or allowed to participate in armed conflict. This proposal 
was, however, rejected and the final text of the Child Convention 
does not strengthen the protection of children between 15 and 18 
years who are being used as soldiers in armed conflicts. Although 
the age limit of 18 years is the general rule in the Child Convention, 
there is an exception in article 38, according to which the 15-year 
limit applies for the participation of children in hostilities. This is 
consistent with the Geneva Conventions and the Additional Proto
cols.

The final text of the Child Convention concerning child soliders is 
found in article 38, paragraphs 2-3, which read;

”... 2. States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure 
that persons who have not attained the age of fifteen years do 
not take a direct part in hostilities.
3. States Parties shall refrain from recruiting any person who 
has not attained the age of fifteen years into their armed 
forces. In recruiting among those persons who have attained 
the age of fifteen years but who have not attained the age of 
eighteen years, States Parties shall endeavour to give priority 
to those who are oldest.”
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There is an estimated minimum of 200 000 children below the age 
of 15 being used as soldiers in armed conflicts in the world today. 
There is, however, no available data on how many children between 
the ages of 15 and 18 are being used as soldiers. Some of these 
children join armed forces or entities voluntarily. Others are consc
ripted or otherwise forced to join. Children are being used both by 
regular armed forces and by armed non-governmental entities.

Non-governmental entities constitute a special problem. They are 
not generally bound by international instruments in the same sense 
as States who have ratified or acceded to the instruments. As citizens 
of a state bound by the instruments, they are, however, obliged to 
respect the rules.

Many non-governmental entities contest the legitimacy of their 
adversary, the state, and, therefore, do not recognize the ratifications 
of the government in power. It must, however, be underlined that as 
a party to a conflict, although non-governmental, the entity is bound 
by customary international law.

Concerning child soldiers, the non-governmental entities may 
undertake to respect the existing rules in International Humanitarian 
Law.

Despite the unsuccessful attempt to raise the age limit in the Child 
Convention, governments as well as NGOs continue to work for a 
reduction of the number of child soldiers.
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2. The Complex Problem of Children of War

2.1 Summary of Presentation by Lars H Gustafsson

Lars H Gustafsson began by questioning the title of the conference, 
’’Children of War”. He argued that ’’Children with War Experien
ces” would have been a more appropriate title since ’’war cannot be 
the owner of a child, a child belongs to nobody but itself, and, furt
her, war can never occupy the entire mind of a child.” Lars H Gustafsson 
then outlined three levels of protection, the primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels. He related the different levels of protection to chil
dren with different degrees of experiences of war. In that perspec
tive, three different problem areas emerged.

On the primary level, the question is how to protect children from 
war altogether and, related to this, whether it is possible for human 
beings to develop a peaceful mind.

On the secondary level, the question is how to act in a situation when 
war is already a fact. How could children be protected from devasta
ting events, like being injured or being used as soldiers? And how 
could physical and mental injuries to children be reduced?

On the tertiary level, the question is how to reduce lasting effects on 
children having experienced the horrors of war. Theoretically, there 
might also be a fourth level which would concern second generation 
effects and how to minimize them.

Lars H Gustafsson argued that in discussing children with experien
ce of war, one should relate the experience of the child to one of these 
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levels. The point of this is that one should be aware of what level one 
is discussing, not to create contradictions between the various le
vels. Whichever level one is discussing, it might be constructive to 
draw adequate conclusions from work on this particular level and 
use them to generate new hypotheses on other levels.

2.2 Summary of Presentation by Magne Raundalen

Magne Raundalen spoke on two subjects: 1) Aggression, Children 
and War and 2) Preparedness for the Future.

Aggression , Children and War

According to Magne Raundalen, aggressive behaviour and violen
ce are potential forces in all human beings, i e an instinctive capacity 
for self-defence. Aggression is necessary in order to mobilize strength 
in demanding or dangerous situations, for example in order to win 
games, to fight animals or to hurt or kill people in conflicts and wars. 
There are nations that seem peaceful only because they have not 
been involved in a conflict for a long time. Violence is nevertheless 
part of that culture. Other nations are characterized by violent beha
viour for a long time after the end of a conflict. Such a nation often 
has a long previous history of war.

Magne Raundalen continued by stating that violence does not nece s- 
sarily breed violence. War affects children in different ways. Accor
ding to experience of work with children in Uganda, victims of 
violence often show anxiety, depression and grief, but when asked 
about the future, they still answer in a positive way and wish to 
accomplish something in their lives rather than seeking revenge. 
Further, Magne Raundalen argued that depression and grief might, 
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on the other hand, shift into aggression and violence if no solution 
seems possible to the victim. Children who do not participate in 
armed conflict but who are caught in the middle of it, should, accor
ding to Magne Raundalen, be called victims of war.

There are also pupils of war. This concept covers children who join 
liberation movements or regular forces and take an active part in 
combat. Children who learn to accept violent behaviour at an early 
age - for example after having seen fathers and brothers preparing 
for conflict, like in Lebanon and Northern Ireland - are continuously 
exposed to a climate of hate and violence. They learn skills that can 
be used in combat and some of them will at an early age participate 
in various acts against the enemy, some even as fully trained killers.

Magne Raundalen further argued that the degree of aggression and 
violence accepted in the upbringing of a child is due to historical and 
cultural factors. If aggressive behaviour in children is encouraged, 
this could be a source of destabilization after periods of war. The 
peace process must therefore include a process of reducing such 
aggression.

Further, children living in extreme situations with no possible solu
tion at hand often develop an early political involvement, with built- 
in preparedness for violence and aggression. This could be fuelled 
by feelings of despair and feelings of having no future prospects. 
Examples of this can be found in South Africa and in the West Bank, 
where children have been involved in liberation struggles for a long 
time.

Magne Raundalen also stated that new ways of thinking can emerge 
in times of war. Aggression and violence persist long after the end 
of a conflict and affect people negatively. People continue to solve 
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conflicts by fighting, which affects the upbringing and socialization 
of children in a negative way and could cause problem sin the society 
also after a negotiated peace.

Preparedness for the Future

Magne Raundalen also spoke of preparedness for the future. He 
argued that children, who, for some reason, have suffered at a young 
age might suffer from the same experiences when they grow up. 
Consequently, it is important to help people prepare for their future 
in different ways.

According to Magne Raundalen, the age of the child determines how 
he or she should be approached.

During the very first childhood (1-3 years of age), the parents must 
be contacted. They must be taught how their concern and anxiety 
affect their children. They should also be taught how to talk to their 
children about why they cry, hide or show anxiety.

During the second childhood (4-9 years of age), children are affec
ted by events outside their inner circle. They will, for example, learn 
about wars, accidents etc from the media. In this case, it is very 
important to give children information that makes the world more 
understandable and predictable. Causes of war should, for example, 
be explained to them.

During the third childhood (10-14 years of age), children acquire the 
values of their culture from their closest relatives, schools and media.

Children growing up under the pressure of a difficult political situa
tion, worry about the future not only for their own sake but for the 
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sake of the whole nation. Sometimes, they include their own parti
cipation, for example as soldiers, in the prospects for the future. To 
strengthen a constructive attitude towards the future in times of war 
and crises, it is therefore necessary to explain background factors 
and discuss possible positive solutions. This might help the child to 
plan his or her future constructively. It must be stressed, however, 
that neither preparing for war nor participating in hostilities help 
youngsters to build a positive future.

2.3 General Discussion

In the discussion that followed, some participants argued that it 
could be difficult to help children to prepare for the future in a 
positive way when no change of the political situation is in sight, as 
is the case in the West Bank. Others questioned whether political 
knowledge really would help - do children really understand what is 
happening?

It was argued that political discussion helped prevent children in, for 
example, Mozambique from behaving aggressively and that exami
nations had showed that politicization was a good strategy for this 
purpose. Another participant brought up the question whether poli
tical activity in particular saved the children s mental health or just 
any activity. According to one participant, a study from German 
concentration camps has shown that being ’’active” was the key to 
survival for some of the camp inhabitants. The kind of activity did 
not matter.

Another participant pointed out that children do what adults do. It is, 
therefore, important that children and adults together discuss the 
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question of peace. Working together with adults is also important 
because it provides children with an identity. Children grow when 
they feel that they are taken seriously.

Further, the necessity of bringing children together and teaching 
them sharing and empathy was stressed by some of the participants, 
the importance of the ability to feel compassion was pointed out 
since a soldier without compassion does not mind killing. Whether 
it is necessary to teach children empathy was, however, questioned. 
Some participants saw empathy as a gift of nature which could either 
be destroyed or developed.

Finally, it was emphasized that children with parents and children 
without parents react very differently to war situations. Children 
with parents generally handle difficult situations much better than 
children who have lost their parents.
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3. The Current Age Limit of 15 Years - A 
Background

3.1 Summary of Presentation by Anders Rdnquist

Anders Ronquist began by making a short review of the rules in 
International Humanitarian Law concerning child soldiers. He went 
on to describe the work behind the present article 38 in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Child Conven
tion).

When the Child Convention was drafted, some countries proposed 
an unconditional age limit of 18 years for recruitment into armed 
forces or entities and participation in armed conflict. After substan
tial lobbying by some NGOs, this proposal was accepted by almost 
all countries in the Working Group on the Rights of the Child. The 
only country which openly opposed the age limit of 18 was the 
United States. According to its representative, the US found the 
rules in the Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions to be a 
balanced compromise that should not be altered. An amendment 
was proposed, but the final text in the draft Child Convention was 
accepted by consensus and, thus, no improvements of the already 
existing rules were made.

Anders Ronquist then went on to discuss the implementation of 
article 38, paragraph 2. He stressed that the paragraph should not be 
interpreted to mean that children above 15 years of age should be 
used as soldiers in war. Toillustrate this, he made a comparison with 
article 77, paragraph 5 in Additional Protocol I to the Geneva 
Conventions, according to which the death penalty for offences 
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related to armed conflict shall not be carried out if the person, at the 
time when the offence is committed, has not attained the age of 18. 
Anders Rdnquist stressed that this rule does not state that persons 
over the age of 18 should be executed. According to Anders Ron- 
quist, article 38, paragraph 2 in the Child Convention must be inter
preted in the same way - article 38, paragraph 2 does not state that 
children above the age of 15 should be used as soldiers in war.

Anders Rdnquist then turned to discuss paragraph 3 which concerns 
recruitment of individuals between 15 and 18 years of age. Accor
ding to Anders Ronquist, it is possible that practice and the interpre
tation of this paragraph could develop even though the text is not 
changed. A procedure could be established, according to which 
States would have to report if they recruit children under the age of 
18. The Committee established to follow up on the implementation 
of the Child Convention could then take action and try to develop a 
standard in accordance with the existing rules.

Finally, Anders Ronquist underlined the importance of not focusing 
exclusively on the age limit. There is a substantial number of child 
soldiers in the world today, he said, and it is necessary to find ways 
to reduce that number. Therefore, priority should, at present, be 
given to raising the awareness of the existing rules and promoting 
their effective implementation. When that is accomplished, work 
should again be devoted to setting further standards.

3.2 Summary of Presentation by Martin MacPherson

Martin Macpherson outlined the work undertaken by the Quakers, 
the International Committee of the Red Cross and Save the Children 
to promote the age limit of 18 years for recruitment into armed 
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forces or entities and participation in armed conflict in the Child 
Convention. There was no mention of child soldiers at all in the first 
draft of the Child Convention, but due to the efforts by the NGOs 
mentioned above together with some governments, an article on 
children in armed conflict was introduced during the subsequent 
drafting of the Child Convention.

The three NGOs raised the question of child soldiers and conducted 
a campaign to improve article 38. The campaign resulted in greater 
awareness of the problem of child soldiers. They also presented al
ternative drafts for an age limit of 18. Due to the cooperation of the 
three NGOs, several states changed their position on the age limit.

Sweden, which initiated the question of an 18 year age limit in the 
Working Group on the Rigths of the Child, received support from 
most countries in the Working Group but not from the United States. 
As stated earlier, the US strongly resisted the efforts to include an 18 
year limit in the Convention. The US argued that the Working Group 
on the Rights of the Child was the wrong forum to amend Interna
tional Humanitarian Law. According to Martin Macpherson, there 
was insufficient time for the three NGOs to lobby in the US in order 
to promote the 18 year limit before the final text was decided upon.

Martin Macpherson gave some examples of measures that have to be 
taken in order to prevent the use of child soldiers. He argued that a 
coordinated strategy from NGOs and governments is important for 
setting new standards. He also underlined the importance of under
standing military thinking in order to comprehend the reasons for 
using children as soldiers.

Finally, Martin Macpherson mentioned the problem of armed non
governmental entities using children as soldiers and suggested the 
formation of rules binding such entities to international standards.
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3.3 Summary of Presentation hv Youri Kolossov

Youri Kolossov began by stating that the discussion on child sol
diers concerns two age limits - 15 and 18 years of age. 18 years of 
age is, however, a limit not mentioned in connection with the word 
’’child” in the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols. 
The texts only mention ”a child” and ”a child under fifteen”.

According to Youri Kolossov, there are contradictions between the 
Geneva rules and the Child Convention. Article 77, paragraph 2 in 
Additional Protocol I and article 38 in the Child Convention allow 
children at the age of 15 to participate directly in war action. At the 
same time, a person under 18 cannot be executed for offences 
committed during a conflict (article 77, paragraph 5, Additional 
Protocol I). This means that children between 15 and 18 can be 
recruited into armed forces and used in hostilities, but they cannot 
be executed for violent actions. In other words, people under 18 
have the right to kill but will not be executed for war crimes.

Youri Kolossov then pointed to the problems of the ’’rights-duties” 
relationship. Here, discrepancies exist between domestic and inter
national law. The reason for giving special protection to persons 
under 18 years of age is that they are not considered fully capable of 
understanding the consequences of their behaviour. A person not 
mentally grown up, cannot decide whether to kill or not. Whether 
the responsibility of those younger than 18 years of age should be 
less than that of adults is a question of legal philosophy. And the 
question about their responsibility must be discussed since the 18 
year limit might not fit all cultures. The responsibility of those under 
18 is still limited, but their right to get involved in armed conflict is 
not. Youri Kolossov, therefore, argued that children under 18 should 
not only have the right to stay out of arrned conflict but should also 
be obliged to do so.
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Youri Kolossov then turned to the question of how the rules 
pertaining to child soldiers could be improved. He found it difficult 
to change existing rules and, therefore, concluded that further legi
slation was to be preferred.

Youri Kolossov outlined two alternative solutions, an optional protocol 
to the Child Convention containing an unconditional age limit of 18 
and an instrument on state responsibility for using children as sol
diers in wars.

3. 4 General Discussion

In the discussion that followed, the 18 year age limit was focused 
upon. It was questioned whether this limit was not too high for 
certain countries with a lower age of majority. The question of 
voluntary participation was also brought up. Some participants wanted 
to examine why children fight. They questioned whether children 
really have a choice. In for example Iran, during the war against Iraq, 
the pressure on children to join the troops ’’voluntarily” was substan
tial.

*

The importance of building ethics into the question of child soldiers 
was also discussed. Many non-governmental entities use children as 
soldiers, and since they are not legally bound by any treaties concer
ning child soldiers, other arguments are needed in relationship to 
them.
The question of new standards was also brought up and arguments 
for and against new standards were presented.

The arguments of the discussion are outlined in more detail in chapters 
five and six, where the main discussion on the reduction of the use 
of child soldiers is presented.

27



4. The Situation of Children of War

4.1 Summary of Presentation by Philista Onyango

Philista Onyango spoke about the recently adopted African Charter 
on the Rigths and Welfare of the Child (the African Charter). She 
began by stating that the observance of human rights standards is 
known to be weak in many African countries. The reason for this 
could be that the general isolation of the African continent leads to 
ignorance of existing international standards. This means that some 
armed forces might not know of the international standards concer
ning, for example, child soldiers. Another reason for the rules not 
being observed could be that the problems in Africa are often of an 
internal character and that international standards, therefore, are not 
considered applicable.

The African Charter sets the age of majority at 18, and - in contrast 
to the UN Child Convention - it does not make any exceptions for 
recruitment into armed forces or entities or participation in armed 
conflicts. There are many cultural and social differences throughout 
Africa, but according to Philista Onyango, an age limit lower than 
18 years would only have created more differences than those alrea
dy existing.

Philista Onyango further outlined the strategies for implementing 
the African Charter and the Child Convention. Meetings with Ministers 
of Planning are being organized in order to speed up the implemen
tation process. Meetings with Ministers of Defence are also planned. 
Some military commanders might be ignorant of what is expected 
of them and presume that any person can be used in armed forces. 
Contact with the Ministers of Defence could therefore provide a 
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direct link to the army which would be an important step forward in 
the implementation process.

Finally, Philista Onyango stressed that implementation of the Afri
can Charter and the UN Child Convention as well as dissemination 
of humanitarian law are only part of the process to end the use of 
children in war and, eventually, to prevent war altogether. Educa
tion at a basic level is fundamental to improve the situation of the 
people in Africa.

4.2 Summary of Presentation by Lalith Abeysinghe

Lalith Abeysinghe began by stating that the age limit of 18 for 
recruitment into the army and participation in armed conflict has 
already been adopted in his home country, Sri Lanka, and that military 
service is not compulsory there. Child soldiers are, therefore, not a 
problem in the regular forces.

Lalith Abeysinghe then went on to discuss the problem of armed 
non-governmental entities. In the Tamil areas, in the north-eastern 
part of Sri Lanka, there are 36 different military movements, and the 
bigger ones consist mainly of youths.

The same problem exists all over the world. There are nongovern
mental entities using children in many countries in Asia, Latin America 
and Africa, and the problem is that people in a conflict area often 
accept the child soldiers. The youths often join the groups volunta
rily and are proud of being soldiers. They are often seen as heroes by 
the rest of the population.

It is not easy for the international community to address the problem 
of non-governmental entities using children as soldiers. Since many 
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non-governmental entities do not recognize the government, they 
do not consider themselves bound by the international treaties which 
the government has entered into. Moreover, it is very difficult to 
approach or contact the military leadership of a group since they do 
not expose themselves to the outside world.

According to Lalith Abeysinghe, it is therefore necessary to find 
new and unconventional ways to come to terms with the problem of 
child soldiers used by non-governmental entities.

4.3 Summary of Presentation By Jean Zaru

Jean Zani spoke about rehabilitation of children from effects of war. 
During the Intifada, 60 000 children in the West Bank under the age 
of 15 have been injured physically and mentally. Since there are no 
rehabilitation centres, they cannot get proper treatment and will 
have to live with their war handicaps for the rest of their lives. Jean 
Zaru also argued that the situation can only change if the world 
recognizes the situation of the Palestinians in the occupied territo
ries as unjust. The people of the West Bank do not want charity from 
relief organizations - they want justice and a change of the present 
situation. There is no trust in relief organizations giving ’’band aid” 
without addressing the root cause of the problem, i e the question of 
self-determination for the Palestinians.

Jean Zaru further argued that there is confusion when it comes to 
ethics and values and that the international community seems to 
have one set of standards for the powerful and another for the powerless. 
This is a source of agony, especially for children.
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A dialogue has been started to improve the situation of children, but 
if the problem is to be solved, Jean Zaru considers it necessary to 
address the root cause, self-determination for the Palestinians, rat
her than setting an age limit for child soldiers.

4.4 General Discussion

In the discussion that followed, it was suggested that if most child 
soldiers are associated with national liberation movements, then a 
campaign against child soldiers might be seen as biased against 
liberation movements. One participant commented that it is not a 
question of taking sides in a conflict but a question of taking sides 
for the ethics which should apply to all parties to a conflict. It is not 
more appropriate when a liberation movement uses child soldiers 
than when a government does it.

It was also pointed out that there are liberation movements that do 
not use child soldiers and take pride in this fact since they know that 
the government is accused of using children as soldiers. On the other 
hand, some non-governmental entities would hardly exist without 
children, for example Sendero Luminoso in Peru, which mainly 
uses children between 12 and 14 years of age.

It was, moreover, pointed out that children are often included in 
military activities by victims of aggression. It is rare that an aggres
sor uses children in its troops, but people fighting against an aggres
sor consider any means justified in resisting the aggression. The 
victims consider their actions justified since they think themselves 
weak and the use of child soldiers necessary in defending the inde
pendence of the territory. This is an aspect of ethics that must be 
considered.
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The discussion then shifted to whether a child has the ’’right” to 
participate in hostilities or not. This question was brought up again 
in the main discussion and the arguments will be summarized later.
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5. Why Children should not be Soldiers

5.1 Psychosocial Arguments

Several medical and psychological arguments in support of why 
children should not be soldiers were presented.

It was pointed out that extensive practical work with children with 
experience of war, and a number of relevant studies from different 
parts of the world all show that a significant proportion of children 
who have been used as soldiers develop serious psychological 
symptoms as a result. In this context, it was mentioned that the 
damaging effects on children of sexual abuse are taken for granted 
- we do not examine ’’possible” damaging effects. Since it is also 
documented beyond doubt that war is damaging to adult comba
tants, there should be no reason to doubt that children suffer from 
being exposed to armed conflict. The important question is to what 
extent they are hurt and how the harm could be undone.

Among the effects observed are severe emotional disturbances with 
symptoms such as anxiety, apathy, depression and refusal to eat and 
drink. Distortion of moral values and a risk of becoming involved in 
criminal activities or drug abuse are other possible effects of being 
involved as a soldier. It has also been noticed that children who are 
not showing overt signs of psychological disturbances immediately 
after war experiences are often subject to delayed reactions of a long 
term character.

As a basis for the discussion, Everett M Ressler presented some 
theories from his coming book, ’’Children in Situations of Armed 
Conflict, A Guide to the Provision of Services”, which he is prepa
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ring for UNICEF. He stated that although there is a number of 
organizations which address the issue of children and war, there is 
still uncertainty as to what measures should be taken to reduce the 
psychosocial impact of war upon children. He also argued that the 
concept ’’psychosocial” must be defined. There is an ongoing debate 
regarding the actual psychosocial impact of war on children and the 
countermeasures to be taken. Consensus has not yet been reached on 
these issues.

Everett M Ressler stated that war might distress children in a number 
of different ways and that it is necessary to look at the particular 
effect, or combination of effects, to be able to improve the situation: 
children may be undernourished, physically injured, disabled or ill; 
they may be subjected to torture, abuse, imprisonment or conscrip
tion; they may be separated from their families or displaced; their 
families may be impoverished; their education may be disrupted. 
All these factors must be taken into consideration when treatment is 
discussed, and different combinations require different types of treat
ment.

Everett M Ressler also stressed the importance of knowing how 
previous factors have influenced children who have been subjected 
to traumatic experiences. These might include earlier traumatic ex
periences, care as a baby, physical strength, age and gender. It must 
also be established whether the particular experience was slight or 
severe, understood or not understood, isolated or shared, brief or 
prolonged, and whether the child was the victim or the observer of 
the incident. Also important are the reactions of the immediate family 
and persons close to the family, whether the family is intact or 
separated and whether, for example, education is regular or disrup
ted.
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The family is of crucial importance for the child in the healing 
process. Particularly small children are more often subject to trau
ma if they have been separated from their families.

The conclusion of this discussion was that children, for the above 
mentioned reasons, should not under any circumstances be permit
ted to participate in hostilities until they have reached the age of 18.

5.2 The Age Limit

The question about a new specific age limit was examined in detail. 
Two limits were discussed, the age of 18 and the age of majority.

Several arguments in favour of an age limit of 18 years were brought 
up. The age of 18 is the most common age of majority in the world 
today. One participant argued that it is, therefore, possible that the 
age limit of 18 might develop into a customary rule and that quali
fied writers on international law should try to convince the interna
tional community to this effect.

Further, the age limit of 18 is mentioned in international instru
ments, as for example in the United Nations Child Convention and 
the African Charter. When drafting the Child Convention, the first 
governmental proposal concerning recruitment into armed forces or 
entities and participation in armed conflict was an age limit of 18. 
This was also the limit supported by all NGOs involved.

According to both Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions 
and the Child Convention, States Parties shall, when recruiting those 
between the ages of 15 and 18, give priority to the oldest within this 
group. This is also an expression of the desire that the youngest shall 
be kept out of hostilities for as long as possible.
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Another argument in favour of raising the age limit was the risk that 
children between 15 and 18 be used for especially dangerous opera
tions. This should be due to the fact that the military authorities 
know that a young offender cannot be punished in the same way as 
an older one since children under 18 years may not be executed for 
offences connected with armed conflict.

The other age limit discussed was the age of majority. Some parti
cipants would prefer the age of majority in place of an age limit of 
18.

The arguments put forward in this context was that young people are 
considered to have attained majority at an earlier age in some cultu
res than in others, and that the age limit of 18 might seem high in 
these cultures. It is true that the African Charter states that 18 is the 
age of majority, but it has been argued that this limit mirrors western 
standards which are not applicable in Africa. India is another examp
le of a country where an age limit of 18 seems unrealistic due to 
cultural circumstances. In India marriage is allowed from the age of 
12, and persons under 18 often have children of their own. It was 
therefore suggested that it may be necessary to accept that people in 
some cultures have to take responsibility earlier than in others, and 
that majority, for this reason, should be seriously considered as the 
age limit.

Others argued that the age limit of majority could be difficult to 
implement since the age when majority is attained varies greatly 
from country to country. Sometimes it even varies inside a specific 
country, depending on what is at issue. The age required for the right 
to vote might for example be different from the one required to buy 
alcohol and the one required to get married. It might, in other words, 
be difficult to establish whether countries with more than one age 
limit for majority adhere to their international obligations.
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Many countries, for example Mozambique, Guatemala and Sri Lanka, 
already have an age limit of 18, and to introduce the age of majority 
as a limit would in these cases be tantamount to retrogression.

The importance of not linking the right to vote to the right to kill was 
brought up. The argument of consistency, ”if you can vote, you are 
mature enough to kill”, was rejected as bizarre since the age of 
majority is rather low in certain countries, in Angola, for example, 
it is 14 and in Nicaragua it is 16.

The question whether a person under the age of 18 is mature enough 
to participate in a war was brought up. It was argued that a person 
under the age of 18 is not mature enough to understand the conse
quences of his behaviour and might, therefore, not be fully capable 
of complying with the laws of war, which apply to all combatants. 
A person under 18 years cannot be trained to discern when not to kill, 
and he does not mature because of participating in a war. One of the 
participants stressed that it is important to understand that the que
stion of child soldiers is about the protection of two persons, the 
child soldier himself and his victim.

The conclusion of this discussion was that, in spite of cultural dif
ferences, persons under the age of 18 should neither be recruited into 
armed forces nor used in combat since they are not mature enough 
to participate in such activities.

Although there was consensus on the 18 year age limit for recruit
ment into armed forces or entities and participation in hostilities, it 
was agreed that it could be difficult to achieve a change in existing 
standards. In order to achieve this end, there is a need for stronger 
arguments and better knowledge about the use of child soldiers. 
Raising the age limit to 18 was, therefore, pronounced a long-term 
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strategy. It was suggested that the draft resolution to be presented at 
the International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement in November 1991, should request a broad study on the 
use of children as soldiers and not, at this stage, propose raising the 
standards of the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols

5.3 Voluntary Participation

It was also considered whether conscription of children into the 
armed forces as well as voluntary participation should be prohibited 
before the age of 18, or if children between 15 and 18 years of age 
could be used in the armed forces if they volunteered. Arguments 
were raised about the difficulties of establishing whether ’’volunta
ry” participation really is voluntary. It was argued that a child could 
be under substantial pressure to join the armed forces, as was the 
case in Iran during the war against Iraq.

Joining the armed forces could also be the only opportunity for some 
children to get an education, as is the case in the United States or in 
the United Kingdom where many unemployed youths see the armed 
forces as an opportunity to get an education. In some countries, 
children join the armed forces or a non-governmental entity because 
joining is their only opportunity to satisfy their basic needs of food 
and shelter. Due to these factors it is impossible to determine to what 
extent joining the army or an armed non-governmental entity is 
really voluntary.

One participant stated that a complete ban on recruitment of soldiers 
under the age of 18 seemed unrealistic. There are, for example, 
private schools with military activities on the programme in the 
United Kingdom, and several other countries accept volunteers and 
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recruit soldiers under the age of 18. Some participants, therefore, 
suggested that 18 years be the age limit for participation in armed 
conflict and 15 years the age limit for voluntary participation in the 
armed forces, with the condition imposed that States take all neces
sary measures to keep children under 18 years of age out of hosti
lities and only give them training. It was questioned whether such a 
rule would be workable and pointed out that it is difficult to keep 
children out of hostilities if they are in a war zone.

The conclusion drawn from this discussion was that children under 
the age of 18 should not be permitted to enlist, even voluntarily, in 
the armed forces.

5.4 The ’’Right” to Participation

It was also discussed whether children have a ’’right” to participate 
in armed conflict. It was argued that children sometimes feel obliged 
to participate in conflicts in order to defend their country or the 
interests of their group. This makes them feel respected and provides 
them with a meaning in life. Some might even feel that it is worse 
not to participate.

In this context, it was argued that the UN Child Convention asserts 
that children have certain rights, and it should be questioned accor
dingly whether children do not have the ’’right” to participate in 
armed conflict if they chose to do so.

Other participants argued that there could be no such thing as a 
’’right” to participate in armed conflict. Participation should not be 
allowed until a person has reached 18 years of age and is capable of 
understanding the consequences of his/her behaviour. On the con
trary, a child should be obliged to stay out of the conflict.
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It was also asked whether indirect participation of children in armed 
conflict, for example as carriers of arms and ammunition, should be 
allowed for children having attained the age of 15. There was gene
ral agreement among the participants that such participation should 
not be allowed. The problem with this type of participation is that the 
situation might rapidly change and the child might then find itself in 
the middle of direct hostilities.

Another participant stated that the English text of article 38 in the 
Child Convention does not exclude children under the age of 15 
from volunteering unless they participate in direct hostilities. Furt
her, it could not be excluded that these children might be sent to the 
front. ”To take all feasible measures” does not imply a complete 
prohibition.

Concerning the question whether children under the age of 15 who 
volunteer could be used for indirect actions, one of the participants 
of the conference said that the ’’travaux préparatoire” to the Conven
tion clearly show that voluntary participation before the age of 15 is 
not allowed. According to article 38, paragraph 1, in the Child 
Convention, the more specific rules of International Humanitarian 
Law clearly apply in this situation.

The conclusion from this discussion was that participation, direct or 
indirect, should not be allowed before the age of 18 even if the child 
himself wishes to participate in the hostilities.
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6. How to Prevent the Use of Children as 
Soldiers

Several suggestions were given by both groups on how to promote 
an age limit of 18 as well as on how to implement the existing 
standards.

6.1 Advocacy

In order to reduce the number of child soldiers and to raise the age 
limit, both groups found it necessary to raise public awareness regarding 
child soldiers. It was argued that it is important to disseminate widely 
the information about the medical and psychosocial consequences 
of children being used as soldiers and the rules of International 
Humanitarian Law. Many groups in society are not familiar with the 
problem and should be informed about it. This does not only concern 
governments, but also the military, teachers, parents and children 
themselves. It is important to let people know why the use of chil
dren is not acceptable, and it is necessary to use ethical argument 
when spreading this information.

In order to reach different groups in society, it was suggested that 
lawyers, psychologists and medical doctors should be used in disse
mination campaigns. According to the Psychosocial group, it is 
likewise important to teach ethics and human rights to all groups 
with special emphasis on children and students. It was argued that 
NGOs should work at the grass-root level to promote the idea and 
spread information about the needs for higher standards. Since the 
’’bottom up”-strategy has proved effective, it could for example be 
a good idea to start in villages. It was also suggested that mass media 
should be used to create awareness and mobilize public opinion.
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Both groups argued that the World Summit for Children, held at the 
United Nations in 1990, and its Declaration and Plan of Action are 
important tools for preventing the use of children as soldiers. Press
ure should be put on politicians to take appropriate action to enforce 
the Rights of the Child.

It was further argued that there are certain groups in society which 
are especially important to reach. It is for example important to find 
new ways to reach the non-governmental entities (see pp. 27-28). 
Since non-governmental entities can not ratify international instru
ments, it may be necessary to use ethical arguments in order to 
persuade the groups that it is unacceptable to use children as sol
diers. In this context, it was argued that legal rules are not the only 
rules that have to be followed in society. There are also moral rules, 
and people must be made aware of the moral obligation to keep 
children out of hostilities. A child is a vulnerable person who should 
not be forced to take part in activities that he or she does not under
stand.

Another group, important to reach, is military personnel who must 
be informed of the consequences of using children under the age of 
18 as soldiers.

In an example from Sri Lanka, high ranking officers from abroad 
taught humanitarian law and the laws of war to government troops. 
By emphasizing that professionals follow certain rules, they achie
ved good results, probably better than a lawyer would have achie
ved. Getting the message from a colleague was probably more 
convincing. It could, therefore, be a good idea to let military officers 
approach colleagues with arguments for an age limit of 18 years. In 
order to improve standards and spread information about child soldiers, 
the need for more research, more studies and more fact finding on 
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various aspects of this problem was stressed. The importance of 
coordinating the work and evaluating the findings was also stressed.

6.2 Standard-setting

The working group on legal issues also discussed the question of 
how a new standard could be achieved and various suggestions were 
put forward. An optional protocol to the Child Convention, prohi
biting the use of children under the age of 18 in armed conflicts, was 
proposed. According to one participant, there were certain draw
backs with such an instrument. He argued that since there had to be 
consensus on the rules in the Child Convention, governments 
sometimes found it necessary to compromise on some articles in 
order to get other articles accepted. If a protocol, extending the 
scope of article 38 was to be created, some Parties might want to 
make changes in other articles as well. An additional drawback with 
a protocol would be that states using children as soldiers would not 
ratify it.

Another proposal was the possibility for States, when ratifying or 
acceding to the Child Convention, to make declarations of interpre
tation to enhance the protection afforded by article 38.

Regional instruments with an 18 year age limit, like the African 
Charter, were also proposed. States should also endeavour to achie
ve the age limit of 18 domestically.

Some participants suggested that new standards should not only 
include a higher age limit for recruitment into armed forces or en
tities and participation in armed conflicts, but also, for example, 
measures regarding monitoring and implementation.
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It was suggested that the Hague Peace Conference in 1999 would 
perhaps be the right forum to change the existing standards. This 
long-term perspective would allow a few more years to examine the 
situation of child soldiers.

6.3 Implementation

Some of the participants felt that implementing existing rules should 
be given priority over developing new standards. The working group 
on legal issues then put forward a couple of suggestions on how the 
existing standards could be made more effective.

There are both regular troops and non-governmental entities using 
children under the age of 15 in active hostilities. One possibility to 
enforce the law among non-governmental entities was to convince 
the groups to undertake to respect the Geneva Conventions and their 
Additional Protocols. As stated earlier, non-governmental entities 
are not generally bound by international treaties concerning child 
soldiers and, consequently, do not have any legal obligations to 
comply with them. As stated under ’’Advocacy” on page 42, non
governmental entities must be convinced that it is unethical to use 
children in armed conflict. Examples of non-governmental entities 
which do not use child soldiers could be publicised to encourage 
good practice.

One participant mentioned that according to Additional Protocol I 
to the Geneva Conventions, article 96, paragraph 3, there is a pos
sibility for national liberation movements to undertake to comply 
with the relevant rules. According to the text in this paragraph, a 
national liberation movement could be bound to the instruments by 
signing a unilateral declaration.
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There are still many states that have not ratified the Additional 
Protocols to the Geneva Conventions. To date, 103 states are Parties 
to Protocol I and 93 to Protocol II. States not Parties must be persua
ded to ratify the Protocols. It was suggested that national Red Cross 
societies be used more effectively in this process.

It was argued that implementation of existing rules and efforts for 
their improvement could be carried out simultaneously. It is not 
necessary to wait until the existing rules are fully implemented before 
continuing with further standard-setting.

One participant underlined that legal agreements are not enough in 
the implementation process, but a full range of measures is needed. 
It is important to develop, in full, programmes of action, strategy
making and alliance-building. Today, there is no international orga
nization which has children in armed conflict as their prior concern. 
The importance of creating such a group was stressed. The purpose 
of the group should be to strengthen communication among NGOs 
concerned with children in armed conflict, and its principle function 
should be to collect and to pool information, to maintain contact and 
ensure coordination among the groups concerned and, last but not 
least, to be a strategy-making body to help work out campaigns on 
how to implement the existing law and raise the existing standards. 
The group should also monitor violations of existing rules. It should 
not in itself be able to take direct action in any state, but it should be 
able to support other groups that are able to take action. Nations 
should also be assisted in developing effective measures to strengt
hen their own laws and to implement them.

According to another participant, possibilities to improve imple
mentation already exist in intemational organizations. The special 
rapporteurs in the UN system could for example raise the question 
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of child soldiers and so could the committees established to monitor 
compliance with human rights conventions. The United Nations 
Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection 
of Minorities already has child soldiers on its agenda and will deal 
with the subject in August 1991. It was argued that it is necessary 
to put pressure on the governments represented in these types of 
fora.

Since governments are only part of the problem, some participants 
found it insufficiant to approach governments only. Some govern
ments might not even have control over their territory. From an 
ethical point of view, it is necessary to stress that the use of children 
as soldiers cannot be accepted.

Other arguments put forward were that, since nongovernmental entities 
are often externally financed, it might help to put pressure on the 
supporting country. By giving aid to groups using children as sol
diers, they are violating the core of International Humanitarian Law. 
This could give other countries an opportunity to act politically 
against the supporting country. It was also suggested that the nong
overnmental entities which use children as soldiers should be brought 
to public knowledge since it was thought that the groups are sensi
tive to public pressure.

Others argued that it was important to understand why children join 
armed forces and that it should be attempted to establish to what 
extent they really have a choice. Both groups found it necessary to 
present children with alternatives to participation in armed forces or 
entities.

Although everybody agreed that existing standards should not be 
forgotten, one participant stated that the worst problem is children 
at the age of 15-16. He argued that since they are frequently used in 

46



combat, it is necessary to put pressure on states using children be
tween 15 and 18 years of age in armed conflict and that monitoring 
should be used for precisely this purpose. It was further suggested 
that a procedure could be established according to which States 
would have to explain why they use children as soldiers. To explain 
the use of children as soldiers could prove embarrassing for a state 
and might even stop this practice. It was suggested that this proce
dure could be initiated by the newly created Committee on the Rights 
of the Child.
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7. How to Modify the Effects on Children 
Affected by War

Several suggestions on how to modify the effects on children affec
ted by war were put forward. It was agreed that the most important 
target group should be the children most severely affected.

It was argued that more research on the impact of war on children is 
needed. Action research - research parallel to assistance program
mes - was advocated as the most efficient method of helping chil
dren come to terms with their war experiences. One participant 
stated that the drawback of this method is that the result of such 
activities not always benefit the children who need the help in the 
first place. It was stressed that feedback of the results to the commu
nities or groups concerned is of utmost importance.

There was general agreement that information and guidelines on 
how to treat war affected children should be spread. Relevant local 
authorities as well as the general public should be informed about 
the psychosocial effects on children affected by war and about dif
ferent methods to be used in the healing process. According to one 
participant, one important method of rehabilitation is using, for 
example, drama or painting. This not only gives children a symbolic 
language but also an opportunity to express themselves, using met
hods adapted to their age, education, social surrounding and degree 
of experience.

Concerning the response to traumatic experiences and the subse
quent healing process, it is known that the child concerned must 
reach a subjective understanding of the experience in order to feel an 
adequate emotional response.
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Traumatic experiences can be dealt with in many different ways. 
Traditional as well as recently developed methods could be used for 
this purpose. A comparison was made between two different at
tempts to heal traumatized children in the Philippines - one unsuc
cessful, the other successful, even counterproductive. In the first 
example a village teacher made some children reenact their expe
rience of an attack on the village in a kind of psychodrama. The 
intention was to help the children to express themselves through 
reenacting the traumatic experience, but the act turned out to be an 
extremely stressful situation for the children and afterwards they 
were very tense. In this case, the attempt to help developed into 
retraumatization rather than healing.

In the second example a little boy was left behind when the rest of 
the villagers fled from an attack. A group of men returned to the 
village to look for him. They found the boy and could take him with 
them, but they were badly beaten in the process. After this experien
ce the boy s family thought that he behaved strangely. According to 
the villagers, the boy was later healed in a traditional ceremony 
involving the whole village. This method probably accomplished 
exactly what modem therapy intends to do.

The two examples show that specialized psychological tools should 
be chosen carefully and adapted to the situation, and that care should 
be taken when using western methods in traditional societies. Tra
ditional healing methods consist of similar elements as western methods 
and are often more appropriate.

Further, to be a passive victim in a conflict may be even more 
damaging than actively participating in hostilities as child soliders. 
Telling children in a conflict area to be passive is asking them to be 
helpless. When what they regard as their only possibility to change 
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the situation is taken away from them, the gap must be filled with 
something else. One way of supporting potential child soldiers is 
creating alternative nonviolent forms of participation in the ongoing 
conflict. This could include education, taking care of small children 
or elderly or participating in first aid teams. In Lebanon, for examp
le, some teenagers became Red Cross volunteers. They volunteered 
in spite of the fact that their families did not want them to. Their lives 
became bearable when they felt that they were accomplishing 
something.

Family support was seen as extremely important to traumatized 
children. All participants agreed that the best way to help children 
is to help their parents or guardians become good parents. It is 
necessary to create an atmosphere in which parents are able to take 
good care of their children. By strengthening the family support 
system, the identity and self respect of the child is also strengthened. 
Moreover, it is crucial to support teachers as well as families of 
traumatized children. Everyone working with children with expe
rience of war should be informed about the psychological impact on 
children of war.

In some countries this involves a fundamental change of attitudes, 
especially in areas with occupation and repression, where children 
often tend to be actively involved. In such areas glorification of child 
martyrs is quite common. The conference agreed that it is of utmost 
importance that child martyrs not be glorified.

The conclusion of this discussion was that all children should be 
given the opportunity to express their feelings and views on what 
they have gone through as well as the opportunity to benefit from 
other rehabilitation measures in accordance with articles 12 and 39 
of the Child Convention. All these efforts should be adequately 
adapted to cultural and political contexts.
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It was also conlcuded that in order to promote an overall picture of 
this complex problem, psychosocial therapy projects with children 
from warstricken areas should be documented and ideas and results 
exchanged.
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Annex II

CONFERENCE PROGRAMME

Friday 31 May

17.00 Official Opening
Gudrun Gorans son - President of the Swedish Red Cross

18.00 The Complex Problem of Children of War 
Introduction by Lars H Gustafsson and Magne Raunda- 
len
Moderator: Kristina Hedlund Thulin

Saturday 1 June

09.00 The Reasons for a Mere 15-Year-Limit in the Existing 
Rules
Introduction by Anders Rdnquist, Martin Macpherson 
and Youri Kolossov
Moderator: Krisitina Hedlund Thulin

10.30 Coffee

11.00 The Situation of Children of War
Introduction by Philista Onyango, Lalith Abeysinghe 
and Jean Zaru
Moderator: Kristina Hedlund Thulin

12.30 Lunch
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14.00 Working Groups (WG)

a) WG on Legal Issues
chaired by Goran Melander

Appropriate Measures to Reach an 18 Year Limit - Law, 
Declarations or Implementation?

15.30 Coffee

16.00 Continued

b) WG on Psychosocial Issues
chaired by Lars H Gustafs son and Magne Raundalen

Raising Children in a Climate of Violence - Reports 
from the Field and Discussion

15.30 Coffee

16.00 Continued War Experiences in Childhood
- Psychosocial Effects.
a) What do we really know of the short and long term 
effects of being enrolled as a soldier or collaborator at a 
young age?
b) What could be done to modify these effects?
c) Which are the main arguments (medical, 
psychological, social) for raising the age of recruitment 
to the age of 18?

19.30 Dinner
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Sunday 2 June

09.00 a) WG on Legal Issues
Chaired by Thomas Hammarberg

Measures to Eliminate the Use of Children as Soldiers

b) WG on Psychosocial Issues

In Depth Session, continued

10.00 Drafting of Tentative Conclusions in Smaller Groups

11.00 Summing Up Session

12.00 Lunch

13.00 General Conclusions and Outline of the Report
Moderator: Thomas Hammarberg
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Report from the Conference on Children of War, 
Stockholm 31 May - 2 June 1991

Despite international regulations prohibiting the use of children as soldiers, 
there are at least 200.000 child soldiers in the world of today.

To highlight and improve the situation of child soldiers the Swedish Red 
Cross, in co-operation with Swedish Save the Children and the Raoul Wallen
berg Institute of Human Rights and Humanitarian Law, in the late spring of 
1991 arranged a conference on Children of war.

The purpose of the conference was to analyze the consequences of using 
children as soldiers and to find ways to prevent that use.

Various experts, such as lawyers, medical doctors, psychologists, sociologists 
and other professionals with experience of children affected by war, were 
invited to contribute their views.

This report includes a summary of the legal background of the existing interna
tional standards concerning the recruitment and participation of children in 
armed conflicts, and some of the developments leading up to the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The report also outlines the 
discussions on why children should not be soldiers, how to prevent the use of 
children as soldiers and how to modify the effects on children affected by war.
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22 November 1991

Resolution prepared by the Icelandic and Swedish Red Cross Societies 
for the Council of Delegates,

Draft Resolution

CHILD SOLDIERS

The Council of Delegates,

recalling that children suffer particular hardship during armed 
conflict and that international humanitarian law in general, and the 
Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols in particular, 
afford them special attention and protection;
recalling that international humanitarian law sets at fifteen the 
minimum age for the participation of children in hostilities, and 
stipulates that in recruiting persons between the ages of fifteen and 
eighteen priority is to be given to those who are oldest;
recalling Resolution IX entitled "Protection of children in armed 
conflicts" and Resolution XX entitled "Assistance to children in 
emergency situations" of the Twenty-fifth International Conference of 
the Red Cross;
mindful of article 38 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child concerning children in situations of armed conflict;
welcoming the provision of the African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child, which requires respect for the rules of 
international humanitarian law specially protecting children;
having taken note of the report of the Conference on Children of War 
held in Stockholm, 31 May - 2 June 1991;
deeply concerned that in many areas of the world children continue to 
take part in hostilities and are recruited into armed forces, and that 
some governments and armed non-governmental entities encourage and 
sometimes compel children to take part in hostilities;
deploring the fact that many child soldiers have been killed or 
seriously injured and that others languish as prisoners of war;
concerned that children in areas affected by armed conflict may be 
induced to participate in hostilities for lack of alternative means of 
satisfying their basic needs of food, clothing and shelter;
also concerned that persons under the age of eighteen years may not be 
sufficiently mature to understand the consequences of their actions, 
and to comply with international humanitarian law;



recognizing that children who have been caught up in armed conflicts, 
and particularly those who have participated in hostilities, are often 
mentally, morally and physically marked for life;
deeming it necessary to take steps to afford children better 
protection during armed conflicts and to put an end to their 
participation in hostilities,
1. appeals to all Parties to armed conflicts strictly to observe the 
rules of international humanitarian law affording special protection 
to children;
2. invites states and other parties to armed conflicts to strengthen 
the protection of children in armed conflicts through unilateral 
declarations or bilateral or regional instruments setting at eighteen 
the minimum age for participation in hostilities;
3. invites National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies to do 
everything possible to protect children during armed conflicts, 
particularly by ensuring that their basic needs are met and by 
organizing peaceable and educational activities for them;
4. reguests the Henry Dunant Institute to undertake a study, subject 
to financing, on the recruitment and participation of children as 
soldiers in armed conflicts, and on measures to reduce and eventually 
eliminate such recruitment and participation;
5. recommends that the XXVIth International Conference of the Red 
Cress and Red Crescent consider the question of child soldiers.


