Children And Armed Conflict:  Implementing the Paris Principles

Suggestions from a workshop held in March 2007

Forum on Children and Armed Conflict

Introduction

Ten years ago Graca Machel mobilized global attention on The Impacts of Armed Conflict on Children, in her ground breaking UN report.  Since then there have been some improvements in protection for the rights of children threatened by armed conflict, but millions of children still remain vulnerable.  

Five years ago the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict came into effect, establishing a norm of age 18 for forced recruitment into armed forces.  Meanwhile, the Security Council adopted several strong resolutions to protect children, specifically naming six egregious violations of the rights of children that it deemed threats to international peace and security.

Two years ago the Security Council added Resolution 1612, which moved from policy to practice through establishment of a monitoring and reporting system, the use of action plans to end the use of child soldiers, and a Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict to follow up on specific situations. 

On the program side, 60 countries recently endorsed The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups.  Translating these new norms and principles for child protection into practical actions in the context of armed conflict remains a challenge.  

That challenge was front and centre at a workshop and panel discussion held on March 6, 2007, as part of a series of events organized to honour the 50th Anniversary of UN Peacekeeping.   The workshop, organized by the United Nations Association of Canada in conjunction with members of the Forum on Children and Armed Conflict, brought together a variety of experts to discuss the implications of the recently adopted Paris Principles.  The panel, composed of young adults who lived through war as children, provided insights from their experience and encouraged the public to become engaged in this issue. 

Principles for Programming

 In February, foreign ministers and officials from over 60 countries, including Canada, endorsed The Paris Commitments to Protect Children from Unlawful Recruitment or Use by Armed Forces or Armed Groups.
 The first two commitments are:

1. To spare no effort to end the unlawful recruitment and use of children by armed forces or groups in all regions of the world, i.e. through the ratification and implementation of all relevant international instruments and through international cooperation.
2. To make every effort to uphold and apply the Paris Principles, (“The Guidelines to Protect Children Unlawful Recruitment or Use by Armed Forces and Armed Groups”) wherever possible in our political, diplomatic, humanitarian, technical assistance, and funding roles and consistent with our international obligations.  

The commitments are based on a revision of the earlier Capetown Principles, now called The Paris Principles: Principles and Guidelines on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups.
  
Observations on the Paris Principles

The Paris Principles, based on growing experience in this field, address some of the gaps in the earlier Capetown Principles.  Girls in armed conflict, for example, receive more attention, and the reintegration process, one of the challenges in the field, is more fully addressed.   

The Paris Principles complement other policies, such as Security Council Resolution 1612 and the monitoring mechanisms that resulted from it.  They address the substance of programming, the “what” of programming in this field.  They are not operational guidelines, leaving the “how” to various actors, and they are vague on  “who” should be responsible for implementation.  This policy is not a legal agreement, but it will be used to shape programs by donor agencies who committed to it.  CIDA considers it a working document that will be refined and developed as it is applied. 

Areas of concern about the substance of the policy include the limited participation of youth in its development, the generality and vagueness of some elements, and the challenge of translating principles into operational reality.   In general, however, the Paris Principles are considered an improvement of the Capetown Principles and a reflection of the “state of the art” in this field.

On a conceptual level, there is not full agreement about the way child rights are incorporated into the policy.  Many appreciate the attempt to base all aspects of the policy in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, while some think the references to broad, universal rights are problematic when there is no clarity about who can actually fulfill them in the context of armed conflict.  It is argued by some that limiting references to more specific rights with parallel obligations on specific actors would be more practical. Particularly for military actors, used to military doctrines, more prescriptive, specific directions might have a greater chance of effective implementation. The link between rights and responsibilities is an area for further development.  

Potential Uses of the Paris Principles

The Paris Principles can be a useful tool to advance the goal of protecting the rights of children in conflict zones.  They can be used for:  

1. Advocacy:  The fact that 60 countries made commitments is worth prompt follow-up to advocate for actions based on the agreement in Paris.  In countries like Canada, the advocacy focus will be on implementation of this commitment in foreign policy and international assistance programming.  In conflict countries, the principles could be the basis of advocacy on specific elements, e.g. inclusion of CAC in peace processes.  

2. Policy and Strategy Development:  The Paris Principles can provide a framework and starting point for countries faced with developing national strategies or action plans, such as a post-conflict situation.  This is a significant advance; in many situations, plans have started from scratch and took a long time to develop.  Delays have negative impacts for children. 

3. Youth Empowerment:  Youth need to know their rights and what commitments their governments have made.  Youth friendly versions of the Optional Protocol, Security Council Resolution 1612, and the Paris Principles were named as high priorities.   Coherence and co-ordination is needed between different awareness-raising initiatives on international norms in local contexts. 

4. Training:  Training materials, based on the principles, would be useful for several different constituencies, such as agency field staff in affected countries, indigenous child protection networks, donor agency program officers, military and humanitarian personnel, and diplomatic and legal advisors in foreign affairs. 

5. Program Design, Implementation, and Evaluation:  Operational tools and specific methodologies are needed to apply these principles. Many field staff do not have time to develop those. There is a need for more operational tools, to help program designers and frontline staff translate these principles into specific program activities.  

6. Good Practices:  Collecting and disseminating good practices based on the principles was identified as one way to bridge the gap between principle and practice. 

7. Awareness:  At the political and diplomatic level, the Paris Principles can help raise awareness.  More popular awareness raising tools, based on the principles, could help at the community level in conflict countries and to build public support for donor investments in this field in Canada.  They could help to address the high level of skepticism about the effectiveness of work in this field.

Importance of Reintegration

Demobilization, Disarmament, and Reintegration Programs (DDR) have put more emphasis on the two D’s than on the R.  Experience tells us that the reintegration component is the most important for stopping the cycle of abuse of children.  

Good practices in reintegration are reflected in the Paris Principles, but there are still big issues in implementation.  There is a consensus that cash payments for youth leaving forces are usually not effective, for example.  The challenges of finding alternative livelihoods and dealing with the psycho-socio impacts of armed conflict require longer-term approaches with full community participation.  Timely response to children leaving forces is a priority. 

Programming that is based on the resilience of children and builds on skills they acquired while engaged in armed forces shows potential to be more effective than reinforcing the negative impacts of engagement with forces.  At the same time, false expectations about an easy return to community life can result in ignoring problems that surface later, when there are no programs to deal with them.

Building the capacity of indigenous child protection networks is essential for sustainable impact. Peacekeepers and international agencies should see themselves as technical advisors rather than program deliverers, supporting local skills and building local capacity.  Local leaders will be there for the long-term; this is the only effective way to bridge the gap between emergency response and long-term sustainability.

The shortage of resources for long-term reintegration is another challenge.  Most donor agencies sunset post-conflict programming within a few years, often closing programs when the youth are still vulnerable to being recruited again or falling into other problems, such as being trafficked, criminal activity, etc. 

Military-Civilian Roles and Relationships

Children’s needs have traditionally been seen within the scope of humanitarian agencies; protection and security issues, particularly in relation to child soldiers, have put children on the security agenda. With that come questions about the role of peacekeepers and military actors. Is it appropriate, for example, for peacekeepers, to participate in the reporting and follow-up on human rights violations?  With the new focus on integrated missions, how can the roles of military and civilian actors complement each other? Are there problems when the lines are blurred between military and civilian roles?

Including specific language about protection of children in the mandates for peacekeeping missions helps to ensure that resources and attention are directed toward work with young people. This is important, in addition to the appointment of child protection advisors, which was started a few years ago.  A particular challenge for peacekeeping missions is the fact that staff rotate every six months, making continuity a challenge.  

Peacekeepers should play an active role in the monitoring and reporting mechanisms established under Resolution 1612.  Collating and analyzing the information gathered was identified as an area for further attention; military expertise in strategic analysis could be helpful in this task.  This is often a weak spot in the current process, and without it, the data does not lead to effective action.

More importantly, there is a need for clarification of roles and responsibilities in general, and within each specific mission. In some missions, lack of clarity about roles has resulted in unacceptable delays or ineffective response.  DDR, for example, is a civilian led process, but the military is an integral part of it.  This can lead to conflicting agendas, unless there is early agreement and clarity about different roles.  The Paris Principles position UNICEF as the lead agency for monitoring and reporting.  In Resolution 1612, however, the lead responsibility was deliberately placed with the head of the UN mission in a particular country, to help ensure co-ordination and effective response to reports. 

The Paris Principles do not specifically address which roles should be performed by military and civilian actors.  While some see that as a weakness, others observe that different agencies have capacity in particular situations, so it is best to leave those decisions to each mission.  As a result, however, much depends on the experience and personality of the head of each mission, leading to a wide range of practice in relation to child protection.  Early and clear identification of roles and responsibilities was seen as a central key to effective protection for children. 

Training of peacekeepers remains an issue.  Contributing troops are trained in their home country, and that is unlikely to change.  That results in a wide variety of training within a particular mission.  Training on protection of children and other civilians should be reinforced in the field, to ensure a common level of understanding among all members of a mission.  Child protection competes with many other priorities for training; it should be given special emphasis, with particular attention to the role of peacekeepers in preventing child abuse through reporting and appropriate response when they encounter it and through example in their own practice.

The importance of building indigenous expertise was highlighted.  Peacekeepers can play an important role as technical advisors to indigenous child protection authorities, such as local community leaders, local police, etc.  

There can be no impunity for members of peacekeeping forces who engage in child abuse, such as the sexual exploitation of girls.  It is not sufficient to send them back to their home country.  Local communities interpret that as not taking it seriously.  The UN, through DPKO, must develop appropriate mechanisms for punishment that reinforce accountability to the affected persons, within the framework of respect for the ultimate control of troop-contributing countries over their own forces. 

Further attention is also needed to address the blurring of the lines between civilian and military security activities by peacekeepers.  In Cote d’Ivoire, for example, peacekeepers were actively involved in humanitarian activities, such as building schools one day, and then the next day, when violence erupted, they retreated to barracks and patrolled in full arms, sending confusing signals to youth and politicizing the humanitarian work, with increased risk for the aid workers and youth involved.  Careful distinctions and clarity between civilian and military roles is needed to prevent increased risk for local youth and humanitarian workers, who rely on their neutrality for security. 

This question has also been raised in relation to the mixed role played by Canadian forces in Afghanistan, where attacks on schools have doubled in the last year.  A “Do No Harm” assessment is needed to ensure that forces are not increasing the risk for children through hearts and minds activities on local school sites.

In general, peacekeeping missions need to pay greater attention to child protection.  While the Paris Principles outline what is needed, integrated missions need to quickly and clearly assign roles and responsibilities for developing operational plans and consistently implementing them. 

Next Steps

Following are suggestions for effective implementation of the Paris Principles: 

· Commitments made by Canada in the Paris Principles need to be translated into specific program and budget allocations, within CIDA and/or START at DFAIT. 

· To encourage implementation, states that are party to the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children and Armed Conflict could be asked to include regular reports on how they applied the Paris Principles. This process would also allow youth and NGOs to comment on their government’s implementation of the guidelines. 

· Youth-friendly versions of the Optional Protocol, Resolution 1612, and the Paris Principles should be developed, including active participation of youth in the process.  This is also needed in local languages where recruitment of child soldiers is a threat to young people. 

· Easy-to-use, condensed versions of the Paris Principles should be developed for field staff and local communities, to help develop a broad base of awareness.  The collation and dissemination of good practices based on the principles should also be explored to help bridge the gap between principles and operational realities.

· Training initiatives, based on the Paris Principles, should be developed for different user-groups, including military, donor agency staff, diplomats, and field staff. Consideration should be given to reinforce child protection training done in contributing countries when forces are integrated into one mission, and regularly thereafter because of the six-moth rotations.  A training strategy for all countries that contribute to peacekeeping forces might be facilitated through the Friends of Children and Armed Conflict Group within the UN. 

· Given the importance of an early start on reintegration, a contingency fund should be established at UNICEF for immediate use after a peace process is signed, to prevent the long delays that now occur before youth receive assistance.

· Clarity of roles and responsibilities should be established at the beginning of each peacekeeping mission to ensure that child protection receives due attention. Where there is not a peacekeeping mission, clarity of roles and responsibilities within the UN country team is needed, including strong links with local child protection networks.   

· Reporting and response mechanisms, established under Resolution 1612, should include peacekeepers where appropriate, with particular attention to collating and analyzing data collected for early, preventive responses. 

· Canada should take a lead in developing an appropriate international means to hold peacekeepers accountable for abuses of children, including some form of accountability to the affected community.  Being sent home is not adequate. 

· Capacity building of local, indigenous child protection networks should be a high priority in each country strategy, along with longer-term funding for reintegration plans.  This would transform short-term emergency response initiatives into sustainable social support systems for youth. 

Participants

The roundtable and panel discussion were chaired by Kathy Vandergrift, Co-coordinator of the Forum for Children and Armed Conflict.  Notes were taken by Emily Schroeder, UNAC Canada.  Reports for UNAC and CAC Forum were written by Kathy Vandergrift.

Participants in the roundtable were: Jennifer Adams, Foster Parents Plan; Svetlana Ageeva, Red Cross Canada; Imram Ahmad, Office of Senator Romeo Dallaire; Sara Austin, World Vision Canada; Linda Dale, Children/Youth as Peacebuilders; Myriam Denov, McGill University; Kristine Ennis, DND; Chol Kelei, Youth Representative, Winnipeg; Philip Lancaster, Consultant, Victoria, BC; Guillaume Landry, International Bureau for Children’s Rights; Marlen Mondaca, Save the Children Canada; Jean-François Morel, DND; Behzad Pilewar, Youth Representative, Toronto; Rachel Schmidt, MA Candidate, NPSIA, Carleton University; Emily Schroeder, UNA-Canada; Julie Stevens, UNICEF Canada; Emmanuelle Tremblay, CIDA; Kathy Vandergrift, Forum on Children and Armed Conflict; Carrie Vandewint, World Vision Canada; and Kimmi Weeks, Youth Representative, Youth Action International. 

� The Paris Commitments can be found on the website of UNICEF. The link to the English version is: � HYPERLINK "http://www.unicef.org/media/files/ParisCommitments120207english.pdf" ��http://www.unicef.org/media/files/ParisCommitments120207english.pdf�. The link to the French version is: http://www.unicef.org/french/infobycountry/files/ParisPrincipesFrench310107.pdf


� The Paris Principles can be found on the website of UNICEF.  The link to the English version is: � HYPERLINK "http://www.unicef.fr/mediastore/7/3109-4.pdf" �http://www.unicef.fr/mediastore/7/3109-4.pdf�. The link to the French version is � HYPERLINK "http://www.unicef.fr/mediastore/7/3107-4.pdf" �http://www.unicef.fr/mediastore/7/3107-4.pdf� 








PAGE  
1

