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1. Why it matters
The African Union (AU) has a unique legitimacy as the only
forum where all 55 African states assemble to address their
issues with no outside influence or interference, and is a
powerful and collective force in protecting the lives and
wellbeing of children affected by the burden of armed conflict
on the continent. Through the African Union’s Peace and

Security Council and Peace and Security Department – which
supports the Peace and Security Council in carrying out its
responsibilities – the AU engages with Member States on
conflict prevention, management, resolution and post conflict
reconstruction and development, as well as peace-building
initiatives.

Fast facts:
Children affected by armed conflict in Africa
Conflict in Africa has been reported to account for a
50 per cent increase in infant deaths and a 15 per cent
increase in undernutrition. In times of conflict there
are 2.5 times fewer doctors per capita than during
peacetime and children are 24 times more likely to die
due to illness and injury.
Conflict results in a devastating waste of resources that
could be invested in national development. The cost
of violence containment is estimated at 22 per cent of
GDP in Central African Republic, Somalia and South
Sudan. The 2015 Refugee Response Plan by Ethiopia,
Kenya and Sudan for the South Sudan conflict was
estimated at almost $810 million – more than South
Sudan’s budget for education, health and child welfare
combined.

In 2017 in the Kasai region of the Democratic Republic
of the Congo, violence has driven 850,000 children
from their homes, while more than 200 health centres
and 400 schools were attacked. An estimated 350,000
children have suffered from severe acute malnutrition.
In Somalia, over 70 per cent of the population are in
the conflict-ridden South where humanitarian access is
limited due to the high level of insecurity; 30 per cent of
children under 5 are acutely malnourished.

Since 2013, more than 1,000 children have been
abducted by Boko Haram in northeastern Nigeria,
including 276 girls taken from their secondary school in
the town of Chibok in 2014. Since the conflict started
nearly nine years ago, at least 2,295 teachers have
been killed and more than 1,400 schools have been
destroyed.
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2. Engagement approach
The AU and its many partners acknowledge that lack of
organizational and human resources is the single most
important constraint to fulfilling its mandate. Following the
signature of a Declaration of Intent on 17 September 2013,
between the Office of the Special Representative of the
Secretary-General (SRSG) for Children and Armed Conflict
and the African Union Commission (AUC), a Child Protection
Advisor was seconded by the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) to the Peace and Security Department, with
funding support from the UK Government.
The new Child Protection Advisor appointed in 2018 is
funded by UNICEF but directly employed by the AUC in
recognition of its increased desire for ownership of the
child rights agenda in support of children affected by
armed conflict. A Child Protection Specialist has also been
seconded by UNICEF to the African Union Mission in Somalia
(AMISOM), the largest AU peace support operation in Africa.
The Child Protection Advisor role provides a unique
opportunity to achieve results for children affected by armed
conflict by linking country-level accountability, regional
coherence and high-level political advocacy. Priority areas for
action are:
Integrating child protection into decision-making
processes to inform the policy of the AU and relevant
organs;
Strengthening the institutional capacity and
knowledge management of AU Member States and
their military and security forces on the protection of
children affected by armed conflict;
Strengthening the accountability of AU member states
with respect to their obligations to treaty bodies such
as the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and
Welfare of the Child (ACERWC);
Support to protecting children in peace-keeping and
peace support operations such as AMISOM.
One of the key enablers is a new child protection architecture
within the AUC (figure 1). In July 2017, the Peace and Security
Council stressed “the need to have enhanced coordination

by the Departments of Social Affairs, Political Affairs, Science
and Technology and Peace and Security, amongst others”6 to
address child protection issues. The current Child Protection
Advisor is supporting an Inter-departmental Support Group on
Mainstreaming Child Protection into the African Union Peace
and Security Agenda to give effect to this, whereby child
protection would become integrated in other departments
through a nominated focal point.
This new framework will formalize existing collaborations
within the AU on child protection and children affected
by armed conflict. For example, since 2011, the Peace
and Security Council has held an annual theme day on
children and armed conflict. The council needed updated
information on the situation on the ground, and so requested
the ACERWC to commission a Continental Study on the
Impact of Conflict and Crises on Children in Africa. This was
supported by UNICEF and involved fieldwork in conflictridden countries, supplemented by desk research on the
effects of war upon children’s lives. The findings of the study
published in 2016 “demonstrated clearly that governments
lag behind in their obligations to protect children” and
were presented to Member States at an AU Summit. To
coincide with the completion of the study, and to further
highlight the child protection agenda in conflict situations, the
ACERWC selected the 2016 Day of the African Child theme
as “Conflict and crisis in Africa: Protecting All Children’s
Rights”. This resulted in further advocacy and impacts at
country level, again supported by UNICEF.
Nicolas Gérard, Political Affairs Officer, Office of the SRSG
for Children and Armed Conflict comments: “SRSG can set
the broad political advocacy at global level on children and
armed conflict and engage at the highest levels. The value
of UNICEF is its day to day contact with the AUC in Addis
Ababa and its ability to work with the AU on the issues.
For example, when the AU is setting policies and defining
rules of engagement for peacekeepers, the UN Department
of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and UNICEF can get
into the detail of the work and support both policy and
implementation.”

6 African Union, ‘Press Statement of the 706th meeting of the PSC on the theme: “Child Soldiers/Out of School Children in Armed Conflict in Africa”’, <www.peaceau.org/en/
article/706th-meeting-of-the-psc-on-the-theme-child-soldiers-out-of-school-children-in-armed-conflict-in-africa>, accessed 22 August 2018
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Figure 1: UNICEF’s role in strengthening the capacity of the AUC to protect children affected by conflict
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3. Impact and results
Significant results have been achieved in pushing child
protection further up the agenda of the African Union.
Significantly, for the first time, two Open Sessions of the
Peace and Security Council were convened in 2015 and 2016
on “Children in Armed Conflicts in Africa”. Professor Julia
Sloth-Nielsen, Faculty of Law, University of the Western
Cape, South Africa and member of the ACERWC 2011–2016
comments: ”As a result of support from the Child Protection
Advisor, the Peace and Security Council held its first session
on children and armed conflict, to which the ACERWC were
invited to make an address. This led to greater engagement
with the council, the commissioning of the continental
study and heightened visibility of the issue of children and
conflict. This proved to be a very useful connection and also
contributed to visibility of the ACERWC and the child rights
agenda within the AU”. Further Open Sessions have been
held on “Child Soldiers/Out of School Children in Armed
Conflict in Africa” in July 2017 and “The plight of women and
children in conflict situations in Africa” in March 2018.
During the 2015 Open Session, Member States and other
stakeholders were briefed on advocacy missions conducted
by the Child Protection Adviser to the Central African
Republic and South Sudan. The purpose of the missions
was to go deeper into the issues affecting children in armed
conflict, identify areas of engagement for Member States and
formulate long term recommendations. Jean François Basse,
Regional Adviser, Child Protection, UNICEF Eastern and
Southern Africa Regional Office and former Child Protection
Advisor, Peace and Security Department comments: “It
proved straightforward to mobilize stakeholders around the
topic of children as this is not a politically sensitive issue and
as a delegation acting on behalf of the AU and ACERWC,
we were taken seriously by the members of parliament
we met with.” Technical missions to the Central African
Republic, Chad, Nigeria, Somalia and South Sudan were also
undertaken to enhance the protection of children affected by
conflict.
As a result of the 2016 Open Session, in which the findings of
the AU study on the impact of armed conflicts on children were
presented, 12 Member States endorsed the Guidelines for
Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during
Armed Conflicts by translating these into domestic policy and
operational frameworks, bringing the then-total to 27.
Further results include:
Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) by
our own staff cases in Somalia and the Central African
Republic prompted UNICEF to step up its response
in prevention and providing assistance to victims. In
Somalia, the Child Protection Specialist seconded to
AMISOM supported capacity building of troops which
was reprofiled based on PSEA. UNICEF’s New York
Headquarters drew from the experience and knowledge
to develop new global PSEA tools.

© AMISOM

Support was given to harmonizing the work of the DPKO
with the AU’s Peace Support Operations Division (PSOD)
through validating the first ever module on child
protection for the PSOD.
Development of a child protection strategy for the
Multi-National Joint Task Force (MNJTF) against the
Boko Haram terrorist group.
Establishment of a new multi-stakeholder platform
for a coordinated approach to child protection
issues including family tracing and reunification and the
Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism (MRM) on grave
violations committed against children in times of armed
conflict.
The Child Protection Advisor role is both important and
timely. Dr. Remember Miamingi Child Protection Adviser,
Peace and Security Department comments: “UNICEF
supporting the creation of this role was a breakthrough.
The Open Sessions of the Peace and Security Council,
child protection architecture, and special child protection
programme in the Peace and Security Department is all down
to UNICEF in just a couple of years. This has great value
to the AU as an institution but is also having impacts for
example, in Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Lake Chad and South Sudan, where you can begin to feel the
effect on the ground.”
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3. Impact and results
Spotlight on the release and reintegration of children from armed forces and armed groups
Children represent 10–40 per cent of armed forces and
groups. The recruitment of boys and girls and their use in
hostilities by armed forces and groups is prohibited under
international law and is among the worst forms of child
labour; the recruitment and use of children under age 15
constitutes a war crime and a crime against humanity.7
Significant numbers of children affected are in Africa.

Dissemination of the AUC’s Prevention of
Recruitment, Release and Reintegration Field
Handbook among Member States.

Estimates show that of the 65,000 children who have
been released in the past 10 years, more than 20,000
were in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, nearly 9,000 in the Central African
Republic, and over 1,600 children in Chad.8

The 2016 annual review of the Disarmament,
Demobilization, Repatriation, Reintegration and
Resettlement Procedures
and Capacities for the
Returnees of the Lord’s
Resistance Army (LRA)
allowed re-prioritization
of previously waning
support for the care and
reunification of children
released from the LRA
in the Central African
Republic, Democratic
Republic of the Congo,
South Sudan and Uganda.

UNICEF has contributed to several
significant disarmament, demobilization
and reintegration (DDR) initiatives at the AU
including:
Production of the African Union
Operational Guidelines on DDR and
Children which were launched at AU
centers of excellence in Kenya and
Ghana, where contributing country
peacekeeping troops are trained before
deployment on DDR.

Support to the Action Learning Programme for Somali
officials and AMISOM staff on standard operating
procedures (SOPs) for the reception and handover of
children associated with armed groups in Somalia.

Support to the establishment of an AUC
multi-stakeholder partnership platform
with co-hosting of the Paris Principles
(Principles and Guidelines on Children
Associated with Armed Forces or Armed
Groups) African Regional Group.

7 United Nations Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Centre, ‘Key Topics - Children’, <www.unddr.org/key-topics/children/introduction_1.aspx>, accessed 22
August 2018
8 United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘At least 65,000 children released from armed forces and groups over the last 10 years, UNICEF’, 21 February 2017, <www.unicef.org/media/
media_94892.html>, accessed 22 August 2018
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4. Lessons learned
Lesson 1: Quiet diplomacy works
One of UNICEF’s key comparative advantages is it can put
issues directly on the table with governments, rather than
drawing media attention to issues which may antagonize
governments and weaken engagement and impact. The AU
can set the agenda of Member States at a high political level,
and UNICEF can complement this with its unique behind
the scenes engagement approach, to empower the AU for
results at country level. Jean François Basse comments:
“Even if we saw the use of children by armed forces or
groups, it was always diplomacy with government behind
closed doors. Governments like that approach and in the
Central African Republic, this resulted in an opportunity to
start DDR work which had a direct impact on children’s
lives”.

Lesson 2: An appetite for child protection can be
created through institutionalization
By creating understanding that child protection contributes
to core mandates within the Peace and Security Department
and wider AUC, institutional demand can be created for
the Child Protection Advisor position. The role then has the
potential to attract institutional funding and continuity, as it is
currently challenged by being a one-year renewable contract.
With this in mind, UNICEF is supporting the inclusion of
child protection activities into standard operating procedures
and guidance notes. Child protection components have
also been included in the budget of different divisions. For
example, Afripol – which establishes a framework for police
cooperation between Member States – now has a budget
for supporting police to play a more active role in children
affected by armed conflict and violent extreme groups.

Lesson 3: Child protection work needs taking beyond
Peace and Security Council decisions for impact
While much has been achieved in terms of placing child
protection on the PSC’s agenda, there are opportunities to
extend the reach of protecting children affected by armed
conflict through wider AU engagement. For example, the
SRSG will be working with the Child Protection Advisor on
partnerships with the eight Regional Economic Communities
(RECs) of the AU. Nicolas Gérard comments: “We have a
strategic commitment to children in conflict and most technical
work is done by RECs and UNICEF. We would therefore like to
cooperate with the Intergovernmental Authority on Development
(IGAD) on Somalia and South Sudan, and other RECs. An area
of work will be handover protocols for children moving across
borders as this is a critical issue, particularly in Nigeria with Boko
Haram”. This work will also be supported by UNICEF through
regional and country offices.
Meanwhile, dissemination of the ACERWC’s continental
study is lacking and recommendations contained in the
report need to be taken on board and actioned by Member
States. Discussions are underway to have a retreat in
early 2019 with Member States of the Peace and Security
Council where this can be explored. Ayalew Getachew
Assefa, Senior Child Protection Officer, ACERWC Secretariat
comments on the importance of working with the Peace
and Security Council: “We need to promote the report’s
recommendations to Member States, track Peace and
Security Council decisions and their impact, and talk about
implementation.” This work will be supported by UNICEF
and a new Status of Implementation Report monitoring
mechanism for 2010–2017 Peace and Security Council
decisions and recommendations relating to children that has
been developed by the Peace and Security Department.
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For further information, please contact:
UNICEF Liaison Office to the African Union and UN Economic Commission for Africa
UNECA Compound, Congo Building, South Wing, 3rd Floor
Box 1169 Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
Telephone: +251 115 184 034
Email: eaddai@unicef.org
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