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Hundreds of thousands of children are associated
with armed forces and armed groups in conflicts around
the world. Girls and boys are used in a variety of ways
from support roles, such as cooking or portering, to active
fighting, laying mines or spying and girls are frequently
used for sexual purposes. This recruitment and use of
children violates their rights and causes them physical,
developmental, emotional, mental, and spiritual harm. 

The recruitment and use of children by armed forces
and armed groups has been a focus of international
attention and has been widely condemned, yet children
continue to be involved in adult wars and to become
disabled or die in such conflicts. While the release and
reintegration into civilian life of many of these children
has been supported through interventions and
programmes designed to assist them, others have
returned home on their own, often to face an uncertain
future and a further fight for acceptance from their family
and community. Girls in particular are likely to be
stigmatized and even rejected by their community if it is
known that they have been used by an armed force or
armed group and the rejection of their children may be
even more severe. Other children are encouraged by their
families and communities to participate in armed conflict,
despite the danger and harm this involves. Despite their
experiences, such children are resilient and can
contribute constructively to reconstruction and reconci-
liation efforts if given appropriate help, support and
encouragement.  

Background to the principles
Almost a decade after they were agreed, UNICEF

initiated a global review of the “Cape Town Principles and
Best Practices on the Prevention of Recruitment of
Children into the Armed Forces and on Demobilization
and Social Reintegration of Child Soldiers in Africa” (“the
Cape Town Principles”).  Adopted in1997, the Cape Town
Principles were the result of a symposium organised by
UNICEF and the NGO Working Group on the Convention
on the Rights on  the Child to develop strategies for
preventing recruitment of children, demobilising child
soldiers and helping them to reintegrate into society. The
Principles have obtained recognition well beyond this
original group to become a key instrument to inform the
development of international norms as well as shifts in
policy at the national, regional and international levels. 

The accumulated knowledge gained from wide
ranging and diverse experience in this field since 1997 has
led to a more community-based and inclusive approach.
There is a growing awareness of the multiple dimensions
of the use of children by armed forces or armed groups
and the complexities of dealing with the problem and
addressing root causes. Together with changes such as
the inclusion of recruitment of children under 15 years as
a war crime in the International Criminal Court Statute
and the development of jurisprudence in this area, these
factors prompted recognition of the need to update the
Principles and to increase their endorsement beyond
actors who specialise in children’s rights. 

An extensive review process was undertaken by
UNICEF together with partners involving seven regional
reviews, some including regional or sub-regional
workshops, carried out in 2005 and 2006. This led to
agreement on the need for two documents; the first a
short and concise document – The Paris Commitments to
Protect Children Unlawfully Recruited or Used by Armed
Forces or Armed Groups (“The Paris Commitments”) and
this second, complementary document The Principles
and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces
or Armed Groups (“the Paris Principles”), which provide
more detailed guidance for those who are implementing
programmes.  Drafting of the documents was carried out
in consultation with a reference group representing a
wide range of actors. Revisions were made to incorporate
recommendations made during a meeting held in New
York in October 2006 which brought together implemen-
ting organisations, experts and other interested parties
from across the globe. Broad political endorsement from
States for the Paris Commitments and Paris Principles at
a ministerial meeting held in Paris in February 2007.

Overview of the principles
Based on international law and standards and on the

original Cape Town Principles this document incorporates
knowledge and lessons learned and in particular
emphasises the informal ways in which boys and girls
both become associated with and leave armed forces or
armed groups. Taking a child rights-based approach to
the problem of children associated with armed forces or
armed groups, the Principles underscore the
humanitarian imperative to seek the unconditional
release of children from armed forces or armed groups at
all times, even in the midst of conflict and for the duration
of the conflict.

The Principles recognise that, in situations of armed
conflict, States and armed groups are the primary actors
responsible for the protection of civilians in their effective
control and that if they are unable or unwilling to meet all
of their humanitarian responsibilities directly they are
charged with enabling the provision of humanitarian
action by impartial actors.

The Principles are based on the following lessons
drawn from global experience in implementing program-
matic interventions to prevent recruitment, protect
children, support their release from armed forces or
armed groups and reintegrate them into civilian life:  
1.7.0 The precise nature of the problem and the solution
will vary according to the context. A situation analysis,
including a gender analysis, should inform and guide all
interventions;
1.7.1 Any solution should address the needs of all children
affected by armed conflict and incorporate activities to
develop and support local capacity to provide a protective
environment for children;
1.7.2 The protective environment should incorporate
measures to prevent discrimination against girls whose
use in armed conflicts is pervasive yet often unrecognised
and to promote their equal status in society;
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1.7.3 A long term commitment by all actors to prevent the
unlawful recruitment or use of children, promote their
release from armed forces or armed groups, protect them
and support their reintegration is essential;
1.7.4 The family including the extended family and clan
and the community should be actively incorporated in the
development and implementation of interventions and
activities, and they in turn should participate in finding
solutions. The inclusion of continuous advocacy to raise
awareness of the criminality of recruiting children
(including toward parents who “volunteer” the services of
their children). 

For solutions to be sustainable, child protection
needs to span humanitarian and development program-
mes, requiring a strategic, child-centred coordination
between civil society, humanitarian/emergency, peace-
keeping and development and reconstruction actors. In
order to address the underlying causes of child
recruitment, to address the fluid nature of most armed
conflicts and to address the need to take action for
children while conflict is still active, the preparation of an
appropriate strategic response, supported by adequate
funding, is required urgently as soon as children’s
unlawful recruitment or use by armed forces or armed
groups is identified as a possibility and for the immediate,
medium and long term. From the earliest possible stages,
development actors should also involve themselves in
strategies for the prevention of unlawful recruitment and
the reintegration of children into civilian life.

Purpose of the principles
These Principles reflect experience and knowledge

from across the globe and are intended to both foster
greater programmatic coherence and support and
promote good practice. 

Scope and target audience
The Principles were developed by, and intend to

affect the behaviour of, a broad range of actors including:
States (both affected countries and donor governments),
human rights actors, humanitarian actors, development
actors, military and security actors (state and non-state),
associated organisations including UN organisations,
other inter-governmental actors, national and inter-
national organisations and community based organi-
sations.  While some of these actors have a specific
mandate or role in relation to children, all have a role to
play and broad responsibility for the rights and wellbeing
of children associated with armed forces or groups. 

These Principles are designed to guide interventions
for the protection and well-being of such children and to
assist in making policy and programming decisions. The
principles aim to guide interventions with the following
objectives:
1.11.1 To prevent unlawful recruitment or use of children;
1.11.2 To facilitate the release of children associated with
armed forces and armed groups;
1.11.3 To facilitate the reintegration of all children
associated with armed forces and armed groups;
1.11.4. To ensure the most protective environment for all
children.

While it is recognised that no one set of ‘best
practice’ applies in all contexts, these Principles are
designed to provide a framework and bring together ideas
and approaches which have been used successfully
across the globe.  

The Principles should be used alongside other
resources; the UN Integrated Disarmament, Demobi-
lisation and Reintegration Standards (IDDRS) modules on
children, youth and gender provide comprehensive
guidance particularly in relation to those children who
enter a formal “Disarmament, Demobilisation and
Reintegration” (DDR) process.    

The Principles, as well as the Paris Commitments,
are also designed to assist States and donors in meeting
their obligations and taking funding decisions. Effort has
been made to ensure that the Principles are consistent
with relevant international law, notably legislation related
to the minimum age of recruitment. While recognising
that States have different obligations under international
law, a majority of child protection actors will continue
advocating for States to strive to raise the minimum age
of recruitment or use to 18 in all circumstances.  
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For the purposes of these Principles

“Child” refers to any person less than 18 years of
age in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of
the Child.

“A child associated with an armed force or armed
group” refers to any person below 18 years of age who is
or who has been recruited or used by an armed force or
armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to
children, boys and girls,  used as fighters, cooks, porters,
messengers, spies or for sexual purposes. It does not only
refer to a child who is taking or has taken a direct part 
in hostilities.

“Armed forces” refers to the armed forces of a
State.

“Armed groups” refers to groups distinct from
armed forces as defined by Article 4 of the Optional
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on
the involvement of children in armed conflict. 

“Recruitment” refers to compulsory, forced and
voluntary conscription or enlistment of children into any
kind of armed force or armed group. 

“Unlawful recruitment or use” is recruitment or
use of children under the age stipulated in the
international treaties applicable to the armed force or
armed group in question or under applicable national law. 

“Release” Includes the process of formal and
controlled disarmament and demobilisation of children
from an armed force or armed group as well as the
informal ways in which children leave by escaping, being
captured or by any other means. It implies a disasso-
ciation from the armed force or armed group and the
beginning of the transition from military to civilian life.
Release can take place during a situation of armed
conflict; it is not dependent on the temporary or perma-
nent cessation of hostilities. Release is not dependent on
children having weapons to forfeit.  

“Disarmament”2 is the collection, documentation,
control and disposal of small arms, ammunition,
explosives and light and heave weapons of combatants
and often also of the civilians population. Disarmament
also includes the development of responsible arms
management programmes. 

“Child Reintegration” is the process through which
children transition into civil society and enter meaningful
roles and identities as civilians who are accepted by their
families and communities in a context of local and
national reconciliation. Sustainable reintegration is
achieved when the political, legal, economic and social
conditions needed for children to maintain life, livelihood
and dignity have been secured. This process aims to
ensure that children can access their rights, including
formal and non-formal education, family unity, dignified
livelihoods and safety from harm.

“Formal DDR process”3 is the formal and controlled
discharge of active combatants from armed forces or
other armed groups. The first stage of demobilisation may
extend from the processing of individual combatants in
temporary centres to the massing of troops in camps
designated for this purpose (cantonment sites, encamp-
ments, assembly areas or barracks). The second stage of
demobilisation encompasses the support package
provided to the demobilised [adults], which is called
reinsertion.
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General principles

Preamble
All children are entitled to protection and care under

a broad range of international, regional and national
instruments. The most widely ratified human rights
instrument is the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the
Child. States have primary responsibility for the
protection of all children in their jurisdiction. A child
rights approach, meaning that all interventions are
developed within a human rights framework, should
underpin all interventions aimed at preventing
recruitment or use, securing the release of, protecting,
and reintegrating children who have been associated with
an armed force or armed group. Funding should be made
available for this programming, according to the rights
and needs of the children, irrespective of formal or
informal peace processes or the progress of formal adult
DDR processes.

Non-discrimination4

Discrimination may arise in various ways: on the
basis of sex, between vulnerable groups upon reintegra-
tion and between children who were associated with
different armed forces or armed groups or based on social
definitions such as ethnicity, religion, disability or caste.

Girls and their children: Pro-active measures must
be taken to ensure the full involvement and inclusion of
girls in all aspects of prevention of recruitment, release
and reintegration, and services should always respond to
their specific needs for protection and assistance.
Extreme sensitivity is required when seeking to identify
and assist girls in order not to increase the stigma
attached to their involvement and make their situation
worse. It is central to programming interventions that
attention be paid to the particular needs for protection and
support both of girl mothers and of children born to girls
as a result of their recruitment by an armed force or
armed group.  

Reintegration: Measures to secure the reintegration
of children into civilian life should not stigmatise or make
any negative distinction between children who have been
recruited or used and those who have not, nor between
children who have been recruited or used for temporary or
short periods of time and those who have been recruited
or used permanently or for longer periods of time. It is
also detrimental to all conflict-affected children if other
vulnerable children who have not been associated with
armed forces or armed groups are placed at a
disadvantage vis-à-vis those who have been so associated. 

Best interests of the child5

The release of children from armed forces or armed
groups, their reintegration and prevention of recruitment
and re-recruitment require priority attention. Actions in
this regard must not be dependent or contingent on or
attached in any way to the progress of peace processes.
All measures to assure the release of children, their
protection and the prevention of the recruitment of
children shall be determined by the best interests of such
children.

Prevention of recruitment, release, protection and
reintegration are interdependent and indivisible.  Efforts
to develop lasting solutions to children’s recruitment or
use by armed forces or armed groups, and to prevent its
future occurrence, should be inclusive of all children
affected by armed conflict and address other egregious
violations of children’s rights under applicable interna-
tional law or the national law of the countries affected. 

Children and justice

Treatment of those accused of violations 
of children’s rights

Those suspected of committing crimes against
children under international law should receive particular
attention in post-conflict or transitional justice mecha-
nisms. No amnesty for crimes under international law,
including those committed against children, should be
granted in any peace or cease-fire agreement. 

Treatment of children accused of crimes 
under international law

Children who are accused of crimes under
international law allegedly committed while they were
associated with armed forces or armed groups should be
considered primarily as victims of offences against
international law; not only as perpetrators. They must be
treated in accordance with international law in a
framework of restorative justice and social rehabilitation,
consistent with international law which offers children
special protection through numerous agreements and
principles. 

Wherever possible, alternatives to judicial procee-
dings must be sought, in line with the Convention on the
Rights of the Child and other international standards for
juvenile justice.6
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5) 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 3 (1).
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Where truth-seeking and reconciliation mechanisms
are established, children’s involvement should be
promoted and supported and their rights protected
throughout the process. Their participation must be
voluntary and by informed consent by both the child and
her or his parent or guardian where appropriate and
possible. Special procedures should be permitted to
minimize greater susceptibility to distress.

The right to life, survival and development7

Capital punishment or imprisonment for life without
possibility of release shall never be used against any
person who is proved to have committed an offence
against international or domestic criminal law while
under 18 years of age.8

Programmes and policies intended to benefit
children associated with armed forces or armed groups
should also be informed by a child development pers-
pective. This includes considering and addressing the way
children’s relationships with significant persons in their
lives have been affected by their experiences as well as
the way children’s experiences impact on their own
evolving capacities. A consideration of child development
will always include recognising the individual capacities
and resources of children in surviving and overcoming
their difficulties.

Children’s right to release from armed forces 
or armed groups

The unlawful recruitment or use of children is a
violation of their rights; therefore preventive activities
must be carried out continuously. The release, protection
and reintegration of children unlawfully recruited or used
must be sought at all times, without condition and must
not be dependent on any parallel release or demobi-
lisation process for adults.

Where there are formal disarmament, demobi-
lisation and reintegration (DDR) processes, special
provision should be made for children. The absence of a
formal DDR process, however, should not prevent
activities in pursuit of the release of children from armed
forces or armed groups. These actions may require or
include separate negotiations with armed forces or
armed groups that are unrelated to the broader agenda
driven by security reform or by other formal negotiations
processes. Where formal processes are in place, linkages
should be made to ensure coordinated and compre-
hensive support to the reintegration of children and their
communities of return.

Where armed forces or armed groups have
unlawfully recruited or used children, advocacy efforts -
undertaken in accordance with respective mandates -
should guard against the securing of advantages from
such unlawful recruitment or use during peace negotia-
tions and security sector reforms.

Participation and respect for the views 
of the child  

All stages of programme assessment, planning,
implementation and evaluation activities to prevent the
association of children with armed forces or armed
groups secure their release, provide protection and
reintegrate them into civilian life should include the active
participation of those communities concerned, including
children. The views of children in particular, as well as the
families and the communities to which children return,
should always be sought. 

Operational principles

Preamble
Children’s reintegration into civilian life is the ulti-

mate goal of the process of securing their release from
armed forces or armed groups. Planning for reintegration
should inform all stages of the process and should
commence at the earliest possible stage.  

Accountability and transparency 
Actors seeking to support the children who are or

who have been associated with armed forces or armed
groups and to prevent such association should ensure
that their actions are based on child rights and humani-
tarian principles, that applicable minimum standards in
programmes are met and that systems for accountability
are developed.9

All staff working with children must, as a condition
of employment, be informed of the requirement to be
familiar with and adhere to an effective code of conduct of
their respective organisations which directly or implicitly
includes the protection of children.10 Child protection and
other actors should disseminate these standards and
where possible provide training to partner organisations
and any other individuals or groups working with children
including volunteers, local community based or religious
groups. Mechanisms for monitoring and reporting viola-
tions and holding those responsible to account should be
established and used.11 Moreover, violations of these
codes of conduct that are also criminal offences under
national law must also be reported to the relevant law-
enforcement authorities.
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7) 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 6.
8) 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 37.
9) These include: The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief, 1994; The Sphere Handbook,
Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response; Interagency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated Children, ICRC 2004.
10) See, for example, ‘Keeping Children Safe: A toolkit for child protection’, by the Keeping Children Safe Coalition, 2006.
11) Further information can be found on http://ochaonline.un.org/webpage.asp?Site=sexex.



Context-specific programming
Strategies and programmes should be based on a

comprehensive analysis of the political, social, economic
and cultural context, informed by a gender analysis. The
comprehensive analysis should include threats, deficits
and weaknesses as well as opportunities, capacities and
resources. Such an analysis should describe the reasons
why children have or may become associated with armed
forces or armed groups and identify ways to address
them. Likewise, a comprehensive analysis should be under-
taken to understand the motivations and incentives of
those recruiting or using children. 

A thorough risk analysis should be conducted to
ensure that the children, families and communities
assisted by programmes are not placed at greater risk for
being part of any programme.

A regional or sub-regional approach should be
taken, especially where conflicts spill across international
borders, in order to prevent children’s unlawful recruit-
ment and re-recruitment into armed forces or armed
groups in neighbouring countries or conflicts and other
forms of violations of children’s rights across borders.

Capacity strengthening
Programmes should always build on, support and

develop regional, national, local and community efforts
and capacity to prevent unlawful recruitment or use of
children by armed forces or armed groups, support their
release and reintegration and protect all children.

It should be recognised that communities, parti-
cularly the women and adolescent girls, are often already
over-burdened. Efforts should always be taken to involve
the community in planning for programming to ensure
that it is adequately supported to care for children relea-
sed from armed forces or armed groups and to prevent
association with armed forces or armed groups from
taking place.

Funding and other support for the prevention
of unlawful recruitment or use and the release
and reintegration of children 

Funding should be made available to child protec-
tion actors as early as possible and independently of the
progress of any formal or informal peace process and
formal DDR planning. Funding should remain available,
regardless of the success or progress of formal peace and
DDR processes. 

Funding should be made available for activities in
communities benefiting a wide range of conflict-affected
children and reintegration activities should, so far as
possible, avoid maintaining distinctions between children
formerly associated with an armed force or armed group
and other children in the communities to which they
reintegrate.

Measures are necessary to ameliorate, as far as
possible, the negative consequences for children of
having been associated with an armed force or armed
group whether these are physical, developmental,
emotional, mental or spiritual. Reintegration is a long
term process requiring a long term commitment from
states, supported or assisted by child protection actors
and donors alike. Funding should, therefore, be available
for the time required to ensure full reintegration of
children who have been associated with armed forces or
armed groups. It should be flexible, enabling program-
mes to be more responsive to the expressed needs of girls
and boys and the needs for capacity-building of actors
involved in these activities. Reintegration programmes
should link at the earliest possible stage with other
development programs and actors to build the local and
national capacity necessary to provide longer-term
support to these children and their communities.

Coordination, Collaboration and Cooperation 
Communication, cooperation, coordination, information

sharing and transparency among all those involved – from
the community level to national institutions and interna-
tional organisations - in preventing the association of
children with armed forces or armed groups and suppor-
ting their release, providing protection and reintegrating
children are essential at all times. This must be done in
compliance with the respective mandates and working
modalities of those involved.

Actors implementing programmes for children who
are or have been associated with armed forces or armed
groups should coordinate their efforts by establishing and
maintaining an interagency group where inter alia: roles
and responsibilities are agreed and communicated,
respective modes of action are understood and respected,
possible collaborative action is planned, policy and
programme approaches are defined and protocols for
information sharing are developed.

UNICEF and its partners, working together with
government ministries and other bodies with a child
protection mandate, including child protection actors,
shall support relevant States by providing the required
technical and operational expertise and leadership in
decision-making and programme implementation in
prevention of unlawful recruitment, release, demobili-
sation and reintegration programmes for children.
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Confidentiality 

Information-sharing
It is essential for the protection of children and their

families that personal information relating to violations of
children’s rights including unlawful recruitment or use by
armed forces or armed groups be treated as confidential.
Inter-agency information management systems should
be developed and agreed between all actors imple-
menting programmes who are collecting information,
based on the need to protect children and to enable
effective action on their behalf. Confidentiality rules
applied by certain actors must also be taken into account.
Principles on protection of all data should be developed
and implemented and training should be provided as
necessary. All data stored by UN departments, funds,
offices and programmes must comply with the UN
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.12

Media coverage 
Inappropriate media coverage can place children and

their families at risk of physical harm and cause psycho-
logical damage. Media and publication principles,13 inclu-
ding a code of conduct for journalists, should be imple-
mented by actors working with children associated with
armed forces or armed groups to provide safeguards and
prevent placing them at risk, violating confidentiality
standards, and otherwise causing harm to the children or
their families. 

Ethical standards are also essential for researchers,
academics and any other persons who interview or work
with children associated with armed forces or armed
groups.
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12) UN ECOSOC Report of the Special Session of the Statistics Commission 1994 E/1994/29.
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There are almost always a significant number of
girls amongst children associated with armed forces or
armed groups. For a range of reasons, however, these
girls are rarely provided with assistance. While there are
commonalities between the circumstances and expe-
riences of girls and boys, the situation for girls can be very
different in relation to the reasons and manner in which
they join the armed forces or armed groups; the potential
for their release; the effects that the experience of being
in the armed force or armed group has on their physical,
social and emotional well being; and the consequences
this may have for their ability to successfully adapt to
civilian life or reintegrate into family and community life
after their release. 

From the planning stage onwards, through the
design of eligibility criteria and screening procedures for
inclusion in release and reintegration programmes and
informal release processes through to programming for
reintegration, monitoring and follow-up, actors should
recognise that girls are at risk of being ‘invisible’ and take
measures to ensure that girls are included and relevant
issues addressed at all stages. It is important that the
differences between girls’ and boys’ experiences are
understood and taken into account by all actors and that
programming for children who are or have been
associated with armed forces or armed groups explicitly
reflects the particular situation of both girls and boys.

Actors should establish the means to share and
learn from one another’s experience and expertise
including findings on research and outcomes of pilot
programmes for girls associated with armed forces or
armed groups.

Issues relating particularly or specifically to girls
are considered throughout the Principles.
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Children who have been internally displaced, whether
due to natural disasters or armed conflict may be at
greater risk of recruitment or use by armed forces or
armed groups due to reduced social protection and coping
mechanisms, discrimination on the basis of their displa-
ced status or their perceived allegiance with a belligerent
in the armed conflict. Additionally, the impact of lack of
economic, educational or other opportunities caused by
displacement also places refugee and internally
displaced children at greater risk of recruitment in armed
forces or armed groups. All actors must be sensitive to
these increased risk factors. Humanitarian access to
monitor the situation of internally displaced children is of
particular importance in addressing these risks. 

Children who have joined armed forces and armed
groups and whose families are displaced are at greater
risk of remaining separated from their families and
communities. Efforts to trace and reunify children with
their families once they have been released or demobili-
sed must be guided by the Inter-agency Guiding Principles
on Unaccompanied and Separated Children.  

Refugee children
Acknowledging their right to seek and enjoy asylum,

children who are seeking international protection,
irrespective of their age and sex and including those who
are unaccompanied or separated, must be referred to
available asylum procedures and assisted in gaining
access to asylum or complementary forms of protection
addressing their specific protection needs. Programmes
should be guided by the following legal principles:

States, recognizing the right to seek and enjoy
asylum, shall grant children who are seeking asylum,
including those who are unaccompanied or separated,
access to asylum procedures and other forms of
complementary protection, irrespective of their age. When
assessing their claims, States shall take into account the
development of, and formative relationship between,
international human rights and refugee law, including
positions developed by UNHCR in exercising its super-
visory functions under the 1951 Refugee Convention.  In
particular, the refugee definition in that Convention must
be interpreted in an age and gender-sensitive manner,
taking into account particular motives for, and forms and
manifestations of, persecution experienced by children.
Unlawful recruitment or use of children is one of the child-
specific forms and manifestations of persecution which
may justify the granting of refugee status if such acts are
related to one of the 1951 Refugee Convention grounds.
States should therefore give utmost attention to such
child-specific forms and manifestations of persecution in
national refugee status determination procedures.14

Children must not be returned in any manner to the
borders of a State where there is real risk, assessed on a
case by case basis, of unlawful recruitment or re-
recruitment or use by armed forces or armed groups or
participation in hostilities.

In the case that the requirements for granting refugee
status under the 1951 Refugee Convention are not met,
children who are not in their state of nationality shall
benefit from available forms of complementary protection
to the extent determined by their protection needs. The
application of such complementary forms of protection
does not obviate States’ obligations to address the
particular protection needs of the unaccompanied and
separated child. Therefore, children granted complemen-
tary forms of protection are entitled, to the fullest extent,
to the enjoyment of their human rights, while in the terri-
tory or subject to the jurisdiction of the State, including
those rights which require a lawful stay in the territory.

In line with the generally applicable principles and,
in particular, those relating to the responsibilities of
States with regard to unaccompanied or separated children
finding themselves in their territory, children who are
neither granted refugee status nor benefit from comple-
mentary forms of protection, will still enjoy protection
under the Convention on the Rights of the Child and other
international human rights norms and if applicable,
international humanitarian law.

Internally displaced children
The majority of children who are displaced during or

as a result of armed conflict remain within the boundaries
of their own country. They may be displaced with their
communities or families or be completely alone. 

The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and
the binding rules of international humanitarian law and
human rights law on which they are based should inform
all programmes and planning of programmes for children
and their families who are internally displaced. This
includes children who have returned from another country
but not to their area of origin, whether they were abroad to
seek international protection or as a result of being
associated with armed forces or armed groups.

States and internally displaced persons (IDP)
communities alike should be encouraged to recognise the
protection needs of internally displaced children who have
returned from being associated with armed forces or
armed groups – particularly where those armed forces or
armed groups acted against the State or against the
displaced communities, respectively. Intensive advocacy
should be conducted with States and displaced commu-
nities on behalf of these children. 

Advocacy with governments and local authorities
should remind them that children and their families may
often become internally displaced as a result of the threat
of the recruitment or use of children. These children and
their families should not be regarded as taking a
supportive stance to, or collaborating with either side to
an armed conflict.
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Children become associated with armed forces or
armed groups for numerous reasons. Many are forcibly
recruited; others “volunteer” because of their circumstan-
ces. While war itself is a major determinant, children may
view enlistment as their best option for survival for
themselves, their families or communities in contexts of
extreme poverty, violence, social inequality or injustice.
Gender inequalities, discrimination and violence are
frequently exacerbated in times of armed conflict. Girls
and boys may be seeking to escape gender-based
violence or other forms of discrimination. Successful
prevention programs will address the underlying causes
of recruitment, and efforts will be made to provide
alternatives to the dangers inherent in association with
armed forces or armed groups. 

A lasting solution to the involvement of children in
armed conflict will involve a comprehensive prevention
plan by States. This should include the ratification and
implementation of international treaties and the adoption
and enforcement of national laws which criminalize the
unlawful recruitment or use of children in armed conflict.
Legal reform should be accompanied by public infor-
mation campaigns on child protection laws and support
for community efforts to provide protection for children at
the local level. 

Successful prevention requires a collaborative set of
actions to be undertaken, broadly inclusive of all actors,
including multi-national peacekeeping forces where they
are present, relevant to the national or regional context in
which children are, or are likely to be, associated with
armed forces or armed groups. These actions should
include the application of international humanitarian law,
relevant human rights instruments and mechanisms,
practical measures to improve children’s safety, program-
ming that addresses factors that may encourage the
involvement of children in armed forces or armed groups,
broadly focused social mobilisation to make the use of
children in conflict culturally and morally unacceptable
and any other locally relevant measures. 

Effective prevention of the unlawful recruitment or
use of girls and boys includes safe attendance at schools,
prevention of family separation and early identification,
protection and reunification programmes for separated
children. Viable alternatives to joining armed forces or
armed groups should be available for children, including
adolescents. This will include educational and vocational
programmes, income generating activities, and access 
to livelihood opportunities. Child protection mechanisms
must be in place, including raising awareness on
children’s rights. However, as the gender context may not
support girls’ attendance at school, in addition to carrying
out certain domestic chores (walking long distances 
for water and firewood etc.) this may increase their
vulnerability to recruitment and requires additional
interventions to enrol and retain girls in school. 

Ratification and implementation 
of international legal standards

Advocacy and other programming with States must
be guided by the following: States should take necessary
steps to ensure that all relevant international standards
are ratified, respected and reflected in national law,
including:
6.4.0 The Convention on the Rights of the Child
6.4.1 The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the
Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in
armed conflict, which raises the minimum age for
compulsory recruitment into armed forces to 18 years;
exhorts armed groups not to recruit or use children under
the age of 18 and requires State Parties to take all feasible
measures to criminalize such practices;
6.4.2 The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the
Child, which establishes the age of 18 as the minimum
age for recruitment and participation in any armed force
or armed group; 
6.4.3 The two Additional Protocols to the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which set 15 as the minimum age for recruitment
or participation in hostilities; as well as the four Geneva
Conventions of 1949 which offer important protections to
children affected by armed conflict more generally;
6.4.4 The Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court, which states that conscripting or enlisting children
under 15 years into national armed forces or armed
groups or using them to participate actively in all kinds of
hostilities is a war crime. It grants the International
Criminal Court jurisdiction over this crime. By ratification,
States should import the proscription of recruitment of
children under 15 years of age into national legislation;  
6.4.5 The ILO Convention No.182 on the Prohibition and
Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms
of Child Labour, which defines forced and compulsory
recruitment of children in armed conflict as one of the
worst forms of child labour and obliges States parties to
provide and apply appropriate sanctions, including penal
sanctions;
6.4.6 The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees and its Protocol of 1967.

States should take all feasible measures to comply
with UN Security Council resolutions 1261 (1999), 1314
(2000), 1379 (2001), 1460 (2003), 1539 (2004) and 1612
(2005).

States should take all feasible steps to establish and
enforce recruitment procedures in line with the Optional
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on
the involvement of children in armed conflict and other
relevant international law. Recruitment procedures and
measures for implementation must include: 
6.6.0 Requirement of proof of age. Where documentary
evidence of the recruit’s age is not available other means
of verification - such as cross checking with other persons
and medical screening - may be required; responsibility
for establishing the age of the recruit lies with the
recruiting party;
6.6.1 Legal and disciplinary measures to sanction those
who contravene proof of age requirements;
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6.6.2 Legal provisions on minimum recruitment age requi-
rements should be disseminated to those responsible for
the conscription and enlistment of military recruits..

To further ensure that minimum recruitment ages
are respected, States, assisted by other relevant bodies
and others working for or on behalf of children, should:
6.7.0 Carry out a national awareness raising campaign to
disseminate information on international and national
laws, standards and procedures protecting children from
under-age recruitment;
6.7.1 Provide training on legal standards on minimum age
for relevant military personnel;
6.7.2 Implement a national birth registration system for
all children within the jurisdiction, including for refugees,
internally displaced and returnee children, and provide
identity documents to all children. 

Training on applicable standards should be provided
for armed forces both for senior officers and rank and file
personnel, and where feasible to armed groups. Any
training provided should include monitoring and evaluation
mechanisms to assess its impact.  

In line with their obligations under international law
States must take all feasible measures to prevent the
unlawful recruitment or use of children by armed groups.

Where feasible, governmental, inter-governmental
and non-governmental organisations, should offer support
and technical assistance to governments and to armed
groups, to enable them to comply with their obligations
under international law;

States and armed groups should comply with the
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement which
restate the existing obligations that in no circumstances
shall displaced children be unlawfully recruited nor be
required or permitted to take part in hostilities;

In situations where provisions have been made to
release children from armed forces or armed groups
pursuant to the conclusion of peace or cease-fire agree-
ments, mechanisms should be established to ensure that
the agreements are respected, that children are imme-
diately released and that no further unlawful recruitment
or re-recruitment of children occurs; 

Registration of all children within the jurisdiction of
a State is key to preventing unlawful recruitment or use
and to reducing the likelihood of children becoming
stateless, which in turn may make them more vulnerable
to recruitment or use.

Prevention in relation to refugees 
and internally displaced persons 

Children who are displaced as refugees or are
internally displaced whether in camps, with host commu-
nities or families or in urban situations can be particularly
vulnerable to recruitment. States shall take additional
measures to ensure the protection of displaced children
against unlawful recruitment or use. Where necessary,
States should take additional measures to ensure the
protection of displaced children with, where necessary,
the assistance of the international community, including
by the implementation of the following principles:
6.14.0 States must respect and ensure the civilian and
humanitarian character of camps for refugees and
internally displaced persons at all times;  
6.14.1 States have the responsibility to provide physical
protection to persons in camps for refugees and internally
displaced persons, which includes the prevention of infil-
tration in these camps by combatants;  
6.14.2 States should make all efforts to locate refugee
camps at a reasonable distance from the border, gene-
rally at least 50 kilometres, to maintain law and order, to
curtail the flow of arms into the camps and to disarm
armed elements and identify, separate and intern comba-
tants and to prevent cross-border recruitment;
6.14.3 Individual registration and documentation of
displaced children is an important tool for the protection
of children against unlawful recruitment or use, espe-
cially for unaccompanied and separated children. 

Monitoring and reporting
Systematic monitoring and reporting of the unlawful

recruitment or use of children by armed forces or armed
groups as well as other human rights violations against
children affected by armed conflict is an essential
protection measure; it additionally serves as the basis for
actions to pressure armed forces or armed groups to
respect fundamental humanitarian and human rights
norms and for actions to end impunity for those who
violate these norms.

Pursuant to Security Council Resolutions 1539
(2004) and 1612 (2005) the Secretary General UNICEF and
the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary
General for Children Affected by Armed Conflict (SRSG-
CAAC) are tasked with a lead role in the implementation of
a mechanism for monitoring and reporting on unlawful
recruitment or use of children and other egregious viola-
tions against children in armed conflict. They are tasked
with working alongside UN Peacekeeping forces and UN
Country Teams. They act in collaboration with local and
international NGOs, civil society actors and other
partners.15 The following guidance should guide the work
of monitoring and reporting mechanisms established
within the UN framework: 
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be submitted through the SRSG or the Resident Coordinator to the Office of the SRSG for Children and Armed Conflict and copied to UNICEF HQ.



6.16.0 Monitoring and reporting mechanisms should be
linked to, support and develop community efforts to
prevent the unlawful recruitment or use of children by
armed forces or armed groups and facilitate community
based outreach strategies; 
6.16.1 International and national organisations should be
informed of the provisions and available support to enable
them to conduct monitoring and reporting in a way that
preserves important evidence while reducing the risk to
themselves and any children;
6.16.2 Information on recruitment patterns and other
grave violations should be used to put pressure on those
who  recruit children to abide by the relevant law and
standards;
6.16.3 Where feasible, monitoring and reporting struc-
tures should document cross border recruitment;
6.16.4 Creation of inter-agency information management
systems, including databases, at local and sub-regional
levels where appropriate, should be considered by
international child protection agencies;
6.16.5 Country teams should decide collectively on the
establishment of monitoring and reporting task forces as
set forth in the Security Council Resolution 1612 (2005)
Response measures should be implemented by the
mission SRSG or the UN RC as appropriate;
6.16.6 Humanitarian assistance mapping and planning
should include the reality and risks of the recruitment of
children. The UN Office for the Coordination of Humani-
tarian Affairs (OCHA) should be involved in this work at
the earliest possible stage.

Monitoring and reporting at the national and local
levels, as well as the regional and international levels,
may constitute an effective means for preventing the
unlawful recruitment of children and obtaining their
release. International organizations, including UNICEF,
peacekeeping mission,  field presences of the Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights, and other mem-
bers of UN Country Teams, international humanitarian
and human rights NGOs, peacekeeping operations and
bilateral donors should, wherever possible, support
national and local level monitoring and reporting
initiatives, and other community-level initiatives.  

Independently of inter-agency mechanisms, States
should take all feasible measures to prevent violations
and ensure that perpetrators are adequately prosecuted.

The European Union Guidelines for Children and
Armed Conflict adopted in 2003 include a request for
monitoring and reporting of recruitment and other viola-
tions and abuses against children through European
Union Heads of Mission and outline actions to be taken.
Information gathered through the monitoring and repor-
ting mechanism can be used to request European Union
bodies to take action on children’s association with armed
forces or armed groups. 

Reports on the unlawful recruitment and use of
children by armed forces or armed groups should be
amongst those submitted to the Committee on the Rights
of the Child which monitors government implementation
on the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the
Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed
conflict. Information should also be shared with relevant
special procedure mandates of the Human Rights Council
as appropriate. 

Advocacy for prevention
Prevention strategies and programmes by gover-

nments, UN, NGOs and other civil society actors should,
wherever possible, be coordinated and effective
information-sharing mechanisms should be developed.
Where feasible, coordinated strategies targeting armed
forces or armed groups recruiting or using children
should be developed, and these should seek to involve
those – from the local to the international levels - who
may be able to influence the conduct of the forces and
armed groups responsible.

A range of actors should be engaged to advocate for
an end to the association of children with armed forces of
armed groups. They include:
6.22.0 Local human rights defenders, children formerly
associated with armed forces or armed groups, teachers,
organised civil society, parents, health workers, religious
leaders and other community leaders;
6.22.1 Government officials, military personnel, and
current or former opposition leaders may be effective as
advocates or negotiators in the context of actions to relea-
se children or implement prevention strategies, including
in neighbouring countries; 
6.22.2 Regional bodies such as the Economic Community
of West African States (ECOWAS) the African Union (AU),
Association of South East Asian Nations, (ASEAN), Orga-
nisation of American States (OAS), and the European
Union (EU)16 can play a vital role in advocacy as can strong
and influential individuals, including those exerting
authority at a regional level;
6.22.3 Neighbouring and other States can exert political
pressure on armed forces or armed groups who recruit or
use children, particularly when armed groups are based
in those other countries;
6.22.4 The International Committee of the Red Cross has
a particular role in relation to its mandate to protect and
assist persons affected by armed conflict and in
promoting respect for international humanitarian law;
6.22.5 Multi-national peacekeeping forces have particular
responsibilities according to their mandates for the
protection of civilians including the protection of children
against unlawful recruitment or use by armed forces or
groups;
6.22.6 Media personnel are frequently well informed on
the recruitment or use of children by armed forces or
armed groups or the impending risk of such recruitment
and can provide the information to enable advocacy. 
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States, national and international humanitarian and
human rights actors, religious bodies, and other civil
society actors are strongly encouraged to use all means of
communication to assert that using children to participate
in armed conflict is not acceptable. Establishing this
prohibition as an absolute social norm is a critical
dimension in making it a reality. 

States, national and international humanitarian and
human rights actors, religious bodies, and other civil
society actors should seek to limit the supply of arms and
other support to parties unlawfully recruiting or using
children in armed conflict. Control of the availability of
small arms and light weapons may be especially
important in reducing children’s capacity to participate in
armed conflict.

Children are more likely to join or be re-recruited
into armed forces or armed groups if they are harassed or
attacked or their rights are violated in any other way.
Advocacy should therefore also include demands for
respect of the humanitarian and human rights principles
during and after armed conflict. 

Prevention and education
Education provides opportunities to learn and, when

effective, gives children the skills and competence to
meet their needs, protect themselves and build hope for
the future. Access to education, including appropriate
education for older children, life skills and relevant
vocational training should be promoted for all boys and
girls including returnees and stateless, refugee and
internally displaced children. The following principles
should be considered to reduce the likelihood of
recruitment and use:   
6.26.0 Education should be free to all children and of good
quality;
6.26.1 Measures must be taken to prevent propaganda or
active recruitment taking place in or around schools and
to protect children in the school environment.

Building local initiatives
Programmes to prevent unlawful recruitment

should support community efforts and be context-specific.
They should be based on an analysis of the factors
underlying children’s involvement in armed forces or
armed groups, preferably in collaboration with local
communities and children themselves. Particular atten-
tion should be paid to those children most vulnerable to
involvement with armed forces or armed groups,
including adolescents, refugees, internally displaced
children, children living in conflict zones and occupied
territories and those who live in highly politicised
environments. Attention should also be paid to children
separated from their families (whether accompanied or
not) or in institutions, those living or working on the
streets, or in conflict with the law, and those who have
been subjected to sexual and gender based violence. The
following principles should be adhered to reduce the
likelihood of unlawful recruitment and use:

6.27.0 Risk mapping can identify areas where conflict is
concentrated, the groups at risk, the age of children being
recruited and the type of risks they face, as well as the
principal recruiting agents and tactics. Targeted
strategies should be based on this information. Any risks
associated with prevention activities should also be
assessed;
6.27.1 Understanding the attitude and motivations of
families and communities is vital; children living in highly
militarised or politicised communities or those where
violence is organised or commonplace may be particu-
larly vulnerable to recruitment; children often join armed
groups to support or remain with their families; 
6.27.2 Where communities view children as adults before
they are 18 years old, opportunities should be sought 
for involving the government and local communities in
reflecting on the need to protect children from the
dangers of participation in armed conflict and its negative
consequences;
6.27.3 Community and family efforts to protect children
from unlawful recruitment or enlistment should be iden-
tified and supported and where appropriate replicated;
6.27.4 Children and families should be involved in the
design and implementation of prevention activities.
Children who have joined up are best placed to describe
why they did so. Strategies can be created to reflect on
and address these issues, involving parents, children,
teachers and community leaders. The influence of parents
and other significant adults has been shown to be impor-
tant in preventing children from joining an armed force or
armed group;
6.27.5 Programmes should encourage the formation and
continuation of youth groups which bring young people
together, especially those from opposing communities.
Sports, music or drama or work on conflict resolution or
peace studies provide children with a positive alternative
to taking up arms and can also promote reconciliation.

Preventing the unlawful recruitment
or use of girls

General prevention strategies apply to girls in the
same way as to boys. Girls should be included in the
design of programmes as well as in monitoring and
evaluation of programmes to ensure interventions are
relevant and effective. 

Girls may join armed forces or armed groups to
escape sexual and gender-based violence, early marriage
or other harmful practices and exploitation. Programmes
should address these issues nationally and locally. They
should seek to promote gender equality and freedom of
choice for girls in line with international human rights
norms. Programmes should be developed to provide girls
with opportunities to develop skills and generate income
in non-exploitative settings.

The following issues need to be given special
consideration and addressed in relation to the prevention
of the association of girls with armed forces or armed
groups:
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6.30.1 Dialogue with armed forces or armed groups
should emphasize that the use of girls as “wives” or other
forced sexual relations, actual forced marriage, and the
use of girls for domestic labour or logistical support in
armed conflict constitute acts of recruitment or use and
can be thus contrary to fundamental human rights and
humanitarian law and standards if not also contrary to
national law;
6.30.2 Girls have an equal right to education irrespective
of their status as mothers or wives and girls’ lack of
access to education should be addressed;
6.30.3 Girls may be particularly vulnerable to forced
recruitment or use by armed forces or armed groups if
sufficient protection is not afforded, for example by having
to fetch water and firewood unaccompanied in conflict
zones. All possible measures must be taken to provide
effective protection in these and other cases.

Family unity
The family and community generally provide the

most effective protection for children. Every effort should
be made to keep children with their families or to reunite
them or place them within a family or community setting
where they can be adequately cared for and protected.17

Where families decide to send children away
temporarily to avoid recruitment, steps should be taken to
ensure that these are informed decisions, that, wherever
possible, children are consulted and that, above all, these
decisions are motivated by the best interests of the child.

Child protection agencies and other relevant actors
should work with governments in providing an urgent
response that supports family reunification and the
interim care of separated children in the context of armed
conflict or natural disaster. In particular, 
6.33.0 By providing children with registration documents
or at least name tags and teaching them their name and
place of origin;
6.33.1 When children have to be evacuated, inter-agency
guiding principles indicate: “Whenever possible, children
should be evacuated from their place of residence with
adult family members. Evacuating children without family
members should be a last resort, carried out only after it
has been carefully determined that protection and assis-
tance cannot be provided in place and that evacuation of
the entire family is not feasible;”18

6.33.2 An assessment of the motivation and capacity of
families to provide care and protection should be carried
out before unaccompanied or separated children are
placed with the extended family or in foster care; these
arrangements require monitoring to ensure children are
not neglected, abused or exploited;
6.33.3 In many instances, children’s vulnerability to
recruitment may be increased if they are in institutional
settings. It is preferable, therefore, that families and
communities are provided with adequate support to
ensure a protective environment for children, including
the capacity for monitoring. 
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Planning and preparation
At all stages, the planning and programming for

children who have been associated with armed forces or
armed groups should have the objective of enabling
children to play an active role as a civilian member of
society, integrated into the community and, where possi-
ble, reconciled with her / his family.  

Planning for programmes to support the release
and reintegration of children should commence as soon
as it becomes apparent or possible that there will be
children associated with armed forces or armed groups
and should not be dependent either on the progress of any
formal peace process or on any formal DDR process.
Actors working towards the release of children should
have agreed contingency plans in place to manage any
unexpected, rapid or large-scale release of children by an
armed force or armed group.

Funding for the release and reintegration of children
into civilian life should be available at the earliest possible
stages and continue after the cessation of formal adult or
child DDR processes. Preparations should include an
appeal for the necessary funding to support a programme
of adequate duration.

The situation analysis required in planning for the
release and reintegration of children associated with
armed forces or armed groups should include careful
attention to the circumstances of other war-affected
children and families in the areas to which they will return.   

Planning for programmes should emphasize commu-
nity engagement, involve children and the communities to
which they return, build on existing resources and take
account of the rights and aspirations of children, balanced
with community priorities and values. Assessments for
programme planning should also acknowledge the
changing roles, responsibilities, hierarchies and social
dynamics that may have occurred in a community as a
result of the disruption caused by the conflict in addition to
the skills and experiences children have gained and how
this will affect their reintegration process.

Preparation should include a strategy to meet the
needs both of children who enter a release process
and those who do not go through any kind of process but
leave armed forces or armed groups and either return to
their family and community or seek to integrate elsewhere.  

Protection of children who have been
associated with armed forces or armed groups

Children who leave armed forces or armed groups
by any means, including those who escape, are aban-
doned or are captured by an opposing armed force or
armed group or by multinational forces retain their
human rights as children, and relevant international law
and standards must be applied, inter alia:
7.6.0 No child may be subjected to torture or other cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment;

7.6.1 Neither capital punishment nor life imprisonment
without possibility of release should be imposed for
offences committed by persons below eighteen years of
age; 
7.6.2 No child may be deprived of his or her liberty unlaw-
fully or arbitrarily; 
7.6.3 Children who escape unlawful recruitment must
never considered deserters; 
7.6.4 All appropriate measures to promote physical and
psychological recovery and social reintegration must be
taken;  
7.6.5 All appropriate action must be taken to ensure and
re-establish family unity;
7.6.6 Unless contrary to the best interests of the child, all
allegations of violence, including sexual and gender-based
violence must  be promptly, thoroughly, and independen-
tly investigated and prosecuted and adequate and effec-
tive follow-up care offered to the child and her/ his family.

Many girls give birth during or after their time with
an armed force or armed group; the surviving children are
likely to face numerous child protection problems, so
other specific programmes should be developed which
seek to address the particular nature of the challenges
faced by these children as infants and as they grow up.
They are likely to suffer from health problems, neglect,
rejection and abuse or there may be custody battles with
the father or his family trying to reclaim the child. The
legal status of these children according to both domestic
and international law is likely to be unclear. Primarily, the
state where the child currently resides has responsibility
for ensuring that the best interests of the child are
protected. This will include registration at birth or as soon
as possible afterwards, the child’s right to its identity, a
nationality and its family and the right not to be
discriminated against.

Advocacy
All actors should endeavour to work together in

accordance with their mandate and respective working
modalities to develop a coordinated advocacy strategy
with the objective of securing the release and reinte-
gration of children, including a particular focus on girls.
Such advocacy should take place at all stages of a conflict,
based on continuous monitoring and information
collection. It should take place with all those responsible
for the recruitment and retention in armed forces or
armed groups, communities from where the children
were recruited and / or to where they will be released or
eventually integrated and with the children themselves.

Even when a collective or large scale release is
agreed, some children (particularly girls) may be kept
back and others may be reluctant to leave. Actors should
continue to negotiate with armed forces or armed groups
for the release of all children recruited or used unlaw-
fully, provide accurate information about the release and
reintegration process to children who remain inside
armed forces or armed groups, and also consult children
already released to find ways to communicate with and
encourage those remaining to leave.
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Where appropriate in and accordance with the best
interests of the child, direct and free access to all children
associated with armed forces or armed groups,
regardless of their nationality, should always be granted.
This should be done so, without hindrance, to those
relevant authorities or actors who have committed to
operate in accordance with the relevant standards and
who are implementing programmes to support the
release, protection and reintegration of children.

Armed groups
Based on their analysis of armed groups, actors

working to promote and support the release of children
should make contact with those armed groups who are
recruiting or have recruited children and affiliated bodies
where this can be done safely, in order to negotiate
commitments to establish a minimum age of 18 years for
recruitment or participation in armed conflict and to
release children in their ranks.19

In such contacts:
7.11.0 Rigorous adherence to the principles of neutrality
and impartiality are essential;
7.11.1 Actors should adopt a co-coordinated and trans-
parent approach to the extent their mandate ad working
modalities allow in order to agree on a common strategy
and ensure consistent communications. It can be helpful
for one agency to take a lead role when making contact
with armed groups;
7.11.2 Dialogue and negotiations should take place
without media coverage;
7.11.3 Formal agreements should be sought, and should
include mechanisms to monitor implementation;
7.11.4 Training and capacity-building on obligations
under international law relating to the recruitment or use
of children should be provided;
7.11.5 Training provided to armed groups should include
monitoring and evaluating mechanisms to assess impact.

Peace processes and peace agreements
The issue of the release and reintegration of

children should be included in all stages of any peace
process; where children have participated in armed
conflict, peace agreements and related documents
should acknowledge this fact.  Peace agreements should
include specific provision for the needs of children,
including the particular needs of girls and any children
they have or will have as a result of their association with
an armed force or armed group. Such provision should
explicitly include financial and other resources required
for programmes to support the swift and safe release,
return and reintegration or integration of children at the
earliest opportunity. There should be no liability for future
conscription for those who fought as children.

The release process
The transition of the child from a military environ-

ment and the first step towards reintegration into civilian
life begins with their release from armed forces or armed
groups. 

It is usually in the best interests of children asso-
ciated with armed forces or armed groups to go through
some form of formal release process where they can
receive support and assistance. Processes should be
designed to ensure that all children who wish to are able
to benefit from formal programmes. Concerned agencies
should therefore:
7.14.0 Design and conduct an information campaign so
that children, particularly girls, who are currently asso-
ciated with armed forces or armed groups, are aware of
their right to be released and the options available to
them;
7.14.1 Liaise with families and communities of recruited
children so that, where possible, they can inform the
children of their rights and options;
7.14.2 Advocate with armed forces or armed groups for
access to children to explain their rights and options.

At the same time, particularly for children (largely
but not exclusively girls) who do not wish to join such
formal processes, programming should develop commu-
nity based mechanisms where children can be supported
without being stigmatised. The following guidance should
be adhered to during the release process: 
7.15.0 Where there are existing governmental or other,
local, structures, these capacities should be incorporated
into programming and strengthened as necessary; 
7.15.1 Actors supporting the release and reintegration of
children must ensure that all those persons who will be
working with children are trained and supervised; 
7.15.2 Logistical and technical support should be organi-
sed in collaboration with agencies responsible for this in
the case of a formal DDR process; 
7.15.3 Actors should agree on documentation, data collec-
tion and storage (including databases) and information
sharing, with particular attention to confidentiality and
protection of sensitive information, especially vis a vis
parties to the armed conflict.

Where children had not been separated from their
families or communities, the release process should not
do so unless this is absolutely necessary for the protec-
tion of the child.
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Where it would enable children to more easily assu-
me a civilian identity, demobilisation or release papers
may be provided. Decisions regarding the provision of such
documentation should take into account the local context
and balance the help this may give to children against the
risk it may entail. Actors working to support the release of
children should agree, together with any formal DDR
coordination body, on best practice in this regard.

Eligibility for the release process
The “Definitions” contained in this document should

form the basis for criteria on deciding when a child is or
has been associated with armed forces or armed groups.
The criteria should be clearly laid down and communi-
cated to all who have a role in screening who should be
trained and supervised. The criteria must explicitly
include girls; armed forces and armed groups and other
actors must understand that girls, whatever their roles,
are eligible for release and must be included in formal
and informal release processes. Release programmes
need to ensure that programme activities support policy
level agreement to include girls. 

All children who meet the criteria and wish to do so
must be allowed to enter a release process.

All measures to ensure that girls see themselves as
eligible for release need to be taken. In particular,
information should be given that explicitly includes girls’
eligibility, and special vigilance given to monitoring their
release given the reluctance of commanders to allow this.

The release
The duration of the release process should be as

brief as possible and the safety and dignity of the child and
their need for confidentiality must be primary consi-
derations. Children should be rapidly separated from
adult fighters and handed over to an appropriate,
mandated, independent civilian process. Particular
consideration should be given to the particular situation
of children who are solely dependents of adult fighters
and of children born to adults or children who are already
in armed forces or armed groups. Formal or informal
release processes may take place in a centre or commu-
nity based environment. Throughout the release process,
the following measures are necessary:
7.21.0 Children should be accommodated at a distance
from adult ex-combatants with sufficient security to
prevent harassment or abuse; 
7.21.1 Measures to prevent sexual and gender based
violence and ensure safety  such as secure accommo-
dation, adequate lighting and separate latrines are
essential and girls and boys should be consulted to
ensure these measures are sufficient and effective;
7.21.2 Child protection actors and children themselves
should be involved in decision making throughout the
process;

7.21.3 Adequate time and appropriate personnel, inclu-
ding females, are essential in order to help children feel
secure and comfortable enough to receive information
about what will happen to them and to be able to parti-
cipate in decision making;
7.21.4 Wherever possible, staff dealing with children should
be of the same nationality and all communication and
information should be in the child’s mother tongue; 
7.21.5 Measures should be taken to ensure the cultural
diversity of the area is taken into account and to meet any
particular needs of children in relation to their ethnicity or
religion;
7.21.6 Original documentation forms should accompany
the child throughout the process;
7.21.7 Information should be provided to children explai-
ning that they have a right not to be abused by anybody
(including humanitarian and security staff) and providing
details of safe and efficient reporting and complaints
mechanisms they can use should abuse occur;

The release of children who are not
in their state of nationality 

While these Principles apply equally to the release of
children from armed forces and armed groups outside
their country of origin or habitual residence, their situa-
tion needs special attention. Upon release the child must
enjoy access to asylum procedures and other comple-
mentary protection. Refugee status determination proce-
dures must be conducted and the refugee definition of the
1951 Refugee Convention interpreted in a gender and
age-sensitive manner, while paying due consideration to
child-specific forms of persecution. For unaccompanied
or separated children, their degree of mental
development and maturity needs to be considered when
deciding how refugee status will be determined. The best
interests of the child should guide any subsequent deci-
sion on a durable solution. The provision of identification
documents to unaccompanied and separated children is
crucial regardless of which durable solution is deemed
most appropriate. 

Girls and the release process
From the planning stage onwards, eligibility criteria

and screening procedures for inclusion in release and
reintegration programmes and informal release proces-
ses should always recognise that girls are at risk of being
‘invisible’. Girls may often remain in the armed forces or
armed groups while boys are released due in many cases
to the view that as “wives” or in other domestic roles, girls
are not in the same category of “child soldiers” as boys.
This should also be a key consideration in any release
negotiations with parties to a conflict.  

7.23

7.22

7.21

7.20

7.19

7.18

7.17

21



If the conditions pertaining throughout the release
process are not explicitly inclusive of the specific needs of
girls, they will bypass the formal release processes, will
leave them prematurely to go straight to their
communities or will return to the armed force or armed
group. In order to increase the likelihood of girls
associated with armed forces or armed groups including
those who are pregnant or girl mothers accessing release
programmes and to ensure their needs are met, release
programmes for children should always be designed to
include the following:20

7.24.0 The presence of accessible female employees at all
times during the process;
7.24.1 Safe and private accommodation for girls where
accommodation is required, either at cantonment or
transit//interim care or any residential care sites, with
specific health services, including reproductive health care,
separate washing and toilet facilities, adapted hygiene
kits, and clean birthing kits; 
7.24.2 Measures to ensure the safety and protection of
girls in residential settings such as regulated access of
male former combatants to the sites, proper lighting and
regular surveillance and patrolling by security forces in
which women are a majority wherever possible and in any
event for girls’ areas;
7.24.3 Nutrition and health care for infants and young
children where necessary and support to girl mothers to
care for their children, where possible;
7.24.4 Education in parenting skills and mother and child
health for girl mothers or pregnant girls; options for their
future should be presented in a supportive environment;
7.24.5 Education and skills training that is unrelated to
girls’ reproductive status and made equally accessible to
girls who are or are not pregnant or mothers. 

Interviewing children
Children may need to be interviewed for a number of

reasons; to determine whether they meet the criteria for
eligibility for release programmes, to establish informa-
tion about their current circumstances and future plans,
to facilitate family tracing, for explicitly therapeutic
reasons or for forensic purposes. Interviews should never
be conducted to collect information for military purposes.  

Measures should be taken to ensure the safety of
the information gathered and a document control mecha-
nism should be established. The safety of the interviewee
should be considered paramount in information manage-
ment mechanisms. Information collected from interviews
should remain the property of the collecting organisation.

Throughout release and reintegration processes, all
children should be informed as to why information is being
collected, who will have access to it, and which steps have
been taken to ensure confidentiality. Children should be
kept informed about what will happen to them at each
step of the process.

The following measures should be put in place by
organisations whose personnel need to interview children:
7.28.0 Interviewing personnel should be clear about their
purpose and should concentrate on information required
for these purposes only;
7.28.1 Interviews should be carried out by personnel who
are trained in interviewing children;
7.28.2 Children should be interviewed by adults of the
same sex wherever possible;
7.28.3 Multiple interviews should be avoided;
7.28.4 Sensitive issues should be raised with children only
when essential and in their best interests;
7.28.5 Additional support should be provided as neces-
sary to children during and after the interview;
7.28.6 In all cases, psychological support should be avai-
lable to children before, during and after interviews;
7.28.7 Interviews should be conducted in private where
they cannot be overheard and confidentiality should be
respected at all times by the organisation collecting the
information.  

See section eight for principles relating to forensic
use of information gathered from children. 

An inclusive approach to reintegration
Children who have been associated with armed

forces or armed groups may be further stigmatised with a
narrow provision of benefits and support only to that
sector of children; community divisions and tensions can
be increased. Inclusive programming which supports
children who have been recruited or used as well as other
vulnerable children benefits the wider community. 

While the reintegration of children into civilian
communities should wherever possible be carried out in
ways that facilitate local and national reconciliation, it
should always be preceded by a risk assessment inclu-
ding a cultural and gender analysis addressing issues 
of discrimination and should be based on the child’s b
est interests irrespective of national considerations or
priorities.
7.31.0 Programmes should build on the resilience of
children, enhance self-worth and promote their capacity
to protect their own integrity and construct a positive life;
7.31.1 The participation of women and girls in program-
me development and implementation should incorporate
their views with regard to reintegration into family,
community and economic and political life;
7.31.2 Activities should always take into account the age
and stage of development of each child and any specific
needs.
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Programmes to support the reintegration of children
associated with armed forces or armed groups should
develop links with all programmes, policies and initiatives
which may benefit these children and their families either
directly, for example through local or national social
welfare programmes, or indirectly, through reconstruction
and rehabilitation of national institutions and other
development programmes.

Material assistance
Assistance at the release or reintegration stages

should aim to enable children leaving an armed force or
armed group to assume a place within their community
and standard of living comparable to that of other children
of the same age. Circumstances vary, and it should not be
assumed that all children who have been associated with
an armed force or armed group require direct material
assistance in order to reintegrate. While material assis-
tance and particular attention may well be necessary, for
instance, for children with disabilities or girl mothers,
inappropriate assistance can impede reintegration,
particularly if it is perceived to be rewarding children who
have committed acts harmful to their community.
Benefits in terms of services should be structured and
provided in a manner that does not either stigmatize or
inappropriately privilege children or place them at risk.
This is generally best achieved by providing support to
children, families, and communities. For example,
assistance might be provided to schools which enable
them to incorporate such additional children.  

Where reintegration will require appropriate material
and social assistance, appropriate planning involves
assessing how such children and their actions are regarded
by their respective communities, how long they have been
away and what they require in order to re-enter civilian life
in an age-appropriate stage of the life cycle.

Direct cash benefits to released or returning children
are not an appropriate form of assistance, as experience
has repeatedly shown. 

Family tracing
Family tracing, if required, should begin urgently

and contact with families and communities established as
soon as possible with a view to timely reunification or
placement of the child within a supportive protective
environment, ideally their family. Child protection coordi-
nation groups or networks should agree on a strategy for
family tracing, reunification and follow up of children and
ensure that it includes children associated with armed
forces or armed groups. Consideration should be given to
the mandate and experience of the ICRC with regard to
tracing and re-establishing family links in cooperation
with the national Red Cross and Red Crescent societies.   

Support for families and communities 
to which children return or integrate

The capacity of the family and community to care for
and protect all children affected by conflict should be
developed and supported from the earliest possible stage.
Dialogue with the communities to which children will
return or be integrated into should be initiated at the
earliest possible opportunity. 

As much as possible and when in the best interests
of the child, this should be done before release in order to
clarify their concerns and strengthen the community’s
understanding of their own roles and responsibilities with
regard to released children. Discussions should explore
any fears and prejudices towards returning children and
the potential for stigmatisation of such children and
should help communities understand that children have
suffered, that experience from other conflicts indicates
that children can, with appropriate support, integrate
effectively into civilian life, and that the children are the
responsibility of the community as well as the State.
These discussions should set the stage for community
initiatives to support the released children along with
other vulnerable children in the community. Staff capacity
should be developed to undertake such initiatives.

The stigmatization of children associated with armed
forces or armed groups is one of the greatest barriers to
reintegration and girls may be particularly ostracised.
Children are frequently perceived initially as troublema-
kers prone to aggressive behaviour or criminal activities.
The preparation of communities and on-going support to
communities needs to address these perceptions and to
help communities understand that the children are
primarily victims.   

Actors should advocate with programming partners
and with donors for the necessary linkages between short
term humanitarian assistance and longer term develop-
ment assistance which will enable the reintegration of
children. 

Children may be reunited or integrated with families
and communities that have suffered displacement,
disruption, deprivation, and loss of social cohesion as a
result of conflict. To enable children’s return and reinte-
gration, it is vital to prepare the family and community and
also to provide mediation and support following children’s
return. Work with families and communities should:
7.41.0 Identify and build upon ways of supporting long
term livelihoods within affected communities;
7.41.1 Offer economic support to families through income-
generating activities provided in such a way that financial
incentives are not the main attraction of caring for
children; 
7.41.2 Advocate on behalf of displaced families who are
dependent on external support to ensure they receive
adequate rations enabling them to support children who
are reunited with them;
7.41.3 Raise awareness of the problems that may occur
when children return, such as aggressive and rebellious
behaviour and drug or alcohol use;
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7.41.4 Emphasize the importance of families showing
children they are loved and cared for despite these
difficulties;
7.41.5 Encourage communities to provide mutual support
in dealing with problems and facilitating the formation of
constructive social relationships for returning children;
7.41.6 Support non-violent ways of managing conflict;
7.41.7 Encourage communities to realise that an invest-
ment in young people will support the long term peace
and security of the community, which may otherwise
suffer problems if reintegration is not achieved.  

A risk assessment, including on the basis of gender,
will indicate where it is likely that children will be feared,
become targets of hostility for having been in enemy
groups or be ostracised or neglected. In these cases,
intensive community sensitisation should be undertaken
before children return. Similarly, children who need to be
integrated into new communities or different ethnic
groups may require individual preparation and support.

Where children from different, opposing armed
groups are returning to the same communities, there is
urgent need for work on non-violent conflict resolution or
management.

Where children have been encouraged by their
communities or families to take part in hostilities, or are
regarded as ‘freedom fighters’ or ‘heroes’, actors should
encourage families and communities to remember that
the children are primarily children and are entitled to the
rights held by all children. 

Family reunification and family based care
arrangements

The majority of children should be returned to their
family and community or integrated into a family and
community environment as soon as possible after their
release from an armed force or armed group. The
principal factor for reintegration is for a child to be retur-
ned to or placed in a supportive and otherwise appro-
priate protective environment. Where it is not possible to
integrate them with their own families, alternative family
based care arrangements should generally be found.  For
some older adolescents, who may not wish to live as part
of a family, supervised and supported independent living
arrangements in a community setting may be an
acceptable alternative.  The following guidance should be
adhered to:
7.45.0 Institutionalization does not constitute reinte-
gration but is a short-term measure to facilitate release;
7.45.1 Local capacity should be developed to identify and
support alternative care/ fostering arrangements for
children and also to monitor the well-being and non-
discriminatory treatment of children placed in extended
family or alternative care/ fostering placements.

Supporting children in finding a role 
in their community

For some children, there may be positive aspects to
association with an armed force or armed group. These
children may be unwilling to give up new-found freedoms,
power, increased status and respect particularly from
their peers, remuneration, having a productive role and
the opportunities to learn skills. Girls and boys may be
reluctant to comply with traditional expectations or
harmful cultural practices or otherwise be determined
not to return to violence, neglect or abuse. 

Programmes should recognise and build upon the
skills and confidence that girls and boys may have
learned while associated with the armed force or armed
group. This will entail creating options and choices for
them, so that they are not channelled into inappropriate
or de-skilling training or livelihood options. 

In particular, adolescent boys and girls need to be
recognised for their particular capacities and resilience
as well as their vulnerabilities. Their full participation
should be included in the assessment, design and imple-
mentation of programmes. Engaging children in commu-
nity service and helping them enter respected social roles
are essential in breaking stigma and enabling children to
develop appropriate support networks in the community.

Reintegration and reconciliation activities should
recognise the need to redirect the potential of children
and young people in developing leadership and conflict
resolution skills and taking responsibility for their actions
including through participation in the rebuilding of their
communities and in peace building activities. Program-
mes that involve women’s organisations can be particu-
larly useful in this regard with girls who need both
positive role models and a supportive environment. 

Children with a disability and others requiring
particular support

Association with armed forces or armed groups
frequently results in children acquiring a disability. The
marginalisation and disempowerment which a child with
a disability may face in a stable situation can be exacer-
bated for child formerly associated with armed group or
force. S/he can face isolation and negative attitudes and
be at greater risk of abuse, neglect; s/he may be subject
to longer term psychosocial distress than another child.
The need to consult with children affected by a disability
prior to planning any intervention is particularly impor-
tant given that the needs and impact of disability can
differ from child to child. The following principles ensure
that the needs of children with disability are provided for: 
7.50.0 Needs assessments should include questions to
highlight the situation of children with disability; 
7.50.1 Data management systems (including monitoring,
reporting and follow-up mechanisms) should disaggre-
gate data by disability as well as age and sex; 
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7.50.2 Children with disabilities should not be treated
separately. Attention to their needs should be incorpo-
rated into ongoing programmes which should be adapted
accordingly;  
7.50.3 Structured activities in the community should be
designed to ensure they increase social inclusion and
mobility of affected children;  
7.50.4 Children with disabilities should be given oppor-
tunities to participate in planning and decision on matters
that affect them;
7.50.5 Advocacy and training activities should target
decision makers in communities and government and
humanitarian actors to raise awareness of the importance
of including disabled children in decision making processes. 

Other children who may require particular support
include those who have problems related to drug or
alcohol abuse, those who have serious health problems,
those who have experienced rape or other forms of sexual
abuse or those who witnessed or were forced to parti-
cipate in atrocities, as well as those children whose family
members cannot be found or who have died, those whose
family have rejected them or those who face hostility from
their family or community.   

These or other children may benefit from a period of
intensive psychological or medical support in the commu-
nity or through a period in residential care or another
supported environment. Any such plan should be firmly
rooted in the community, involve the family and commu-
nity, including children, where possible and consistently
be aimed at facilitating the child’s reintegration. 

In some communities, children are viewed and view
themselves as carrying bad spirits from their experiences
with armed forces or armed groups. Appropriate cultural
practices, as long as they are not harmful to children, can
be essential to a child’s reintegration and should be
supported. 

Interim care
Interim care for children who have been associated

with armed forces or armed groups is not universally
necessary for their reintegration; decisions about
whether to organise interim care centres should be based
on a careful situation analysis. Certain children may
benefit from a period in interim care and where possible
the needs of children should be considered on a case by
case basis. Except where it is contrary to the best inte-
rests of the child, for instance where children are ill or
have left their homes because of abuse or neglect,
children leaving armed forces or armed groups should be
assisted to return directly to their family as soon as they
have been through the release process.

Where interim care is agreed this should be for as
short a period as possible. The purpose of interim care is
to provide care and protection for children while tracing is
carried out and other durable solutions are being
identified. Where interim care is necessary, it should be
part of a community based programme to facilitate the
return of children to their communities and to promote
the protection of conflict affected children in general.
Interim care may include placement in a foster family, an
institution, or other supported care arrangements in the
community. Institutional care is not an alternative to the
development of adequate services in the community. In
the case of all such arrangements criteria and standards
must be developed and agreed, a code of conduct must be
implemented and all interim care arrangements must be
carefully monitored.21

Children who were not separated from family
or community

Some children associated with armed forces or
armed groups remain with their family and community or
maintain close ties. The children may be used by an armed
force or an armed group with community support and
involvement. In these circumstances reintegration entails
the reorientation of children towards civilian life. Key steps
are to work with affected children and their families and
communities to change attitudes which promote children’s
involvement and also to provide alternatives that enable
transition to a civilian mode of living.

Prevention of re-recruitment
Re-recruitment is a particular danger for children

who have been released from armed forces or armed
groups during armed conflict and those who have
remained with their communities while being part of an
armed force or armed group. Actors should work with
these children, their families and communities as well as
the armed force or armed group in order to find a solution
to their care and protection needs. This may include short
term foster care with other families.

Ongoing monitoring and, as necessary, intervention
should be provided to ensure that the chain of command
between children and armed forces or armed groups is
broken and children are not vulnerable to re-recruitment.
The following guidance should be adhered to prevent 
re-recruitment:
7.58.0 Demobilisation sites or assembly areas should be
sufficiently far from the conflict zones to ensure security;
7.58.1 Children should be reunited with their family or
placed within a protective community-based environment
as soon as possible; 
7.58.2 Adequate, appropriate assistance is necessary to
enable genuine reintegration;
7.58.3 Children should be informed of their right not to be
recruited in any way.
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The reintegration of girls
Girls face specific consequences from their time in

armed forces or armed groups. The stigma facing girls is
fundamentally different in kind – it lasts much longer, is
critically more difficult to reduce and is more severe.
Essentially, many girls will have lost their “value” as
perceived by the community including in relation to
marriage. Programmes should seek to establish positive
values for the girls in their communities and families. In
addition, a girl will often have to deal with residual
relationships or feelings for her captor, as he may be both
her “husband” and the father of her child or children. In
appropriate circumstances, girls should be consulted and
counselled about whether they wish to recognise or reject
the relationship they had with a member of the armed
group or force.  

Programmes to assist girls associated with armed
forces or armed groups need to strike a careful balance
between seeking to identify them in order to ensure their
particular needs are met and not stigmatizing them
further. The key to any intervention is to consult with and
be led by those affected - many of the following
suggestions have come from girls associated with armed
forces or armed groups.22

Extensive community dialogue and mediation is
needed to support girls’ reintegration. Key messages are
that girls, especially those who are pregnant or girl
mothers need the support of their family and community.
Strategies should enable girls’ acceptance through steps
such as conducting traditional rituals, making repa-
rations, providing health care and livelihoods support, and
developing links with women’s groups.  

Some girls associated with armed forces or armed
groups and girl mothers in particular may require a
period of intensive, additional or lengthier support during
reintegration. Although only a minority of girls may need
residential care, most will benefit from family or commu-
nity support for purposes of healing and adjustment,
medical care, learning parenting and vocational skills,
and the development of community support networks.  

Girls may be viewed as an additional burden on their
family and without value in terms of their potential to be
married. With little hope of earning an income and limited
opportunity to participate in educational and vocational
training programmes without financial support or child
care, girls may become depressed and isolated from their
peers and wider community. Specialised, culturally appro-
priate responses should be identified or developed for
those girls who have become depressed and even
suicidal. Long term support may be necessary. 

Families may expect girls to provide an income,
which may result in them being sexually exploited. Girls
need to be protected from such exploitation through
advocacy with communities, educational and vocational
skills training and the provision of alternative economic
strategies.

Links should be established and maintained with
existing women’s groups, as social activities reduce the
girls’ isolation and promote their well-being. 

Communities may need support in adjusting to girls
who have learned non-traditional skills and have develo-
ped non-traditional expectations. 

Not all girls wish to return to their previous commu-
nity. Where girls prefer to live in urban centres in order to
be invisible and to earn money, they need to be supported
to ensure that they make choices in line with their best
interests and that they can still access education and
skills training. 

Health 
Children who have been associated with armed

forces or armed groups are likely to have a variety of
health-related needs that may be apparent immediately
or may emerge over time. Disability, lower limb problems
for children who have portered and sensory problems for
children who have fired guns, pathologies resulting from
sexual and gender based violence and drug and alcohol
dependency are amongst those that require generalised
as well as specialist treatment. The rebuilding of health
infrastructure is necessary for these children and other
vulnerable children such as mines victims as well 
as being positive for the entire community. Linkages
between release and reintegration processes and existing
programmes for dealing with children’s health needs
should be developed.

The following principles should apply to health
programming for children at the release or reintegration
stages:
7.69.0 As soon as possible during the release process, all
children should undergo assessment of their physical
health including nutritional screening, and receive treat-
ment or referral on to specialist services as necessary.
Principles should be developed to ensure that screening
identifies medical problems relating to the children’s
recruitment or use and that all clinically serious medical
needs are addressed;
7.69.1 Health care facilities should be made available
immediately continuously through the release and
reintegration stages; 
7.69.2 Health education, including in relation to repro-
ductive health, is an important aspect of health care and
should be provided to all children;
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7.69.3 Reproductive health responses should be based on
a thorough cultural analysis of gender relations, in order
to ensure the most effective response; 
7.69.4 Outreach programmes through facilities such as
health centres and schools are essential to improve
access for children, particularly girls, who have been
recruited or used by armed forces or armed groups.
Existing staff in these facilities can be trained;
7.69.5 Female and male health workers should be trained
in dealing with children who have been used by armed
forces or armed groups and respect the basic principles
of confidentiality.

Specific responses and follow up are required for
children likely to be infected with HIV, testing for which
must be voluntary and the results of which must be
confidential.23

Appropriate responses should be developed to meet
the particular needs of girls including those who are
pregnant or child mothers and their children; health care
should be provided with a mother and child perspective.

In many contexts, girls who have been associated
with armed forces or armed groups are highly likely to
have been subjected to gender based violence (GBV),
including sexual violence. Boys can also be subjected to
such violence. The provision of support services (inclu-
ding health, psychosocial and legal support) to survivors
of GBV should follow international guiding principles of
respect, dignity, non-discrimination, safety, security and
the best interests of the survivor. In particular:
7.72.0 Programmes should include measures to deal with
the physical impact of GBV on survivors, such as including
injury, reproductive health problems including infertility,
fistula and sexually transmitted infections, as well as the
risks and results of early pregnancy and induced abortion
or miscarriage or birth without adequate medical care;
7.72.1 Medical facilities should (where possible) provide
clinical management of rape24 and deal in a sensitive
manner with the consequences (sexually transmitted infec-
tions, attempted abortions etc). Other services available
should include pregnancy testing, and management of
pregnancy including management of induced abortion,
safe termination, and provision of antenatal and postnatal
care. Staff dealing with GBV must be fully trained and
aware of child-friendly assessment and interview protocols;
7.72.3 Any programme offering girls access to medical
facilities for GBV should also link in with girls or women’s
groups to ensure emotional support is available to
address the psychosocial impact of GBV, including
stigma, discrimination and depression;
7.72.4 Access to legal services should also be available to
survivors, including as part of the health care response.

Psychosocial aspects  
Psychosocial support should be incorporated into

the release process at the earliest stages and into all
stages of reintegration programming to assist children,
families and communities in developing and building their
strengths and resilience and involving them actively in
their own recovery. Encouraging and facilitating children’s
active participation in developing responsive and sensitive
activities and programmes is central to reducing their
vulnerability and increasing their resilience. 

Psychosocial support should focus on identifying
and addressing any obstacles to the ability to develop an
appropriate social role and engage in culturally expected
social relationships. 

Agencies and donors concerned with programming
for the release and reintegration of children associated
with armed forces or armed groups should make use of
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s Guidance on
Psychosocial Support.25 The following principles should
inform approaches to psycho-social support:
7.75.0 The development of strong networks of peer
support through youth groups or other community based
programmes such as girls’ clubs can allow young people
to work together to solve problems, develop social compe-
tencies appropriate to civilian life and define their roles
and responsibilities in their community;
7.75.1 Culturally appropriate approaches to assisting
children with emotional and behavioural problems should
be identified and assessed. Programmes should include
recreational activities in order to promote development
and well being, enable recovery, and to replace the mili-
tary mentality with the community spirit needed to rebuild
communities and support reconciliation;
7.75.2 It should not be assumed that all children asso-
ciated with an armed force or armed group are trau-
matised -  practical concerns such as identifying edu-
cation or livelihood opportunities may be the priority for
many children; 
7.75.3 Referral support should be available for children
who have been severely affected. Actors should avoid
assumptions about which children may be most affected
and which sets of violations will result in children
becoming severely affected; 
7.75.4 The provision of a safe and supportive environment
where children are kept fully informed about what is going
to happen and where health and other basic needs can be
met is fundamental to psychosocial well being;
7.75.5 Children should be allowed the opportunity to talk
individually or in a group about their future or about past
experiences, if they wish to do so. There should not be an
expectation that children have to “open up” and counsel-
ling should not be forced on them. Most children benefit
from a sensitive combination of traditional approaches
and opportunities for supportive conversations;
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7.75.6 Programmes should acknowledge that girls’ and
boys’ experiences may be very different and that their psy-
chosocial needs will reflect their differential experiences;
7.75.7 Programmes should acknowledge that children’s
experiences will vary according to their age and level of
responsibilities within the armed force or armed group and
that this will have an impact on their psychosocial needs.

Trained staff members should be available to provide
psychosocial assistance to children who have been sub-
jected to sexual violence. Such violations are likely to have
a profound and long lasting impact on their capacities for
social relations and reintegration into the community.

Reintegration, education, vocational 
and skills training and livelihoods 

Education, vocational and skills training and / or
opportunities to support their own and their family’s
livelihoods are essential elements for reintegration.
Reintegration programmes should allow and encourage
access for all groups, including children who need child
care facilities. This support should be free, available on a
part time as well as full time basis, and include informal
as well as formal assistance. Children who participate
should receive food whilst they are there and the hours
should be flexible to allow for other commitments.
Approaches to providing support of this kind should be
adapted according to the child’s age, experiences, and
circumstances. 

Educational activities should take into account the
children’s lost educational opportunities, their age and
stage of development, their experiences with armed
forces or armed groups and the potential to promote
psychosocial well being, including a sense of self worth.
Children with disability should be included in educational
activities with their peers.

Educational and skills training should recognise that
many children who were associated with armed forces or
armed groups, while missing years of education, have
learned other skills and competencies that they do not
want to lose and which can be useful in civilian society. 

Accelerated learning programmes suitable for adoles-
cents who have missed years of school should be compa-
tible with and recognised by the formal system of education.

Alternative forms of education such as adult literacy
classes or evening classes should be offered to children
who cannot or do not wish to enter the formal educational
system.

Access to education or training programmes is likely
to be even more difficult for girls than for boys for a variety
of reasons including cultural expectations, poverty, and
the need for girls to earn a livelihood, work at home, or
look after children. Training programmes should include
but not be restricted to occupations considered suitable
for girls to enable subsequent income generation while
building on the skills and abilities they have developed
while with the armed force or armed group.  

Provision should be made for relevant vocational
training and opportunities for employment, suitable for
the needs of all girls and boys including those with
disabilities. The following guidance should be adhered to: 
7.83.0 An adequate technical analysis of the livelihood
systems, market opportunities, and household economies
in the places to which children are returning should be
used to develop economically relevant training,
alternative forms of education, and opportunities for
economic reintegration;
7.83.1 Actors supporting  children’s reintegration should
coordinate their work,  learn from each other, develop
joint programmes, ensure appropriate referrals to those
having particular expertise in income generation and
vocational training and take measures to avoid variations
in the benefits of their respective programmes;
7.83.2 Consultation with communities should develop
local programmes such as collective initiatives that
benefit small groups of children and the community they
return to;
7.83.3 Training in very basic business skills is also needed
to prepare children to keep accounts and handle money; 
7.83.4 Young people with no previous work experience
should be offered apprenticeship and/or ‘on-the-job’
training opportunities;
7.83.5 Children who need to earn a living immediately
upon return to their family and community should have
opportunities to do so while they obtain professional
training and/or an improved education. For example, the
sale of some objects produced in the training phase could
allow them to purchase the tools they need for future
work. In some circumstances, limited materials can be
provided as start up support;
7.83.6 Life skills training – including civic education, paren-
ting skills, rights at work and home, prevention of HIV/AIDS,
and education to counter interpersonal violence – should
also be part of all programmes designed for young
people; 
7.83.7 Life skills programming should be sensitive to the
particular challenges faced by girls upon reintegration. It
should allow both girls and boys to acquire a greater
understanding of the challenges faced by the other and
foster positive gender relationships;  
7.83.8 Providing children with opportunities to begin to
learn or relearn skills such as non-violent conflict
resolution and anger management can be very helpful to
children who have learnt to use violence and aggression
in their everyday lives;
7.83.9 Training programmes for girls should take into
account child care and meet other needs while training,
such as flexible training schedules. 

Care must be taken that vocational or skills training
programmes do not support or lead to exploitation of
children or child labour. Work and education should be
balanced.
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These principles should be referred to when
monitoring and reporting on the treatment of children
within various justice mechanisms, including transitional
justice and truth commissions. They should form the
basis of advocacy with national and international
institutions and bodies on the treatment of children who
have been associated with armed forces or armed groups.

Ending the culture of impunity 
Ending impunity for those responsible for unlawfully

recruiting or using children in armed conflict, and the exis-
tence of mechanisms to hold such individuals to account
can serve as a powerful deterrent against such violations. 

National justice mechanisms and the adoption and
implementation of laws to uphold international law, as
well as international or hybrid tribunals to address
violations of humanitarian and human rights law should
be supported at all times. 

Advocacy should be directed at states to ratify the
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court and to
adopt its provisions in national law. 

All feasible measures should be taken to protect the
rights of child witnesses and victims who may be called
upon to provide evidence of any sort against or on behalf
of alleged perpetrators of crimes against them or others.
In no circumstances should the provision of services or
support be dependent on a child’s full participation in
justice mechanisms.

States should ensure that perpetrators of violence
against children associated with armed forces or armed
groups, including sexual violence against girls are
prosecuted, either through national legislation or through
the International Criminal Court.

The treatment of children within justice
mechanisms 

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court states that the Court shall have no jurisdiction over
any person who was under 18 at the time of the alleged
commission of a crime. Children should not be prosecuted
by an international court or tribunal.   

Children who have been associated with armed
forces or armed groups should not be prosecuted or
punished or threatened with prosecution or punishment
solely for their membership of those forces or groups.

Children accused of crimes under international or
national law allegedly committed while associated with
armed forces or armed groups are entitled to be treated in
accordance with international standards for juvenile justice.

All relevant international laws and standards must
be respected, with due consideration to the defendants’
status as children; moreover:
8.9.0 Alternatives to judicial proceedings should be
sought for children at the national level;

8.9.1 If national judicial proceedings take place, children
are entitled to the highest standards of safeguards
available according to international law and standards
and every effort should be made to seek alternatives to
placing the child in institutions.

Where large numbers of people are facing criminal
proceedings as a result of armed conflict, the processing
the cases of children and of mothers who have children
with them in detention should take priority.

Children associated with armed forces or armed
groups who return to communities without undergoing any
judicial or other proceedings should be closely monitored to
ensure that they are not treated as scapegoats or subjected
to any processes or mechanisms that contravene their rights.

Information management
Information should be gathered from children only

in a manner that respects their rights and protects
against causing additional distress to the child.  It should
be regarded as confidential.   

Material drawn from information gathered from chil-
dren might be shared for the purposes of supporting justice
mechanisms that are themselves designed in a way that
respects children's rights and does not cause distress to the
child, as long as the material so disclosed does not identify
particular children. Specific information gathered from
children should in general only be disclosed upon a court
order and in responding to such an order all efforts should be
made to secure a further court order ensuring that the
information will be treated in a way that respects children's
rights and does not cause distress to the child. Note that
certain organisations, including United Nations organisations
and the ICRC, are afforded broad immunities from, among
other things, court orders, though they are generally
expected to cooperate in the proper administration of justice.

Truth-seeking and reconciliation mechanisms  
Where truth-seeking and reconciliation mechanisms

are established, and where the involvement of children is
supported and promoted, all feasible measures shall be
taken to protect the rights of children throughout the
process, in accordance with international human rights
and legal standards. 

All children who take part in these mechanisms,
including those who have been associated with armed
forces or armed groups should be treated equally as
witnesses or as victims.  

Children’s participation in these mechanisms must
be voluntary. No provision of services or support should
be dependent on their participation in these mechanisms.

Civil proceedings  
Specific issues that only emerge over time, such as

land and property rights, have presented major obstacles
to the reintegration of children in some contexts. Where
necessary, children must be represented and assisted in
the appropriate fora. 
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Monitoring and follow-up of children are essential to
ensure long term reintegration, the protection and
upholding of rights and benefits, to prevent re-recruitment,
and to identify and respond appropriately to children who
experience serious difficulties with reintegration.  In order
to be effective, the community, including children formerly
associated with armed forces or armed groups and other
children affected by armed conflict, should be involved in
planning the criteria and process for follow-up. Local
capacity should be supported or developed to provide long
term monitoring, support and intervention if children are
felt to be at significant risk. 

Actors should be alert to the possibility that indivi-
dually focused monitoring may have for stigmatising
children and take adequate measures to avoid this
happening. 

The community as described above should also be
involved in deciding at which point a child can be consi-
dered to be successfully reintegrated into civilian life. 

Such monitoring and decision-making should
include and link local leaders, mechanisms and struc-
tures with relevant national and sub-regional mechanisms. 

Girls may require a longer period of follow-up than
boys or different approaches. Girl mothers will need to be
supported in both the emotional and practical challenge
of being in a mothering role and provided with appropriate
options in a supportive environment.
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Programmes to prevent recruitment of children and
to protect, release and reintegrate them should be jointly
and constantly monitored and evaluated with communi-
ties. Children, particularly girls, who have been associa-
ted with armed forces or armed groups, should be invol-
ved in the monitoring and evaluation of initiatives aimed at
supporting them. 

All actors working to support children’s reinte-
gration should develop common approaches and inform
children of the nature of support available. There should
be no discrimination based on age, gender, political or
religious, affiliation26 race or ethnicity or on the nature or
the level of the child's involvement in the armed forces or
armed groups.
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26) In accordance with the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 2.




