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Topic: Child Soldiers

Hello delegates! 
This is my fourth year of MUN, and I hope to see comprehensive discussion as your chair of UNICEF. All of our chairs have at least a year of MUN experience, so we look forward to an interesting discussion. This committee is focused on helping children like you. You are about to tackle an issue that affects children around the world. If you have any questions you can reach the chairs at cvhsmun0708@yahoo.com, or e-mail me personally at neysalmakia17@yahoo.com. I look forward to meeting you all in December. 
Background 

            The use of children as soldiers can be traced back as far as ancient Roman history. At that point in time, society did not view it as a problem; they merely thought that age does not matter when discussing one’s ability to fight. Boys can be seen as soldiers in wars such as the Boer War and in armies such as the British Royal Navy. A notable event is when Nicolas I of Russia created a law in 1827 that forced many Cantonists to serve in the army and conscribe for 25 years. Child soldiers were very common during the World Wars because armies could use anyone the got. Strangely enough, a former version of the Boy Scouts was a group of boys that went in during war. The mentality has changed but whether it is for the better, can be extensively debated.
            Children around the world are doing that which the U.S. requires one to be an adult to do; they are going out into the world to handle heavy weapons and fight for a reason they most likely do not understand. There are about 300,000 child soldiers under the age of 18 around the world. It is hard to believe that children as young as 8 years old are out in combat. Children have been forced to see sights that most people would never be able to handle; they almost become immune to violence and horrible images. Children are sometimes required to commit atrocities against people they are familiar with, sometimes even family. Over time the fighting situation for child soldiers may have actually gotten worse than it worse before; though progression in time usually leads to progression in all aspects, the care for children’s rights may have actually gone backwards. 
            As of now, child soldiers are still present in 33 different regions but can most commonly be seen in Africa. One of the main focuses within Africa for child soldier aid is actually in Darfur where children are kidnapped in the middle of the night and forced to fight for a radical group. Though it may seem surprising, some families actually chose to enlist because they believe that their children will be better off in a place where they will get food and a place to sleep. Many organizations work to prevent society from believing that sending their children to go into combat is the only way to make sure that their children are safe. Most hopefully, the mentality of society will eventually change, but until then, there are children dying out there because they are being forced to fight and we are the ones who can help them.
UN Involvement

UNICEF has been very involved in outlawing the use of children in warfare. 1997 saw UNICEF’s Cape Town Principles and Best Practices on the Recruitment of Children into the Armed Forces and on Demobilization and Social Reintegration for Child Soldiers in Africa bring together experts and partners to create ways to help prevent children from being recruited into war, establish 18 as the minimum age of recruitment, and implement effective programs to reintegrate former child soldiers into society. An organization exists that works to prevent kidnapping and enlisting of children in Africa; this organization is called Invisible Children (to represent the children that just disappear in the middle of the night) and has actually done a lot of work with UNICEF to make a difference in the lives of children who have not been kidnapped. This organization raises money to create houses where the children can sleep at night because many of the children do not have a safe place to sleep where they can avoid the radicals. When the children stay at the shelters made by Invisible Children they have a protected place to rest. Organizations such as this one are very important when it comes to helping the children. 
In 2000, there was an International Conference on War Affected Children, and UNICEF implemented the Optional Protocol to the Convention of the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict. This protocol makes it illegal for any child under 18 to directly participate in hostilities through recruitment into armed groups or compulsory recruitment by the government. 2003 brought the Guide to the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, which describes more about the previous protocol. The compendium Children and Armed Conflict – International Standards for Action (passed in 2003) brings together treaties and other documents that protect the rights of children affected by armed conflict.
Possible Solutions


Specific socioeconomic environments are conducive to the proliferation of child soldiers. As African nations make up the majority of territories currently involved with this issue, the committee should address the colonial legacy present in these countries. For example, due to war and health issues, the demographics of said countries are generally very young. This creates a large base for militant groups and others to draw from in order to create child soldiers. Also, economic situations often force children to find some source of income, which may involve violence or even becoming soldiers. The histories of the various nations are also an issue. When tribal divisions and conflicts predate the present by hundred of years, children are more easily convinced, encouraged, or forced into perpetuating such conflicts. When all of the adults surrounding the children support and validate the cause children may be tempted to fight for, the children will be more likely to fight, having been raised in a particular mindset. Oftentimes, rebel groups formed for the sole purpose of continuing such conflicts kidnap and force children into their groups. Each nation thus has an individual history and status that directly affects the propagation of child soldiers. The committee should attempt to focus on as many individual nations as possible, in order to fully address issues that may differ between them. 


A second facet to the issue of child soldiers is that of the arms trade. Second only in the world commodity market to cosmetics, arms are often cheap and reliable. Their availability and easy transportation fuel the development of violence and conflict, which often leads to the practice of child soldiers. In order to address this, the committee should consider ways in which the arms trade can be limited and curbed. 


National sovereignty should also be discussed. The committee should note that many solutions would infringe upon a nation’s sovereignty, and so may not be viable. Should something more aggressive than monitoring agencies be instated? Child soldiers may contribute to the national, government-supported military, in which case the elimination of child soldiers could drastically inhibit the ability of a nation to protect itself or maintain a feasible military. Draft propositions may be a solution to this. Also, child soldiers often volunteer for their posts. Does the U.N. have the power to force them to vacate? 


Financial limitations are another issue. Increased education, health programs, etc. are extremely costly, and due to the fact UNICEF’s funding comes mainly from voluntary contributions of NGOs and governments, may prove too expensive for the committee to undertake. The chairs would urge the committee to attempt to address the many aspects of this issue, and to bear in mind the constraints and role of the United Nations and UNICEF in its efforts.  

Country Positions

All delegates should be aware of their country’s status concerning the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict. Although African nations are the main countries with child soldiers, Asian countries, Latin American nations, European nations, and Middle Eastern countries all have ties to child soldiers. Be sure to double-check your solutions with your particular country’s policy concerning this topic. 

Questions to Ask Before Writing:
1. Does my country have child soldiers? If so, does the government support them?
2. What is the view of my allied countries?

3. Does my country already have plans/groups set up to help solve this problem?

4. Does my country have money to do anything for this problem?

Sources
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