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INTRODUCTION

Children pay a heavy price during war. 
They are imprisoned, maimed and killed. 
Armed conflict tears families apart, for
cing thousands of children to fend for 
themselves and care for other dependants.

Exploitation of children, which often 
increases during war, takes many forms, 
such as forced labour or, in extreme cases, 
slavery. Boys and girls deprived of the 
protection of their parents and other rela
tives are most at risk. This may also be the 
fate of children who have been recruited 
by armed forces or armed groups or of 
children in detention.

Children are affected by not only the 
direct consequences of conflict but 
also the indirect consequences, such as  
disruption to the supply of and ac cess to 
essential goods and services. This can be 
particularly disastrous for children under 
five. 

Fortunately, children rarely lose their 
sense of hope and their resilience should 
not be underestimated. Welltargeted care 
can help them recover and reintegrate in 
an environment in which they can regain 
their health, selfrespect and dignity. 

Respect for existing laws is key to pre
venting violations from happening and 
further harm being caused to children. 

[A] child means every human being below the age  
of eighteen years unless, under the law applicable  

to the child, majority is attained earlier.

Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 1
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CIVILIANS IN DANGER

Children constitute an unacceptable pro
portion of civilian casualties during war. 
Over the last decade, the number of chil
dren wounded or killed in conflict rose  
300 per cent, according to Save the  
Children (2018). Because of their age and 
dependency on adults, children need spe
cial protection. Indeed, they are more 
exposed to a range of risks that can impact 
their physical and mental wellbeing for 
years.

Because of the increase in urban warfare 
in recent years and parallel acceleration in 
urban population growth, some 50 million 
people are currently affected by armed 
conflict in cities around the world. The 
effects of explosive weapons in populated 
areas can be devastating, particularly 
for children, whose vulnerabilities and 
anatomy make their rehabilitation much 
more difficult, in the case of bone injuries  
or amputations.
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WHAT THE LAW SAYS

Protection for children in wartime is enshrined in international humanitarian law. IHL 
provides general protection for all those affected by armed conflict and contains provi
sions specifically related to children. 

As civilians, children are protected under IHL: if they fall into the hands of enemy  
forces they must be treated humanely, and all children are protected against violations 
including torture and other forms of illtreatment, sexual violence, arbitrary detention, 
hostagetaking and forced displacement. They must in no circumstances be the target 
of attacks, unless and for such time as they take a direct part in hostilities. They must 
be treated with special respect and protection. This includes access to education, food 
and health care, as well as specific measures to protect children deprived of their liberty 
and those separated from their families. 

Human rights law – including the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and 
its Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (2000) – also 
specifically takes into account the need to protect children from the effects of armed 
conflict. 
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SEXUAL VIOLENCE
The incidence of rape and other forms 
of sexual violence increases dra mat ic
ally during periods of conflict, including 
against boys and girls. Sexual violence 
can constitute a tactic of warfare, used 
by weapon bearers to torture, injure, 
extract information from, degrade, dis
place, intimidate and punish the victims 
or, simply, to destroy the social fabric of 
a community. The mere threat of sexual 
violence can cause entire communities to 
flee their homes.

Victims/survivors of sexual violence are 
exposed to the risk of contracting HIV/
AIDS and other sexually transmitted  

diseases. They may also experience po
tentially lifelong psychological conse
quences and effects due to the stigma 
associated with this form of violence.

In the general state of destitution that 
follows war, early or forced marriage 
often increase as means of reducing the 
nutritional needs of a family or procur
ing a dowry price. Girls are more at risk 
of early pregnancies, which might lead to 
unsafe abortion, medical complications 
and maternal mortality. They may be at 
increased risk of retaliation by family or 
community, notably in contexts where 
“honour” crimes take place. 
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DAMAGE TO CIVILIAN INFRASTRUCTURE
Civilian objects like schools and hospitals 
are protected under IHL. Nonetheless, 
they have increasingly come under fire. 

According to UNICEF (2019), children 
living in countries affected by protracted 
con flicts are five times more likely to 
die from waterborne disease than from 
the direct damage inflicted by bullets or 
bombs. Fighting can destroy or disrupt 
essential services on which people in cities 
rely to survive, including water, sanita
tion, electricity, solidwaste management 
and health care. This may cause wide
spread and serious problems in terms of  

public health and survival (e.g. cholera 
can spread rapidly in areas where sew
age and drinking water are not adequately 
treated). 

Armed conflict also impacts the function
ing of markets (availability of products, 
price increases, etc.) and the capacity of 
people to cultivate their land and breed 
their livestock. This impedes people’s 
ability to provide for themselves and their 
family, and may also cause or exacerbate 
malnutrition issues, to which children and 
pregnant and lactating women are par
ticularly vulnerable.
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

 • The ICRC conducts bilateral and 
confidential dialogue with weapon 
bearers to enhance the protection  
of children, who make up nearly  
40 per cent of its beneficiaries.  
This includes negotiating access  
for humanitarian assistance  
and discussing specific measures  
to prevent IHL violations –  
for instance, the prohibition  
of sexual violence.

 • The ICRC engages with weapon 
bearers to integrate IHL obligations 
into domestic legal systems  
or operational frameworks. 

 • The ICRC calls on States and all parties 
to armed conflict to avoid the use  
of explosive weapons with a wide 
impact area in densely populated areas 
owing to their often indiscriminate 
effects.

 • The ICRC uses the likes of public 
campaigns, posters, leaflets, plays 
and radio and TV broadcasts to raise 
awareness among communities  
and authorities of the special 
protection to which children  
are entitled.

 • The ICRC runs livelihood  
support programmes, such  
as incomegenerating activities  
and agricultural and livestock  
support, to prevent the collapse  
of markets and food production.  
It also organizes the distribution  
of specialized food products  
enriched with vitamins and minerals 
to prevent malnutrition among 
children under five and pregnant  
and lactating women. 

 • The ICRC provides support  
to municipal serviceproviders  
and communitybased organizations  
in order to stabilize or, at the very 
least, reduce the rate of service 
decline. This is a preventive measure 
that aims to safeguard public health.

 • The ICRC provides emergency shelter 
and communal infrastructure,  
and sometimes helps rehabilitate  
or construct houses.
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HEALTH CARE OUT OF REACH

War can result in many children becoming 
disabled or, in the case of those with an 
existing disability, being unable to access 
the care they need. Access to health ser
vices and medicines is also often reduced 
because impoverished families can no 
longer afford health care, because doc
tors and nurses have fled the violence and 
chaos, and, sometimes, because entire 
healthcare systems collapse. The conse
quences – such as an outbreak of measles 
or meningitis – can be deadly, especially 
in overcrowded conditions. 

Newborn babies, as well as pregnant 
women, are particularly at risk when 
health structures are out of reach or when 
they lack basic materials. Pregnancy 
and childbirth are major causes of death 
in developing countries under normal 
circum stances; during periods of conflict, 
the situation worsens dramatically.
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Conflict often results in acute malnutri
tion, either moderate or severe, among 
children under five and pregnant and lac
tating women. Malnutrition stunts growth 
and depresses the immune system, leav
ing those affected even more vulnerable 
to illness and greatly increasing the risk 
of morbidity and mortality. 

Childhood and adolescence are critical 
stages in a person’s psychological and 
psychosocial development, so facing 
critical events during these periods can 
have lasting consequences. Psycho logical 
distress in children usually manifests as 
psychosomatic symptoms. They may also 
experience depression, anxiety, fear, anger  
and problems sleeping. Preexisting men
tal disorders may also resurface or deteri
orate. Child victims of violence, especially 
those separated from their families and/
or associated with armed forces or groups, 
are particularly vulnerable.
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

 • The ICRC works to improve  
motherandchild services by 
supporting local health structures,  
i.e. the primary level of care,  
and to reinforce emergency surgical, 
gynaecoobstetric and paediatric care.  

 • The ICRC trains local nurses, doctors 
and other medical staff. It also 
provides equipment, medical supplies 
and medicines.

 • ICRC surgeons operate on children 
wounded by war, and a physical 
rehabilitation programme  
is in place in many contexts  
to provide prostheses and other 
orthotic devices for child amputees. 

 • ICRC specialized teams run mental 
health and psychosocial support 
(MHPSS) programmes for child 
victims and their parents  
or guardians. An important aim  
of these comprehensive programmes 
is to avoid further stigmatization  
of victims, while a core activity  
is to improve practitioners’ skills  
in terms of working with children.

 • The ICRC helps train female medical 
personnel in societies where  
it is taboo for women and girls  
to be in the company of men who  
are not relatives. In certain 
circumstances, the ICRC pays  
for women and their dependants  
to be transported to clinics with 
female staff. 

 • The ICRC provides support  
for immunization programmes.

 • The ICRC supports the rehabilitation 
and construction of health facilities, 
including in terms of preparedness 
and passive security measures,  
such as the provision of safe rooms 
and shelters or reinforcement of doors 
or windows. 

 • The ICRC helps manage acute 
malnutrition, at hospital and 
community level, among children 
under five and pregnant and lactating 
women. 
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SCHOOL DAYS OVER

In conflictaffected countries, many chil
dren are unable to attend school. This 
can be for several reasons: schools are 
damaged or being used by the military; 
teachers have been threatened or tar
geted or have fled because of the insecur
ity; accessing schools is difficult owing 
to dangerous roads and an overall unsafe 
environment; and lack of government 
support for schools means facilities and 
services are no longer adequate. 

Furthermore, children who have been 
recruited into armed forces or armed 
groups are typically denied access to edu
cation, while for displaced children liv
ing in camps, there may be no schooling 
available or only up to a certain grade. 
Those residing in cities or villages, rather 
than camps, may be required to provide 
official documentation and certificates to 
be able to attend schools, but such papers 
often get lost during displacement. The 
lack of access to education in itself may 
also lead families to displace and seek 
better prospects for their children.
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WHAT THE LAW SAYS

As civilian objects and persons, schools and students cannot be targeted.

If schools have become military objectives, an attacking party must take all feasible 
precautions to avoid and minimize incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians and 
damage to civilian objects, and must not launch an attack expected to cause exces
sive loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination 
thereof.

Limits on the use of schools for military purposes: parties to an armed conflict have 
a general obligation to take all feasible precautions to protect the civilian population 
and civilian objects under their control – including schools and students – against the 
effects of hostilities.

In addition, parties to conflicts have certain obligations to facilitate continued access 
to education in situations of conflict. 

Even when the education system func
tions normally and there are no adminis
trative constraints on attendance, parents 
may struggle to afford school fees and 
may decide that children should work 
instead of going to school, to help provide 
for the family.

Safe access to education is crucial, not 
just for the education itself but also for 
the protection afforded to children by 
safe schools. Such places can protect 
children from being recruited or used by 
armed actors, and from sexual violence, 
and may contribute to bringing together 
families and communities. Going to 
school can also help children cope with 
the daily stress caused by exposure to 
armed violence.
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

 • The ICRC engages with  
authorities and weapon bearers  
on the protection of education, 
including such issues as military 
use of schools, proximity of military 
positions to schools, security risks 
for teachers and students, as well 
as access to and from schools, and 
attacks on or incidental damage to 
schools.  

 • The ICRC advocates for access  
to education by vulnerable children, 
such as those who are in detention, 
unaccompanied or separated from 
their families, displaced, as well as 
those formerly associated with armed 
forces or armed groups, and children 
of missing people. 

 • The ICRC helps lift financial  
and material barriers to education  
for families. This takes the form, 
among other things, of distributing 
school kits, helping with payment  
of school fees, helping to set up  
incomegenerating activities  
and providing cash grants.

 • The ICRC works with school 
communities to strengthen the safety 
and security of school facilities  
and foster safe behaviour among 
students and school staff.  
Key activities in this regard are 
psychosocial support for students, 
parents and teachers, infrastructure 
rehabilitation, provision of water  
and electricity, and evacuation  
and firstaid training.

Safer schools project – Ein-el-Helweh Palestinian camp in Lebanon
 
The ICRC and the Lebanese Red Cross implemented a multidisciplinary project to 
make schools safer for children and teachers. It included the creation of new evacuation 
routes, rehabilitation work on the premises and delivery of risk awareness and safer 
behaviour sessions to children and teachers. 



INVISIBLE KILLERS

An unevenness in the ground, a rib
bon hanging from an olive tree or lying 
in a paddy field: often invisible, always 
innocuouslooking, landmines and other 
explosive remnants of war (ERW) are 
killers. A factor in all ongoing conflicts, 
these weapons leave a long legacy, often 
remaining in situ for decades after the end 
of a conflict. 

ERW do not discriminate between their 
victims – they can be adults or children, 
female or male. Girls and boys may find 
themselves in danger when helping adults 

with livelihood activities, or because of 
their natural curiosity, peer pressure or 
simply being in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. 

Those who survive a landmine blast face 
the prospect of a lifetime of disability, 
which, in itself, brings serious challenges, 
such as discrimination and poverty. Chil
dren can be victims indirectly, too. The 
sudden loss of a breadwinner, through 
disablement or death, can result in loss of 
access to education and health services, as 
well as malnourishment.
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

The ICRC’s activities are both prevent
ive and remedial, sometimes carried out 
directly and sometimes in collaboration 
with National Societies:

 • The ICRC delivers riskawareness  
and saferbehaviour sessions  
to inform communities affected  
by weapon contamination about  
the dangers and ways in which to stay 
safe. In addition, it trains teachers  
to deliver awareness training  
to children living in affected areas.

 • The ICRC assesses the barriers  
to adopting safe behaviour and works 
with others internally and externally 
to provide safe alternatives, such  
as building playgrounds, so that 
children have a safe space to play. 

 • The ICRC is actively involved  
in the development, promotion  
and implementation of norms of IHL 
that prevent and address the human 
suffering caused by mines, cluster 
munitions and other ERW. These 
norms include the AntiPersonnel 
Mine Ban Convention, the Convention 
on Cluster Munitions and the 
Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons Protocol V on ERW.

 • The ICRC operates and supports 
physical rehabilitation facilities  
for weapon victims and other 
physically disabled people  
in conflictaffected countries,  
to help them regain mobility and 
economic independence. 

Risk awareness through theatre performance in Ukraine

In the Donetsk area of Ukraine, children attended a folktheatre performance about 
awareness of the dangers of mines and the safety behaviours to adopt. Additional per
formances took place in a number of local schools and village cultural centres. 
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RECRUITMENT AND DETENTION  
OF CHILDREN 

CHILDREN ASSOCIATED WITH ARMED FORCES  
OR ARMED GROUPS
In situations of armed conflict, children 
may take part in hostilities. They can 
be used in a variety of roles: soldiers, 
cooks, porters, messengers, spies, human 
minedetectors, sexual slaves, forced 
labourers and even human bombs. They 
may be forcibly recruited or abducted, but 
many children join “voluntarily”. Serious 
social inequalities, separation from adult 
caregivers, lack of access to education 
and displacement are some of the rea
sons that may compel children to enlist.  

Children may also be tempted by the 
power and status seen to be enjoyed by 
weapon bearers. Avenging the death of a 
relative may also be a motive.

To ensure their obedience and to cut them 
off from their roots, children may be 
forced to commit atrocities against their 
own families or communities. Often, they 
face stigma or even rejection owing to 
their involvement in hostilities. 
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New beginning

“I knew that if I made it to the Transit and Orientation Centre, I would be saved.” After 
the death of his mother, and because he did not have any alternative, Ushindi* followed 
his father by joining an armed group in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. More 
than a year later, after his father had been killed, and, haunted by the fear of dying him
self, Ushindi managed to escape and reach the Centre. Along with 22 other children in 
the same situation, he’s receiving psychological support and vocational training. While 
waiting for the armed group to leave his village so that he can return, Ushindi is getting 
better all the time, far from the violence and constant fear he felt while with the armed 
group.

*The name has been changed to protect the identity of the child.

However, just because they may be per
petrators should never obscure the fact 
that they are victims, first and fore
most. Demobilization and reintegration 
of children is essential for the rebuild
ing of societies torn apart by violence. 
The first priority is to reunite them with 
their families and home communities, 
while keeping in mind they will probably 

experience psychological difficulties upon 
reintegration into society. They should be 
reintroduced into the educational system 
and helped to find employment through 
vocational training or incomegenerating 
projects. This is crucial to prevent them 
from becoming marginalized and thus 
vulnerable to being recruited again.

CRIMINAL RESPONSIBILITY OF MINORS
Children who have been recruited and who 
are accused of having committed crimes 
during armed conflicts should be regarded 
primarily as victims, not perpet rators, 
and treated as such. Their treatment must 
comply with international law and stand
ards for juvenile justice. States must fix a 

minimum age for criminal responsibility 
and no child under this age must be pros
ecuted. Overall, States should refrain from 
prosecuting children for merely associat
ing with an armed group, and consider 
granting them amnesty in such cases.
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

 • The ICRC actively promotes  
the principle of nonrecruitment  
and nonparticipation in armed 
conflict of persons under the age  
of 18 years.

 • The ICRC reunites demobilized 
children with their families and 
ensures followup, especially in places 
where the ICRC has exclusive access.

 • In their visits to children deprived  
of liberty, ICRC delegates make every 
effort to ensure that the detaining 
authorities respect the minimum 
standards, including adapted, safe  
and secure facilities. 

CHILDREN IN DETENTION 
Thousands of children are deprived of their 
liberty every year, including for alleged 
participation in hostilities or association 
with armed forces or armed groups. This 
can expose them to even greater risk and 
have lasting and damaging consequences 
for their future development. 

Children should be detained only as a 
measure of last resort and for the short
est appropriate period of time. If pos
sible, alternatives to detention should  
be implemented. When they are detained, 

special measures must be taken to pro
tect them, regardless of the reason for 
their internment or detention. Such 
measures include separating them from 
adult detainees (except where they are 
lodged with their families), ensuring 
direct, regular and frequent contact with 
their family, providing them with food, 
hygiene and health care appropriate for 
their age, arranging access to educational 
and recreational activities, as well as out
door space. 
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UPROOTED AND ALONE

DISPLACEMENT
Displacement linked to armed con flict  
– either within the same country or across 
an international border – has often ser
ious consequences on children’s physical 
and psychological wellbeing. During 
flight, particularly when it happens sud
denly, children are vulnerable to family 
separation. Many go missing or die during 
dangerous journeys, whether by land or 
sea. 

Internally displaced and refugee children 
are often exposed to the risk of being 
recruited by parties to the conflict – for 

example, if they live in camps that are 
infiltrated by armed groups – or becom
ing victims of sexual violence. When their 
parents have no alternative means to 
make a living, they may be sent to beg or 
to work instead of going to school, and 
so may face abuse and exploitation. Dur
ing displacement, people can find them
selves in situations where they have no or 
limited access to food, water, sanitation 
facilities, adequate shelter or health care. 
The impact of all of this on children is 
even greater than on adults. 

FAMILY SEPARATION
Deprived of family bonds, which are 
es sential for their development, un accom
panied and separated children are at 
heightened risk of neglect, exploitation, 
abuse or recruitment by parties to the 
conflict. For very young children, without 
the care and protection that an adult can 
provide, their survival may be at stake. In 
such situations, it is also not unusual for 
children to be propelled into adult roles, 
acting as “breadwinners” and becoming 
heads of families. 

The reunification process, when it does 
happen, might be difficult for children, 
as they have to learn new ways of relat
ing to one another and create a new fam
ily dynamic. Children are more likely to 
suffer mental health and psychosocial 
problems after a prolonged separation, 
particularly if they have been reunited 
with distant relatives or when the family 
is in severe financial difficulty.
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CHILDREN OF MISSING PERSONS
Family members may go missing in the 
context of an armed conflict or other 
situation of violence. This can be due to 
the effect of hostilities, displacement, 
forced disappearance or problems iden
tifying dead bodies. Their loved ones may 
remain unaware of their whereabouts 
for years and be left wondering whether 
they are even still alive. This ambiguity 
may impact their sense of identity and 

mark their entire lives as they take over 
the burden of the search. The disappear
ance of a relative has a serious impact on 
the wellbeing, health, living conditions, 
access to essential services and future 
chances of children. In addition, custody 
of children may not fall to the remaining 
parent. Children may experience negative 
rumours, harassment or stigmatization 
for having a missing relative. 
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Reuniting families in South Sudan 

In Juba, after more than one year apart, three children aged 4, 6 and 12 were reunited 
with their respective parents after being abducted from their village. The ICRC traced 
them and organized their safe reunification with their families. One of the mothers said: 
“We thank God that our children are coming back. We never thought it would happen.” 
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WHAT THE ICRC DOES

 • The ICRC has a mandate under IHL  
to restore links among separated 
family members, which it fulfils 
in close partnership with National 
Societies. It also carries out activities 
aimed at preventing family separation 
in the first place.

 • The ICRC helps restore contact among 
those separated by conflict, migration 
or natural disasters. To this end,  
the ICRC runs a dedicated website 
called FamilyLinks.icrc.org. Since 
2003, more than a million people have 
published their names and picture 
online with the ICRC, in an attempt  
to find relatives. 

 • The ICRC identifies and registers 
children who have become separated 
from their adult caregivers at the 
earliest possible stage, in order  
to be able to start the tracing process. 
In addition, it takes requests from 
parents whose children have gone 
missing. The ICRC also gives families 
the opportunity to communicate with 
each other by telephone, Skype  
or by exchanging Red Cross messages. 

 • The ICRC prioritizes interim 
arrangements – like foster families 
or, in exceptional circumstances, 
shortterm institutional care – while 
searching for parents. 

 • In the case of childheaded 
households, the immediate priorities 
are to ensure safety and provide  
food and shelter, as well as access  
to education and health care. 

 • The ICRC’s approach is comprehensive 
and inclusive of host communities,  
as well as internally displaced  
and refugee populations. In camps 
hosting the latter, ICRC teams provide 
safe access to essential services 
and integrate measures in their 
rehabilitation work to reduce the risk 
of sexual violence by, for example, 
installing adequate fences and lighting 
or ensuring that facilities for women 
and men are separate, secure and able 
to ensure privacy. 

 • The ICRC helps families of missing 
persons address the various needs 
resulting from having a missing 
relative. This may include  
the provision of incomegenerating 
activities or other support to overcome 
financial challenges, scholarships  
for children to enable them to pursue 
education, MHPSS activities, as well 
as legal and administrative support. 
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WHAT THE LAW SAYS

IHL aims to address the root causes of family separation. It prohibits forms of behaviour 
that may threaten family unity, such as forced displacement of civilians or direct attacks 
on them. When families are separated as a result of conflict, IHL seeks to facilitate 
contacts among family members and their eventual reunion, as well as the provision 
of appropriate care for the children who are affected. Under certain strict conditions, 
children may be temporarily removed from an area of conflict for their safety, but only 
in the company of persons responsible for their security and wellbeing.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child also seeks to ensure that separated or 
un accom panied children receive special protection and assistance, as well as ap pro
priate alternative care.
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We help people around the world affected by armed conflict and 
other violence, doing everything we can to protect their lives and 
dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with our Red Cross 
and Red Crescent partners. We also seek to prevent hardship by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and championing 
universal humanitarian principles. 

https://www.facebook.com/ICRC/
https://twitter.com/icrc
https://www.instagram.com/icrc/
mailto:shop.icrc.org?subject=
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