How effective are humanitarian child protection measures at preventing the recruitment of child soldiers and helping reintegrate ex-child soldiers back into society?

Introduction  
The United Nations Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration Centre (UNDDR) (2020) defines child soldiers as individuals under 18 who are recruited into the armed forces on a voluntary or involuntary basis. UNICEF (2023) report that ‘between 2005 and 2022, more than 105,000 children were verified as recruited and used by parties to conflict’, although they specify that the actual number is likely much higher than this. It is important to understand how and why child soldiers are used by military groups to identify and improve the protection of vulnerable children who are at risk of becoming the next generation of child soldiers. For example, by recognising the characteristics and circumstances which make children more vulnerable to recruitment, humanitarian organisations can help to mitigate this risk by employing appropriate child protection measures to safeguard children against enlisting into the armed forces, reducing the number of active child soldiers. Therefore, this research will analyse the effectiveness of child protection methods currently in place to reduce the number of child soldiers and to help reintegrate ex-child soldiers back into society, specifically Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programmes. Identifying the weaknesses in humanitarian child protection efforts may also help organisations to improve the quality of their intervention methods, allowing children to receive a higher level of care from humanitarian staff. 
Brownell and Praetorius (2017) codified the experience of ex-child soldiers into four phases. Their model explains the process of child, to child soldier, to ex-child soldier. The first two phases of the model, ‘Abduction’ and ‘Militarisation’, allow us to understand how and why children are recruited into the armed forces. These phases provide information from which we can assess the effectiveness of international humanitarian law at preventing children from military recruitment by comparing the law to the problems of how and why children are recruited to see if they are being addressed successfully. 
The second two phases, ‘Demilitarisation and Reintegration’, and ‘Civilian Life’, look at children’s reintegration into their communities after they are discharged from armed groups. The success or failure of ex-child soldier reintegration can help to assess the effectiveness of child Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programmes run by humanitarian organisations to aid reintegration of ex-child soldiers into their communities. 

Abduction and Militarisation 
The first phase of the Brownell and Praetorius (2017) model is ‘Abduction’ this is 	when children are voluntarily or involuntarily recruited into the armed forces. Differentiation between voluntary and involuntary recruitment of children is an issue debated within the international community because arguably the method of recruitment impacts the child soldier’s accountability for crimes they committed in the military (Rosen, 2007). A straightforward interpretation of these two recruitment methods would be that if a child is involuntary recruited, that they lack accountability for their actions because they did no choose to be a part of hostile forces. Whereas, if a child voluntarily enlists for the military, this means they should be criminally responsible for their actions because they chose to participate. 
However, a child’s ability to enlist voluntarily is contested in humanitarian discourse. This is because children are susceptible to indirect coercion through manipulation which may reduce their capacity to enlist autonomously (Honwana, 2006). For example, Fonseca, a 13-year-old boy from Angola, voluntarily enlisted to avoid forced recruitment which could be ‘nasty’ (Honwana, 2006, pp. 58). It is reasonable to infer that Fonseca was influenced by fear of armed groups causing him to enlist voluntarily. Recognising why Fonseca voluntarily enlisted forces us to reconsider his accountability for his actions as a child soldier. This is because although he was not physically abducted into the armed forces, he enlisted due to fear, possibly feeling voluntary enlisting was the less painful process as his recruitment to the armed forces was inevitable. Therefore, it could be argued that Fonseca’s actions were driven by fear an emotion which is seems unreasonable to punish a child for. 
Haer (2019) suggests there are push and pull factors which influence the voluntary recruitment of children. For example, he suggests a push factor causing a child to voluntarily enlist could be a lack of educational or employment opportunities in the child’s community. This may cause them to seek these opportunities in the military resulting in voluntary enlistment as they feel there is no other way to receive education or employment. Whereas a pull factor as a way of enticing children to enlist (Haer, 2019). For example, UNICEF (2016a) reports children voluntarily joining armed groups as a way out of poverty showing the enticing pull factor in this case was the financial benefit of recruitment. 
It could be argued that push and pull factors working together to encourage voluntary recruitment of children makes them manipulative mechanisms employed by armed groups to attract child soldiers into their ranks. This can be seen by children who live in conflict areas that are acknowledged to be at a high risk of recruitment (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017). Although under these circumstances there are instances of involuntary recruitment, for example in Angola and Mozambique where children have been brutally abducted from their homes and forced into military service (Honwana, 2006). Rosen (2019) offers an alternative view on child recruitment from conflict areas, he argues that joining the military could be viewed as a positive because it provides children with protection and security which they would lack as civilians when there is an active conflict in their community. For example, having possession of a gun within the military may a child feel that they are better protected. 
However, without the initial conflict, which is created by the armed groups who end up recruiting children, it could be argued that there would be less voluntary recruitment of children because they would not need to actively search for a secure environment because their community would be equipped to provide them with safety. It is only when this safety is taken away through conflict that children are manipulated into voluntary enlisting. Furthermore, UNICEF (2016a) reports a common theme of child soldiers feeling afraid throughout their time in the military. For example, an ex-child soldier from Syria reports being ‘very scared’ (UNICEF, 2016a, pp. 7) whilst in combat. Similarly, ex-child soldier Myo Ko from Myanmar reported feeling ‘very afraid’ and ‘worried’ (UNICEF, 2016a, pp. 9) whilst carrying out his military duties. Therefore, although it could be said that Rosen (2007) is correct in that joining the military protects children from being civilian victims of war if they are living in a conflict area with supposed advantage of child soldiering does not negate the fear endured by child soldiers whilst carrying out military duties. Similarly, joining the armed forces increases the risk of the child being injured or killed because they could be purposely putting themselves into direct contact with hostilities if their military duties include combat which therefore does not provide them with the illusive protection and security which Rosen (2007) describes recruitment offers them. 
Push and pull factors which influence a child’s decision to voluntarily enlist for military service could be seen as purposeful forms of manipulation which causes us to consider that child soldiers are victims of abuse even when they voluntary enlist. This idea more closely relates voluntary and involuntary recruitment of children by recognising all child soldiers are the product of direct (involuntary recruitment) and indirect (voluntary recruitment) coercion into the armed forces. Leila Zerrongi, a representative of the UN Security-General for Child and Armed Conflict commented on this saying that the difference between voluntary and forced recruitment is a meaningless distinction for child soldiers (Haer, 2016). 
Reasoning behind child recruitment, both voluntary and involuntary, appear to be well understood within the humanitarian sector. As previously discussed, UNICEF (2016a) appreciates poverty and insecurity can lead to recruitment. Similarly, Brownell and Praetorius (2017) suggest low household income and abduction can cause recruitment, and Haer (2019) promotes that lack of educational or employment opportunities can also lead to recruitment. There appears to be a commonality between each of these researchers in that impoverished children and those living in conflict zones are more likely to become child soldiers. Therefore, it could be argued that if the reasons behind child recruitment are so well understood by researchers, why does humanitarian law not provide better protection for vulnerable children against recruitment? 
International humanitarian law, just like all legislation, is only words on paper. It does not physically prevent child recruitment therefore can have a limited impact. It is governments who must enforce humanitarian law to safeguard children. As a result, although the CRC clearly has the intention to protect children from participating in hostilities, as exhibited by article 19 which protects children from violence, abuse and neglect (UNICEF, 2016b), it cannot prevent illegal recruitment of children into the armed forces without government intervention. This shows that international humanitarian law has a limited impact on protecting children from recruitment if it is not supported by the governing body of the state. 
Alternatively, Honwana (2006) suggests that although child soldiers are independent agents, they do have had to adapt to their circumstances to survive. She describes child soldiers has having ‘tactical agency’ which has allowed them to cope with a militant environment through adaptation, although this does not mean they are conscious to the long-term impacts of their actions instead children are aware of what is required of them to survive. Childlike ignorance to any lasting consequences of their actions could be what causes the UN to maintain the view that child soldiers should not be prosecuted for crimes during the DDR process (UNDDR, 2020). It is perhaps too much to ask of a child soldier to evaluate the impact of their actions whilst under immense pressure in the armed forces, where under the article 38 of the CRC they should not be in the first place.
However, if child soldiers are always a product of forced recruitment, does this mean that the acts of violence committed by them should be excused? Or is it perhaps the commanders of armed forces who allow child soldiers into their ranks who should be accountable for their actions, allowing victims of child soldiers to attain justice whilst also protecting child soldiers from persecution.  
On the other hand, Rosen (2007), an American anthropologist argues that there is no universal understanding of childhood therefore, it cannot be assumed that the Western definition of a child being under 18 years of age forfeits a child soldiers’ ability to voluntarily enlist for the military which is the way child soldiers are presented in most humanitarian discourse. Alternatively, Rosen (2007) brings forward a more anthropological discourse suggesting that joining the military can be a positive for children because the armed forces can provide protection when there is a breakdown in society. For example, when Jewish children fled from Nazi Germany, many joined Polish or Ukrainian armies which provided security in social chaos.
Rosen’s argument that child soldiers can enlist voluntarily contrasts most of the discussion on the topic. Rosen (2007) argues that a lot of the discussion on child soldiers comes from a humanitarian perspective whereas he offers an anthropological perspective which looks into the context in which child soldiers are recruited therefore can offer a more holistic viewpoint by considering societal values in countries where child soldiers are presently being used. Furthermore, humanitarian discourse regarding child soldiers comes from a Western perspective where armies are moving away or have already moved away from utilising child soldiers, so their presence elsewhere has become a ‘moral affront and social crisis’ (Rosen, 2007, pp. 298). It could be argued that by providing resources such as DDR programmes, to countries that currently use child soldiers, that Western countries and humanitarian organisations are projecting a morally sound image of themselves whilst creating a narrative that non-Western countries are not safeguarding their children correctly therefore require intervention from Western organisations. 
However, many non-Western countries have signed the optional protocol on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (UNICEF, 2016b) which stipulates in article 38 that children under 15 years should not be allowed to participate in armed conflict (UNICEF, 2016b). Their signing of this protocol when it was not a compulsory document shows that it is not only Western countries which view children, defined as those under 18, as a group who should be protected from military involvement. 
Due to this protocol not being compulsory, it suggests that countries that signed it would follow its guidance because they have chosen to uphold the protocol in their state. However, this idea is not reflected in reality. For example, the UN Committee praises South Sudan for their ratification of the CRC in a 2015 press conference (UNICEF, 2015) but UNICEF reports 15 South Sudanese child soldiers being released in 2020 (UNICEF, 2020), 5 years after the protocol was signed. This tells us South Sudan were not upholding article 38 of the CRC (UNICEF, 2016b) because child soldiers still existed in South Sudan 5 years later. Alternatively, the release of these 15 children as reported by UNICEF could be seen as South Sudan implementing article 38 by removing these children from military involvement. However, removing only 15 child soldiers does not appear to be a great achievement when compared to the gargantuan amount of child soldiers still active in the country.
The second phase of Brownell and Praetorius’s (2017) four phase model is ‘Militarisation’ where children form attachments to their abductors and receive limited training in the form of routine killings, beatings and forced drug use. Many child soldiers report regular beatings and killings to instil a constant state of terror encouraging fearful obedience among the children. Honwana (2006, pp.57) commented on the tactical fear used on child soldiers saying that ‘children had to become killers or be killed’ suggesting that child soldiers in armed conflict are acting under duress, implying that their capacity for autonomy when in conflict zones is diminished due to strategic fear for their own safety which is implanted within them during training.
Furthermore, the training process usually aims to cut of family and community ties to reduce the children’s desire to return home. This is achieved by killing family members, ordering child soldiers to pillage their own villages and the isolating locations of training camps. The dehumanizing process of training has been said to turn child soldiers into ‘instruments of death’ (Honwana, 2006, pp. 50). 

Demilitarisation and Reintegration 
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programmes for children, fall into the third phase of Brownell and Praetorius’s (2017) ex-child soldier model known as ‘Demilitarisation and Reintegration’. Generally, all DDR programmes have a similar layout. Disarmament is leaving the armed forces and surrendering a weapon (UNDDR, 2020). Demobilisation involves a formal exit from armed groups, at this stage ex-combatants are given essentials including medical and psychological treatment and may be reunited with their families (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017). Reintegration is when ex-combatants are supported within their community to attain a long-term alternative to military life (UNDDR, 2020). The UNDDR have altered each of these phases to specifically meet the needs of ex-child soldiers who require different forms and levels of support than adult ex-combatants. 
The United Nations DDR standards for children are guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (UNDDR, 2020). The aim of DDR programmes is to give demilitarised children a long-term alternative to military life. By utilising the CRC to implement DDR programmes it creates distinction between regular and child DDR programmes, this helps the UN to act in the child’s best interests by specialising the DDR programmes to ‘child-specific demobilisation procedures’ (UNDDR, 2020) and preparing children for child specific challenges they will face during reintegration. Furthermore, the focus of child DDR programmes is on reintegration and reunification which directs attention solely to the ex-child soldier. Whereas regular DDR programmes are viewed as peace-making initiatives (Haer, 2016), implying there are ulterior intentions attached to DDR programmes which is to attain societal peace, taking some focus away from the programme’s participants. Therefore, by allowing child DDR programmes to be guided by the CRC, this allows the children to remain at the forefront of the programmes, safeguarding their vulnerability which could be at risk if other factors come into play which diverts attention of humanitarian actors when implementing the programmes, permitting the children to remain the only priority of the programme.
The UN’s effectiveness at tackling child DDR programmes was evidenced in Somalia where the Somali government were struggling to meet the needs of vulnerable groups in their own DDR programmes run by the African Union Mission to Somalia (AMISOM) (UNICEF, 2016a). Therefore, called upon the UN to support their DDR programmes, this request for assistance could tell us that the UN has the capacity to provide effective child DDR programmes because they are led by the CRC whereas other DDR programmes do not have the same guiding principles and therefore cannot productively help reintegrate ex -child soldiers to the same level. In the case of Somalia, ex-child soldiers were detained along with other ex-combatants at a government ‘Rehabilitation Centre’ and prevented from contacting their families for many years (UNICEF, 2016a). This ignores article 9 of the CRC which states that children should not be separated from their parents unless it is in their best interests and article 37 which tells us children should only be detained as a last resort (UNICEF, 2016b). Although AMISOM may have believed keeping children from contacting their parents and keeping them detained was within their ‘best interests’, identified in article 3 of the CRC, it is unlikely that this would have been the case for every child and for the entirety of the time they were detained for. As a result, when 79 children were handed over to UNICEF, they were quickly reunited with their parents and released from detention (UNICEF, 2016a). Instead of further detention, they were able to participate in community-based reintegration programmes which more effectively aided their reintegration than being kept separate from their community and families. This shows UNICEF was able to provide more appropriate child DDR resolutions arguably because they are led by the CRC. 
The UN is clear that child DDR has different requirements and aims than regular DDR programmes. For example, children are not required to present a weapon and demonstrate how to use it to be accepted into a DDR programme (UNDDR, 2020). This considers the various roles children can play in the armed forces which do not always include direct involvement in hostilities. This is especially important for young girls who may have been enlisted for cooking, cleaning or sexual purposes whose needs can sometimes be excluded from DDR programmes (UNDDR, 2020). Although some child soldiers do not take part in armed conflict, it should not negate the trauma they suffer at the hands of the military forces. Therefore, the UN allows child DDR programmes to help reintegrate all children involved with the armed forces, not limiting acceptance into child DDR to those who can shoot a gun. UNICEF (2016a) reports a child who was apart of the Myanmar National Army, whose military duties included chopping bamboo in areas covered with landmines to build military camps. Although the child was not directly involved in hostilities, UNICEF still provided reintegration support to him which would not have been available in regular DDR programmes. The extra support provided to all children associated with armed forces is permitted due to article 39 of the CRC which tells us children have the right to seek help for recovery from trauma and reintegration (UNICEF, 2016b). Therefore, if UN DDR programmes were not child specific, not all children who faced trauma at the hands of armed forces would receive the reintegration help they required for them to develop to their full potential. 
Another important distinction is that child DDR programmes no longer include monetary payments for children in the same way that regular DDR programmes provide compensation packages to ex-combatants (UNDDR, 2020). The UNDDR reported that children receiving payments during DDR programmes was not having a positive impact on their reintegration, instead it could be argued that these payments were having negative impacts. This was because communities viewed compensation packets as rewards for children joining the armed forces, so the children were being met with hostility when trying to reintegrate back into these communities which compromised their ability to do so successfully (UNDDR, 2020). Instead, child DDR has been adjusted by the UN to attain longer-term benefits for children. For example, through reunification of families and providing educational and psychological support to aid child development by addressing the deficits in their well-being caused by the armed forces. The UN’s adjustment of the child DDR programme in this way may show that it is not a perfect process and therefore requires more research for children to benefit from it to a higher standard. On the other hand, the UN’s recognition of this weakness in their child DDR programmes and their willingness to adjust these programmes accordingly shows that they are operating with the children’s best interests at the centre by reviewing the effectiveness of their interventions.

Civilian Life
The fourth and final phase of the Brownell and Praetorius (2017) ex-child soldier model is ‘Civilian Life’ this looks at the psychological, physical and economic problems faced by child soldiers when they become reintegrated back into their communities. DDR programmes are in place to help mitigate the consequences caused by children association with the armed forces. 
Most child centred DDR programmes have been developed under the theory that ex-child soldiers are ‘victims’ who lack any accountability. Therefore, child DDR does not involve prosecution of children for crimes they committed in the armed forces (Haer, 2016). However, article 12 of the CRC states that children should be able to express views freely in all matters affecting them. This article of the CRC could be seen as recognition of a child’s agency in armed conflict because if a child is able to express views which should be heard by others, this means they have understanding over the world around them and therefore can recognise the consequences of their actions. Even if it is true that child soldiers can appreciate the consequences of their actions, the Fourth Geneva Convention gives children under 15 taking part in hostilities the title of ‘adverse party’, giving them ‘special protection’ in times of conflict (Plattner, 1984). This ‘special protection’ could explain the stigmatisation which sometimes surrounds ex-child soldiers trying to integrate back into civilian life (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017) because communities view them as criminals who have not been held accountable for their actions. This can compromise ex-child soldiers’ ability to reintegrate back into society as a civilian if they are not accepted by their community. 
Brownell and Praetorius (2017) suggest that taking part in DDR programmes can also lead to stigmatisation of the ex-child soldier within their community, possibly because the child is accepting help from outside of their community which is not viewed as trustworthy. As a result, children who choose to take part in DDR are less likely to successfully reintegrate than children so reintegrate alone (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017). However, to reintegrate alone would mean a limited access to medical and psychological treatments available to ex-child soldiers through DDR programmes (UNDDR, 2020) which have long-term benefits to the child well-being. For example, receiving counselling in the demobilisation phase can help ex-child soldiers to work through their trauma. Similarly, receiving a good level of medical care post-conflict can prevent lasting injuries. Therefore, reintegration using the DDR process is important to the physical and mental condition of the ex-child soldiers which promotes article 6 of the CRC by ensuring children develop to their full potential. Child DDR could be made more effective when coupled with community involvement (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017). Allowing the child’s community to become educated on the DDR process alongside the child promoting a greater understanding and acceptance of this intervention method among the community so that children can be more easily accepted back into it. 
Haer (2016) points out that child DDR programmes have a universal structure, rather than being tailored to individual children. As a result, not all children’s needs can be met to a high enough standard for DDR to be most effective for everyone. For example, children enlisted to play a direct part in hostilities on the frontline of battles will require different DDR support than children whose role in the military was to cook or clean, however Haer (2016) argues that this difference in experience goes unnoticed within DDR programmes. It could be argued that to individualise DDR programmes this would take funding that is currently unavailable to DDR staff and therefore the programme in its current state is the best that can be delivered without the necessary funding to improve it. Save the Children released a report ‘Unprotected: Crisis in humanitarian funding for child protection’ which suggests that child protection is not prioritized in the humanitarian sector, with only 0.5% of overall humanitarian funding being directed into child protection (Thierry, 2018). This already limited funding is cut down further when we specify what proportion of this can be directed to DDR programmes. The lack of funding for DDR programmes can be seen in South Sudan where in 2020 UNICEF warned in a press release that if they were unable to secure adequate funding for DDR programmes in South Sudan, that they would have to suspend the reintegration programme (UNICEF, 2020). 
Considering the CRC focuses on the many ‘rights’ which should be afforded to children, it seems that if DDR programmes are guided by its principals, one of which is ensuring children develop to their full potential as stated in article 6, individualising DDR programmes is the way to achieve this because it would address individual needs, maximising children’s capacity to reach their full potential. However, to do this humanitarian organisations would need to channel increased funding into DDR programmes to increase their effectiveness, funding which has not been adequately made available to child protection efforts in humanitarian action. More funding would allow for more resources to be focused on individualizing children’s experience within them as Haer (2016) suggests is vital to ensuring ex-child soldiers receive the most out of them. This would allow DDR programmes to adhere to the CRC protocol more closely. 

Conclusion 
By breaking down the experiences of ex-child soldiers using the Brownell and Praetorius (2017) model this has allowed me to assess the effectiveness of child protection methods in humanitarian organisations which aim to safeguard children from becoming child soldiers and help to reintegrate ex-child soldiers. 
Using the first two phases of the model, ‘Abduction’ and ‘Militarisation’ (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017), I found that international humanitarian law, specifically the CRC protocol aims to make child soldiering illegal. This can most clearly be seen in article 38 which states that children under 15 should not be allowed into the armed forces (UNICEF, 2016b). However, the success of child protection from recruitment in humanitarian law is limited. For example, UNICEF (2016a) report that even countries who have ratified the CRC protocol such as South Sudan, still have child soldiers involved in their armed groups. It could be argued that humanitarian law recognises that it cannot completely eliminate the use of child soldiers because legislation cannot prevent every criminal act. Therefore, the Fourth Genva Convention gives children who take part in hostilities ‘special protection’ to prevent them being prosecuted for their actions whilst being child soldiers (Plattner, 1984). Overall, it seems that the effectiveness of international humanitarian law is dependent upon governments enforcing it. Without support at a government level, protocols such as the CRC will have limited impact because they cannot physically stop child recruitment by making it illegal instead it seems that they can only warn against it. 
The second two phases, ‘Demobilisation and Reintegration’ and ‘Civilian Life’ (Brownell and Praetorius, 2017), highlight the importance of child DDR programmes run by humanitarian organisations such as UNICEF at helping ex-child soldiers to successfully reintegrate into their communities. Child DDR programmes appear to have become more successful in recent times. This is possibly due to the UNDDR (2020) having recognised weaknesses within general DDR programmes and altering them to better aid child reintegration. For example, UNICEF child DDR programmes are now guided by the CRC which has enabled the intention of these programmes to become more focused on children rather than generally on ex-combatants who require different kinds of support for reintegration. Although it seems child DDR programmes are becoming more successful by humanitarian organisations identifying weaknesses within them which can be altered to achieve better reintegration results, the reach of these programmes is stunted by the lack of funding for child protection in humanitarian aid (Thierry, 2018). Therefore, to support ex-child soldiers further in developing to their full potential, which the CRC states that children should have the right to be supported in (UNICEF, 2016b), an increased proportion of humanitarian funding should be allocated to child protection. This can ensure that more vulnerable children can be better protected from becoming child soldiers by employing more child protection methods to safe guard their futures and that all ex-child soldiers can have access to child DDR programmes. 
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