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“oreword

Teenagers need to develop their own distinct identity and sense of uniqueness and individuality;
increasingly separate themselves from their childhood dependence on others; develop meaningful
relationships with those outside their family; crystallise their sexual identity and develop their capacity
to relate well to others; gain confidence and skills to prepare for a career, economic independence and
adult responsibilities; and, most importantly, fashion their values, beliefs and attitudes toward life in
the future.

Teenagers today need more help than ever. Being expected to grow up quickly and getting to grips
with the many changes of the turbulent teenage years can be exceedingly daunting. Peers, driven by
the media, put enormous pressure on young people to wear particular clothes, use cosmetics, listen to
the latest music, watch certain videos and generally behave in a manner beyond their years. Confidence
levels and the grown-up personality are moulded in the teens, and setbacks around this time can
seriously impact on self-esteem in later life. In a sense, the teenage years are no different than any
others: every period of our life involves a quest for emotional survival. But the teen years are
particularly difficult. For the first time, children are asked to define and prove themselves in the outside
world, where competition is intense and the context can be anything but straightforward.

While hormonal changes certainly play a role in the emotional time that is adolescence, this is not likely
the full explanation: biology and environment do an intricate dance, and it is often difficult to separate
the two partners. In addition to physical and intellectual growth accompanying teenage years, there are
also four psychological processes that account for the emotional growth of adolescents. First, is
becoming less dependent on others and learning to think for themselves. Second, there is the process of
becoming aware that the teenager is an individual, which can manifest itself as argumentativeness,
silence or questioning as they discover who they are. Third, the process of developing their own
uniqueness and individual character: choosing their own clothes, friends, music, hobbies and food and
ways of talking. Last, but not least, combining together all the physical, intellectual, emotional, social
and spiritual growth teenagers have experienced throughout their lives into a relatively stable and
enduring personality, ready to take their place in the community as responsible adults.

“The two most difficult times of life are when you are a teenager and when you have to care for a
teenager.”" While there have always been problems of understanding between the generations, today
these are aggravated by the indifference of generations towards one another. Teenagers are pulled in
two directions at once in their young lives. Conformity, to fit in, is a motivating force. At the same time,
there is an inter-generational pressure not to conform, not to follow those older than themselves, and
certainly not follow their parents’ ways. In turn, parents and communities view teenagers’ ‘don’t care’
actions and words in terms of being awkward, disruptive and rebellious for the sake of it. So-called
‘teenage angst’ is not many parents’ favourite subject.

During childhood, most young people live in an environment which is protected and structured and
where parents or other adult carers are in control. During adolescence, young people tend to have less
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dependence on the protection of the family as they make new relationships and enter into situations
which they have not previously encountered. Dealing with these new situations is part of the growing-
up process’. As they pass through adolescence, alternating times of calm and conflict will arise. Each
time a young person is prompted by a new opportunity to become more independent they may
experience a surge of exhilaration and stimulation. Since they are facing a new and unfamiliar challenge,
however, they may also feel overwhelmed, afraid and ‘at risk”. Confronting hazards is an essential part
of the adolescent’s journey towards adulthood. As an adult, the individual has to take responsibility for
dealing with whatever situations and events present themselves; learning to do this is one of the
adolescent’s developmental tasks®.

Simon Heap, Senior Policy Researcher, Plan
November 2004
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Executive summary

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) was ratified on 20 November 1989 and has now been
part of international law for 15 years. Yet many children who have grown up within the lifetime of the CRC
have now reached their teenage years knowing little or nothing of what it is to have the protection and
freedoms enshrined within its 54 articles.

As this cohort of children reach their teenage years they face a new range of threats to their rights and
wellbeing. Adolescents under the age of 18 are still children, and as such they are entitled to the protections
offered by the CRC. But all too often teenagers are mistaken for, or treated as adults. Millions of teenagers in
the developing world must grow up fast and take on roles and responsibilities far beyond their physical and
emotional capacity. Millions of young girls become wives and mothers whilst they are still children. In Andhra
Pradesh, India, the mean age for marriage for girls in rural areas is just 14.7 and studies reveal that between
20 and 30 per cent girls in India give birth by the time they are 17'.

As a result of the AIDS pandemic more and more adolescents of both genders are taking on the role of carers
to sick relatives and/or becoming breadwinners. Economic necessity means teenage children are often forced
to work to support themselves and their families. It is estimated that between 100 and 150 million children
live on the street, the majority of whom are adolescents. In sub-Saharan Africa AIDS has orphaned an
estimated 12.3 million children?, and this number is set to rise to 25 million by 2010°. As a result more and
more teenagers are having to take on the role of parents and breadwinners for their younger siblings.

It is likely that the majority of teenagers born on the day the CRC was ratified have not benefited from the
promises it contains and know nothing about the rights it affords them.

Children who survive the dangers of early childhood face new health risks as they enter their teenage years.
They risk becoming infected with HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. In some parts of Africa
there is a widespread belief that HIV/AIDS can be cured by having sex with a virgin, but this is resulting in
more and more teenage girls becoming infected. Teenage girls are becoming infected at five times the rate
of teenage boys because of this practice as well as because of intergenerational marriage and relationships
between older men and teenage girls.

Girls experiencing early pregnancy and childbirth risk severe complications or even death as a result of the
stress on their immature bodies. Globally, girls aged 15-19 are twice as likely to die in childbirth as women in
their twenties. And girls aged 10-14 are five times as likely to die*. Save the Children estimates that 70,000
adolescent mothers die every year in the developing world because young girls are having children before
they are physically ready for parenthood®.

The social and economic pressures faced by teenagers lead many to resort to drug, alcohol, or substance
abuse - often resulting in long-term addiction. Or they take health risks, such as smoking tobacco, that will
affect their health in later life. In the US, the number of adolescents aged 12 to 17 receiving treatment for
substance abuse rose consistently from 1992 to 2002. In 1992, adolescents represented six per cent of all
treatment admissions. By 2002, this proportion had grown to nine per cent.

As children grow up they become more independent from parents. But they are still naive and inexperienced,
and can find it hard to adjust to the transition stages as they approach adulthood. Researchers in the US
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have mapped the development of the brain from childhood to adulthood and found that it goes through
profound changes during adolescence. The pace and magnitude of these changes show that the brain is still
developing throughout the teenage years®.

Many are recruited into organised crime, gang culture or dangerous employment. It is estimated that 246
million under-18s are engaged in child labour, and two-thirds of them — 171 million — are doing work that is
hazardous, such as working with dangerous machinery or pesticides and chemicals’. Children can be involved
in child labour from a very young age but the older and stronger they become the more likely it is that they
will be put to work. The most common type of work is agriculture, followed by domestic work®.

Teenagers are targeted by traffickers, drug dealers, and recruiters looking for child soldiers. Between 8 million
and 20 million children, the majority of whom are likely to be teenagers, are reported to be involved in the
worst forms of child labour: forced and bonded labour, armed conflict, prostitution and pornography, and
trafficking®.

Millions of adolescents leave home — either voluntarily or because they have no option — and take to the
streets where they are even more vulnerable. If they transgress the law, adolescents are often denied the
special treatment accorded to younger children. Many experience brutality at the hands of the criminal
justice system with numerous teenage children incarcerated in adult detention facilities. More than a million
children and teenagers across the world are locked up, the majority of them under arrest or awaiting trial.

However, although adolescents below 18 are still children, they are grown-up enough to be listened to and
have the right to voice their opinions and influence decisions affecting their lives. Teenagers are making their
views known - and expecting adults to take notice of them. Plan facilitates teenagers to speak out through a
range of media projects. As well as giving teenagers a platform to express themselves to a wide audience,
these programs provide training in broad non-vocational skills such as communication, teamwork, creativity,
self-expression, and confidence. They also provide other children and teenagers as well as adults with
information they would not otherwise receive and can influence change in their communities.

There is always hope for a better future. Children who are teenagers now can build a better future for
themselves. And younger children can be afforded better protection when they reach adolescence. Positive
things can and are being done to challenge the problems, not least by teenagers themselves. Teenagers are
supporting themselves and their families. They are participating in educating their communities about
children's rights, health — including HIV/AIDS, and non-violent solutions to conflict, to name but a few
subjects. They are getting involved in community forums to influence decisions and bring about change for
the better. Given the chance, teenagers are achieving their aspirations.
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Introduction

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) promised
children a better future. It has been signed by all but two of the
world’s countries. Thus world leaders have an obligation to children.
The CRC is universal and indivisible. All children everywhere are
entitled to its protection, but most are let down by the adults who
should be ensuring that all the articles of the CRC are applied to all
children without exception.

There are many threats to children’s rights that the CRC has failed
to eliminate. Millions of children have grown up and reached their
teens since it was ratified 15 years ago. This report examines 15 of
the greatest issues faced by children in their teenage years and
looks at ways that teenagers themselves, with support from their
communities, from Plan and other organisations, are working to
realise their rights.
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1. Sexual |
exploitation

There are three main inter-related forms of commercial sexual exploitation of teenagers. These are:
prostitution, pornography, and trafficking for sexual purposes. According to the United Nations, child
prostitution can be defined as: “the act of engaging or offering the services of a child to perform sexual acts
for money or other consideration with that person or any other person.”” Child pornography consists of
material representation of children engaged in sexual acts, real or simulated, intended for the sexual
gratification of the user. Sex trafficking is defined as: “...a pernicious form of slavery; it is the purchase of a
body for sexual gratification and/or financial gain.”

Children of all ages have been found to be subjected to sexual exploitation. But the teenage years are a
particularly vulnerable time because it is often easy for those exploiting them to lie about their age and claim
that they are over 18. Moreover, it is relatively easy to get access to adolescents, when they are not being
accompanied by an adult, and lure them into an exploitative situation. And parents often consent to their
teenage children being taken by traffickers. This is either because they are duped into believing their son or
daughter is being recruited for a respectable job or because they are so poor or in debt that they think they
have no choice but to consent to anything that will help increase the family income.

It is difficult to know how many children are being exploited, as the shame, stigma, fear of reprisal and lack
of belief in the authorities means that many do not report it. But estimates suggest that globally up to two
million children suffer sexual exploitation every year, the majority of them girls®. The lack of accurate figures
means it is of course hard to know whether the incidence of sexual exploitation of children is increasing or
not. But various factors have certainly made teenage children more vulnerable: the erroneous belief that
HIV/AIDS can be cured by having sex with a virgin; sex tourism which targets children; the growing use of
the internet for child pornography; the increasingly international and organised nature of criminal networks;
and the use of sexual violence as a weapon of war. It is the children who are already marginalised - the poor,
and the uneducated — who are most vulnerable to sexual exploitation because they and their families are the
most desperate. Evidence suggests that, due to poverty, adolescents made decisions to work in the sex
industry because they wanted to contribute to the family income and support sick or ageing relatives.

The effects of commercial sexual exploitation on teenagers include unwanted pregnancies, severe physical
and psychological trauma including death, HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, and permanent
psychological scars®. Children are beaten, kicked and raped by those who exploit them. They are more
vulnerable to sexually transmitted diseases than adults, including HIV/AIDS. They are not in a position to
demand safe sex and may not be educated about it either.

The campaigning organisation ECPAT® reports that the rate of HIV infection among prostituted Nigerian girls
deported from Italy in 2003 was in excess of 50 per cent. According to one Cambodian non-governmental
organisation, as many as 70 per cent of the girls rescued from brothels have been infected with HIV®.

Plan’s response

Plan, in association with ECPAT, is trying to tackle sexual exploitation. They have set up a project which, once it is
up and running, will promote legal reform and improved law enforcement, raise awareness of commercial sexual
exploitation of children, and build the capacity of local organisations to rehabilitate and reintegrate child victims’ .
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The psychological effects include guilt, shame, low-self-esteem, mistrust, stigma, nightmares and depression.
Some turn to drink and drugs; some attempt suicide.

Prostitution and pornography violate the child’s right to be protected from sexual exploitation and abuse.

In the Mekong region of South East Asia, it is thought that about a third of all sex workers are aged between
12 and 178. In Mexico, more than 16,000 children are working as prostitutes, with the highest numbers in
tourist areas. In Lithuania, 20-50 per cent of prostitutes are believed to be minors, with some as young as 11°.

Thirty per cent of those trafficked from Moldova are teenage girls trafficked for commercial sexual
exploitation™.

Demand for child sex workers can also increase when military personnel,
peacekeeping forces and humanitarian staff are present. Vulnerable refugee children
may be left with little other option than sex with military personnel or peacekeepers
as a means of survival. For example, in 1992 in Mozambique, UN soldiers recruited
girls as young as 12 into prostitution”. More recently the presence of NATO-led
troops in Kosovo has caused an increase in the numbers of bars and nightclubs
where girls as young as 16 are reportedly held captive and forced to sell sex to
troops and businessmen™. A study by the UN on the sexual exploitation of children
during armed conflict found that the arrival of peacekeeping troops was associated
with a rapid rise in child prostitution in half of the countries studied ™.

The growth of internet use has fuelled the exploitation of children for pornography.
In July 2004, 70 children were rescued from a pornography syndicate in Laguna in
the Philippines. The following month UNICEF reported that child pornography in
the Philippines was far more widespread than previously thought, and this is
because of poverty, public acceptance of pornography and prostitution, lack of
stringent laws, and technological advances which make pornography easier to
produce and propagate®.

Panos/Shehzad Noorani

Although the majority of victims of child sexual exploitation are female, boys also suffer. Abuse and
exploitation of boys is even less reported than that of girls. In Sri Lanka, and according to statistics from
UNICEF and the International Labour Organisation, there are between 5,000 and 30,000 Sri Lankan boys
who are used by Western paedophile sex tourists™. In the Dominican Republic and Haiti, boys reportedly stay
with adult male tourists on the beaches. Taboos about homosexuality mean that boys may not be able to
admit even to themselves that they have been abused®™.

Estimates put the number of children being trafficked for use as cheap labour and prostitution at 1.2 million
a year”. Girls as young as 13 are trafficked from Asia and Eastern Europe as “mail-order brides.” Girls used as
domestic workers are in danger of sexual abuse in the homes of their “employers.” In Fiji, for example,
UNICEF found that eight out of ten domestic workers reported sexual abuse by their employers®. The UN
lists Mexico as the number one centre for the supply of young children to North America. The majority of

these children are sent to international paedophile organisations and most over the age of 12 end up
becoming prostitutes®.

Porous borders and improved communications help the traffickers with their grim and lucrative work.

For example, immigration controls at the Paraguay — Brazil border are very difficult to patrol, and children are
reportedly trafficked in both directions across it. Officials do not always request identification papers from
unaccompanied children or from adults traveling with young children. Girls are reportedly trafficked from Thailand
to South Africa via Singapore, while children from several African nations are trafficked to South East Asia via
South Africa®. In Greece, studies have indicated that more than 40 per cent of the children working as prostitutes
are from neighbouring or regional countries such as Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Albania and Irag®.

Children who are ‘rescued’ from sexual exploitation abroad continue to suffer. They can be treated as
criminals who are in breach of laws against prostitution and illegal immigration, and can be imprisoned
before being sent to their country of origin. Once back in their country of origin, they may be punished
again, this time according to the laws and policies of their own countries for emigrating illegally.
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Plan’s response

Roslyn’s story

Roslyn, aged 16, had been promised work as a model in Japan. She was being recruited in the Philippines
with nine other underage ‘models’ when they were stopped at Port Matnog by security guards who
suspected they were minors being trafficked. Roslyn was then taken to a half-way house supported by
Plan in Port Matnog. She was provided with food, shelter and counselling there before going back to her
family. She said that she had had no idea what being a model entailed, and knew only that the cost of her
travel to Japan would be deducted from her wages when she started work®. “Matnog is considered to be
a strategic location for traffickers attempting to move their human cargo across land routes,” explains
Cathy Seco from Plan. “Some 5,000 people disembark at the port every day, providing useful cover for
the illegitimate trade. The halfway house here represents another line of defence against the people and
organisations who exploit the very young and underage for profit.”

Manmaya’s story

Manmaya, from Nepal, was married in 1994 at the age of 15. When her family had not heard from her or
her husband for several years, her community attempted to find her. They learned she had been taken to a
brothel in India and that her husband was in prison in Kathmandu. But the police could not help, because
there were no documents proving Manmaya’s existence. She had not received a marriage certificate
because she was underage when she married, and for the same reason did not qualify for a citizenship
certificate or passport. Registration of births had only been introduced after she was born?.

Phina’s story

Phina, 13, from Uganda, was sexually abused. Her father Mukasa could not prove she was underage
because she had not been registered at birth, so there was no case. “If only | had registered my daughter
at birth, | would have won the case. | would have protected her,” said Mukasa®. In many countries, sex
with a girl under 16, whether she gives consent or not, is regarded as rape. But without a birth certificate
to show she is underage, it is very hard to get a conviction.

One of the most important steps in the fight against sexual exploitation is ensuring that every child is
registered, as Manmaya and Phina’s stories UNICEF illustrate. Plan and UNICEF have undertaken a number
of birth registration campaigns in countries many children lack birth certificates to prove their age. If
children are not officially registered, they are not only without proper protection from exploitation, but
may grow up without access to civil rights and a formal education. In Senegal, Plan is working with a local
organisation to get 5,000 street children enrolled. In Togo, Plan’s work in 26 communities means that
14,000 children now have a birth certificate®.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 34 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child says that states must prevent children being coerced
into unlawful sexual activity and the exploitative use of children in prostitution or pornography or other
unlawful sexual practices. Article 35 says states must prevent the abduction, sale or trafficking of children.

An Optional Protocol specifically addressing the commercial sexual exploitation of children was adopted in
2000 and came into force in 2002%. For it to be effective, governments will have to act at national level.
Governments need to enact and enforce laws that punish those who traffic and sexually exploit children, and
they need to give humanitarian visas or grant refugee status to trafficked children. They need to cooperate
internationally to prevent trafficking and deal with trafficked children more humanely.
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2. \/1olence

Violence against teenagers takes a horrifying number of forms. The UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child says that children should be protected from violence. Yet it occurs in the home, at school, in institutions
such as orphanages, on the street, and in detention. A lot of violence takes place behind closed doors, and
teenagers do not report it for fear of retribution. If the adult committing violence is someone whom they
should have a right to trust: a parent, carer, or teacher, it is even harder for them to speak out. Cultures of
violence that are deeply entrenched in many societies mean that neither the adolescent nor abuser see
anything wrong; they see violence as a normal and deserved punishment, and the boy or girl feels guilty for
whatever they have done to ‘deserve’ this treatment.

Factors contributing towards violence are complex. They include the absence of a primary caregiver,
normalisation of violence in the media, unequal gender relations, social norms that do not respect teenagers’
rights, drugs, alcohol, crime, and cultures of impunity. The growing availability of firearms, in both urban and
rural areas around the world, increases the lethality of violence. When guns are present, teenagers are more
likely to die from violence inflicted on them.

Plan’s response

Plan’s work focuses on violence within the family, and providing young people with an alternative to gang
life. In Cali, Colombia, where community leaders were concerned at youth gangs and children being
mistreated at home, Plan has trained 100 local people to reach out to 1,000 families and help them to
improve intra-family relations and create an environment in which children are not subjected to violence.

Plan also supports a peace program for teenagers aged 13 to 18 in Colombia. As well as recreational, artistic,
sporting and social activities to encourage their creativity and lessen the chances of them drifting into drug
use, the project includes personal growth and peaceful coexistence workshops. Youths involved in violent
gangs have achieved a peace agreement and have been offered alternative ways of spending their spare time.

Even if young people are not physically injured, violence against them has a devastating long-term effect and
can derail their development. It can destroy their ability to learn or willingness to go to school, and can
prompt them to run away from home, which increases the risk to them. It ruins their self-confidence and can
undermine their ability to be good parents in the future. Girls and boys who experience violence lose their
trust in people, and have an increased risk of depression and suicide in later life'.

Violence against children of all ages in the home occurs across the world. The World Health Organization
estimates that 40 million children below the age of 15 suffer from abuse and neglect, and require health and
social care. According to UNICEF, a survey in Egypt showed 37 per cent of children reporting being beaten
or tied up by their parents, and 26 per cent reporting injuries such as fractures, loss of consciousness or
permanent disability as a result of this. In India, 36 per cent of mothers told interviewers in a survey that
they had hit their children with an object of some sort within the last six months. Ten per cent said they had
kicked their child; 29 per cent had pulled their child’s hair; 28 per cent had hit the child with their knuckles;
and three per cent said they had punished their child by putting hot peppers in their mouth?.

The problem is the widespread social acceptance of corporal punishment as a form of discipline.
When teenagers from Freetown in Sierra Leone were encouraged to speak out about their concerns and
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desires as part of a children’s forum, several were worried about the way parents treat children. Zainab, 15,
said: “The thing that | want to tell the parents that to stop flogging the children and then to send them in
the streets, to go and beg money in the street. | want the President to tell the parents to stop beating the
children... | want the President to tell the parents that this is not good.”

Victor Brott

Plan’s response

In El Salvador, Plan has been working on a project to promote
self-esteem in girls and to campaign against child abuse.

The program includes ‘Schools for Parents’ in which adults can
learn about children’s rights and their own obligations towards
children. It also runs Committees for Non-Violence made up of
representatives from schools, police, judicial institutions and
community leaders, which develop community activities
promoting non-violence within families.

Corporal punishment

Teenagers also experience violence at school, which interferes
with their education and may put them off getting one
altogether. Research by Human Rights Watch showed that for many children around the world, violence was
a regular part of being at school. In some cases, school officials routinely used corporal punishment to keep
discipline in the classroom and to punish children for poor grades. In other countries, authorities did not
intervene to protect minority children from harassment and attacks by other students.

In Kenya it found that teachers were slapping, kicking, pinching, caning, or even beating children for such
minor infractions as being late, talking in class, wearing dirty uniforms, or being unable to answer a
question®. And in South Africa the organisation documented disturbing levels of sexual violence against girls
in school, with harassment, abuse and rape committed by both teachers and male students across three

provinces. “| left [school] because | was raped by two guys in my class who were supposedly my friends,”
said WH, 13°.

Adolescents are both perpetrators and victims of violence. Teenagers, boys in particular, who suffer violence,
are more likely to mete it out themselves. A study in the US found that an abused or neglected child is

53 per cent more likely to be arrested as a juvenile, 38 per cent more likely to be arrested as an adult, and
38 per cent more likely to be arrested for a violent crime?®.

A culture of violence is learnt at home and through the media. Boys are socialised to think that anger and
aggression are appropriate male emotions, while it is more socially acceptable for girls to be weak and
passive. Cultures of masculinity also tell boys that it is a ‘male thing’ to carry weapons. Surveys from nine
Caribbean countries found that a fifth of boys had taken a weapon to school in the previous month, and
nearly as many had been in a fight using weapons®.

Gang violence

Another way in which adolescents suffer and inflict violence is when they get involved with street gangs. Street
children, school drop-outs and adolescents living in poverty, are attracted to gang life, which offers an identity
and a sense of power. Across the cities of Central America, gang culture is strong. It has been estimated that at
least 25,000 children belong to gangs in El Salvador alone’. These countries have relatively recently emerged
from vicious wars which fostered a culture of violence. Now the gangs have been boosted since the US
changed its laws so that immigrants who have committed crimes are deported: this means that those who had
spent time in the gangs of Los Angeles have now taken their violent allegiances back with them.

Once teenagers and children are involved it is very hard to get out, and they are rapidly drawn into violent
crime. Public opinion is horrified by the rise of gangs across Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. So there is
wide support for the harsh measures that governments take against them, with teenagers put in prison
because of their tattoos, and killings by police and private death squads attracting little official condemnation.
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In May this year 105 prisoners, mostly young gang members with the Mara Salvatrucha gang, were locked
into a prison in the city of San Pedro Sula in Honduras and burned alive®. (See Section 3 On the street)

Darwin, from Tegucigalpa in Honduras, was good at school and wanted to become a doctor. But when he
was 14, he joined the 18th Street gang, which is one of the two most powerful gangs. “Darwin met a girl
from the 18th Street gang at a party. The gang was a new world. They promised clothes, shoes, gold chains,
and the chance to be a leader, a boss. But it was all a lie. When you start, the gang gives you a better
identity, but when you try to get out you can't. He had "18" tattooed on his chin, and his arms were full of
tattoos,” said his mother Sara. Darwin started to get in trouble with the police, and was arrested several
times. He died when he was 16, two days after being arrested and reportedly beaten by the police. His
mother believes the police executed him, and that witnesses are too afraid to speak out. She herself has
reported receiving death threats®.

In areas of high urban violence, poor teenagers and those on the streets are at risk of involvement in violent
drug factions. In 2002, it was estimated that more than half of the 10,000 employees of the drug gangs in
the favelas of Rio de Janeiro were under the age of 18. The level of armed violence there is so high that the
lives of adolescents involved in the militarised drug gangs are closer to those of child soldiers than gang
members. In some periods, there have been more firearms deaths in Rio de Janeiro city than in gun battles in
Colombia, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, or Israel. Between 1987 and 2001, eight times as many minors died
from firearms injuries in Rio de Janeiro, than Israeli and Palestinian children died in the conflict over the
Occupied Territories during the same period™.

Young people are particularly vulnerable to gun culture if they have grown up knowing no other way. The
proliferation of guns across conflict and non-conflict zones, cities and countryside, continues. The phenomenon
of youth gangs in El Salvador has spilled over into schools, with coalitions of high schools fighting each other,
using knives and modified belt buckles but also guns”. In South Africa, boys told interviewers that they felt
girls prefer men who have guns. However, girls in the same community said that boys used guns to coerce
them into sexual relations. Male violence against girls and women is

reinforced by cultures of weaponry; the gun becomes an extension of male
power”. Wherever guns are present, in the home, at school or on the
street, violence is more likely to be lethal.

In 2003 the UN Secretary-General appointed an independent expert to
lead a global study on violence against children, looking into its
prevalence, nature and causes, with recommendations for action.
Non-governmental organisations are contributing to the study, which will
take children’s views into account®.

i

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 19

l.’anos/PauI Smith
1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative,

social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury
or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the
care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.

Article 39

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote physical and psychological recovery and social
reintegration of a child victim of: any form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any other form of
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; or armed conflicts. Such recovery and reintegration
shall take place in an environment which fosters the health, self-respect and dignity of the child.
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3. On the street

There may be between 100 million and 150 million street children in the world, many of whom are in their
teens. It is hard to make accurate assessments of numbers, since street children are a highly mobile
population. Some attend school for part of the year but may be on the streets at other times. The majority
are still in periodic touch with their families, or may be working on the street by the day but returning home
at night. But for others the street is their home as well as their livelihood. Street children scavenge, beg,
hawk goods, steal, or resort to prostitution in order to survive.

Plan’s response

Plan has a two-pronged approach to working with street children: preventative work, addressing the
long-term needs of poor families and face-to-face work with those children already on the streets.

Plan believes that the most important thing is to talk to young people first. Many children working or
living on the street are highly resourceful and independent, and may be
sceptical of adults and what they can do for them.

Street children are losing out on an education, are at risk of violence, poor
health and drug addiction, and in some countries are brutally targeted by
police and vigilantes. Authorities may view them as criminals, and the
public view of them is characterised by fear and suspicion. They are seen
as a blight, and in many countries there is public support for getting them
off the street, even if this involves violent police action and sometimes
killing them.

Teenagers may have left home because of abuse at home, family break-up,
or family economic difficulties. But there are also broader trends, such as
the rapid urbanisation across Latin America, Africa and Asia, as the impact
of the 1990s structural adjustment programs created a widening gap
between rich and poor and forced the poorest people from the
countryside into the cities to seek work.

CASP Deli

Plan’s response

Plan’s preventative work addresses both the reasons that force children to turn to the streets, such as
poverty, abuse or natural disaster, and the factors that make the street a more attractive alternative.

For children from a poverty-stricken rural household who have lost parents to AIDS, the streets of large
towns may seem to offer more economic opportunities. For children abused at home they might seem like
a safer option. Plan works on improving household income to try to ensure that no family is so poor that
children are forced to work in an environment detrimental to their well-being.

Zerihun Mammo of the Ethiopian Teenagers’ Forum says that young people must “show how children can
find solutions to their own problems. Adults cannot speak for us. They see things from the outside. We see
things from the inside. We young people can discuss among ourselves and ... identify our problems and
speak about them and suggest solutions.”
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Zerihun describes how a 16 year-old acquaintance ended up on the streets: “The thing | saw that really touched
my heart was this young girl. Ten years ago she came to Addis Ababa from Gondar. She started working in
someone’s home, and when she was 15 the man who heads the household raped her. When she got pregnant he
chased her out of the house and she started living on the street. She gave birth to his child. Three months after
she had his child she was raped again. She is 16 years old and when we saw her it was only four days since she
had given birth [again], and she had a one year and two months old baby. | was very sad when | saw her.”?

In the Indonesian city of Makassar, the number of children on the streets since the economic crisis of 1997
has increased. They congregate at the municipal rubbish dump, scavenging for scraps. Most have dropped
out of school to work as scavengers in order to support their families, and are pleased to be working in order
to bring money in. Even as humanitarian organisations like Plan run programs to encourage a few hundred
children at a time to return to formal school, the number of scavenger children in Makassar continues to
increase each year. They are extremely vulnerable to infectious diseases such as diarrhoea, worms, scabies
and respiratory infections, suffer from poor nutrition, and are at risk of accidents as they forage over the
dumpsite. Teenagers who hang out at the dump make dates with rubbish truck drivers and have unsafe sex’.

Plan’s response

In Indonesia, Plan works with children who make a living scavenging materials for recycling, shining shoes,
selling newspapers or singing for money. It is providing education at the children’s work places, so that
their parents do not see education as a threat to family income, as well as healthcare, savings services, and
recreation and play facilities. The program was designed in collaboration with the children themselves,
making use of their knowledge and experience, which makes it more likely to be successful in the long
term. The emphasis on understanding the lives of the children has led to the recruitment of street
educators, sometimes peers of the street children.

The AIDS pandemic is contributing to the number of children having to find a living on the streets. In Tanzania,
for example, where about a million people have already died from AIDS, there is an enormous burden on the
survivors. Many carers are too old, or young, or ill themselves to look after orphaned children. Children
orphaned by AIDS may be shunned by relatives and communities. If they lose their father first, inheritance laws
prevent their mother inheriting the land, with disastrous economic consequences for the family. Consequently,
running away from home to look for work on urban streets is seen as a potential survival strategy’.

Vietnamese children from rural communities in Thanh Hoa and Hung Yen may travel large distances to Hanoi
in search of work to support their families. The numbers are increasing: between 1997 and 1999 there was a
64 per cent increase in child migrants into Hanoi. Plan works with these communities to minimise the need
for children to leave their family home and earn additional income in potentially exploitative and threatening
environments. Plan supports credit and saving facilities, food security activities, and family counselling on
the long-term benefits of education for children.

Plan’s response

In Vietnam, Doan lived rough on the streets of several cities, ending up in Hanoi. “When | felt hungry |
would beg for food, and when [ felt sleepy | would sleep under any bridge or in a corner of a market.
One time, | was forced by older kids to steal a motorbike and was caught by the police.”

At other times when Doan was caught by the police he was sent to a correctional school or drop-in centre,
where he struggled to comply with their strict rules after living independently on the street, and often ran away.

A counsellor from Plan’s Street and Working Children Project made contact with Doan five years ago,
when he was 16, and encouraged him to pursue vocational training to build a better life for himself. Doan
was sponsored to attend a training course as a stone carver. He is now off the streets and earning enough
money to send some home to his father and stepmother.

“Like other Vietnamese workers, every day | work eight hours starting from eight in the morning till
twelve with a siesta of two hours and four hours of work in the afternoon. | am very busy now but I like
the work very much. | am proud of my work — | have become a stone artisan. My dream now is to save up
enough money to buy a small house and get married in the future.”
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In Nepal, the number of children making a living on the streets of Kathmandu has increased dramatically in
the past 30 years, and is now in the thousands. Although some are as young as seven or eight, the average
age is 13. The majority are boys; vulnerable girls are more likely to have been married early or trafficked or
sexually exploited away from the public eye. The majority of street children in Kathmandu come from poor
rural families, or from families where the parents do several low income jobs such as construction labour,
driving, or tailoring. Most of the street children had been in school at some point, but had dropped out
before learning to read or count. Only 37 per cent of street children in one survey could recognise the Nepali
alphabet or write their own name’.

Not only do street children have to find a way to make a living. They also have to face hostility from the
public, and from police forces, private security forces and vigilantes who abuse and even murder them.
Human Rights Watch describes how they are arbitrarily detained simply for being homeless, or charged with
vague offences such as loitering or vagrancy. Worse, they are tortured or beaten by police and often held for
long periods in poor conditions. Girls may be sexually abused, coerced into sexual acts, or raped by police.

In the last few years Human Rights Watch has reported pervasive police violence against street children in
Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Bulgaria, Kenya and India. With few people to advocate on their behalf, street
children’s only option is to complain to the police, and face the threat of reprisal. Meanwhile authorities do
little to investigate allegations of police violence and so the culture of impunity continues®.

Plan’s response

Internationally, Plan is an advocate for street children, ensuring that their issues and interests are
represented on the world stage. For example, Plan works with other agencies as a member of the
Consortium for Street Children in West Africa, which organises a series of regional forums to promote and
protect the rights of street children.

Amnesty International reports that since February 2003, nearly 700 children and youths have been murdered in
Honduras alone. The government has admitted that police officers have been involved in many of the killings, yet
only two policemen have so far been convicted’. Between 1998 and 2002 the organisation says that more than
1,500 children and youths were killed in Honduras. Thirteen per cent of these deaths were in the context of gang
warfare (see Section 2 Violence) but an alarming 22 per cent were reported to have involved police. Nearly all the
victims were children and young people living in poverty on the margins of society®.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 32 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child obliges governments to protect those aged under
18 “from economic exploitation, and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere
with the child's education, or to be harmful to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social
development. Children should not work too long hours and not too hard work.” It also has articles prohibiting
slavery and trafficking.

The International Labour Organisation has passed two conventions on child labour:

Convention 138, adopted in 1973, sets a number of minimum ages depending on the type of employment or
work. The first principle is that the minimum age should not be less than the age for completing compulsory
schooling and in no event less than age 15. For countries whose economic and educational facilities are
insufficiently developed, the age can be set initially at 14. The second principle is that a higher minimum age,
of not less than 18, should be set for hazardous work. The types of employment or work deemed to be
hazardous shall be determined by national laws or regulations or by the competent authority, leaving it to the
individual countries to determine the content of these activities. In the case of light work, the minimum age
can be set at 13 years, or 12 years where the economy and educational facilities are insufficiently developed.

Convention 182, adopted in 1999, calls for the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour: all
forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage,
serfdom and forced or compulsory labour; forced or compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed
conflict; use of a child for prostitution, production of pornography or pornographic performances; use,
procuring or offering of a child for illicit activities, in particular for the production and trafficking of drugs; and,
work which is likely to harm the health, safety or morals of children.
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4. Crime and
punishment

More than a million children and teenagers across the world are locked up, the majority of them under
arrest or awaiting trial. Young offenders continue to be treated and prosecuted as adults. This is despite
the fact that it has been proved that children and adolescents under the age of 18 do not have fully
developed reasoning faculties and therefore cannot be held to the same standards as adults. In some
countries it is common practice for children convicted of non-violent offences, such as theft, to be given
long sentences rather than the rehabilitation and counselling that would give them a better chance of not
returning to crime.

A significant number of teenagers behind bars have not even committed a criminal offence, but have been
locked up for ‘status offences’ — which means offences that would not incur legal penalties if committed by
an adult — such as truancy, begging, vagrancy and alcohol use'.

Juveniles tried at adult courts are more likely to return to crime than those tried in a juvenile system?
according to studies in the US. Yet teenagers continue to be tried in adult courts, and to be given long
sentences in adult jails that do not have the staff or infrastructure to deal with the different needs of
teenagers — in contravention of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Plan’s response

Even if attempts are made to establish the age of a suspect, if the child does not have a birth certificate
to prove their age, they may be treated as an adult. The birth registration programs that Plan supports
are therefore a priority. The Third Asia Regional Conference on Birth Registration in 2003 heard the
example of a 17 year-old sentenced to the death penalty. His lawyers were attempting to get relief for
him under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. However, he faced difficulty in getting justice
because he could not prove his exact date of birth due to the absence of a birth certificate®.

Marginalised, runaways, street children, and children living in poverty are the adolescents most likely to
commit crimes. Other risk factors include child abuse and family breakup, parental attitudes that condone
law-breaking behaviour, academic failure, truancy and dropping out of school. Because they are still
developing, locking teenagers up tends to be counterproductive as a means to combat crime. But far less
money is spent on preventing delinquency in these at-risk groups than on locking up youths.

Teenagers might be rounded up by the police and punished, simply for being on the streets (see Section 3
On the street). In Central America, the governments of El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras have recently
been enacting harsh legislation to combat youth violence: the mano dura (iron hand) approach, which
gives the police broad powers to detain children and youths based on appearance (particularly tattoos)
and who they are with. In July 2004, Panama’s minister of justice suggested that Panama should withdraw
from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which would leave children at risk of long prison
sentences and even the death penalty. The move was rejected by Panama’s parliament. The UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child has already called on El Salvador to repeal its anti-gang legislation because it
has led to police abuses of children, according to Human Rights Watch”.
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Plan’s response

Plan supports a programme in El Salvador to reach out to youth at risk of falling into crime. Teenagers
in rural areas face a lack of opportunities; many drop out of school because their families can’t afford to
keep them there. They are then at risk of getting involved with criminal gangs. The AGAPE Association,
a local organisation working with youth at risk, runs informal vocational courses for teenagers including
carpentry, dressmaking and breadmaking.

Serious emotional difficulties are common amongst teenagers who are sent to prison. And in many
countries they experience significant decline in their physical health, making their successful reintegration
back into society even more difficult and unlikely. Teenagers suffer inhumane conditions in detention —
overcrowding, cold, inadequate food, lice-ridden and insufficient beds, poor sanitation facilities and no
exercise. As a result they develop skin disorders, chronic diarrhoea, respiratory illnesses and dental decay.
They may be kept in solitary confinement for long periods. Physical abuse and violent interrogation at
arrest or during detention cause broken bones, broken eardrums and bruises. Young people are often
exposed the risk of sexual abuse in prison, particularly when they are locked up with adults. Parents are
commonly denied visitation rights and are often not informed of a child's whereabouts. Children lose out
on their education, which also increases the likelihood of a return to crime once they are out.

Plan’s response

In Indonesia, Plan is working in the children’s section of Tangerang prison in Jakarta to help and educate
jail staff in providing health services and informal education. Juvenile offenders also produce a magazine
twice a month with poems, articles, drawings, jokes and reflections so that the children and teenagers
can express themselves and their hopes for the future.

This year, Plan has also begun to offer legal assistance to children, and a hotline with counselling
services where children can get information or file complaints.

An investigation by Human Rights Watch in northern Brazil found that police were routinely beating
children when they arrested them, often in police stations where they were permitted to hold them for up
to five days. The investigation found that children were then incarcerated in detention centres where they
were deprived of their human rights. They suffered further violence and beatings from the state military
police who control security at detention centres, as well as violence from other youths. They were locked
up in cells for long periods at a time, losing out on education and denied access to medical care. Girls had
even less opportunity than boys for exercise and recreation. Human Rights Watch said that during a
disturbance at a facility in the state of Para, military police fired tear gas and rubber bullets at youths,
causing burns, blisters, cuts and bruises®.

In 2003 Amnesty International reported that young offenders in the Philippines were physically ill-treated
at the time of or immediately following arrest. One youth offender reported that he was “physically beaten
by the police because they were forcing me to admit to the shooting...” and that he was “treated like
punching bags, hit with fists, kicked and beaten.” Another youth said he was beaten by those who arrested
him. Once in detention several of the youth offenders reported actual or fear of ill-treatment from adult
detainees with whom they were imprisoned. One said: “| thought | myself was going to get killed because
there were fights among all of the inmates and each had sharp weapons.” Another reported: “l was put in
a cell together with the older inmates. When | was still new there, they touched me sexually and when |
resisted, they punched me.”®

It is not just in the developing world that adolescents are abused and suffer poor conditions in detention.
Children seeking asylum or immigrating illegally may also be arrested and held in detention for months or
years. Unaccompanied immigrant children detained at borders in the United States, Australia, Hong Kong,
Japan and the UK are routinely placed in detention centres or prisons that also house adults convicted of
criminal offences’. In the US, there is strong evidence of racial bias in police and judicial treatment of
juveniles. African Americans, for example, make up only 15 per cent of all US youths between the ages of
10 and 17, yet they make up 30 per cent of youths arrested from that age group, and 50 per cent of the
juvenile cases transferred to the criminal court®.
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It was reported in 1999 that children held in the
Baltimore City Detention Centre in the US endured
particularly grim conditions, confined to poorly lit cells
crawling with cockroaches and rodents. Violence in the
jail was rampant, with frequent fights leading to lengthy
“lock downs," during which entire sections were
restricted to their cells, sometimes for weeks at a time.
There was almost no counselling for juvenile detainees,
despite the fact that children held in adult jails are as
much as eight times more likely to commit suicide than
those held in juvenile detention centres®.

Teenage death sentences are not unknown. These
particular young offenders in the Philippines were
under sentence of death, despite the prohibition in both
domestic law and the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child to which the Philippines is party™. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that
children and teenagers who were under 18 at the time of the offence cannot be sentenced to or suffer the
death penalty. Most of the world agrees. Yet it still occurs: in the US, Iran, and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo. According to Human Rights Watch, since 2000 there has been one execution of a juvenile in
the DRC, two in Iran, and nine in the US™.

Panos/Andrew Testa

Mary Robinson, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, said in 2002 that: “The overwhelming
international consensus that the death penalty should not apply to juvenile offenders stems from the
recognition that young persons, because of their immaturity, may not fully comprehend the consequences
of their actions and should therefore benefit from less severe sanctions than adults. More importantly, it
reflects the firm belief that young persons are more susceptible to change, and thus have a greater
potential for rehabilitation than adults.”*

Corporal punishment

Teenagers also suffer corporal punishment. In Nigeria in 2001, a teenage mother was whipped by officials
for having sex outside marriage, although an appeal against her conviction and sentence was pending.
Bariya, in her early teens, was sentenced by an Islamic court in the northern state of Zamfara®.

Conflict

During war, child soldiers and civilian children accused of committing war crimes are often incarcerated
along with adult soldiers. Six years after the genocide in Rwanda, for example, 4,454 children were in
prison awaiting resolution of their case. More than 450 of these children had been formally cleared of any
involvement in the genocide™.

There is an existing body of international legislation on protecting children’s rights when in custody.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child prohibits capital punishment and life imprisonment without
the possibility of release for youths who were under 18 at the time of the crime. It also includes the right
to be kept separately from adults because of the risk of abuse. The International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights also prohibits the death penalty for under-18s™. Other standards include the United Nations
Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (the Beijing Rules)™ and the United
Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty".

But as we have seen, these international standards continue to be breached. Lack of political will means
that either they are ignored, or there are insufficient national safeguards in place to make sure the
standards are enforced. In the Philippines, for example, there is no requirement in the justice system to
establish whether a suspect is a minor. This means that children may be detained and treated as adults
until they are brought before a court®.
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The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

States Parties shall ensure that:

(@) No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
Neither capital punishment nor life imprisonment without possibility of release shall be imposed for offences
committed by persons below eighteen years of age;

(b) No child shall be deprived of his or her liberty unlawfully or arbitrarily. The arrest, detention or
imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last resort
and for the shortest appropriate period of time;

(c) Every child deprived of liberty shall be treated with humanity and respect for the inherent dignity of the
human person, and in a manner which takes into account the needs of persons of his or her age.

In particular, every child deprived of liberty shall be separated from adults unless it is considered in the
child's best interest not to do so and shall have the right to maintain contact with his or her family through
correspondence and visits, save in exceptional circumstances;

(d) Every child deprived of his or her liberty shall have the right to prompt access to legal and other
appropriate assistance, as well as the right to challenge the legality of the deprivation of his or her liberty
before a court or other competent, independent and impartial authority, and to a prompt decision on any
such action.

Article 3

1. In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions,
courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary
consideration.

Article 38

1. States Parties undertake to respect and to ensure respect for rules of international humanitarian law
applicable to them in armed conflicts, which are relevant to the child.

Article 40

1. States Parties recognise the right of every child alleged as, accused of, or recognised as having infringed
the penal law to be treated in a manner consistent with the promotion of the child's sense of dignity and
worth, which reinforces the child's respect for the human rights and fundamental freedoms of others and
which takes into account the child's age and the desirability of promoting the child's reintegration and the
child's assuming a constructive role in society.

2. To this end, and having regard to the relevant provisions of international instruments, States Parties shall,
in particular, ensure that:

(@) No child shall be alleged as, be accused of, or recognised as having infringed the penal law by reason of
acts or omissions that were not prohibited by national or international law at the time they were committed;

(b) Every child alleged as or accused of having infringed the penal law has at least the following guarantees:
(i) To be presumed innocent until proven guilty according to law;

(ii) To be informed promptly and directly of the charges against him or her, and, if appropriate, through his
or her parents or legal guardians and to have legal or other appropriate assistance in the preparation and
presentation of his or her defence;

(iii) To have the matter determined without delay by a competent, independent and impartial authority or
judicial body in a fair hearing according to law, in the presence of legal or other appropriate assistance and,
unless it is considered not to be in the best interest of the child, in particular, taking into account his or her
age or situation, his or her parents or legal guardians;

4.4 What happened to my rights? Section 4 Crime and punishment



(iv) Not to be compelled to give testimony or to confess guilt; to examine or have examined adverse
witnesses and to obtain the participation and examination of witnesses on his or her behalf under conditions
of equality;

(v) If considered to have infringed the penal law, to have this decision and any measures imposed in
consequence thereof reviewed by a higher competent, independent and impartial authority or judicial body
according to law;

(vi) To have the free assistance of an interpreter if the child cannot understand or speak the language used;
(vii) To have his or her privacy fully respected at all stages of the proceedings.

3. States Parties shall seek to promote the establishment of laws, procedures, authorities and institutions
specifically applicable to children alleged as, accused of, or recognised as having infringed the penal law, and,
in particular:

(@) The establishment of a minimum age below which children shall be presumed not to have the capacity to
infringe the penal law;

(b) Whenever appropriate and desirable, measures for dealing with such children without resorting to judicial
proceedings, providing that human rights and legal safeguards are fully respected.

4. A variety of dispositions, such as care, guidance and supervision orders; counselling; probation; foster care;
education and vocational training programmes and other alternatives to institutional care shall be available to
ensure that children are dealt with in a manner appropriate to their well-being and proportionate both to
their circumstances and the offence.
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5. Bullying and
punishment

Violence directed at young people and violence by young people is an issue of concern in both developed
and developing countries'. Young people themselves regularly identify violence as an issue, particularly
violence in school which can include corporal punishment, bullying, discrimination and sexual abuse.

Young people’s lack of power and generally low social status in society, as well as the classroom, makes
boys and girls particularly vulnerable to violence. Schooling is commonly authoritarian in nature and a key
element of this is the perceived right of teachers to punish in order to maintain control and order?.

Similarly, gender violence and inequality predicated on traditional social and cultural assumptions of male
authority over females is replicated in the classroom. This results in women and young girls being
particularly at risk from sexual abuse’.

School-based violence is reinforced by the fact that teachers often lack accountability towards their
students. Even if governments have made legal provisions for tackling the issue, these are usually broad
and open to interpretation. Furthermore, laws may be contradictory or not rigorously enforced*.

Corporal punishment

Corporal punishment is a common phenomenon in schools internationally. The World Health Organization
(WHO) reports that corporal punishment remains legal in at least 65 countries®, despite the fact that it
directly contravenes the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).

The term ‘corporal punishment’ means to inflict punishment on the body. It includes a wide variety of
actions such as hitting, slapping, spanking, punching, kicking, pinching, shaking, shoving and choking as
well as the use of a wide variety of objects such as wooden paddles, belts, sticks, pins and hands. Corporal
punishment may also take the form of painful body postures caused by being placed in an enclosed space,
use of electric shocks, excessive exercise drills and the prevention of performing bodily functions®.

Although corporal punishment affects both boys and girls, a study of corporal punishment in schools in
South Asia suggests that some young people suffer a greater risk of corporal punishment than others due
to their ethnic, family or class background. Children with disabilities are found to be at even greater risk’.

Corporal punishment is a humiliating and degrading act of violence which has both physical and
psychological affects on young people®. Beating a youngster causes pain, injury, humiliation, guilt, anxiety,
helplessness, anger, vindictiveness and a sense of low self-worth. It can also increase vulnerability to
depression. At its most extreme, corporal punishment may lead young people to commit suicide.

Young people subjected to repeated violence may exhibit dysfunctional behaviour such as poor
communication. When driven by fear, children learn simply to please the teacher and may not acquire the
skills and knowledge they need for their development. They are adverse to taking risks and being
creative®.

What happened to my rights? Section 5 Bullying and punishment 51



Plan’s response

Nepal

Children who participated in Plan Nepal’s Children’s Consultation raised the issue of corporal punishment
which is common practice in schools. Plan Nepal is exploring the possibility of advocacy activity against
corporal punishment at the local and national levels with other like minded non-governmental
organisations.

Sri Lanka
“l do not like going to school because my teacher hit me in the presence of girls.”

This comment was made during a Children’s Consultation by Plan Sri Lanka to mark Children’s Day.

Working in collaboration with The National Child Protection Authority (NCPA), Plan staff analysed the
issue of corporal punishment and took the first step of working on a strategy to initiate a multi-media
campaign against corporal punishment through print, billboards, radio and television. This was aimed at a
number of target groups including schools and school teachers.

Plan Sri Lanka will continue to work with the NCPA, schools, parents and communities to study this issue
in depth so that long-term interventions can be developed in order to challenge adult attitudes toward
discipline and corporal punishment.

Indonesia

The Children’s Council, facilitated by Plan Indonesia in Makassar, works in collaboration with a local non-
governmental organisation and a group of journalists. The objective of the Council is to create awareness
of and advocate for children’s rights. One topic that the members have engaged with is child protection

law in schools.

Talking about his participation in the Council, Ucok said:

“Through the Children’s Council we want to socialise the law on child protection at all levels of
communities, especially to the schools, so there will be no more child violations at schools.”™

In addition, continuous humiliation can result in young people being too scared to go to school — a place
where they are meant to feel safe and secure™. Not only do those youngsters subject to physical harm live
in constant fear, but so too do those children who witness others being beaten, especially if punishment is
inconsistently given and its reason is not understood®. Fear of school contributes significantly to young
people dropping out of education, denying them their right to learn and realise their full potential.

Advocates of corporal punishment in schools believe that young people are better controlled, respect and
appreciate authority, develop better social skills as well as improved moral character and learn to better
discipline themselves®. However, strong and consistent research evidence shows that physical punishment
and the deliberate humiliation of children are significantly linked with the development of violent attitudes
and actions in later life™.

Plan’s response

Plan Togo is using a manual entitled ‘Alternatives to Violence’ with child-to-child school clubs in an effort
to reduce violence and to prepare children to manage conflict situations. A project for girls’ education is
also being initiated and this will help young people develop drama and theatre against violence, based on
their own school and household survey findings.

Indeed acts of violence by young people in school are on the increase and are directed both at fellow
students and at teachers. In the US, for example, two teenage assailants took their own lives after
shooting twelve of their fellow students and a teacher®™. In Germany, teenagers were jailed for torturing a
classmate for months and posting film clips of the abuse on the internet™ whilst, in Japan, a 12-year-old
girl was stabbed in the neck and killed by an 11 year-old classmate".
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Guns

A UNECSO study on gangs and drug trafficking in or near
Brazilian schools found that four per cent of students surveyed
said that they had or have had a firearm and 70 per cent of these
(almost 130,000 students) reported that these weapons were for
use in schools. Some nine per cent of the students said they
knew where, and from whom, arms could be bought and 55 per
cent of these said that getting hold of a weapon was easy™.

Panos/Paul Smith

Plan’s response

Brazil

In Brazil the proportion of the population most exposed to violence are youths aged 15-24 years old”. In
light of this, young people participating in a media project supported by Plan Brazil produced a video on
violence in schools.

Explaining about the video at the 2004 Fourth International Summit on Media for Children and
Adolescents, 16 year-old Ana Claudia said:

“l learned a lot about the problems caused by dealers selling drugs to children in the school and why
there is so much violence. The film has changed things. Now there is less violence because the school has
better security and the police protect us.”®®

Haiti

Plan Haiti supported a teenager-led survey on how the CRC is being violated in their communities.
Violence at school scored highest in nearly every community. Based on this finding, the teenagers
developed their own campaign against violence in school.

A Human Rights Watch study of corporal punishment in Kenya concluded that violence in a school helps to
breed violence. As one head teacher said, “One thing leads to another; show me a school that has
excessive corporal punishment and I'll show you a school that has bullying.””

Bullying

Like corporal punishment, bullying takes many forms including physical violence, threats, name-calling and
sarcasm, spreading rumours, persistent teasing and exclusion from a group, torment, ridicule, humiliation
and abusive comments®. Again, the effects of bullying can be both physical and psychological.

Teacher-student bullying and student-student bullying are common problems in schools around the world.
In the UK, for instance, a telephone child-counselling charity reports that bullying is the single biggest
reason for youngsters contacting the helpline. About half the young people who call about bullying say
they are verbally abused, whilst a third speaks of being punched, kicked or pushed.

My father registered me at a municipal school. But when | went there, the headmistress despised the
displaced kids. She kept telling us we were dirty and unkempt... the other kids did not even allow us to sit
on the benches and were pushing us off onto the ground instead .

Fourteen year-old Umaru told Plan Sierra Leone about her experience of school before the civil war and
joining the Rapid Education Programme facilitated by Plan, the Ministry of Education and the Federation
of African Women Educationalists (FAWE).

Young people who are bullied can be discriminated against for having the ‘wrong’ coloured hair, eyes or
skin, for wearing the ‘wrong’ clothes, for speaking another language or for being in a wheelchair .
Children in developing countries also identify poverty as a reason for being bullied, with research
suggesting that social interactions and relationships with others can be far more important to young
people than having to go without food or other commodities®.
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Another growing reason for being bullied is the stigma associated with HIV/AIDS. Children, whose parents
are ill because of HIV/AIDS, or those who have been orphaned by the disease, may be rejected by their
friends and schoolmates. As one 16 year-old South African girl put it: “They treat you badly. You don’t feel
like walking in the street, they give you names. They whisper when you pass. They take it that when one
person in the house is sick, all of you in that house are sick.”#

Sexuality

Attention is also increasingly focusing on homophobic bullying — abuse based on sexuality®. This is
frequently predicated on the belief that girls and boys must conform to rigid rules of conduct on
appearance based on their gender. Youth who violate these rules run the risk of punishment at the hands
of their peers and by adults®.

Researchers studying lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth in the US, Australia, Canada, France,
New Zealand and the UK, among other countries, have reached similar conclusions about the
pervasiveness of antigay violence in schools.

One study in the US, for example, found that lesbian, gay and bisexual youth were nearly three times
more likely than their peers to have been involved in at least one physical fight at school, three times more
likely to have been threatened or injured with a weapon at school and nearly four times more likely to skip
school because they felt unsafe®.

Such abuse hampers students’ ability to get an education and takes a tremendous toll on their emotional
well-being. Perhaps because so many lesbian, gay, bisexual youth experience abuses on a daily basis, these
young people are also more likely than their heterosexual peers to use alcohol or other drugs, engage in
risky sexual behaviours or to run away from home®.

Sexual abuse

Sexual abuse is usually only one aspect of a wider problem of school-based violence which includes
corporal punishment and bullying™. Yet, whilst corporal punishment and bullying generally affects both
boys and girls, sexual violence is overwhelmingly carried out against girl students by male students and
teachers®.

As such, sexual harassment poses a powerful barrier to girls’ and young women’s access to education and
their ability to benefit from it. It is a powerful factor both in influencing parents to keep girls out of school
and for girls themselves avoiding school. In addition to suffering physical and psychological trauma, young
girls also face the consequences of unwanted pregnancy, unsafe abortion and sexually transmitted
infections, including the HIV virus®.

The problem of sexual abuse is particularly well documented in Africa where sexual harassment of female
students by males is common practice and often ignored. In some ways it is seen as ‘normal’ and
inevitable. Research in a number of junior secondary schools in Ghana, Malawi and Zimbabwe suggests
that this is because, by failing to clamp down on sexual abuse and aggressive behaviour, schools send out
the message that it is acceptable®.

Students generally believe that it is better to stay quiet rather than risk reporting the abuse to a teacher.
This is not surprising given that teachers themselves are often implicated. As well as feeling that nothing
will be done, students may also have strong feelings of shame and blame, a fear of not being believed or a
fear of the consequences of speaking up®. This may help explain why, although some incidences of sexual
harassment towards males have been reported, there are knowledge gaps around homophobia and
gender-based violence affecting boys®.
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Plan’s response

Schools should play an important role in securing the rights of youth to participation, free association
and expression. However, students internationally tend to have very little control over what they learn,
when and where. They also have little if no say in how their schools are organised.

However, encouraging the active participation of young people in the running of their school can help
to tackle problems of violence within it. Research shows that:

m School rules compiled in partnership with students are more likely to be relevant, understood and
adhered to

= Young people who are encouraged to express their opinions and to be assertive will be more likely to
have higher self-esteem and move from a position of confidence. As a consequence, they will be
better equipped to deal with abusive, threatening or unfair situations because they will be in a better
position to seek advice and exit a harmful situation when necessary

= Participation that involves a diversity of young people can build a sense of belonging, solidarity, justice and
responsibility, caring for people in need and sensitivity towards people who are different”

A cornerstone of Plan’s Child Centred Community Development approach is the active participation of
children and their communities in their own development.

This may take the form of a Children’s Club, for example, through which young people can protect
themselves from violence by providing each other with peer support and by learning and practicing
skills such as self-organisation, negotiation and conflict resolution.

Plan’s ‘School Improvement Program’ (SIP) is designed so that students are empowered to become
active participants in their own learning and not just passive recipients. Their involvement in all aspects
of school life means that solutions can be sought through dialogue with their family, community and
teachers in a process that listens to and respects everyone’s
views.

SIP is made up of the following core elements:

m Ensuring teachers are competent and motivated
® Promoting active learning methods

m Promoting the active participation of children and parents in
school governance

m Ensuring a safe, sound and effective learning environment

m Establishing a relevant curriculum

® Ensuring that children are properly prepared for school

® Ensuring empowered and supportive school leaders

m Advocating for supportive supervision from the government

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 19
1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, Adam Hintor

social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or
abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation including sexual abuse, while in the care
of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child

Article 28.2

To ensure that school discipline is administered “in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity and in
Conformity with the Convention”

What happened to my rights? Section 5 Bullying and punishment 5.5






6. Conflict

Modern conflict kills far more civilians than combatants. Ninety per cent of the casualties of conflict may now
be civilians — and half of those are under the age of 18'. They are caught in crossfire, deliberately killed and
injured, forced from their homes, sexually assaulted, forced to fight for armed groups, lose their parents, lose
out on their education, and lose their hope for the future.

UNICEF estimates that 20 million children under the age of 18 have been forced to flee their homes because
of conflict and human rights violations, and are living as refugees in neighbouring countries or are internally
displaced within their own national borders. Over the last decade, another two million children have died as
a direct result of armed conflict and at least six million children have been permanently disabled or seriously
injured. Another million children have been orphaned or separated from their families. And between 8,000
and 10,000 children are killed or maimed by landmines every year?.

In the Darfur region of Sudan during 2004, teenage children have been killed, had to watch their parents
being killed, have been driven from their homes, separated from their families, raped and sexually abused,
and denied access to humanitarian relief, healthcare and education. Half a million children are thought to be
living in camps with inadequate facilities, and girls are now pregnant as a result of being raped. There is
evidence of boys aged 14 to 18 being taken to fight or support armed groups’.

Plan’s response

At the time of writing Plan was joining with UNICEF to provide essential life-saving services to the
displaced peoples in Darfur, such as toilet facilities, access to safe water and education.

The special needs of adolescents are frequently neglected during conflict and in its aftermath. Small children
are especially vulnerable during armed conflict, because they cannot look after themselves. But adolescents
too are vulnerable, and not only to the immediate physical risks of being in a conflict zone. Teenagers are
already undergoing profound emotional changes, and are at the stage in their lives when they are learning
about the values of their society and roles they may play in it.

The impact of conflict interrupts their development of a sense of identity, and those who have had
distressing experiences cannot foresee a future for themselves. They lose their trust in adults, and may be
left without adult guidance at a crucial stage in their development. As educational opportunities dwindle,
teenage boys and girls may be bored and frightened. Military life may become an appealing option,
particularly the opportunity to take up arms to reverse what feels like a situation of powerlessness®.
Moreover, because teenagers are being used by armed factions, often this puts all adolescents under the
suspicion of security forces. If they are harassed by security forces as a consequence, this can have the effect
of making them antagonistic towards the authority and thus motivating them to join armed factions.

A Plan study of war-displaced children aged 8 to 13 in Sierra Leone found that 80 per cent had suffered the
death of a parent, sibling or close relative; that 74 per cent had seen somebody being killed or injured with
machetes; that 68 per cent had seen somebody being burned to death or tortured; and that nearly 10 per
cent of the girls had been gang-raped on several occasions. The violence had caused severe psychological
trauma. Over 70 per cent saw pictures of their worst experience in their minds; 94 per cent thought about
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their worst experience even when they did not want to; 72 per cent were plagued by nightmares and bad
dreams. Three-quarters of them worry they may not live to be an adult®.

Plan Sierra Leone’s annual program communication reports that post-traumatic disorders are evident in
aspects of daily life activities in many parts of the country. Where there is a blatant disregard of societal and
cultural values, this acts as a pointer to the high levels of trauma experienced by school children, youth and
adults alike in the districts as a direct result of the rebel war.

It reports that even though physical and health education is one of the subjects in the school curriculum,
schools do not have the necessary materials and equipment for children to demonstrate the practical aspects of
the subject.

Plan’s response
Plan’s psychosocial trauma and peace education project in Sierra Leone consists of various activities

ranging from workshops, counselling sessions to formation of peace clubs and expression activities
including drama, games and sports.

More than a thousand boys from two displaced people’s camps attending 30 secondary schools in the
Western Area and Freetown benefited from the support offered by this project.

This project has provided assistance in strengthening the process of stabilisation, reintegration, and
restoration of communities through the provision of refresher training on trauma counselling, peace
building and reconciliation skills, which were addressed through workshops that targeted teenage school
children, head teachers, guidance counsellors, religious leaders, traditional leaders, school management
committees and youth groups in the Moyamba, Bombali and Port Loko districts of Sierra Leone.

Large numbers of children were displaced by the war in Sierra Leone, and lost out on several years of school.
Returning to school establishes normality in a teenager’s life that is vital to their protection and
rehabilitation. It is particularly difficult for teenagers who, because they have missed years, have to re-start
with much younger children. Schools are sometimes occupied by soldiers during war time, or destroyed
during conflict, and can even be deliberate targets. But classes can be improvised in a safe place.

Plan’s response

Secondary schooling in conflict and post-conflict situations is often not available to teenagers living in or
near a war zone. The end of the 11 years of civil war in Sierra Leone resulted in increased poverty for an
already weak and fragile economy. The attack on the Western Area (where the capital city Freetown is
located) in January 1999 left many parents unable to provide the basic needs for their family, including the
education and health care for their children. Children could not therefore continue to attend school, as
parents were unable to afford the fees and other expenses.

Plan offers scholarships for secondary school-aged boys and girls in Sierra Leone. Many of these teenagers
missed out on schooling during the conflict and would not otherwise have been able to go back to school
after the war because their parents could not afford to send them. Parents have been relieved of the burden
of payment of school fees as they have to provide other support such as uniforms, textbooks and writing
materials in addition to the basic items of food, transportation to school, housing and health care.

Since 1999 Plan has supported a “RapidEd” project in camps for internally displaced people in Sierra
Leone, which combine therapeutic emotional healing activities and self-expression with basic literacy and
numeracy education. The methodology, developed by Plan in cooperation with UNESCO, is based on
experiences in other war zones.

Plan recognises that it helps teenagers to express their thoughts and memories in their own time. It can
often be easier for them to do this when they feel they are in a safe place:
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“As a normal reaction, the children don't want to speak about their
experiences. They keep them inside, and will not overcome the trauma.
Through different kinds of outward expression, connected to the safety of
a school, they are much more likely to open up. We encourage them to
sing, tell stories, discuss with others, play, make dramas, or draw
pictures,” said Terence McCaughan, Regional Program Adviser of Plan
West Africa.”

During conflict, birth registration systems collapse and existing
documentation is lost or destroyed’.

As a result, children and adults become officially ‘lost’ — unaccounted for
by any government system?®. Children born in refugee camps across
national borders are particularly vulnerable, as receiving states often refuse to register their births. They
are effectively stateless, which not only deprives them of social opportunities, but also exposes them to
many forms of discrimination®. Without identity papers, for example, children and their families may
experience problems qualifying for food aid and refugee status, gaining access to health, educational and
welfare services and claiming their right of residence when returning to their home country. Minors who
cannot prove their age are also at more risk of being recruited into armed forces or groups®.

Fidel, Guinea

Of the world's estimated 27 million refugees and 30 million displaced people, 80 per cent are women and
children. Not only do children face physical danger from attacks and landmines on the way from their
homes to refugee and displaced peoples camps, but they are not havens of safety themselves —
particularly for girls. There are high levels of violence, recruitment for armed groups, substance abuse, and
sexual violence against girls. A particular problem for women and girls, particularly teenage heads of
household, is the distribution of basic resources such as food and plastic sheeting for shelter. It is usually
men who control distribution, and they abuse their power by demanding bribes and sexual favours™.

Child-headed households may consist of "family units" of brothers and sisters who have been orphaned,
abandoned, or separated accidentally from their parents, children of extended family members, or even
unrelated children. A minor, usually an adolescent girl, heads such households. Such adolescents are
particularly vulnerable to exploitative labour and prostitution.

During armed conflict and in refugee camps, teenage girls are at risk of rape, domestic violence, sexual
exploitation, trafficking, sexual humiliation, and mutilation. Rape and sexual humiliation are used as a
weapon of war, to terrorise civilian populations and to force civilians from their land. Systematic rape is
practiced in order to carry out ethnic cleansing through impregnating girls and women; this occurred in
Bosnia and Croatia during the 1990s. Investigations into the 1994 genocide in Rwanda found that almost
every female over the age of 12 who survived the killing was raped. Girls who are raped may become
infected with HIV. And they may be ostracised by their families and communities, especially if they give
birth as a result of rape. Many girls in this situation become extremely depressed, and some commit
suicide™.

Landmines

Even if they survive the conflict itself, children and teenagers remain at horrendous risk from the weapons,
which also survive conflict: landmines and other unexploded ordnance (UXO). These remain a danger for
decades after conflict. It is estimated that there are between 15,000 and 20,000 landmine casualties each
year, a significant proportion of whom are below the age of 18.

Children and teenagers are particularly at risk because they are inquisitive. Mines and UXO can look like
toys®. Children may pick up or step on the devices while herding animals, working in the fields or
searching for firewood. Even when warnings have been posted about the danger of mines, children may
not be able to recognise or read these signs. Or if communities are accustomed to living with mines, they
may become dulled to the danger. Golom, 16, was killed by a cluster bomblet in 2000 in a camp for
internally displaced people in Eritrea. His mother Amotetzion said: “He was just playing — | didn’t know
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what he was doing or that it was dangerous.” Her son was trying to crack open a BL755 bomblet with a
stone. Some of the children had taken to using one of the components of the bomblets, a bright copper
cone, to make bells for their animals’ necks. The explosion caused a severe head injury, which is what
Golom'’s friends believe killed him, and his right arm was cut off at the shoulder™.

Landmines are indiscriminate weapons; they cannot tell the difference between the step of a soldier or of
a child. They cause injuries such as blindness, burns, and amputations. Some victims die of blood loss
because they do not reach medical facilities in time. The injuries require long hospitalisation, and then a
lengthy process of rehabilitation. In many countries, the facilities are simply not available, or if they are,
families may not be able to afford them. Girls are even less likely than boys to receive medical treatment
and prostheses.

More than 80 countries are affected to some degree by landmines or UXO; some of the worst affected are
Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Cambodia, Chechnya, Colombia, Irag, Nepal, and Sri
Lanka®™. It takes as little as $3 to lay a mine; but up to $1,000 to clear it, and the countries most affected
by mines are those least able to afford the demining process®. Although there are now 143 States Parties
to the 1997 Mine Ban Treaty, landmines continue to be laid, for example in Myanmar (Burma) and Russia.
The border between India and Pakistan was heavily mined in 20017 and recent reports suggest that
government forces in Sudan and Burundi have been involved in laying antipersonnel mines™ — though
both governments strongly deny this.

In order to protect children from mines, the ban needs to be universal (India, Pakistan, China, Russia and
the US are among the states that have not signed up), huge investment is needed in mine clearance,
victims need to be supported, and children and teenagers need to be educated about the risks and how
they can minimise them. Teenagers need to be protected from existing mines. The best way of doing this
is to involve them in the learning process and consult them about how protection can best be afforded. In
Afghanistan, Save the Children uses child-to-child approaches, role-playing, and survivors as educators to
spread the message about the dangers of mines®.

In April 2004 the UN Security Council passed its latest resolution dealing with children and armed conflict.
It recognises the wide range of violations children suffer during conflict in addition to being recruited into
armed forces: rape and other sexual violence, abduction and forced displacement, denial of humanitarian
access, and attacks against schools and hospitals. It also recognises the importance of education in conflict
areas, particularly in preventing recruitment into armed forces. It calls for action plans to monitor
violations against children in conflict, and for action plans to halt the use of child soldiers®.

Meanwhile, there are children who have been affected by conflict who need immediate help. Children have
three main needs in emergencies: shelter and food; education; and emotional and psychological support.
Adolescents have special needs, such as vocational and skills training, and support for those who are heads
of households. Crucially, they should be involved in creating solutions, rather than just being seen as
victims. One way to do this is to involve teenagers in developing and running programs for younger
children in their communities®.

In Freetown in Sierra Leone, the Children’s Forum Network, a group of young people, lobbies the
government on behalf of children. Chernor, aged 18, was requested by the UN to speak to newly arrived
peacekeepers about the needs of children in a post-conflict situation. He now regularly speaks to new
troops about the difficulties that children face.

Abdul, 14, said: “l want to appeal to the President to take care of the amputees and to clean the country
and to take care of the boys in the street and to take care of the boys in the market, to put them to
school.”*
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The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
Article 22

1. States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that a child who is seeking refugee status or
who is considered a refugee in accordance with applicable international or domestic law and procedures
shall, whether unaccompanied or accompanied by his or her parents or by any other person, receive
appropriate protection and humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of applicable rights set forth in the
present Convention and in other international human rights or humanitarian instruments to which the said
States are Parties.

Article 38

1. States Parties undertake to respect and to ensure respect for rules of international humanitarian law
applicable to them in armed conflicts, which are relevant to the child.

4. In accordance with their obligations under international humanitarian law to protect the civilian
population in armed conflicts, States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure protection and care
of children who are affected by an armed conflict.

In addition, the UNCRC introduced an Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on
the involvement of children in armed conflicts (see Section 7 Girl and boy soldiers).
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/. Girl and boy
soldiers

Half a million children have been recruited into armed forces worldwide and at any time an estimated
300,000 children under the age of 18 will be actively fighting on nearly every continent’ — although the real
figure may be much higher. While some children have reported being recruited when they were as young as
7 the majority of child soldiers are aged between 15 and 182 In some countries government forces as well as
non-state forces such as armed groups and paramilitaries use child soldiers. And they are not just boys: up to
a third of child soldiers are girls®. Girls are at particular risk of rape and sexual abuse in addition to the
physical and psychological violence suffered by all child soldiers.

Around the globe, children are still being recruited. In Liberia, Cote d’lvoire and parts of the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) there was a huge increase in the recruitment of child soldiers during 2003.
According to the UN, 10 of the parties involved in the DRC conflict used child soldiers®. In 2003, Refugees
International reported that 75 per cent of the Union des Patriotes Congolais (UPC)’s 15,000 soldiers in the
[turi District were under 16°. According to the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers up to 70,000
children fight in the government’s armed forces in Myanmar (also known as Burma). They also report that in
Uganda, children continue to be abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army to be used in its fight against the
government. In Sri Lanka the armed opposition ‘Liberation Tamil Tigers of Eelam’ are reported to be
continuing to abduct children. And in Colombia an estimated 11,000 children, some of them as young as 12,
are now being used as soldiers by armed groups®.

Children who are forced to participate in armed conflict suffer a high risk of serious injury and death.

Their inexperience and lack of training makes them prone to much higher casualty rates than adult soldiers.
Those who do survive may end up permanently disabled, or suffering psychological damage — including post-
traumatic stress disorder — because of their exposure to the violence’. Unsurprisingly, many suffer severe
psychological damage. It can take years for such children to be properly rehabilitated into society, while for
many others; the opportunity for recovery arrives too late and sometimes not at all.

The widespread availability of cheap and lightweight small arms, which do not need an adult to carry or
operate them, allows children to be turned into killers. Child soldiers are often used for particularly horrific
tasks including atrocities against their own families and communities, in order to destroy family and social
ties. But child soldiers are not only those who carry arms: they also work as messengers, spies, porters, cooks
and are used to lay and clear landmines. Girls are made to become sexual slaves, ‘girlfriends’, or ‘wives’ to
commanders®.

Children are used because they are easier to manipulate and condition into being obedient killers. Some are
given drugs and alcohol before being told to fight or commit atrocities. Training regimes are harsh,
punishments brutal, and abuses frequent. Conditions in some armed groups’ training camps in the DRC are
so brutal that children die before completing their training. Those accused of desertion suffer severe
penalties, further violence, or death®.
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Why do teenagers become soldiers?

Some have no choice and are abducted and recruited by force. Others enlist because their own support
networks of family and community have been destroyed by war, leaving them little other means of survival.
Many join voluntarily to escape poverty, abuse and violence at home. Or they join armed groups because
they have suffered atrocities by government armed forces. Others enlist to avenge the deaths of family
members. The longer a conflict continues, however, the more likely they are to be recruited, as armed forces
become desperate for more recruits.

Teenage soldiers miss out on their education, which adds to the difficulties they face in reintegrating back
into civilian life. They are less likely to find jobs, and so are more likely to drift into crime or being recruited
for armed groups again.

Teenage soldiers suffer so much violence that the specific problem of sexual violence against girl soldiers was
for a long time overlooked. The breakdown of all moral codes and the obedience, which is demanded of
teenage soldiers, usually under threat of violence, makes sexual exploitation possible. Between 1990 and
2001 sexual exploitation of child soldiers was reported in 17 countries™, although the taboos against
speaking out about it and the limited amount of research that has been done mean that the number may be
greater.

In Colombia, girls are reportedly forced into being ‘girlfriends’ of the commanders, and are forced to take
contraceptives or to have abortions if they become pregnant”. Forty per cent of those girls who volunteered
for the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), an armed opposition group, did so to escape abuse
in the home and to seek equality by fighting alongside men. But they found only more abuse.

Plan’s response

More than two million children in Colombia have been affected by war in some form or other. To counter
the acceptance of violence, and to limit further exposure to the trauma it can bring, Plan has embarked
upon an ambitious Conflict Resolution for Adolescents Program located in conflict sensitive areas. The
program trains adolescents in building peace in their own communities. Although a challenge - violence in
war-torn Colombia is seen by many as a way of life - the youth of Colombia are determined to bring peace
to their communities.

The project centres on prevention: young people are given the skills to help them avoid becoming
involved in violence and, at the same time, actively promote peaceful conflict resolution. Thirty-one
schools and five youth organisations are participating, and each has a multiplier team of five youth, two
teachers, and two parents. At the end of the three-year project, there will be 36 youth groups and a new
3,000-strong army of peace builders. Thirteen year-old Jennifer told Plan: “I want to work not only with
people in my school but also with people in my community.”

Although still in its infancy, the project is having an impact. UNESCO chose it as an example of best
practice in education, which was celebrated at the 47th International Conference on Education in Geneva
in September 2004".

An essential part of the process of reintegrating teenage soldiers back into civilian society is the
disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) process. DDR efforts have helped some former child
soldiers return to life with their families and communities. They need education, vocational training and
psychosocial support. If children have joined armed groups because they no longer have a family, the
challenge to integrate them into society is even greater, because life as a soldier or sexual slave may seem to
be the only option which offers the possibility of shelter. Some children are detained and then forgotten
about at the end of conflicts, or are re-recruited by armed groups.

Girls in particular tend to be neglected by DDR programs which fail to recognise that even if they have played
less visible roles in the conflict by not actually taking part in fighting, they have still been abused and
traumatized and are in need of help. For example, in the conflict in Sierra Leone about 30 per cent of child
soldiers in rebel forces were girls. Yet between 1998 and 2002 only 8 per cent of the 6,900 children who