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Definition of Key Terms: 

● Child Soldier: A person whose age is under 18 years old, recruited by an army, militia or 
simply participating in armed conflict. In certain regions, children are considered adults from 
the age of 14 or 15. A young person of 15 who joins an armed group can therefore be 
considered as an adult soldier according to their own region. International law states that 15 
years is the minimum age for recruitment in the army and participation in conflicts. However, 
according to the International Convention a child is anyone under the age of 18. 

● Human Rights: Human rights are universal rights that all people have. The reason behind 
these rights is that each human deserves to be treated with dignity. Within these rights are 
those designated only to those below the age of 18. These are Children rights, which offer 
protection and care to minors. 

● PTSD: Post-traumatic stress disorder is a mental health condition that is found commonly 
within those who participate in armed conflict as it is a condition that's triggered by a 
terrifying event. Symptoms include anxiety, nightmares as well as uncontrollable thoughts 
about the event. 

● NGO: Non Governmental Organisations are non-profit organizations that typically specialise 
and serve one purpose it intends to address whether that be social or political. Some NGOs 
that specialise in children's rights are CRIN, Save the Children and Global Giving. 

Introduction: 

Child soldiers are nothing new. Throughout history children have been extensively involved 
in military campaigns. Child soldiers can be either boys or girls, can be teenagers or as young as four 
years old. In many cases, child soldiers are sexually abused, manipulated and brainwashed by their 
commanders. Some children are used to fight, forced to kill, cook, spy and many other things. The 
definition of a child soldier is a child under the age of 18 who is recruited by a state or non-state 
armed group meaning that unfortunately the use of child soldiers can date back to as far as Ancient 
Greece.  

The Spartans used to start military training from the age of 7. More contemporary examples 
of the use of children within the military are seen within both World Wars. Throughout World War 1 
250,000 under aged British boys were able to join the army. With those who didn't, deemed cowards 
and unpatriotic. In the second World War child soldiers were used on both the Axis and the Allies 
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sides seen by their presence in the Societ Red Army, Jewish resistance, Nazi army and the Warsaw 
uprising. It is estimated that there are a total of 300,000 child soldiers worldwide fighting in over 20 
countries and with most of them fighting unwillingly it is a matter which must be addressed. 

The Issue: 

How are Child Soldiers being recruited 

In spite of the fact that child soldiers are regularly forced to enlist, it isn't the primary way that 
children, both male and female, become involved in armed conflicts. Involvement usually comes 
down to despair. While there's ordinarily a component of “choice” involved, that term is utilized 
exceptionally freely. It is far more common that the frantic circumstances within the child's life, play a 
role in this choice. Tending to the root cause of child soldiers implies dealing with all the factors that 
affect enrollment. These factors are either direct or indirect.  

Indirect causes 

a) Lack of Education: In regions ravished by war, the majority of communities (whether they 
be refugee camps or settlements) lack the services required in order to educate the youth 
resulting in extremely limited or non existent education. An absence of education often leads 
to a lack of job opportunities. Thus making the prospect of the military more appealing due to 
joining an armed militia granting employment. 

b) Displacement and Insecurity: During times of war and conflict lives of civilians become 
chaotic and unpredictable. This results in the separation of families and loved ones. This 
separation of children from their parents leave many children defenseless and susceptible to 
external influence this encourages them to choose the military as a means of protection and 
security. 

c) Loss of Belonging: Conflict usually leads to children having to leave their schools,villages 
and sometimes countries. This leads to a loss of personal identity and a sense of isolationism 
due to the child's sense of self are influenced by their surroundings. Joining an armed group 
can give the child a sense of identity as they are now belong to a community  

Direct Causes 

a) Lack of penalties: Within countries where the recruitment of children is found there are little 
to no measures set to prosecute and punish those who violate a child's right. When 
considering the high number of conflicts that involve children and high number of child 
soldiers it is clear to see that a lack of punishment  is one of the main reasons as to why 
children are recruited 

b) Advancements in arms: New technological advances allow the practice of child soldiers to 
occur, if not for the light weight of weapons children would not be able to handle them in the 
first place. For example in the middle east, where many child soldiers are found, weapons 
such as the AK-47 (3.47 Kg) and AK-74 (3.03 Kg) , left by the Soviet Russians throughout 
the Cold War, weigh little over 3 Kg. With guns weighing this little it is clear to see how this 
advancement has made the recruitment of children viable. 
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Impacts on Children 

Although children may join the military voluntarily this unfortunately is not the case most of 
the times and as the connotations imply, war is dangerous and scars the children involved for life. The 
way these children are scarred can be physical and mental. 

a) Physical: Usually the children that take part in armed combat are boys. Injuries include but 
are not limited to loss of hearing, loss of limbs, blindness, etc. These sorts of traumas are 
should not be suffered by a child and yet usually the boys are the ones that have it better off 
when compared to their female counterparts. With many females being raped and abused they 
suffer from diseases (including HIV/AIDS), violence/abuse, drug addiction, rape and 
unwanted pregnancy, malnutrition and death.  

b) Mental: Children are not safe from the impacts of war even after a conflict has ended. 
Former child combatants often do not receive any special treatment for their reintegration into 
society. Many find it hard to return back to civilian life as they are likely to present severe 
mental health problems such as symptoms of Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 
depression. Also taking into consideration that most child soldiers in third world countries do 
not have access to education most find themselves back on the streets involved with crime or 
drawn back to armed conflict. 

Key Events 

Event/Date Explanation

August 1949
Protocols I and II of the fourth Geneva 
Convention sets the minimum age for 

involvement in armed conflict to 15 as it 
was believed to be an acceptable and 

reasonable age.

1985
A UN seminar arrives at the conclusion that 
the use of children under the age of 18 is a 

form of exploitative labour.

November 1988

UN CRC (Convention on the Rights of the 
Child) is ratified by all nations except the 

United States and South Sudan. Within this 
convention Article 38 prevents the use of 

children in conflict.

1990

The African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child is adopted by the 

OAU where it states that it would like to 
make 18 the required age for war and 

believes no children under that age should 
be forced or aloud to join conflict.
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Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  

1970s 

Throughout the 70s, society became more aware of the severe physical and mental impacts 
the military can have on children. With a rise in anti war attitudes, such as the one seen throughout 
Vietnam, there were international efforts to attempt to limit the participation of children in armed 
conflicts. This began with the additional protocols added to the 1949 Geneva Convention. The new 
Protocols prevented the recruitment of children under the age of 15 yet still allowed for state and non 
state militias to recruit from those aged 15 and older. 

1980s 

Efforts to completely ban child soldiers were brought up again during negotiations on the 
Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) when various NGOs campaigned for a new treaty to 
outlaw recruitment entirely. Yet many countries argued against it due to their militaries consisting 
mainly of under 18s. For this reason the final treaty text was only reinforcing what was previously 
stated in the Geneva Convention which was the prohibition of the direct participation of children aged 
under 15 in hostilities. 

1990s 

Throughout the 90s various non governmental organisations set up the “Coalition to Stop the 
Use of Child Soldiers” (now known as the Child Soldiers International) to work with governments on 
a campaign to correct what was deemed as issues seen within the CRC. After a worldwide campaign 
spanning 6 years, the ideas were implemented in the year 2000 as part of the Optional Protocol on the 

1998

Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court rules that any child under the age of 

15 that is forced into conflict of war is 
considered a crime. Those who do not 

follow will be punished.

1999
Resolution 1261 is passed. It states that 

child soldiers are a threat to international 
security and is issued by the UN as an even 
more severe cause than exploitative child 

labor.

May 2000

The Optional Protocol to the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child on the 

involvement of children in armed conflict 
was adopted by the UN General Assembly. 

It declares that states are not allowed to 
recruit children under the age of 18 into 

war.

2001
Resolution 1379 is passed by the UN. It 
influences states to prosecute those who 

attempt to use children in combat.
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Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (OPAC). Within this protocol the conscription of minors 
was banned and the recruiting of anyone under the age of 16. Although having more ambitious goals 
regions such as the UK and US objected to this as it would have banned recruitment of children ages 
16 and 17. 

Present 

After the implementation of the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed 
Conflict across the world and an overwhelming majority of states have been encouraged to not recruit 
children at all (In 2001 83 states only allowed adult enlistment, by 2016 this had increased to 126, 
which is 71 percent of countries with armed forces). Around 60 non-state armed groups have also 
entered agreements to stop or scale back their use of children, often brokered by the UN or the NGO 
Geneva Call. Child Soldiers International reports that the success of the OPAC treaty, combined with 
the gradual decline in child recruitment by state armed forces, has led to a reduction of children in 
military organisations worldwide. Yet As of 2018 the recruitment and the use of children remains 
widespread in even some of the developed nations (such as China, India, United States, Canada, 
France, Germany and the United Kingdom). 

Possible Solutions 

● Improving the infrastructure and economic background to which these children grow up in 
● Implementing sanctions whether they be military or economic against countries and 

organisations that do not comply with the elimination of child in the military 
● Negotiating peace within areas where the use of child soldiers  is prevalent to eradicate the 

need for them  
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