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Executive Summary

The fate of children caught up in the turmoil of conflict is one of the most unbearable 
and saddest aspects of modern-day armed conflict and its direct consequences.

Faced with this tragic reality, the Movement has unceasingly expressed its profound 
concern, not only in texts but also in the work of all its components. The programme 
drawn up with a view to implementing Resolution 5 of the 1995 Council of Delegates 
and Resolution 8.1 of the 1997 Council of Delegates has been set out in a Plan of 
Action which gives orientations for future work in this area. The aim of this Plan of 
Action is both to promote the principle of non-recruitment and non- participation of 
children under the age of 18 years old in armed conflict and to take concrete 
measures to protect and assist children affected by armed conflict.

The present report briefly outlines the work done by the International Coordinating 
Group, set up in 1996 and composed of representatives of five National Societies, 
the Secretariat of the International Federation and the ICRC. The Group is 
responsible for facilitating and monitoring the implementation of the Plan of Action of 
the Movement for children in armed conflict.

The report describes the activities undertaken to fulfill the commitments and 
objectives specified in the Plan of Action. It describes what has been done at the 
national, regional and international levels and stresses the need to develop and 
encourage the efforts already made in this regard. It furthermore mentions certain 
aspects and forms of co-operation with other organizations active in this field.

Examples of success are also mentioned but emphasis is laid on the objective 
difficulties encountered in the actual implementation of the Plan of Action.

1 CABAC - Children Affected by Armed Conflict. At this stage only the English acronym is being used to 
denote this Programme.
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The report presents the main conclusions of the members of the International 
Coordinating Group with regard to the areas on which the components of the 
Movement should focus their attention. In particular, the conclusions stress the 
importance for the Movement to draw up guidelines for both preventive and 
rehabilitation actions for children affected by armed conflict, and recall a few main 
guiding principles.

The report ends with some proposals for the future work of the Movement in favour 
of children affected by armed conflict and presents the International Coordinating 
Group’s recommendations for the future.

A supplementary report on the comments made and possible new proposals issued 
during a Review Meeting, scheduled for September 1999, will be subsequently 
submitted to the Council of Delegates for its discussion of item 8 of its provisional 
agenda.
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Report

1. Introduction
All situations of armed conflict give rise to suffering and distress for all the 
populations affected by them. It is nevertheless true that since the end of the cold 
war, the international community has been confronted with the emergence of new 
types of conflicts with very complex causes. The parties to these conflicts are 
evolving new forms of combat and strategies that very often lead to violations of 
humanitarian rules and even contempt for the elementary principles of humanitarian 
law.

These conflicts are mainly internal, and are often described as conflicts of exclusion 
or "identity" but may also be called "de-structured" or "deregulated" conflicts when 
they are bound up with the de-structuring of the State.

Today, there are still too many children killed, injured or mutilated by antipersonnel 
mines, uprooted from their environment, separated from their families, arbitrarily 
imprisoned or detained, forced to flee and seek refuge in another part of the country 
or another country, left to depend on their own resources, deprived of their roots and 
sometimes even of their identity. All too often they are also made the helpless 
witnesses of atrocities committed against their loved ones.

Far from being spared, children are now at the heart of these conflicts and have 
become direct victims, not just because they make up a substantial part of the 
civilian population but also because they are so vulnerable.

It is especially worrying to note that the number of children recruited or volunteering 
in current armed conflicts continues to rise, in violation of international humanitarian 
law. Notwithstanding the provisions of humanitarian law, very young children are 
being armed and forced to commit atrocities on the orders of unscrupulous recruiters 
who exploit their youth, their immaturity and their distress.

2. The Movement’s Plan of Action and its implementation

Faced with the scale of this problem, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement has reaffirmed its ongoing concern that increasing numbers of children 
are becoming the victims of conflicts, in flagrant violation of humanitarian law.

These concerns, reflected in the large number of resolutions adopted by the Council 
of Delegates and the International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
and in many interventions and declarations in national and international fora, have 



6

also and above all been translated into concrete actions for protection and 
assistance.

2.1 The Plan of Action

Measures to prevent the participation of children in conflicts and the rehabilitation 
and reintegration of children who become victims of conflicts in general and of child 
soldiers in particular require enhanced efforts on the part of governments and of civil 
society.

To this end, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has adopted 
a Plan of Action, endorsed by the 1995 Council of Delegates (Resolution 5).

This Plan of Action sets out two major commitments:

1. To promote the principle of non-recruitment and non-participation of 
children below the age of 18 years in armed conflicts.

2. To take concrete action to protect and assist child victims of armed 
conflicts.

The first commitment applies in particular to the problem of child soldiers. The 
second addresses all children affected by armed conflicts.

The Plan of Action describes and proposes a number of actions arising out of these 
commitments that may serve as examples of activities in favour of children who are 
victims of armed conflicts. The Plan defines 6 objectives for the implementation of 
these commitments:

• Promote national and international legal standards (such as an Optional Protocol 
to the Convention on the Rights of the Child) prohibiting the military recruitment 
and use in hostilities of persons younger than 18 years of age, and also the 
recognition and enforcement of such standards by all armed groups 
(governmental and non-governmental).

• Prevent children from joining armed forces or groups by offering them 
alternatives to enlistment.

• Raise awareness in society of the need not to allow children to join armed forces 
or groups.

• Address psychosocial as well as physical needs of children living with families.

• Address psychosocial as well as physical needs of unaccompanied children.

• Advocate in favour of children who participated in armed conflicts in order to 
make society and the local community accept these children.
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2.2 Implementation of the Plan of Action

An International Co-ordinating Group has been set up, in accordance with 
Resolution 5, to facilitate and monitor the implementation of the Plan of Action. 
Initially composed of 4 National Societies, the Co-ordinating Group was expanded to 
5 in 1998.

These are : the Colombian Red Cross, the Icelandic Red Cross, the Mozambique 
Red Cross Society, the Spanish Red Cross and the Swedish Red Cross, together 
with representatives of the International Federation and the ICRC.

The Swedish Red Cross offered to assume the role of "international focal point" for 
the implementation of the Plan of Action by centralising and disseminating 
information regarding the implementation of the Movement’s programme. It actually 
fulfilled this role for two years, up to August 1998.

The International Co-ordinating Group met seven times between 1996 and 1999. In 
the first place, the group concentrated on developing a programme of action, entitled 
Programme for Children Affected by Armed Conflict (CABAC). This point is made in 
order to make it clear that National Societies may also engage in preventive 
activities already in peace time. They may also carry out activities for the 
psychological and social rehabilitation of children traumatised by war, in post-conflict 
situations.

The International Co-ordinating Group is also organising a Review Meeting with 
several National Societies in September 1999 to assess the situation and 
re-evaluate the Plan of Action and its implementation.

A preliminary series of consultations with National Societies was undertaken in the 
framework of statutory or ad hoc meetings. The whole problem of children affected 
by armed conflict has thus been discussed and the salient points and main 
recommendations taken into account in the preparation of this report.

The first stage defined by the Group was to publicise and promote the commitments 
and objectives contained in the Plan of Action at different levels and in different fora, 
both within and outside the Movement (with governments, international 
organisations and non-governmental organisations).

Steps have also been taken to raise awareness of the need to intervene at the level 
of national legislation or with a view to the adoption of an international instrument 
prohibiting the recruitment and participation of persons under 18 in hostilities.

At the international level

In this connection, the ICRC and the International Federation have made numerous 
attempts to promote the CABAC Programme and Plan of Action, with various 
regional and international bodies, through contacts with governments and other 
organisations, and through declarations and interventions at meetings of bodies 
such as:
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• The General Assembly of the United Nations;
• The Commission on Human Rights;
• The Inter-sessional Open-ended Working Group for the Drafting of an Optional 

Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child Concerning the 
Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts;

• The Organization of African Unity (Council of Ministers).

On these occasions, the ICRC and the International Federation have reaffirmed the 
importance of prohibiting the recruitment, either voluntary or compulsory, and the 
direct or indirect participation in hostilities of children under 18, and insisted that this 
ban should apply to both international and non-international conflicts and be 
extended to all parties to the conflict, including non-governmental armed groups.

The importance for the protection of children of broader measures, applicable to the 
entire civilian population, must also be stressed. In this connection, the ICRC took 
part in the open debate in the United Nations Security Council on 12 February 1999 
on the protection of the civilian population in armed conflicts.

The ICRC has also argued its position in favour of raising the age of conscription 
and participation in hostilities, based on legal arguments and on practice.2

At the regional level

The members of the International Co-ordinating Group have participated, either 
individually or collectively, in several meetings at the regional level, including:

• The 4th Pan African Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
• The 5th European Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
• The 5th Asia and Pacific Regional Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies
• The 16th Interamerican Conference of the Red Cross

as well as taking part in seminars and regional meetings such as the Southern Africa 
Partnership or the symposium organised by UNICEF that led to the elaboration of 
the Cape Town principles and the best practices to be applied in the fields of 
prevention of recruitment to the armed forces and the demobilisation and social 
reinsertion of child soldiers in Africa.

At the national level

All members of the Group have made active efforts in their respective countries to 
raise awareness of the problem of children affected by armed conflicts.

2 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child Concerning the Involvement of Children in 
Armed Conflicts - Position of the International Committee of the Red Cross, October 1997 (available in 
English, French and Spanish).
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Several National Societies have supported the principle of a threshold age of 18 
years for participation and recruitment and have come out publicly in favour of this 
principle for recruitment to the forces or to armed groups and participation in armed 
conflicts. Some have had direct contacts and discussions with their governments on 
the question of child soldiers.

For example, the Nordic and Baltic National Societies have adopted a common 
approach and acted jointly vis-à-vis their respective governments, thus reinforcing 
the impact of their individual approach.

Other National Societies have launched campaigns at the national level to raise 
awareness among different audiences (governments, members of Parliament, 
academic circles, the general public, young people).

3. Collaboration with other organisations

An information meeting has been jointly organised by the ICRC and the Federation 
with international non-governmental organisations to discuss the problem of children 
affected by armed conflicts. There have been regular contacts between the different 
components of the Movement and organisations working for children.

In this connection we would mention in particular the contacts made with the 
Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers. This Coalition is at present composed of 
7 international non-governmental organisations.

A kind of collaboration has been established with the Coalition, in so far as its action 
is directed towards the same aims as the Movement and it has adopted the terms of 
the first objective of the Plan of Action. This collaboration has resulted in particular in 
provision of the expertise possessed by the components of the Movement, 
exchanges of information and participation in meetings organised by either body.

The Coalition also organises regional conferences in which the ICRC, the Federation 
and members of the International Co-ordinating Group or the National Societies 
have participated. The impact of the action undertaken is reinforced by this 
complementary approach and mutual support.

However, although identical aims are shared in some respects, there are differences 
between the Coalition and the Movement in regard to approach, methods of action 
and strategy, theefore both the ICRC and the Federation have observer status.

Other forms of collaboration are being used with other organisations directly involved 
in work for children and contacts have been established with the Special 
Representative of the United Nations for Children and Armed Conflicts, Mr Olara 
Otunnu.
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4. Results and difficulties

As illustrated by the examples given above, some encouraging results have been 
achieved at different levels and in different fields. But important work still remains to 
be done in terms of general mobilisation of the Movement.

In regard to the first commitment, and the work that has been done outside the 
Movement, we would point to the difficulties that have arisen in the framework of 
discussion in the UN working group (the Inter-sessional Open-ended Working Group 
for the Drafting of an Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
Concerning the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts).

In regard to the second commitment, when we look beyond the information 
specifically reported on programmes underway and actions planned and 
undertaken, it is clear that a number of activities do exist, even if they are not 
specifically mentioned in progress reports on the Plan of Action but take place in the 
framework of existing aid programmes. The objective of these programmes is often 
to provide for the immediate needs of victims, such as food, drinking water, shelter, 
clothing and medical care, and they also touch upon educational and recreational 
activities.

In the post-conflict stages, it is clearly important to encourage the development of an 
approach that will allow for the psycho-social rehabilitation of children affected by 
armed conflicts in general and the reintegration of child fighters in particular.

The International Federation has prepared and published a document on 
psycho-social assistance for children affected by armed conflicts3. This publication 
suggests an inventory of activities based on the experience acquired by many 
National Societies and international organisations, that can then be carried out by 
interested National Societies.

It is felt that many National Societies already have the necessary tools to offer 
psychological and social support to children and their families. It is nevertheless true 
that such programmes should be envisaged for the long term and presuppose the 
existence of substantial material, financial and human resources, and especially of 
expertise.

The sheer scale of these problems must be stressed, both as regards the number of 
children affected and the resources needed to respond adequately to the needs of 
each child, and the financial and material resources needed to implement such 
programmes. These factors also largely explain the difficulty of engaging in such 
actions and should not be underestimated.

3 Psycho-social Assistance for Children Affected by Armed Conflicts, International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, 1999. Available in English, French and Spanish.
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In order to carry out large-scale projects in the field of the rehabilitation and 
reinsertion of children who are victims of conflicts, the components of the Movement 
will need to better identify the role they may be called upon to play and, as far as 
possible, to co-ordinate their work with other organisations that are already active 
locally so as to optimise the effectiveness of the efforts that are made and the 
resources that are available.

Independently of the question of sustainability, the importance of the training given 
to the personnel who will intervene in the assistance and psychosocial rehabilitation 
of children affected by armed conflicts must be stressed. It is also important that a 
certain level of continuity should be assured by the personnel thus trained if projects 
are to be conducted successfully.

5. Conclusions

Independently of respect for existing law which affords children special protection, it 
is also important that children should continue to have access in all circumstances to 
education and recreational activities. Indeed, in all cultures, family, social and school 
education play a central role in the transmission of behaviours and attitudes. If 
communities wish to preserve their potential for humanity, they must do everything 
they can to prevent young people being drawn into conflicts, either as victims or 
participants. By disseminating the ideals and principles of the Movement, its 
component groups help to teach young people the minimal rules that must be 
observed in order to ensure respect for human dignity and integrity both in 
peacetime and in war. At the same time, the preventive role such activities may play 
must not be overlooked, in that they help to combat exclusion and marginalization, 
both of which are likely to lead to violence, and occur when children are left to their 
own devices, without social or cultural references.

It is also important to prevent and eradicate all forms of involvement of children in 
hostilities.

In addition to normative measures, it is important to encourage the introduction and 
development of preventive measures to offer children an alternative that will 
dissuade them from joining the armed forces or armed groups simply in order to 
survive. It is important to implement new programmes to meet the psychological as 
well as the physical needs of children who are the victims of armed conflicts. These 
children, and especially children who have been involved in fighting, must be helped 
to become reintegrated into their community and their social and cultural 
environment. This phase of rehabilitation and reinsertion into society is vital for the 
future of children who have been involved in conflicts. Without this, it is to be feared 
that they may never readapt to normal life and that they may become an easy prey 
for enlistment in further fighting, or slide into delinquency. Faced with this problem as 
a whole, it is the attitudes of both adults and children that need to be changed, 
essentially by means of education. In carrying out all these activities, there is an 
opportunity for National Societies to help raise awareness and secure the 
involvement of civilian society in the countries in question, doing this at every stage 
in the process, so as to promote respect for laws that will guarantee that children are 
protected during conflicts, helping them to find alternatives to enlistment or helping 
them to become reintegrated into their families and communities.
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Although several National Societies have developed activities to assist children 
affected by armed conflicts, others are not yet sufficiently involved in this process 
and should be encouraged to develop activities of this kind.

Because of the privileged contacts they have with their governments, National 
Societies may also suggest the development of certain programmes or the 
establishment of a co-ordination body at the national or local level.

The International Co-ordinating Group also feels it is important that guidelines 
should be drafted in the future to guide, direct and help National Societies to 
implement programmes of prevention and rehabilitation for children affected by 
armed conflicts.

In their work for children, National Societies should now take as their basis the 
following general conditions and principles of action:

The best interest of the child is the principle by which action by the components 
of the Movement should be guided.

Such action should be governed by strict observance of the fundamental 
principles of the Movement.

The children who are beneficiaries of this action should be associated as closely 
as possible with decisions affecting them.

Action should be carried out in the framework of co-ordinated action by the 
Movement as a whole and in close collaboration with the ICRC and the 
Federation, in accordance with their respective mandates.

Action should, as far as possible, be co-ordinated with that of other organisations 
working for children so as not to duplicate but to reinforce the measures taken to 
help them.

-> The exchange of information between National Societies should be encouraged 
so as to offer opportunities for exchanges of experience and expertise.

Consultation with experts (especially in the field of the psychological and social 
rehabilitation of children affected by armed conflict) should be encouraged so as 
to give better direction to the work of the components of the Movement in this 
particular domain.
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6. Recommendations

Therefore, the International Co-ordinating Group suggests the following points of 
guidance for the continuation of work and the future implementation of the Plan of 
Action :

• The ICRC and the Federation should continue to develop the implementation of 
the programme for children affected by armed conflicts, in particular by further 
examining the possibility of evolving new mechanisms for co-ordination and 
consultation so as to ensure that implementation proceeds smoothly and 
strengthen commitment to children affected by armed conflicts. In this 
perspective, it is suggested that a feasibility study should be undertaken on the 
mechanisms of co-ordination that might be developed, including the possibility of 
a "reference centre’s provided that financing for this is assured.

• In the framework of the implementation of the Plan of Action, the ICRC and the 
Federation should consult regularly with National Societies, including through 
the organisation of ad hoc consultation meetings. They should also identify more 
National Societies which could serve as regional "focal points", with a view to 
encouraging exchanges of experience at the regional level.

• In accordance with their mandates, specific vocation and respective expertise, 
the ICRC and the Federation have a duty to support the efforts of National 
Societies, in the following areas in particular:

• The implementation and, if necessary, the establishment of national legislation to 
strengthen the protection and rights enjoyed by children, in particular with regard 
to the adoption of recruitment procedures in conformity with the position of the 
Movement.

• Encouragement to carry out programmes, in times of peace, to provide 
assistance and protection to children with a view to creating the necessary 
conditions to guarantee their access to education and training and to intervene to 
prevent their exploitation, marginalization or exclusion.

• The development of programmes for the psychological rehabilitation and social 
reinsertion of children affected by conflicts.

• The preparation of guidelines in regard to activities of prevention and 
rehabilitation for and with children affected by armed conflicts, and their 
reinsertion (or reintegration) into the community.

• All components of the Movement should pursue promotion of the principle of 
non-recruitment and non-participation of children in armed conflicts.

• They should thus help to support the adoption of an international instrument 
prohibiting all forms of recruitment and participation of children under 18 in 
hostilities, it being understood that this instrument would be applicable to all 
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parties to the conflict including armed groups (non-governmental) and all forms 
of conflict, whether or not international.

• The question of children in conflicts should be more systematically included in all 
the publications of the Movement (the Red Cross and Red Crescent Magazine 
and the International Review) and the National Societies in order to raise 
awareness and interest in the issue.

• Regular inclusion of the question of children affected by armed conflicts in the 
agenda of all meetings of the Movement (regional and sub regional conferences, 
other meetings).

• National Societies should give a fuller illustration, especially in their reports, of 
their activities for children, so as to arouse interest and raise awareness of this 
problem and, where necessary, allow appropriate measures to be taken by the 
authorities concerned. In this spirit, they could also initiate or carry out measures 
for the rehabilitation of children following conflicts and steps to facilitate their 
reintegration into the community.
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