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CHILDREN AND ARMED CONFLICT: THE CASE IN THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

Abstract: The nature of conflict has changed; major armed conflicts have decreased, but have been replaced by intrastate conflicts which present new threats for children. An estimated number of 300,000 children under the age of 18 have been coerced or induced into becoming child soldiers with dire physical and psychological consequences. There is no country that is immune to this issue: whether a country is at peace or at war, however, in situations of war, the problem of child soldiers is aggravated. With the continuous civil war which has become known as the Africa World War or the Great War of Africa, the Democratic Republic of Congo has one of the world’s largest numbers of child soldiers estimated to be about 30,000, with children being recruited even from refugee camps.
French : La nature de conflit a changé; les guerres majeures ont diminué, mais elles ont été remplacées par les guerres ‘entre états’  qui présentent de nouvelles menaces pour les enfants. Une estimation de 300,000 enfants moins l'âge de 18ans ont été forcés ou incités de devenir les enfants soldats avec les conséquences physiques et psychologiques affreuses. Il n'y a aucun pays qui est immunisé de ce fait: soit un pays est en paix soit en guerre, pourtant, dans les situations de guerres, le problème d’enfants soldats est aggravé. Avec la continuation de la guerre civile dans la République démocratique du Congo qui est actuellement nommée la guerre Mondiale Africaine ou la Grande guerre de l’Afrique, la République démocratique du Congo est parmi des pays qui ont des plus grands nombres d’enfants soldats dans le monde-Il est estimé que le pays a environ 30,000 d’enfants soldats. Les enfants sont même recrutés des baraquements de réfugiés.
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Introduction
The nature of conflict has changed; major armed conflicts have decreased, but have been replaced by intrastate conflicts which present new threats for children. An estimated number of 300,000 children under the age of 18 have been coerced or induced into becoming child soldiers. While some child soldiers are recruited into governmental armed forces under the age of 18, a lot more under 15 years are recruited by non-governmental military groups. A child at the age of 7 can even be recruited, and girls are not spared. In June 2000, all UN member states signed and ratified an optional protocol that prohibits the recruitment of children as soldiers and sets 18 as the minimum age recruitment into armed groups or by governments yet children are still violated and abducted to carry up arms. No country is immune to this issue: whether a country is at peace or at war, however, in situations of war the problem of child soldiers are aggravated. 
The purpose of this paper is to examine the case of child soldiers in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) by examining the trend especially during the latter years from 2006-2008, and how the world has responded. The situation in the DRC is worth researching due to the fact that since 1998, the civil war encompassing about 27 military groups and 7 countries, which has become known as the Africa world war or the Great War of Africa, has continued to violate and victimize children, yet little attention has been given. In the DRC, child recruitment increased so dramatically in early 2003 that observers described the fighting forces as armies of children. Children are used for front-line combat, often as cannon fodder, and forced ahead of older troops as human mine detectors. They are used as spies, messengers, guards, porters, cooks, and domestic servants. Many child soldiers are girls, who are expected to fight and are also often subjected to rape or sexual exploitation. The international body and governments have made efforts to rescue these children and reintegrate them into normal life, but DRC government forces and rebels loyal to General Laurent Nkunda are recruiting and using children trafficked from Rwanda and Uganda to fight. According to the United Nations, the movement of armed groups across borders to recruit children from refugee camps continues to be alarming, and Congo has one of the world’s largest numbers of child soldiers estimated to be about 30,000.
‘A child soldier is any person under 18 years of age who is part of any kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to cooks, porters, messengers and anyone accompanying such groups, other than family members’. In his eighth report to the Security Council on children and armed conflict  the Secretary-General recorded grievous violations against children in 20 situations namely: Afghanistan, Burundi, Central African Republic, Chad, Colombia, Côte d'Ivoire, Georgia, Haiti, Iraq, Lebanon, Myanmar, Nepal, occupied Palestinian/Israel Territory, the Philippines, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Thailand, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. He additionally reported 56 parties of both State and non-State actors which commit atrocities against children, and reiterated that regardless of the progress made to liberate children from parties concerned, more than 250,000 children continue to be exploited as child soldiers in many countries in conflicts
. The outbreak of war in the Congo in 1998 ‘officially’ ended in July 2003 when a transitional Government of national unity took office, a government composed of representatives of the former government, major armed groups, opposition political parties and civil society, following an agreement in 2002, yet peace has never been materialized. As the situation stands today, the conflict is concentrated in certain regions with dire effects on children been recruited daily both within the DRC as well as from border countries such as Uganda and Rwanda. The areas of the country in which armed groups are still active are mainly in the Ituri district, the provinces of North and South Kivu and North Katanga. The Security council’s report on the situation in Congo in November 2008 stressed that there were decreases in the number of alleged violations against children in the period between June 2007 to September 2008, but still indicated that children are still the primary victims of the ongoing conflict in affected areas due to the continued recruitment and use of children by armed forces and groups, particularly in connection with outbreaks of hostilities in the above areas. 
The 2009 report of the Secretary General to the Security Council issued on 26 March 2009 cites the following parties as  responsible for child recruitment and the use of children during the time of report: Congrès national pour la defense du peuple (CNDP) which was formerly led by Laurent Nkunda and currently by Bosco Ntaganda, Forces armées de la République démocratique du Congo (FARDC), Forces démocratiques de libération du Rwanda (FDLR), Forces démocratiques de libération du Rwanda (FDLR), Front nationaliste et integrationaliste (FNI), the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA), and Mai-Mai groups in North and South Kivu, including PARECO
. In most cases in the Congo, the recruitment of children is directly related to active conflict, with the new outbreaks of hostilities typically resulting in higher trends in child recruitment. According to the Secretary General’s report to the Security Council, the recruitment of children fluctuated throughout the reporting period with significant disparities across regions. For instance, child recruitment intensified at the end of 2007 and since September 2008 as fighting between FARDC and CNDP forces escalated, with some spillover effect into South Kivu. He contended again that reports of new recruitment equally resurfaced in the Ituri district, coinciding with heightened activities by splinter groups of the FNI and FRPI militia groups and FPJC. It is estimated that at least 3,500 children remain in armed groups
. He reiterated that more than 31,000 children have been released since 2004, and on the basis of documented cases of children released during the reporting period, Mai-Mai group accounted for the highest number of children in their ranks, followed by CNDP. Although it was reported that FARDC had stopped recruiting children, documented cases indicated that children are still present, especially in the non-integrated brigades as a result of the mixage (Nkunda’s rebel forces, the National Congress for the Defense of the People, (CNDP) were to be integrated into the Congolese armed forces (FARDC) process in early 2007.
 Widespread incidents of rape and other sexual violence against girls and boys remain of critical concern. The dangers faced by civilians are “disproportionately higher than ever before in the history of warfare. Thousands of girls are being subjected to rape and other forms of sexual violence and exploitation”
. Among the cases recorded in the DRC, 60% involved victims between the age of 11 and 17; Boys and girls are being abducted from their homes on an unprecedented scale
.  
Implications on Child Soldiers

In his review- the ‘Impact of Armed Conflict on Children’- Graça Machel (1996), the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict (SRSG CAAC) from 1994 to 1996, discussed the reasons for which children fall victims to armed groups. In comparison to adults, children can be cheaply and easily recruited by armed groups because they are uniquely vulnerable, innocent and easy to be impressed. They are either forced or enticed to join armed groups. Still some of these children consider the armed men as the only role model to emulate in the community. Others may be encouraged by their parents or may ‘voluntarily’ join for security, social and material provisions or sometimes to have an identity.
Hunger and poverty may drive parents to offer children for service or attract children to volunteer as a way to guarantee regular meals, clothing or medical attention. Some children become soldiers to protect themselves or their families in the face of violence and chaos around them, while others, particularly adolescents, are lured by ideology. The lure of ideology is particularly strong in early adolescence, when young people are developing personal identities and searching for a sense of Social meaning
. 
Children’s participation in armed conflict has impacted negatively on them. The United Nations identifies six grave violations against children during armed conflict; killing or maiming, recruitment or use of child soldiers, rape and other forms of sexual violence, abduction, attacks against schools or hospitals, and the denial of humanitarian access
. It is estimated that over 2 million children have been killed in armed conflicts; another 6 million have been rendered permanently disabled; and increasingly, children and women are the primary casualties of war
. In the DRC, all these six offenses have been committed against children due to continuous civil wars; millions of children are killed by armed conflict, but three times as many are seriously injured or permanently disabled by it. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), armed conflict and political violence are the leading causes of injury, impairment and physical disability and primarily responsible for the conditions of over 4 million children who currently live with disabilities
. In the same way, certain brutal techniques employed by armed men such as forcing children to fight and kill even a member of their own family as part of their training, bears serious implications for their psychological and emotional well-being. Child soldiers have been robbed of their childhood and as such, their future may be equally at stake. 
A decrease in incidents of killing and maiming of children was registered in the Congo in November 2008 due primarily to a reduction in military operations. Nevertheless, children continue to be victims of attacks and of clashes between various armed groups and FARDC. Most of the cases are said to be related to the intense period of fighting in North Kivu at the end of 2007 and the beginning of 2008. However, in June and July 2008, 10 cases of children who were allegedly killed by security forces (the Congolese National Police) and armed groups (Mai-Mai and CNDP) were reported in North Kivu and in Oriental province, these former soldiers are still considered violent and they face serious threats from their communities.
 
Furthermore, female child soldiers who have been violated have had perhaps the worse forms of violations. Some of these girls contract AIDs, others are impregnated and the problem of stigmatization they face from their societies and even their own family members is deplorable. Rape in the Democratic Republic of the Congo remains a great concern. Whereas FARDC soldiers, officers of the Congolese National Police and elements of armed groups represented a majority of the alleged offenders in regions of active conflict, a significant number of reported incidents of sexual violence were also attributed to civilians in a climate of impunity and absence of rule of law. At the provincial level, trends are extremely on high rate as new cases persists in the context of the conflict in the Kivus, while the number of cases reported in post-conflict zones appears to have decreased.
In the period from June 2007 to the end of June 2008 in Ituri, out of 6,766 cases reported and assisted by partners of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2,893 were children (43 per cent): 2,516 girls and 377 boys. In cases of child rape, 42 per cent of the perpetrators were members of the security forces or armed groups and 58 per cent were civilians.During the same period in North Kivu, out of 4,770 cases assisted by UNICEF partners, 1,821 were children (38 per cent): 1,794 girls and 27 boys. For cases of rape of children, 70 per cent of the perpetrators were members of the security forces or armed groups and 30 per cent of the perpetrators were civilians. In South Kivu, out of 6,242 cases of sexual violence reported and assisted by UNICEF partners, 803 were children (13 per cent): 798 girls and 5 boys. For cases of child rape, 45 per cent of the perpetrators were members of the security forces or armed groups and 55 per cent were civilians
.
The world’ response and the remaining challenges

The international body and many national governments have responded to these crimes against children, but still little progress is made on the level of implementation, especially in warring countries such as the DR Congo. ‘Committing to international treaties is one thing, honoring them is another’. In his speech in July 2000, Kofi Annan, the former Secretary General affirmed that "The question of children and armed conflict is an integral part of the United Nations' core responsibilities for the maintenance of international peace and security, for the advancement of human rights and for sustainable human development." Thus the UN has a bigger role to play in the protection of children. Since the World Summit for Children, in 1990, the United Nations has therefore increasingly sought to draw international attention to the horrific plight of children affected by armed conflict. The UN Security Council – in UNSC Res. 1612 of 2005 established a Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict and a Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism (MRM) to systematically monitor, document and report on heinous abuses of the rights of children in situations of armed conflict. Subsequent Security Council resolution, UNSC Res. 1882 of 2009, has further expanded and strengthened the MRM
. This in addition to other legal frameworks such as The 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child , and an Optional Protocol adopted by the General Assembly on 25 May 2000 to strengthen the Convention, and many other legal bodies like  the  ILO, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, the 1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, and Child protection agenda by Regional organizations, all prohibits the forced or compulsory recruitment of children under 18 for use in armed conflict
. During her visit to the Congo in March 2007, where she met the Prime minister, senior ministers and many of the commanders in the eastern province, Machel urged the authorities to take timely and decisive action against violators of children’s rights; to take effective action to fight impunity of armed groups, such as those led by Laurent Nkunda and the ‘Forces democratiques de liberation du Rwanda’, and to take steps in consultation with the United Nations to fight impunity. She equally, called relevant parties to continue to implement the recommendations provided by Machel on the situation of children and armed conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the subsequent conclusions and recommendations of the Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict
.  

Some significant developments were seen in the fight against impunity as a result of increased collaboration between the Government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the International Criminal Court and greater willingness on the part of the military justice sector to take action against perpetrators, an initiative which sends a stronger message regarding impunity. However, a more systematic approach in bringing to justice suspected perpetrators of serious human rights violations remains a great challenge for the Government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The independence of judicial institutions from political institutions remains a concern, as political power continues to influence judicial actors
. In general, there has been an improvement in the cooperation and willingness of military authorities to address issues related to children associated with armed forces and groups. For example, on 29 October 2007, following intense advocacy by MONUC, the commander of the FARDC 10th Military Region in South Kivu issued an order to all his units recalling that military jurisdictions lacked competence in respect of minors. Colonel Engangela (former Mai-Mai commander), active in South Kivu, was arrested on 23 August 2007 and charged with insurrection; further evidence was collected related to abductions, illegal detention, sexual violence against a child and forced recruitment of children under the age of 15. Gédéon Kyungu (Mai Mai commander) is also charged with insurrection, crimes against humanity, war crimes (including the recruitment of at least 300 children), and Thomas Lubanga Dyilo (Congolese leader of the Hema militia UPC) charged with recruitment and use of children remains in the custody of the International Criminal Court pending final decisions regarding the lifting of the stay of proceedings. 
Currently, the Security Council unanimously adopted a new landmark resolution 1882 on children and armed conflict.  For the first time, the Council calls upon the Secretary-General to expand his ‘list of shame’ beyond recruitment and use of children. The annexes to the annual Secretary-General's Report on Children and Armed Conflict will now also include names of parties to conflict who are responsible for the killing and maiming of children contrary to international law as well as those parties who perpetrate grave sexual violence against children in wartime. According to  the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, Ms. Coomaraswamy " This is a major step forward in the fight against impunity for crimes against children and a recognition of the reality of conflict today, where girls and boys are increasingly targeted and victimized, killed and raped, as well as recruited into armed groups"
.
With the efforts put up in the Congo, a lot of progress has prevailed, but many challenges still remain. In January 2008, the CNDP, the FARDC, Mai-Mai (including PARECO) who have been responsible for the killing and maiming of children, and attacks on schools and hospitals and preventing humanitarian access, adopted the statements of commitment (actes d'engagement) for North and South Kivu, in the context of the Conference on Peace, Security and Development in the Kivus. The disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of children has been carried out within the Operational Framework for Children Associated with Armed Forces and Groups, adopted by the ‘Unité d'exécution du programme national de désarmement, démobilisation et réinsertion’(DDR), in March 2004. Through that national disarmament, demobilization and reintegration process, from mid-2003 to December 2006, approximately 30,000 children were released from armed forces and groups, including those released prior to the adoption of the operational framework. The final phase of the formal national disarmament, demobilization and reintegration did not take place in 2008; however, 1,098 children were documented to have separated from or escaped from armed groups in the reporting period. The disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of children were carried out within the operational framework for children associated with armed forces and groups. Since January 2009, about 1200 children have been released of the CNDP and other armed groups into the National Army, the Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du Congo (FARDC) in North Kivu. A total of 1,098 children, including 48 girls, were documented to have separated from or escaped from armed groups
.  However, many children have passed into the ranks of the newly integrated brigades due to improper screening and also because child protection partners were denied access to brassage centers by some FARDC Commanders for the identification and separation of children: the MONUC report in March 2009 estimated that a total of 554 children (26 girls) were newly recruited with 86% occurring in North Kivu, 12% in South Kivu. New cases are attributed to ‘Coalition des patriots resistants congolais’ (PARECO) which recruited about 26%, Mai-Mai factions, 32%, CNDP 24% and ‘Forces democratiques de liberation du Rwanda’ (FDLR) 13%. Child soldiers who directly pass for brigades without any form of proper rehabilitation may be physically or psychologically affected and may be potentially violent for the society as a whole.  Additionally, In Ituri, following the surrender of FRPI, FNI and MRC militia leaders during the third phase of the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration process, no recruitment of minors was confirmed. Nonetheless, FNI and FRPI splinter groups that refused to disarm continued to create insecurity and might still represent a threat for recruitment of minors
.
Another grave challenge remaining in the DRC concerns the question of reintegration of released children. The issue of rehabilitation and reintegration is critical so as to ensure that cycles of violence and conflict are not perpetuated. Unfortunately, most child soldiers especially girls were overlooked, and those who managed to escape refuse to come out to take advantage of the rehabilitation process for fear of the stigma that they may face in the society. The future of girls soldiers remain a big challenge. It is crucial to secure the long-term sustainability of interventions, and to support and invest in the capacity of national authorities to assume their lead responsibility in this regard. The Paris Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups (2007) represent major progress and now require effective implementation
All things considered, there has been a reduction in the number of children associated with armed forces and groups in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; the number of children released from armed forces and groups decreased by 45 percent in 2008, compared with the previous period. Even in the absence of a functioning national disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programme, children continue to withdraw from armed groups, sometimes on their own and sometimes as a result of successful advocacy and interventions by child protection partners. However, the current context of renewed fighting and serious challenges in the peace process since late August 2008 is hampering access to armed groups for such advocacy. Challenges encountered during the mixage and brassage processes are being addressed by child protection networks in the framework of the Amani programme. One such concern is the risk of minors, typically between the ages of 15 and17 years, being integrated into the national army. During the reporting period, 75 children were repatriated through the disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, resettlement or reintegration programme to their countries of origin. Among these children were 44 who had been associated with FDLR, 18 with CNDP, 7 with FARDC, 4 with Mayi-Mayi groups and 2 with LRA. Only a small number of girls have been released through the mixage and brassage processes, often because of lack of cooperation of commanders. Some commanders do not recognize their obligations to release female children, and the girls themselves are often not aware of their rights or the options available to them. They also fear stigmatization and exclusion upon return to their community. As a result, many girls have left the armed forces and groups by their own means, having escaped or having been abandoned by their units during the movement of troops. If they do not go through the official disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programme, it is more difficult to identify these girls once they are back in their communities in order for them to benefit from reintegration support programmes. Insecurity in many areas and concerns of re-recruitment continued to hamper child protection partners in family tracing, reunification and reintegration of children separated from armed forces and groups, especially in North Kivu.
Finally, there is lack of financial support needed in the DRC. Although UNICEF and NGO partners on the ground have identified the principles to help reintegration, donor response to their efforts has not always been forthcoming. In a recent survey, 67 per cent of donors stated that they were reluctant to support such programmes that rest on the development of the community. ‘The international community is quick to respond to emergency funding requests, but the reintegration of children falls into the fault line between emergency assistance and development assistance’. It is important for the donor community to appreciate the special needs of the children and for timely and sustained resources to be provided to child protection partners so that they may do their work more efficiently. Thanks to a contribution to the Pooled Fund for the Democratic Republic of the Congo and funds from the Central Emergency Revolving Fund, 14,168 children have been supported for reintegration activities, among which 10,086 were formerly associated with armed forces and groups, 8,000 of which are from eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo
.
Present Conclusions on the parties to the armed conflict in the DRC

At its 19th meeting, on 19 December 2008, the Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict examined the report of the Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (S/2008/693), which was introduced by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict. The Permanent Representative of the Democratic Republic of the Congo to the United Nations participated in the subsequent discussion. They expressed grave concern regarding the high number of child soldiers remaining in armed groups and the reports of new recruitments; the high number of children killed and maimed intentionally; the major issue of persistent widespread sexual violence, noting the extremely high rate of cases in the Kivus; abductions; the increase in attacks against schools and hospitals; and the fact that impunity still prevailed in most cases. They also expressed their concern regarding the deterioration of the situation of children in some regions of the country, notably in the provinces of North and South Kivu. Finally, they expressed the wish for enhanced cooperation between the Child Protection Section of the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the authorities of the Democratic Republic of the Congo to better address child protection challenges in the country. The Working Group agreed to address messages to all the parties to the armed conflict in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo, in particular the ‘Congrès national pour la défense du peuple’ (CNDP), the ‘Forces démocratiques de liberation du Rwanda’ (FDLR), Mai-Mai armed elements and the ‘Coalition des patriots résistants congolais’ (PARECO), as mentioned in the report of the Secretary-General, through public statements by its Chairman on behalf of the Working Group. The permanent representative to the DR Congo reaffirmed the commitment of the Government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo to fully cooperate with the Working Group and the Special Representative of the Secretary-General and to implement the recommendations of the Secretary-General and the conclusions of the Working Group, taking also into account the Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups (Paris Principles)
. 
Conclusions and Recommendations

Recruiting children to be child soldiers is not uncommon, even girls are not spared. Children have been used as tools of war throughout history, serving as spies, porters and sexual slaves. The situation appears to be worse in the DR Congo due to long civil war considered to be the bloodiest war after WWII, with different factions recruiting and using children in an unparalleled way.  The results of such acts have led to the death of millions of children, and have rendered thousands handicapped. Female victims face stigmatization due to rape as well other sexually transmitted diseases they may have attracted- a situation that will generate grave consequences all their lives. As a result of the efforts of the United Nations, the world now knows far more about child soldiers and the plight of children in armed conflict. The UN and regional organizations have created a legal framework aimed at protecting children in armed conflicts; in the Congo, a Special Representative has been assigned to monitor child soldier issues, and make sure children are not recruited, and also help liberate children from armed groups. However, far too many children are still serving in armies and armed groups especially in conflict zone areas in the eastern Congo. As the Security Council suggested, parties cited for violations, such as CNDP, FDLR and Mai-Mai armed elements should respect their commitments for the protection of children, to end recruitment and use of children and to release all children still within their ranks in accordance with the statements of commitment of February 2008. Considering the fatality of the situation of child soldiers in the DR Congo, more efforts on peace building is required to avoid unstable and war environments that will affect children the most. Everybody has a role to play: international body and donor countries need to provide continuous financial support; governments and rebel groups especially in the neighboring countries of DR Congo who are part of this regional conflict, as well as individuals operating in the country should be committed in processes laid down to end the conflict in the DR Congo in order to create save environment for children.
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