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1. The event 

On 29 April 2021, Fight for Humanity and Independent Diplomat co-organized a webinar on the 

prevention of recruitment of children by non-state armed actors and the link to peace. Five panelists 

including experts on children and armed conflict, diplomats, and representatives from non-state 

armed actors from Mali and Sudan discussed the challenges and progress made to protect children 

from use and recruitment in conflict. This event, the fifth edition of Fight for Humanity’s webinar 

series, was sponsored by Permanent Mission of Belgium to the UN in Geneva, Permanent Mission of 

the Principality of Liechtenstein to the UN in Geneva and United Kingdom Mission to the UN in Geneva 

and was attended by more than 130 participants.  

Introduction & Moderation: Guillaume Charron, Director, International Diplomat  

Panelists  

• Virginia Gamba, UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 

Conflict  

• Attaye Ag Mohamed, Head of Legal Affairs and Human Rights, Member of the Comité de Suivi 

de l’Accord, Coordination of Azawad Movements – Mali 

• Dr Mohamed Salih Mohamed Yassin, SPLM representative to the High Committee of the Joint 

Peace Agreement – Sudan 

• Anki Sjoeberg, Co-Director and Founder, Fight for Humanity  

• Rita French, International Ambassador for Human Rights and Deputy Permanent 

Representative of the UK to the United Nations and other International Organizations in 

Geneva, on behalf of the three co-sponsors  

 

2. Main outcomes of the discussion 

The Action Plans to prevent child 

recruitment and use, spearheaded 

by the United Nations, are yielding 

results with non-state actors. Since 

2018, close to 40,000 children have 

been released from parties to 

conflict, and 10 Action Plans are 

currently being implemented with 

non-state armed actors (NSAAs). 

Despite these positive 

developments, only in 2019, 7,747 

children were reported to have been recruited and used, most of them by NSAAs. 

The impact of COVID-19 on child recruitment. Overall, the pandemic has increased vulnerabilities for 

children in war zones, as the “push and pull” factors have gained strength, notably due to the closure 

of schools and economic precarity. As a result, child recruitment has escalated during this period. In 

both Mali and Sudan COVID-19 has put children at increased risk and further reduced their access to 

education and other essential services. 

https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/tools-for-action/action-plans/
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Therefore, we can see that dialogue is paramount. Communication with NSAAs is crucial at every 

level – in the country-contexts and at the international levels where decisions are taken on human 

rights, humanitarian, development, and peace issues, such as in Geneva, Brussels, and New York – and 

engaging directly with NSAAs makes it possible to understand the various challenges they face and to 

assist them in creating the necessary change that we all want to see for children.  

However, access to NSAAs can be difficult, which makes the dialogue with such groups slow and 

irregular, especially if the actors lack resources, or when not all of the members agree on the policies 

limiting child recruitment and use. 

There is a need for long-term and pragmatic approaches to allow children to be reintegrated into 

daily life and socialized after having been part of a NSAA. Some of them may need to go through a 

separation process because they created a strong bond towards the armed group and have lost 

contacts with their families and communities. Overall, reintegration is an essential element of post-

conflict development and peacebuilding and cannot be viewed as a mere short-term humanitarian 

response.  

In short, there is a clear link between the implementation of children’s rights, other human rights 

and humanitarian norms and peace – or the lack thereof. In this sense, child protection and the 

promotion of children’s rights are central for conflict prevention and resolution. 

In the complex contexts in which NSAAs are operating, their interactions with other stakeholders 

must be taken into account:  

- NSAAs often coexist with other armed non-state entities, including allies, competitors or 

criminal armed organizations: this makes the implementation of their commitment to protect 

children more challenging, as it could lead to: 

o A risk of recruitment or re-recruitment of children into other groups 

o Complexity for monitoring compliance with an agreement 

o Increased security risk for released children 

- NSAAs actions should be seen as complementary to the state’s efforts to protect children. 

On some occasions, the state has also signed an Action Plan or collaborates for its 

implementation. 

There are some common misunderstandings between the actors involved in the implementation of 

Action Plans and similar commitments: 

• No quick fixes. It has to be clear that preventing child recruitment and use is a process, and 

that signing an Action Plan, or any other commitment, is only the beginning of it. 

• Impact of recruitment and use. Sometimes NSAAs have a limited understanding of the long-

term and invisible impact of conflict participation on children, on their families and their 

communities. Some NSAA members may think that children affiliated with them are better off 

than other children in terms of access to food, health and even education; this is why not 

everyone understands the priority given to their separation and reintegration. 

• Incentives. Insisting too much on the possible sanctions resulting from violations can be 

counterproductive. Instead, to facilitate interaction with NSAAs, it is important to implement 

incentives for the respect of child rights: for example, by supporting and promoting the 

positive work undertaken by these groups. 

In addition to working directly towards NSAAs, three main focus areas were stressed in the discussion:  
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• Prevention, which means working with communities, governments, and regional 

organizations to identify potential violations and stop them before they can take place.  

• Increase public awareness regarding all 6 grave violations against children, including Conflict-

related sexual violence (CRSV), linking the different issues together. 

• Promoting lessons learned and best practices, making sure that the collective approach to 

protect children improves constantly. 

Two aspects can help NSAAs overcome the challenges linked to their limited child protection capacity: 

• Capacity-building and support through trainings, by offering technical support for the 

development of internal and independent mechanisms to deal with cases of recruitment, and 

by providing material for awareness-rising campaigns. 

• Preparing local communities to play an active and complementary role in the process, as 

well as to involving the concerned states as much as possible; this could help avoid 

disagreements about who is in charge of what. Often, a process fully led and implemented by 

the state and international actors could be difficult for the NSAA to accept, given the years of 

mistrust, built by the conflict. 

Finally, it was strongly underlined that ensuring that schools are accessible, functional and remain 

safe spaces for children is essential in preventing their recruitment and use. Overall, access to 

education is key to support post-conflict reconstruction, reintegration, and peace efforts. 

 

3. Recommendations 

Based on the discussion, several recommendations can be formulated towards the international 

community for how to engage with NSAAs to reduce child recruitment and use, as well as promoting 

children’s rights more generally in conflict areas:  

1. Keep a dialogue with NSAAs for 

the protection of children. 

Communication with NSAAs is 

crucial both in the country 

contexts and at the international 

level. Engaging directly with them 

makes it possible to understand 

the various challenges they face 

and to assist them in creating the 

necessary change that we all want to see for children. 

2. Develop the tools for positive incentives. Naming and shaming, sanctions, and threats of 

sanctions are not productive tools if they are not accompanied by incentives as well, such as: 

a. Support to general child rights/child protection work undertaken by the NSAAs 

and/or in areas they control or influence, including, but not exclusively related to child 

recruitment and use. 

b. Allow for their participation in exchanges on the protection of children. This can help 

build a more coordinated understanding of the needs, challenges, and potentials. 

c. Clearly and transparently communicate the criteria for delisting to all parties.  
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d. Work on preventing violations by other armed forces, state, or non-state. A 

reduction of violations towards children by other actors is very often an incentive for 

NSAAs to engage on the issue. They reject double standards and frequently also use 

this as an argument not to comply with their own obligations. 

3. Place child protection at the heart of conflict resolution. One the one hand, efforts to protect 

children’s rights, in order to be sustainable, need to go beyond conducting a humanitarian 

dialogue on child protection. On the other hand, conflict resolution cannot be disassociated 

from securing children’s rights, which need to be solidly integrated into the wider peace 

process. The Practical guidance for mediators to protect children in situations of armed 

conflict, launched by the UN Secretary-General in February 2020, identify good practices for 

the integration of child protection issues into peace processes. The recruitment and use of 

children can also be sources of tensions, divisions, and conflict not just between the conflict 

parties, but also within the communities, and a cause of displacement. This issue can prevent 

different political actors from collaborating for peace and stability in their regions. The 

successful implementation of an Action Plan could thus mean a contribution to putting an end 

to such tensions, divisions, and conflict. 

4. Involve the concerned states to the extent possible. When and if the implementation of the 

Action Plan is successful, it has the potential to open channels of dialogue for peace, and for 

the children issue to be integrated during the peace process, also before reaching a final 

agreement. 

5. Make all efforts to provide (quality) education, health care, and leisure also in areas 

controlled by non-state actors. The basic needs of children in conflict areas, including those 

controlled or influenced by non-state armed actors, are often not met. Yet, in addition to 

securing those basic needs, additional efforts are needed to provide also books, teachers, 

games, playgrounds, etc. Replace checkpoints with schools and make sure they have the 

resources to operate! 

 

https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Practical-guidance-for-mediators-to-protect-children-in-situations-of-armed-conflict.pdf
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Practical-guidance-for-mediators-to-protect-children-in-situations-of-armed-conflict.pdf

