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A s part of the effort to deal with the tragic and

growing problem of children serving in armed

forces, the NGO Working Group on the Convention

on the Rights of the Child and UNICEF conducted

a symposium in Cape Town (South Africa) from

27 to 30 April 1997: The purpose of the symposium

was to bring together experts and partners to

develop strategies for preventing recruitment of chil-
dren -in particula1j for establishing 18 as the

minimum age of recruitment -and for demobiliz-

ing child soldiers and helping them reintegrate

into society. The Cape Town Principles and Best

Practices are the result of that symposium. They rec-

ommend actions to be taken by governments and

communities in affected countries to end this viola-

tion of children's rights.

PREVENTION OF CHILD RECRUITMENT

A minimum age of 18 years should be established
for any person participating in hostilities and for
recruitment in all forms into any armed force or
armed group.

Governments should adopt and ratify the Optional
Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, raising the minimum age from 15 to 18 years.

Governments should ratify and implement perti-
nent regional and international treaties and incorpo-
rate them into national law, namely:

...The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of
the Child, which, upon entry into force, will establish the

age of 18 as the minimum age for recruitment and par-
ticipation in any armed force or armed group;

...The two Additional Protocols to the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and the Convention on the Rights of the

Child, which currently establish 15 as the minimum age

for recruitment and participation.

Governments should adopt national legislation that
sets a minimum age of 18 years for voluntary and
compulsory recruitment and should establish proper
recruitment procedures and the means to enforce
them. Those persons responsible for illegally recruit-
ing children should be brought to justice. Recruitment
procedures must include:

,6. Requirement of proof of age;

,6. Safeguards against violations;
,6. Dissemination of the legal standards on minimum age

of recruitment to military personnd, especially to recruiters;
,6. Distribution of the standards and safeguards to the

civilian population, especially to those children at risk of

recruitment and to their families and those organizations
that work with at-risk groups;

,6. Recruitment into militias or other armed groups -

including private security forces, established, condoned or
armed by the government -must also be regulated.



(e.g., children living or working on the streets, certain
minorities, refugees and the internally displaced); and
economically and socially deprived children.

A permanent International Criminal Court should
be established with jurisdiction covering, inter alia,
the illegal recruitment of children.

Au parties to a conflict should conclude written
agreements that include a commitment to the estab-
lishment of a minimum age for recruitment. (The
SPLM/Operation Lifeline Sudan Agreement on
Ground Rules Guly 1995] is a useful example.)

Monitoring, documentation and advocacy are fun-
damental to eliminating child recruitment and to
informing programmes to this end. Community
efforts to prevent child recruitment should therefore
be developed and supported.

...Risk mapping can help to identify the groups at
risk, including identifying areas where fighting is concen-
trated, the age of children being recruited into the mili-

tary and the type of risks they face, as well as the prin-

cipal recruiting agents;
...Respect for international humanitarian law should

be promoted;
...Volunteerism into opposing armed forces can be

reduced by avoiding harassment of or attacks on children,

their homes and families;
...Recruitment practices can be monitored and pres-

sure can be put on recruiters to abide by the standards

and to avoid forced recruitment.

Au efforts should be made to keep or reunite chil-
dren with their families or to place them within a
family structure.

...This can be done, for example, through warnings
stressing the need to avoid separation (e.g., in radio

broadcasts or posters), or by attaching identification
papers to young children, except where identifying chil-
dren would expose them to additional risk. (For further
ideas, see 'Unaccompanied Minors: Priority Action

Handbook for UNICEF/UNHCR Field Staff'.)

.6. Local human rights organiZations, the media, for-
mer child soldiers and teachers, health workers, church
and other community leaders can play an important

advocacy role;
.6. Governments and communities that rega,rd chil-

dren as adults before the age of 18 can establish a

dialogue about the importance of limiting the age of'
recruitment to persons 18 or older;

.6. Alternatives to the glorification of war, including

those images shown in the media, can be provided to

children;
.6. Government representatives, military personnel and

former opposition leaders can be instrumental in advocat-

ing, negotiating and providing technical assistance to their
counterparts in other countries in order to prevent the

recruitment of child soldiers, as well as to facilitate their
demobilization and reintegration into the community.

Birth registration, including for refugees and
internally displaced children, should be ensured,
and identity documents should be provided to
all children, particularly to those most at risk of
recruitment.Programmes to prevent recruitment of childrenshould 

be developed in response to children'sexpressed 
needs and aspirations. Access to education, including secondary education

and vocational training, should be promoted for all
children, including refugee and internally displaced
children.

In programmes for children, particular attention
should be paid to those most at risk of recruitment:
children in conflict zones, children (especially adoles-
cents) separated from or without families, including
those in institutions; other marginalized groups

A Adequate economic provision or opponunities also

need to be considered for children or their families.



Priority should be given to children in any demobi-
lization process.

Special protection measures are needed to pre\rent
recruitment of children in camps for refugees and

internally displaced persons.

In 

anticipation of peace negotiations or as soon as
they begin, p~parations should be made to respond
to the needs of children who will be demobilized.

.Refugee camps should be established at a reason-
able distance from the border, wherever possible;

.The civilian natUre and humanitarian character
of camps for refugees and internally displaced persons

should be ensured. Where this is a problem, specific
educational and vocational programmes for children,
including adolescents, are even more critical;

.Host governments, with the assistance of the
international community, if necessary, should prevent

the infiltration of armed elements into camps for refugeesand 
internally displaced persons and should providephysical 

protection to persons in these camps.

The international community should recognize
that children who leave their country of origin to
avoid illegal recruitment or participation in hos-
tilities are in need of international protection.
Children who are not nationals of the country in
which they are fighting are also in need of interna-
tional protection.

A An initial situation analysis/needs assessment of

children and their communities should be prepared;
A Coordination between all parties should be ensured

in order to avoid duplication and gaps;
A Where there is access to governmental and other

local structures, existing capacities to respond should be

incorporated and (where necessary) strengthened;
A Training of staff who will be involved in the

process should be ensured;
A Logistical and technical support should be orga-

nized in collaboration with agencies responsible for the

formal demobilization process;
A The demobilization package should provide long-

term help of a sustaining nature rather than an immediate
'reward', taking into account the effect on future recruit-

ment of offering children a demobilization package.

The issue of demobilization of children should be
included in the peace process from the beginning.Controls should be imposed on the manufacture

and transfer of arms, especially small arms. No arms
should be supplied to parties to an armed conflict
that are recruiting children or allowing them to take
part in hostilities.

Where children have participated in armed conflict,
peace agreements and related documents should
acknowledge this fact.

The demobilization process should be designed as
the first step in the social reintegration process.DEMOBILIZATION OF CHILD SOLDIERS

All persons under the age of 18 should be demobi-lized 
from any kind of regular or irregular armed

force or armed group.

The duration of the demobilization process
should be as short as possible and should take into
account the child's dignity and the need for confi-

dentiality.

.,.

.6. Adequate time and appropriate personnel shouldbe 

ensured in order to make children feel secure andcomfortable 

enough to receive information, including
information on their rights, and to share their concerns;

...Direct and free access to all child soldiers should begranted 
to relevant authorities or organizations in chargeof 

collecting information concerning their demobilizationand 

of implementing specific programmes.



Monitoring and documentation of child involve-
ment in hostilities, as well as advocacy for demobi-
lization and release of children, should be undertaken
throughout the armed conflict. Community efforts
to this end should be supported.

The special protection needs of children who leave
any armed force or group during ongoing hostilities
must be addressed.

.Formal demobilization rarely takes place during
hostilities. However, children may leave the army, for
example, by escaping or as a result of being captured orwounded. 

This may compromise their security, protec-
tion and access to services. Despite difficulties in identify-
ing such children, their special needs for protection must
be recognized:


