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Executive Summary

Most modern conflicts are internal; they mainly affect ethnic, racial, clan and 
religious minorities within the borders of a single country, with the poorest 
members of society usually bearing the brunt. The state of terror so often created 
by the combatants serves as a means of social control. It amounts to a kind of 
total war permeating the entire economic, political, social and cultural fabric of 
society, in which the civilian population is increasingly targeted by the warring 
parties. This is sometimes a deliberate strategy and no one is spared - indeed the 
most vulnerable members of society are the first to fall victim to the violence. 
Children, women and the elderly therefore warrant special attention.

Faced with this reality, the components of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement have expressed their profound concern. A programme was 
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 called for 
implementation of a Plan of Action which gives guidelines for future work in this 
area. The aim of this Plan of Action was to promote the principle of 
non-recruitment and non-participation of children under the age of 18 years in 
armed conflict, and to take concrete measures to protect and assist children 
affected by armed conflict.

The 1999 Council of Delegates adopted two more Resolutions: Resolution 8 on 
"Children Affected by Armed Conflict" and Resolution 9 on "Street Children".

The ICRC and the International Federation actively followed the process which 
led, in 2000, to the adoption by the United Nations General Assembly of the 
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child concerning the 
involvement of children in armed conflict.

In advance of the Special Session on Children of the UN General Assembly, 
which was to take place in September 2001 and has been postponed to 2002, 
many conferences and seminars have been organized during the past year, at 
which the ICRC and the Federation were represented. These include the Accra 
conference organized by the governments of Ghana and Canada for West 
African countries, the Winnipeg conference organized by the Canadian 
government, the Warsaw OSCE seminar, the European Union seminar in 
Norkkoping, the Arab-African ministerial conference in Marrakech, the OAU 
seminar in Cairo and the Berlin conference on refugee children.

The present report outlines the latest developments in the law protecting children 
and the work done by the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, their 
International Federation and the International Committee of the Red Cross since 
the 1999 Council of Delegates on implementation of the Plan of Action, on 
Resolutions 8 and 9 and on the pledges made at the 27th International 
Conference.
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The summary information contained in the report is based on the one hand on 
the report of an ad hoc CABAC review meeting held at ICRC headquarters in 
February 2001, and on the other on replies received to a questionnaire sent out 
to all National Societies on the follow-up given to the resolutions of the 1999 
Council of Delegates.

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, was responsible for facilitating and monitoring 
implementation of the Movement's Plan of Action for children in armed conflict. It 
fulfilled its mandate and was dissolved by the last Council of Delegates in 1999.

This report describes the activities undertaken to meet 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 also mentions certain 
aspects and forms of cooperation with other organizations active in this field.

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

The reader may find the report to be disappointingly meagre.

The reason is that National Societies do not report sufficiently on their activities 
devoted to children. This makes it difficult for the International Federation and the 
ICRC to coordinate and share information, let alone to coordinate activities in the 
field. Better reporting mechanisms should be developed.

This report presents the main conclusions relating to the areas on which the 
components of the Movement should focus their attention, and ends with some 
proposals and recommendations for the future work of the Movement in aid of 
children affected by armed conflict.
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CHILDREN AFFECTED BY ARMED CONFLICT

1. Introduction

Taking a particular interest in the plight of children does not mean creating a separate 
category of victims among the civilian population and thus failing to observe the Movement's 
fundamental principle of impartiality. All components of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement act impartially to assist all victims of war and internal violence 
according to their needs. It cannot be denied, however, that the needs of children are often 
radically different from those of women, men and elderly people. Today children are still 
frequently at the mercy of a society or an environment which is not always willing to grant 
them the status they require: that of future adults. Showing better understanding of children 
means providing them with aid that is more consistent with their needs as developing adults.

All too often children are helpless, first-hand witnesses of atrocities committed against their 
parents or other relatives. They themselves are killed, mutilated, totured, imprisoned or 
otherwise separated from their families. Cut off from the environment familiar to them, even 
those who manage to escape harm lack any certainty as to their future and that of their 
loved ones. These children suffer deep psychological trauma that seem irreversible, but 
from which well-targeted care can help them recover. Showing better understanding of 
children also means equipping them with the means to rehabilitate themselves so that they 
cease to be passive - or indeed active - victims of war, and instead take the future into their 
own hands.

The number of children recruited into armed groups either voluntarily or by force is today 
increasing steadily in violation of international humanitarian law, which stipulates that "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 a direct part in hostilities and, in particular, they 
shall refrain from recruiting them into their armed forces" (Article 77, Additional Protocol I).

Far from being spared, children are now at the heart of 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.

2. The Movement's Plan of Action and its impsementation

Faced with the scale of this problem, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement has reaffirmed its concerns regarding the increasing numbers of children who 
are becoming conflict victims, in flagrant violation of humanitarian law.

These concerns, reflected in the large number of resolutions adopted by the Council of 
Delegates and International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, and in many 
statements and declarations made in national and international fora, have also been 
translated into concrete action to provide protection and assistance.
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2.1. The Plan of Action

Measures to prevent the participation of children in hostilities and the rehabilitation and 
reintegration of child conflict victims in general and of child soldiers in particular require 
increased efforts on the part of governments and of civil society.

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

An International Coordinating Group was set up, in accordance with Resolution 5, to 
facilitate and monitor implementation of the Plan of Action. Initially composed of four 
National Societies, the Coordinating Group was expanded to five in 1998. It fulfilled its 
mandate and was dissolved by the 1999 Council of Delegates. Its members now meet on an 
ad hoc basis, inviting certain National Societies to take part in the meetings.

The International Coordinating Group met seven times between 1996 and 1999. At first, the 
group concentrated on developing a programme of action, entitled Programme for Children 
Affected by Armed Conflict (CABAC). It also organized a review meeting with several 
National Societies in September 1999 to assess the situation and reassess the Plan of 
Action and its implementation.

National Societies were invited to engage in preventive activities in peacetime as well as in 
conflict situations. They were also invited to work in post-conflict situations for the 
psychological and social rehabilitation of children traumatized by war.

The last ad hoc consultation with National Societies was held at the ICRC in February 2001.

2.2. Implementation of the Plan of Action

Activities carried out under the CABAC programme:

The 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 conflict.

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

The first commitment addresses in particular the problem of child soldiers. The second 
concerns all children affected by armed conflict.

The Plan of Action describes and proposes a number of activities arising out of these 
commitments that serve as examples, and defines six objectives for implementation of those 
commitments:

• To 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).

• To prevent children from joining armed forces or groups by offering them alternatives to 
enlistment.
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• To raise awareness in society of the need not to allow children to join armed forces or 
groups.

• To address the psychosocial as well as the physical needs of child war victims living 
with families.

• To address the psychosocial as well as the physical needs of unaccompanied child war 
victims.

• To make representations in favour of children who have taken part in armed conflicts in 
order to promote their acceptance by society and the local community.

2.2.1. First commitment of the Plan of Action:

Promotion of the principle of non-recruitment and non-participation in armed conflict of 
children under the age of 18 years:

What concrete action have National Societies taken?

The activities conducted by National Societies have ranged from approaches to their 
authorities urging them to sign the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child to bringing about changes in national legislation. Some National Societies have limited 
their work to cooperation with other organizations, and some, owing to political or internal 
problems, have not been able to act at all.

2.2.2. Second commitment of the Plan of Action:

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

Some National Societies give assistance to asylum seekers. Others are very active in the 
field of rehabilitation of child combatants in their own countries or, through cooperation, in 
other countries. Specific programmes are set up to help street children in war-affected 
countries: appointment of "moderators" for teenagers in large cities, dissemination, 
psychological support and reintegration.

Activities of the International Federation:

The British and Spanish National Societies represented the International Federation in the 
working sessions on the Optional Protocol. Strategy 2010 highlights the need to focus on 
vulnerability, and the International Federation has looked at areas where the Secretariat can 
make the greatest contribution, as it is always difficult to set priorities for work with the most 
vulnerable.
One of the International Federation's priorities is broader psychological support and making 
the Reference Centre for Psychological Support (based in Denmark) an international centre 
through which National Societies can benefit from and contribute to knowledge sharing. The 
International Federation's institutional priority of HIV/AIDS also has links with CABAC and 
street children through preventive action and health education.
Owing to the limited resources available and the need to focus the work of the Secretariat, 
the International Federation is unable to play an international coordinating role relating to 
CABAC, but would like to formalize the ICRC's lead role on this issue.
The Federation will, however, continue to support National Societies' CABAC programmes 
through the appeals process for normal field operations.
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Activities of the ICRC:

The ICRC took an active part in the work leading to the adoption of the Optional Protocol. Its 
Advisory Service has now stepped up its support, in the field and at headquarters, by 
including in its promotional activities the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 38) 
and the Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict, in addition to the 
four Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols. The ICRC is firmly committed to 
dissemination of the provisions of international humanitarian law protecting children among 
the armed forces and police, in universities, and in all international fora, and also among 
young people, for example through its programme called "Exploring Humanitarian Law". It 
has conducted a study on finding better ways of communicating with child combatants, in 
order to make them aware of the basic principles of humanitarian law and, for security 
reasons, of its own principles and activities. The ICRC continues its traditional protection 
activities, developing a child-conscious approach. The child-conscious approach is 
incorporated in all other activities and also in studies and reflections of more general 
concern, such as a study on the relationship between delegates and victims. As for 
psychosocial activities, the ICRC is making substantial progress. Some specific 
programmes such as that of the Algerian Red Crescent Society are being run with the help 
of the ICRC. Within the ICRC's Health and Relief Division, a doctor is now developing 
psychiatric, psychological and social welfare programmes which are also aimed at children.

With its present resources, the ICRC will only be able to handle a limited amount of 
information coordination within the Movement.

3. Follow-up to the pledges

Most of the National Societies have not yet taken any specific action to implement the 
pledges made at the 27th International Conference.

The International Centre for the Child (Spanish Red Cross):

The Spanish National Society pledged to set up an International Reference Centre for the 
Movement and gave a presentation at the February ad hoc meeting.

It was agreed after the presentation that the definition of the group to be covered by the 
reference centre, "children in especially difficult circumstances", was too broad, particularly 
in view of the means presently available.

As an international reference centre for the Movement, it would need a more precise focus, 
possibly CABAC and street children.

The reference centre could act as a focal point. It could be a documentation centre, serve as 
a coordination mechanism and support and promote research.

The Federation and the ICRC will need to formally explore the possibilities of the reference 
centre with the Spanish Red Cross.

The Canadian Red Cross suggested the possibility of including the cost of the reference 
centre's services in the budgets for the related projects, but would only support the 
reference centre if it were of benefit to the work of the Canadian National Society.
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4. Follow-up to Resolution 8, Children Affected by Armed Conflict

The first commitment of the Plan of Action (to promote national and international legal 
standards) is still considered valid, but this objective has yet to be reached in many contexts 
and situations.

• While maintaining the objective of raising the age limit for recruitment and participation 
in hostilities to 18 years, the ICRC insists on the importance of securing respect for the 
rules of international humanitarian law, i.e., no children under 15 years bearing arms.

• Advocacy and information-sharing mechanisms are necessary.

• The coordinating role of the ICRC has to be strengthened.

• The issue of CABAC has to be systematically included in meetings of the Movement.

• Information must be gathered on CABAC projects and the lessons learned from them.

• A database including CABAC has to be installed on the Website concerning National 
Society activities, with contact departments and names.

• Cooperation on training in child protection skills and training for trainers must be 
increased within the Movement.

• Coordination and cooperation with local NGOs and organizations that have gained 
expertise in this sphere should evolve into information mechanisms in order to promote 
CABAC activities.

• Programmes should use local knowledge and expertise and have links with local 
structures, both governmental and non-governmental.

• The importance of a community-based approach when helping children has been 
reiterated. Families and communities are also affected, and programmes should adopt 
an integrated approach to address the whole issue and identify needs through and with 
the local community.

• CABAC activities could be coordinated at field level through regional focal points.

• CABAC programmes should be planned, implemented and evaluated together with the 
National Societies and with young people themselves.

• Street children, children affected by armed conflict and children involved with fighting 
forces are particularly at risk from HIV/AIDS. Educational programmes for these children 
should include preventive measures and protection.

5. Guidelines or lessons learned

For the time being, there is not enough information and knowledge available concerning 
implementation of the CABAC Plan of Action within the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement to produce specific guidelines. Promotion of issues relating to children affected 
by armed conflict is, however, vital and further work on this would be more useful than 
producing guidelines. It is agreed that those National Societies currently involved in CABAC 
programmes could benefit from an exchange of information between themselves and with 
experts in the field.
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6. Promotion of the CABAC Plan of Action

The first stage defined by the Coordinating Group was to publicize 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 
organizations and non-governmental organizations).

Steps have also been taken to underline the need to take action at the level of national 
legislation, and to promote the adoption of an international instrument prohibiting the 
recruitment of persons under 18 years of age and their participation in hostilities.

6.1. At international level

The ICRC and the International Federation have been actively involved with various regional 
and international bodies, through contacts with governments and other organizations and 
through declarations and statements made at meetings of bodies such as the United 
Nations General Assembly, the Commission on Human Rights, the Inter-Sessional 
Open-Ended Working Group which adopted the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the Organization of African Unity (Council of Ministers), the OSCE and 
the EU.

On these occasions, the ICRC and the International Federation have reaffirmed the 
importance of prohibiting the recruitment, whether 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-State armed groups.

The importance for the protection of children of broader measures applicable to the entire 
civilian population has been stressed repeatedly.

The ICRC has also supported its position in favour of raising the age of conscription and 
participation in hostilities on the basis of legal arguments and of practice.1

6.2. At regional level

Representatives of the ICRC, the Federation and/or National Societies have taken part, 
either individually or collectively, in several Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
meetings at the regional level, including the Pan-African Conference of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, the European Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
the Asia and Pacific Regional Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and 
the Inter-American Conference of the Red Cross.

6.3. At national level

Several National Societies have advocated a threshold age of 18 years for recruitment into 
armed forces or armed groups and participation in armed conflict, and have come out 
publicly in favour of this principle. Some have had direct contacts and discussions with their 
governments on the issue of child soldiers.

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

1 Daniel Helle, "Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child", International Review of the Red Cross, No. 839, September 2000, pp. 797-809.
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6.4. Cooperation with other organizations

There have been regular contacts between various components of the Movement and 
organizations working for children. The ICRC and the Federation met with international 
non-governmental organizations to discuss the problem of children affected by armed 
conflict.

In this connection we would mention in particular contacts with the Coalition to Stop the Use 
of Child Soldiers. Cooperation with the Coalition is ongoing, insofar as its action is directed 
towards the same aims as that of the Movement and it has adopted the terms of the first 
objective of the CABAC Plan of Action. Information and knowledge have been shared and 
each organization has attended meetings held by the other.

The Coalition also organizes regional conferences in which the ICRC, the Federation and 
members of the International Coordinating Group or the National Societies have 
participated. The ICRC took part in a series of conferences held by the Coalition, starting in 
Mozambique in 1999, continuing in Uruguay, Germany and Nepal, and concluding in Jordan 
in 2001. The purpose of these conferences was to raise awareness, change behaviour and 
promote legislation to raise the age of recruitment worldwide.

The impact of the action taken is reinforced by this complementary approach and mutual 
support.

However, although their aims are identical in some respects, there are differences between 
the Coalition and the Movement as regards approach, working methods and strategy. The 
ICRC and the Federation therefore have observer status at the Coalition's meetings.

Further contacts and forms of cooperation have been established with other organizations 
directly involved in work for children, and cooperation is ongoing with the UN Special 
Representative for Children and Armed Conflicts, Mr Olara Otunnu, and with UNICEF.

In order to carry out large-scale projects in the area of rehabilitation and reintegration of 
child conflict victims, the components of the Movement will need to define more clearly the 
role they may be called upon to play and, as far as possible, to coordinate their work with 
that of other organizations which are already active locally so as to maximize the 
effectiveness of the efforts made and the resources available.

Independently of the question of sustainability, the importance of the training given to 
personnel who will be responsible for providing assistance and psychosocial rehabilitation 
for children affected by armed conflict must be emphasized. It is also important that a 
certain level of continuity be assured by this personnel if projects are to be conducted 
successfully.

7. Issues and difficulties encountered

A great deal of work still remains to be done in terms of general mobilization of the 
Movement.

In post-conflict situations, it is most important to encourage the development of an approach 
that will allow for the psychological and social rehabilitation of children affected by armed 
conflict in general and the reintegration of child combatants in particular.
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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 as regards the financial and material resources needed to implement such 
programmes. These factors, which explain the difficulty of engaging in such operations, 
should not be underestimated.

• A few National Societies repeatedly stressed the difficulties they encountered in finding 
delegates for CABAC programmes. There is a need for resources to locate, attract and 
train delegates with the appropriate skills. The Finnish Red Cross will look into the 
possibility of including CABAC issues in the training it gives to other delegates.

• There are difficulties in obtaining financial support for CABAC programmes, which in 
some countries are in the development phase and, in some cases, start long after the 
conflict is over.

• Difficulties are caused by the language used by governments (as donors). The 
Movement tends to use needs-based language, whereas governments use rights-based 
language. The Movement should also look at CABAC as a rights issue (international 
humanitarian law and the Convention on the Rights of the Child).

• There is not yet a consistent Movement approach to psychological and social support 
programs. Difficulties arise when National Societies look only at physical and relief 
aspects and do not think of psychological and social issues.

• An important issue for the Movement is the question of the specific role that National 
Societies can play in CABAC programmes when so many other agencies have expertise 
and extensive experience in this area. What added value can be offered by the 
Movement?

As well as the special protection that existing law affords children, it is 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 plays a central role in 
the transmission of behaviour 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 as participants. By disseminating the Red Cross/Red Crescent 
ideals and principles, the Movement's components help to teach young people the 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 that such activities can play 
must not be overlooked. 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 landmarks.

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

-» The best interests of the child is the principle that should guide action by the 
components of the Movement.

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

-> The children who are beneficiaries of this action should be associated as closely as 
possible with decisions affecting them.
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-> Work should be carried out in the framework of coordinated action by the Movement as 
a whole and in close cooperation with the ICRC and the International Federation, in 
accordance with their respective mandates.

-> Action should, as far as possible, be coordinated with that of other organizations 
working for children so as not to duplicate but to strengthen the measures taken to help 
them.

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

-> Consultation with experts (especially in the field of 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.

Consideration will be given to the preparation of guidelines for prevention and rehabilitation 
activities carried out for and with children affected by armed conflict, and for their 
reintegration into the community.

8. Conclusions

The following points are suggested for further work and the future implementation of the 
Plan of Action:

• All components of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement should 
continue to promote the principle of non-recruitment and non-participation of children in 
armed conflict.

• They should help in this way to support implementation of and respect for international 
humanitarian law and the Optional Protocol prohibiting all forms of conscription and 
participation in hostilities of children under 18 years of age, it being understood that this 
instrument is to be applicable to all parties to the conflict, including (non-State) armed 
groups, and in all forms of conflict, whether international or non-international.

• The issue of children in armed conflict should be more systematically included in all the 
publications of the Movement (Red Cross/Red Crescent magazine and the International 
Review of the Red Cross) and the National Societies in order to raise awareness and 
stimulate interest.

• The issue of children affected by armed conflict should be included in the agenda of all 
meetings of the Movement (regional and sub-regional conferences, other meetings).


