Great Lakes Region: Children in Armed Conflict Strategic Initiatives 

Suggested strategic initiatives for consideration at the May 2007 Ministerial Meeting submitted by participants in the Forum on Children and Armed Conflict

Introduction

Regional cooperation is an important component of international efforts to improve protection for the rights of children threatened by armed conflicts.  The development of the Great Lakes Conference is a positive step for the long-term security and development of the region, and the Pact signed in December 2006 has potential to contribute to greater protection for the rights of all children in the region.  Implementation of the Pact is an important objective and warrants support from Canada through the Group of Friends and other mechanisms. 

The Great Lakes region was identified as a priority for regional attention to the issues of children and armed conflict in the UN Secretary General’s 2006 Report on Children and Armed Conflict (A/61/529-S/2006/826, October 26,2006). In a section on current issues, the report notes that:

New evidence suggests that the recruitment and use of child soldiers and other grave violations are beginning to “migrate” within regions.  The movement of rebel groups across borders to prey upon vulnerable children needs further attention and adequately developed monitoring expertise to effectively address the problem.  Of particular concern are the Mano River and Great Lakes regions of Africa. (A/61/529-S/2006/826, p. 2) 

Drawing on information from partners in the region and related research, civil society participants in the Forum for Children and Armed Conflict would like to suggest the following strategic initiatives under the existing protocols and articles in the Programme of Action.

I.  Regional strategy to prevent cross-border recruitment and trafficking of boys and girls

Article 17 of the Programme of Action calls for joint management of the security of common borders, cooperation in combating the illicit proliferation of small arms and light weapons, and cooperation in preventing transnational crime and terrorism. As part of the work plan to enhance border security, a regional strategy is needed to prevent the cross-border recruitment of boys and girls by fighting forces and the trafficking of girls and boys for other purposes.  Monitoring, reporting, and prompt follow-up to incidents of cross-border recruitment and trafficking could contribute to regional stabilization, as well as protection for the rights of children within the region. 

In addition, the Ministerial Meeting of the Great Lakes Conference could consider regional cooperation in the implementation of reintegration programs for youth who have been involved in armed conflicts.  While the programs for reintegration are national programs, failure to effectively reintegrate young people has serious negative impacts for the whole region.  Areas for regional cooperation are: sharing information about good practices in reintegration; mutual monitoring of program implementation; and raising awareness of the need for a longer-term, community-based approach to reintegration.  Special attention is needed for the reintegration of girls; statistics indicating a low participation rate by girls in programs and evidence that girls are experiencing rejection and increased risk of violence point to the need for focused attention on this matter. 

II.  Preventing sexual violence and promoting respect for the rights of girls

It is appreciated that sexual violence has been a subject for attention at past meetings of the conference.  It will be important to follow up on implementation of the protocol on sexual violence, through the adoption of national legislation that treats sexual violence as a serious crime in each country, along with effective enforcement and preventive programming.  Canada should be persistent in its diplomacy on this matter and consider monitoring implementation of the protocol, in cooperation with civil society groups in the region, as a contribution to enhanced security within the region.  

As part of prevention, the regional conference could show support for national initiatives that promote fulfillment of other rights of girls and reduce their vulnerability to violence, such as access to education, the right to property, HIV/AIDS prevention, and economic opportunities.   

III.  Regional monitoring of the situation of boys and girls in IDP camps

Conditions for most boys and girls in IDP camps in the region require urgent attention.  They fall far below minimum international standards for refugee camps and international guidelines for treatment of internally displaced persons.   While IDP plans are national, they have regional impacts for security and development.  The ministerial meeting could consider joint monitoring initiatives of conditions in IDP camps, as part of implementing Articles 12, 13, and 20 in the Programme of Action. Enhanced regional cooperation could identify and promote effective strategies for the return and resettlement of displaced persons.  A high priority should be given to creating opportunities for young people to contribute to the rebuilding of communities and learning skills needed for the future development of the region rather than wasting years in the desperate conditions of most IDP camps.  

Conclusion

Young people make up a significant portion of the population in the countries in the Great Lakes Region.  Paying particular attention to this population group now is a matter of immediate urgency and also long-term investment.  Ignoring the needs of boys and girls will have long-term costs, also for regional security, which is one of the primary objectives of the regional conference. 

The options identified above are current priorities, as part of a more comprehensive approach to promoting respect for the rights of all children in the region.   Civil society members of the Forum on Children and Armed Conflict will continue to work with partners in the region and are eager to consider ways in which government and civil society activities can complement each other and contribute more effectively to development and respect for human rights throughout the region.
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