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Children are trapped behind conflict lines, facing 
violence and insecurity. The region is volatile with an 
increasing number of both new and protracted armed 
conflict. The situation in Cameroon, the Central 
African Republic and the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, and cross-border emergencies, including 
the crises in the Sahel and Lake Chad Basin region,3 
are having devastating humanitarian consequences 
on children and communities. As non-state armed 
groups and conflict spill across borders, they have 
also fueled intercommunal violence, with civilians 
and children often the most affected. 

Over the past five years, the West and Central Africa 
region has consistently had some of the highest 
numbers of United Nations verified grave violations 
against children in armed conflict.4 Since 2016, it 
has been the first region in the world in terms of 
number of children verified as recruited and used 
by non-state armed groups (with more than 21,000 
violations) and victims of sexual violence (with more 
than 2,200 violations), and the second region in 
terms of abduction (more than 3,500 violations). 

Since 2016, with more than 1,500 verified incidents, 
West and Central Africa also remains one of the 
regions the most affected by attacks on schools and 
hospitals. In 2020, three of the five countries most 
affected by this violation were in the region.5

1. For UNICEF, the West and Central Africa region refers to 24 countries, namely Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo.

2. Humanitarian Response Plans, 2021 and UNICEF’s Humanitarian Action for Children Appeals, 2021.

3. The Lake Chad Basin covers Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Nigeria and the Central Sahel crisis commonly refers to Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger. The Central Sahel crisis is progressively 
spreading into neighbouring coastal countries.

4. Information and data on grave violations presented in this note are based exclusively on information and data verified by the United Nations and included in the reports of the Secretary-General 
on children and armed conflict for the period 2005-2020.

5. Based on United Nations verified information and data on grave violations presented in the Secretary-General annual reports on children and armed conflict, 2017 to 2021. For more information 
on attacks on schools: https://www.unicef.org/education-under-attack

What protection 
concerns do children 
face in West and 
Central Africa?
Major humanitarian crises continue to unfold across the 
West and Central Africa region.1 57.5 million children are in 
need of humanitarian assistance,2 a figure that has almost 
doubled since 2020, due to a surge in armed conflict and 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

57.5
million children are in need of 
humanitarian assistance
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Source: United Nations Secretary-General’s annual report on children and armed conflict, 2005-2021.

When emergencies strike, while girls and boys are 
all at risk, they are affected differently. Gender, social 
and cultural norms increase girls’ risks of being 
victims of rape and other forms of sexual violence. 
Boys, who account for the majority of verified cases 
of recruitment and use by armed forces and non-
state armed groups, can be at increased risk of 
being killed and maimed, especially when used in 
fighting roles.

The COVID-19 pandemic and prevention measures 
taken to limit its spread have increased the 
vulnerability of children to grave violations. 
The closure of schools and the disruption 
of social services have increased the number of 
children left alone and at risk. It has also limited 
the access of humanitarian actors to communities, 
impacting the ability to document violations against 
children. 

UNICEF calls on all parties to 
conflict in the region to prevent 
and end grave violations 
against children, and to 
ensure perpetrators are held 
accountable, whoever they are. 

All armed forces and non-state armed 
groups must respect humanitarian space to 
enable safe, rapid and unimpeded access 
to deliver humanitarian assistance and 
protection to children, wherever they are. 

GRAVE VIOLATIONS AGAINST CHILDREN IN 
WEST AND CENTRAL AFRICA SINCE 20056
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6. For consolidation of the total number of grave violations per year, the number of children affected is used for “Recruitment and use”, “Killing and maiming”, “Sexual violence” and 
“Abductions” while number of incidents is used for “Attacks on schools and hospitals” and “Denial of Humanitarian access.”
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How does the United 
Nations monitor grave 
violations against 
children in West and 
Central Africa?
In 2005, the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1612 to 
establish a United Nations mechanism for monitoring and reporting on 
the six grave violations against children during armed conflict. Since 2005, 
UNICEF, in coordination with its partners, has been working to scale-up 
efforts to strengthen the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism (MRM). 

7. In 2021, the West and Central Africa region accounts for 7 out of 22 situations globally included in the Secretary-General’s annual report on children and armed conflict, where the United 
Nations monitors and reports on grave violations against children.

8. “Situations of concern” refer to situations included in the report but for which no party to conflict has been listed in the annexes of the report, as compared to MRM situations where at least 
one party is listed.

9. In the context of the spillover of conflict beyond Nigeria’s borders into neighbouring countries of the Lake Chad Basin region (Cameroon, Chad and Niger), the United Nations Secretary-
General, in his 2020 annual report on children and armed conflict, “request(ed) (his) Special Representative to promote enhanced monitoring capacity in the Lake Chad Basin.” In response, 
a multi-country system for monitoring and reporting grave violations was established to collect information on violations against children in the Lake Chad Basin region committed by Boko 
Haram, including unidentified affiliated and splinter groups, and by the national and international armed forces in the context of their response to Boko Haram operations.

Since 2005, one out of four verified grave 
violations in the world were committed in West and 
Central Africa. In 2020 alone, over 6,400 children (32 
per cent of whom were girls) were victims of one or 
more grave violations. 

In 2021, the region accounts for one in three situations 
included in the United Nations Secretary-General’s 
annual report on children and armed conflict.7 In 
2021, three new situations of concern8 (Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon and Lake Chad Basin region) were 
added, while another four MRM situations (Central 
African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Mali and Nigeria) have been in the report for eight 
or more years. 

A multi-country system for monitoring and reporting 
grave violations has been established9 to collect 
information on violations against children in the 
Lake Chad Basin region (covering territory in parts 
of Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Nigeria). It aims at 
capturing the impact of the conflict in affected countries.

1 Killing and maiming of children

2 Recruitment and use of children

3 Abduction of children

5 Attacks on schools and hospitals

6 Denial of humanitarian access

4 Rape and other forms of sexual 
violence committed against children

SIX GRAVE VIOLATIONS 
AGAINST CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
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MAP OF MONITORING AND REPORTING 
MECHANISM COUNTRIES AND SITUATIONS 
OF CONCERN IN THE WEST AND CENTRAL 
AFRICA REGION

LEGEND:

WCAR MRM country

WCAR country

WCAR situation of concern

Lake Chad Basin situation of concern

Source: Secretary-General’s annual report on children and armed conflict, 2021.

The boundaries and names shown, and the designation used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by UNICEF.
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UNICEF calls on partners to support 
and scale-up documenting grave 
violations against children as well as 
preventing and responding to them. 

Partners, including donors, must intensify 
their efforts to secure adequate financial 
and technical resources to ensure that 
grave violations are verified and reported. 
Information collected must be used for supporting 
and designing well-informed response 
programming, responding to the needs of the 
children, their families and their communities. 
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The West and Central Africa region has the largest 
number of children verified as having been recruited 
and used by armed forces and non-state armed 
groups worldwide. This is the most frequent United 
Nations verified grave violation against children in 
the region. Since 2005, almost one out of every two 
children (42,000 children) verified as recruited and 
used by armed forces and non-state armed groups 
globally was in the West and Central Africa region. 
In 2020 alone, the United Nations verified that more 
than 4,500 children were recruited and used by 
armed forces and non-state armed groups (77 per cent 
were boys).10

Girls are the silent victims of recruitment and use.  
For instance, in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, UNICEF and protection partners estimate 
that 30 to 40 per cent of children recruited are girls. 
However, in 2020, they accounted for only 15 per cent 
of children officially released and who received 
services. Because of the stigma that may arise from 
being associated with armed forces and non-state 
armed groups, many girls avoid seeking support 
through reintegration services. In addition to being 
recruited, girls are often victims of other violations 
including abduction, rape and other forms of sexual 
violence. Some girls are more comfortable to seek 
help through gender-based violence services. 

How are children 
affected by grave 
violations?
Recruitment and use of children

Girls are the silent victims of recruitment and use. 
For instance, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
UNICEF and protection partners estimate that 30 
to 40 per cent of children recruited are girls.

UNICEF calls on all partners 
to advocate for the quick 
transfer of children from armed 
forces to civilian authorities 
and child protection actors to 
receive appropriate assistance, 
as victims. 

Children associated with armed forces 
and non-state armed groups are first and 
foremost victims of recruitment and use,
a grave violation of their rights. Children 
who have been captured, arrested and/or 
detained because of their actual or alleged 
association with a non-state armed group 
must be transferred to the care of relevant 
civilian authorities and child protection 
actors as quickly as possible to facilitate their 
return to their families and communities. To 
support this process, UNICEF advocates for 
the development and implementation by 
parties to conflict of ‘handover protocols’.

10. In 2020, the number of children verified as recruited and used in the region accounts for 54 per cent of all children verified as recruited and used across all “Children and Armed Conflict” situations.

!!
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The help that changed my 
outlook on life

In 2017, when he was only 11 years old, Aliou* lost track of his family during clashes in the 
Kidal region, in Mali. “They fled to Algeria and, as I was in town with friends, I lost them,” he 
said softly. “I had nowhere to eat and sleep, so I went to an armed group.”

“At the beginning, I was doing small errands and making tea, then I learned a lot of things: how 
to handle a weapon, secure a place, salute a leader... I had a military training,” explained the 
teenager, now 15 years old. This life of combat became his daily routine until, after three years 
with the group, he was released with other minors by the group’s leaders who had been 
sensitized on children’s rights by UNICEF and its partners.

“When I was told to leave, I didn’t want to, but my chief ordered 
me to. I wasn’t happy,” he said, moving his hands as if reliving 
the scene. “It took me some time at the centre to adapt and 
discover a new life.” 

The centre Aliou is talking about is supported by UNICEF 
through its non-governmental organization partner 
Solisa, to care for children associated with armed 
forces and non-state armed groups. “When I arrived 
there, I got a medical check-up, clothes, meals, but 
most importantly, I was put in touch with my parents. 
I really missed them, I didn’t know where they had 
been for three years,” he recalled, his face lighting 
up at the memory.

“I got used to my new life at the centre: every 
evening we played football, there were also 
literacy lessons. When we talked about my 
life project, at first, I wanted to work as an 
electrician, but there is no electricity in the 
village where my family has settled,” he 
explained.

The teenager then began his 
professional apprenticeship in 
welding and received all the necessary 
kit: a welding set, a grinding wheel, 
vices grip and a drill. “I really like it!” 
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The West and Central Africa region has the largest 
number of United Nations verified cases of sexual 
violence against children, including rape, since 
2005. With more than 8,000 children victims of 
sexual violence since 2005, the region accounts 
for 57 per cent of all verified instances of sexual 
violence committed against children globally. 
Undoubtably, more cases are not reported due to 
the stigma attached to grave violations against girls 
and to sexual violence.

UNICEF calls on humanitarian 
actors and donors to scale-
up adapted services to 
support women and girls, 
especially survivors of sexual 
and gender-based violence. 

While women and girls are severely 
affected by conflict, they often remain 
the most invisible. Services need to be 
both timely and gender sensitive for 
their specific recovery needs. They need 
to be designed in a safe and gender 
sensitive manner that reduces the risks 
of gender-based violence.

The West and Central Africa 
region has the largest number of 
United Nations verified cases of 
sexual violence against children, 
including rape, since 2005. 

Rape and other forms of sexual 
violence against children 

!!

ADVOCACY NOTE: PROTECTING CHILDREN FROM GRAVE VIOLATIONS IN WEST AND CENTRAL AFRICA 10

© UNICEF/UN0533599/Rooftop



Learning a trade to reclaim my life
“I never knew how wicked this world could be until 
I was abducted” said 18 year-old Khady*, abducted 
in Nigeria by Boko Haram along with 300 girls from 
the community.

Khady’s father and mother were farmers who worked 
hard to send her to school. She had always wanted 
to be a doctor. However, at age 11, Khady’s sister 
was abducted by Boko Haram during an attack in her 
community. This was a devastating time for her and 
her family. She dropped out of school out of fear and 
married someone at the age of 15 years. She gave 
birth to twins just a few months before her abduction. 

Khady suffered greatly at the hands of the non-state 
armed group. She was enslaved, beaten, mistreated, 
raped, and married off to an unknown man. “I was 
always praying and crying to go back home to my 
parents. At some point I lost hope,” she recalled.

She attempted running away twice but only 
succeeded on the third attempt. However, her sister 
has not yet been released, and her twin children 
who were separated from her by the non-state 
armed group are still in captivity.

When the UNICEF supported ‘Search for Common 
Ground’ programme started, Khady was one of the 
beneficiaries who learnt how to sew. She was given 
a sewing machine after her training and has been 
using her skills to help her mother and herself. 

“My work as a tailor has helped me to 
forget all that has happened to me. I 
have been more focused on the work 
and I am earning money to help my 
mom. I chose to be a tailor because I 
have always loved it. I never knew I 
could get out of that phase of my life.”
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West and Central Africa is the region with the second 
highest number of verified cases of abduction since 
2005, with more than 4,800 children verified as 
abducted. In 2020 alone, more than 1,300 children 
were abducted, including an increasing number of 
girls who accounted for 34 per cent of all children 
abducted in the region. When a child is abducted, this 
is often the beginning of a series of other violations; 
with children often subject to also being recruited 
and used, to being raped or subjected to other forms 
of sexual violence, maimed or even killed. 

UNICEF calls on all 
partners to strengthen 
support to children affected 
by armed conflict for their 
long-term recovery and 
reintegration with their 
families and communities. 

Helping children with their recovery and 
reintegration requires adapted, longer-
term, predictable, and well-funded 
support. Programming must go beyond 
an immediate humanitarian response 
to address children’s long-term and 
multidimensional needs - including 
mental and physical health and economic 
wellbeing. To foster social cohesion and 
build children’s resilience, it is critical to 
invest in communities and young people-
led initiatives.

West and Central Africa is 
the region with the second 
highest number of verified 
cases of abduction since 2005, 
with more than 4,800 children 
verified as abducted.

Abduction of children

!!
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“When I was a child, I was taken to the forest by 
the militia”, Marie* recalled the moment an armed 
group raided and abducted her from her village in 
the Masisi.

Marie spent months in the forest and lived in horror, 
subjected to harsh treatment and abuse. 

“They mistreated me in the forest,” she said. 

Then one day, Marie escaped and found her way 
back to her home village. 

“When I had had enough, I seized an opportunity to 
escape and came home,” she recalled. 

This is the harsh reality for many young girls in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

Girls who manage to flee non-state armed groups 
typically experience difficulties reintegrating 
into society because the stigma associated with 
abducted girls prevents them from being welcomed 
back into their families, and rebuilding their lives.

This is where UNICEF and partner organizations 
work to help children associated with armed forces 
and non-state armed groups reintegrate back to 
their communities. 

Marie was quickly identified by the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC) and brought to Goma. She 
benefitted from psychosocial support and enrolled 
in a UNICEF supported vocational training centre 
where she studied tailoring. 

As part of the psychosocial support, she was sent 
to a foster family, which marked the start of her 
journey into a new life away from the forest. “This 
family helped me in many ways,” says Marie. ”They 
gave me shelter, food, love and I can’t say I lacked 
anything here.” Emmanuel*, the father of the foster 
family who hosted her, believes that assistance and 
acceptance are essential for the reintegration of 
children into their communities. “I sit them down 
and tell them that they have to change their militia 
mindset, so that they can socialize and integrate 
well with the other children,” he explained.
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Stitching my 
way into a 
‘super tailor’
“My dream is to get a sewing 
machine, get a shop, make clothes, 
make money, build and live 
together with my family.”

* Names have been changed to protect the individuals concerned.
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How do UNICEF and 
partners support 
children who have 
been victims of grave 
violations? 

In 2020, more than 8,400 grave violations were 
verified12 in West and Central Africa as a result 
of the training and reinforcement of United Nations 
and partners’ capacities. 

To prevent grave violations from occurring in the 
first place, UNICEF engages with partners and 
communities to support them in the identification of 
vulnerable children and their referral to appropriate 
services when necessary. In conflict affected areas, 
UNICEF trains national and international security 
forces to help to ensure the protection of children 
during military operations. 

To support children affected by armed conflict, 
UNICEF works to strengthen national and local 
systems to provide direct child protection services, 
even where humanitarian access has been restricted.

Over the past five years, more than 52 000 children 
associated with armed forces and groups were 
reached with support for community integration; 
nearly 65 000 children received support for family 
tracing and reunification; and nearly 276 000 women, 
girls and boys have been reached by gender-based 
violence interventions.13

11. Humanitarian Response Plans, 2021 and UNICEF’s Humanitarian Action for Children Appeals, 2021.

12. United Nations Secretary-General’s 2021 annual report on children and armed conflict (A/75/873 - S/2021/437).

Although one in five children affected by crisis are in need of 
protection services,11 never before has reaching children in need 
been so challenging. The rise in insecurity, violence and lack of 
respect for international law have hindered access by humanitarian 
actors to deliver critical aid to children and their families.  

In Article 38 on the rights of children in armed 
conflict, States Parties 1) undertake to respect 
and to ensure respect for rules of international 
humanitarian law applicable to them in armed 
conflict which are relevant to children; 2) take 
all feasible measures to ensure that children 
do not take direct part in hostilities; 3) refrain 
from recruiting children under a certain age into 
their armed forces; 4) take all feasible measures 
to ensure protection and care of children who 
are affected by armed conflict. A CRC optional 
protocol is dedicated to the involvement of 
children in armed conflict (OPAC). It raises the age 
of recruitment for participation in hostilities to 18.

WHAT IS SAID IN THE 
CONVENTION ON THE 
RIGHTS OF THE CHILD 
(CRC) ON CHILDREN AND 
ARMED CONFLICT?
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Mental health and psychosocial support for children 
and adolescents is at the heart of our emergency 
response. During conflict, children may be forced to 
flee their homes, be separated from their parents, 
and endure staggering violence and the threat of 
recruitment into armed forces and non-state armed 
groups. Anxiety, depression and other stress-
related problems threaten their ability to grow up 
healthy and happy. UNICEF and its partners offer 
mental health and psychosocial support to children, 
caregivers, families and the wider community 
through a range of interventions. 

Since 2015, over 4.3 million children have been 
reached with direct mental health and psychosocial 
support.  In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic prompted 
UNICEF and partners to develop and rollout 
innovative ways to reach children with mental and 
psychosocial services, including using technology.

In 2020, more than 8,400 grave 
violations were verified in West 
and Central Africa as a result of 
the training and reinforcement 
of United Nations and partners’ 
capacities.

MENTAL HEALTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT 
AT THE CORE OF OUR 
RESPONSE 

CHILDREN REACHED WITH MENTAL HEALTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT, 2015-2020
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13. UNICEF Humanitarian Situation Reports, 2015-2020.

In West and Central Africa, since 2015, UNICEF 
and its partners have reached more than 52,000 
children who had been associated with armed 
forces and non-state armed groups. UNICEF works 
with all parties to conflict to facilitate their release, 
and with protection partners to provide them with 
care and socio-economic support to facilitate their 
re-integration into their communities. Over the 
same period more than 66,000 unaccompanied and 
separated children due to conflict were provided 
with temporary family care and reunited with their 
families; and nearly 183,000 women, girls, and 
boys benefitted from interventions to prevent and 
respond to gender-based violence including case 
management, legal aid, health care, protection, 
education and life skills programmes.13



What does UNICEF 
need to provide child 
protection services to 
children affected by 
conflict?
During conflict, children are more 
likely to be victims of grave violations. 
All partners must work together to 
protect and provide services to children 
affected by conflict.

All parties to conflict must prevent and end grave 
violations against children, and perpetrators must be 
held accountable, whoever they are. Humanitarian and 
development partners should support and scale-up 
documentation of grave violations against children. 

To prevent violence and ensure children have 
access to recovery services, child protection actors 
need funding that allows them to establish quality 
support programmes.

Long-term and predictable funding enables 
interventions to prevent and reduce the impact of 

conflict on children and their communities. It allows 
the strengthening of monitoring mechanisms to end 
grave violations and fight impunity of perpetrators. 
It supports the release and reintegration of 
children into their communities and builds the 
bridge between the humanitarian response and 
development programmes.

Across the region, remarkable children like Aliou, 
Khady and Marie are learning and building skills, 
championing peace, and striving for a better life for 
their communities.
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To build back better lives 
requires long-term investment 
and commitment to children 
and their communities.
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FUNDING TRENDS 2015-2020
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UNICEF West and Central Africa Child Protection in Emergencies Funding Situation, Humanitarian Action for Children Appeals, 2015-2020. 

RequirementReceived Received over the past 5 years

FUNDING IN 2021
Available Funds: US$ 28,342,079

Funding Gap: US$ 63,882,839

UNICEF calls on donors to 
increase multi-year flexible and 
predictable funding to support 
children in humanitarian 
settings, including those 
affected by armed conflict, 
to meet their immediate and 
longer-term needs. 
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Despite the increased number of children in need of 
protection services, child protection in emergencies 
programming remains severely underfunded in 
the region. Over the past few years, UNICEF child 
protection response in humanitarian settings, 
including for children affected by conflict, has 
been funded at 36.3 per cent on average. In 2021, 
UNICEF funding needs for child protection in 
emergencies across West and Central Africa is over 
US$ 92,200,000 with more than half not yet funded.

For further information on funding needs please visit 
https://www.unicef.org/appeals/

https://www.unicef.org/appeals/
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UNICEF’s Regional Office for West and Central 
Africa is a hub for information, technical expertise 
and coordination in support of country offices 
across the region’s 24 countries.

Our advisors and specialists help to advance 
programmes and policies in health and nutrition, 
child protection, HIV and AIDS, education, water 
and sanitation, early childhood development, 
gender, social policy, social and behaviour change 
as well as emergency response and preparedness. 
UNICEF programming is supported by sound data 
and evidence, technology for development, and 
large scale logistics and supply operations.

We work to end preventable child deaths, 
promote child growth and development, improve 
children’s learning outcomes, empower and 
protect adolescents, and build resilience and social 
inclusion across the region, including the Sahel.

The regional office advocates for investment in 
children and child-centered policies in West and 
Central Africa. Guided by the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, we work with international, 
regional and national organizations across the 
region to accelerate progress towards the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the 
African Union Agenda 2063.


