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This approach takes as its frame of reference the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. Over and above its strength as an instrument of 
humanitarian law, the Convention can be used to guide assessment of the 

situation of children, and to intervene and advocate on their behalf. The theme 
which pervades the Convention is that of the "child's best interests". What is 
implicit is a needs/rights position that takes into account the evolving capacities 
of the child, thus ensuring through the provisions of the various articles the 
child's right to grow and develop in an environment where her/his needs are met. 
In situations of armed conflict, the situation confronting children implies that 
their developmental needs are unmet which, under the terms of the Convention, 
constitutes an infringement of their individual rights. 

It is difficult to define factors which impact children exclusively in either a 
physical or psychological sense. There are inextricable links between the two. 

Until recently, and even now only in certain "high profile" situations, children's 
needs during conflict, and its almost inevitable aftermath of forced 
displacement, have been ignored or neglected due to a lack of awareness and 
understanding of how as children they are affected by their experiences. If we 
are to understand the reasons for the destructive impact of armed conflict on 
children, and thus implement effective preventive measures, then perhaps the 
best place to start is with the children themselves. 

Holistic approach to children's meeds 

Whatever the situation of the children, their experiences and conditions of life, 
they continue to develop physically, socially and emotionally. It is the quality of 
their life conditions and experiences - the level of risk that they confront - that 
determines developmental outcome. Thus we need to consider what it is that 
children need to develop, and what in their present circumstances is 
compromising their development, if we are to understand and address the impact 
of conflict. 

A child's overall development is a function of a number of factors - physical, 
psychological, social and cultural. Thus, an integrated approach to assessing the 
impact of conflict on the child's developmental process, that recognises the inter­
relationship between these factors, would offer a framework for assessment and 
intervention to maximise the chances of effective recovery and social 
reintegration. Within any given situation of conflict or displacement, we need to: 
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• identify the major factors that affect the child's development, 

• define the basic issues that will enable children to recover in this 
situation and, using universal concepts of child welfare, 

• develop and implement strategies that are appropriate to the experience 
and conditions of life of the child and her/his family and community. 

Assessing the impact of conflict on children is essentially an assessment of the 
risks to development, and a consideration of strategies to limit and prevent harm 
to children. It is most important that this assessment include a consideration of the 
social, political and cultural reality which provides the context for the child's 
development, and which will ultimately determine effective recovery and social 
reintegration. The children's needs are thereby addressed in a wholistic manner, 
taking into account Uie totality of their situation, and maximising the opportunity 
for preventive, rather than treatment strategies to be implemented. Thus the 
child's family and community should be incorporated into the process of securing 
their well-being, through involving them at the outset in a dialogue to define and 
implement appropriate preventive strategies. 

The family: the child's greatest resource 

For the child growing up even in a situation of conflict, the family will have the 
most significant influence on development, and will remain the child's greatest 
resource. However, in situations of armed conflict and forced migration, all 
members of the community to a greater or lesser extent have been exposed to 
stressful, disturbing, and life-threatening experiences. This poses a particular risk 
for children, as the physical and emotional well-being of the adults upon whom 
they depend for nurturance and support is also likely to be affected by their 
experiences.1 

1 For a discussion of "secondary stressors" that children can experience, see Elizabeth Jareg: "Basic 
Therapeutic Actions: Helping Children, Young People and Communities to Cope Through 
Empowerment and Participation". In: M. McCallin (Ed): « The Psychological Weil-Being of 
Refugee Children », Research, Practice and Policy Issues, ICCB, Geneva, 1992. 
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It therefore would seem appropriate to take into consideration the situation of 
families, and to assess not only child-centred strategies, but also those which 
address the needs of the adults in the community and support them to establish 
effective care for their children. Without this consideration, programmes of 
intervention risk being inappropriate to the situation of the children. More 
importantly they will not take account of, nor build on the skills, knowledge, 
strengths and resources of their communities who are the ones best placed to 
understand the impact of the conflict on their children. 

In this regard, every effort should be made to maintain family unity, and to 
avoid evacuation of children. In working to secure the well-being of children in 
conflict, attention must also be paid to the parents, particularly the mothers who 
are frequently caring not only for their children, but also elderly relatives. 
Women's health in such situations is at risk, both physically and 
psychologically, and this compromises their capacity to care for their children. 

The enormous physical and emotional burden experienced by women as a result 
of armed conflict, in particular the extent to which they are targets of abuse and 
atrocities is of serious concern, for them and their children, as the effect on the 
mother may influence her reaction and responsiveness to her child. For example, 
with very young children, who may have either lost their parents, or whose 
parents are unable to offer them the nurturance they need, it is important to 
recognise the special situation of "failure to thrive" syndrome. Interventions may 
be needed to assist mothers, or to establish a system of caregiving for infants and 
small children to ensure that they receive the love and nurturance that they 
require. Certainly, the community, including agency staff, should be sensitised 
to this and similar situations, so that they do not blame the mother or label her as 
"uncaring". 

Tl*e role of the local community 

Whilst it may be a peculiar concept to introduce in a discussion of armed 
conflict, a prerequisite for recovery and preventive activities is a place of safety. 
Situations of conflict and forced migration are characterized, for example, by an 
increase in sexual abuse, and it is essential that more effective protection be 
given to vulnerable women. The consequences may be unwanted pregnancy 
leading to abortion, or abandonment of the child, risk of HIV infection, 
individuals being ostracized by their communities and in some cases having no 
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alternative but to turn to prostitution as a means of livelihood. As well as trying 
to protect herself, the mother may have to protect her children from abuse. Girl 
children are particularly at risk in this situation, but the situation of boys who 
have been sexually abused, which is often especially difficult for them and their 
families to cope with, must also be considered as this may result in severe long-
term consequences at an individual and social level. 

Communities must be enabled to establish mechanisms to protect their most 
vulnerable members, and prevent abuse from occurring, as this situation is one 
that can seriously affect subsequent initiatives for community reconciliation. 
The role of the international community is crucial here in advocating for 
increased protection activities, but also ensuring that expatriate workers do not 
abuse their position and add to the problem. 

Linked to the issues of protection and safety, is the establishment of a secure 
economic base. Whilst this may be more an issue to be addressed following 
flight from conflict, or upon return to one's country of origin, it is crucial to 
recovery and reintegration. It is hardly possible to recover from shocking 
experiences if you and your family are destitute, and/or dependent on aid 
agencies. Destitution is likely to lead to new distressing experiences for the child 
and the family. In addition to the direct impact of conflict on children's 
development, there is the risk that impoverishment can lead to other problems, 
such as sexual exploitation, child labour and street children. Recovery is about 
regaining control of one's own life. Thus the maintenance or promotion of skills, 
and appropriate assistance towards self-help on return will be vital to help 
people look to the future. 

Programme of assistance and intervention 

Within this framework, the role of the international community is largely one of 
facilitating an appropriate response to secure the well-being of the children, 
through dialogue, partnership and advocacy with affected communities. The 
most apparent contribution is through programmes of assistance and 
intervention. Despite the presence of international and non-governmental 
organisations in countries where conflict is on-going, there is little preparedness 
to respond to the needs of children, less still efforts to develop policy and 
programming. One aspect of this is a lack of commitment to identifying and 
involving local resources in planning for children's needs, building capacities in 
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local communities to meet the needs of their children, and developing child-
oriented policies. These are not issues that are relevant only to on-going conflict, 
but are crucial if children's issues are to be central to post-war reconstruction. 

The response of the international community is also frequently "compartment­
alised", with certain agencies addressing specific issues of child welfare. The 
risk for the children is that attention to their needs is fragmented, and does not 
take account of their overall developmental needs, nor at times the situation of 
their families and communities. A strong commitment from NGOs working in 
conflict and refugee situations, and with internally displaced populations, to 
implement both the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the UNHCR 
Guidelines on the Protection and Care of Refugee Children is necessary. With 
better co-ordination, these instruments can provide a framework for planning 
and a sharing out of activities and responsibilities at field level that will promote 
effective recovery and social reintegration of children, their families and 
communities. Training of agency staff should prepare them to incorporate 
children's concerns as central to assistance programmes, and enable them to 
evaluate the extent to which a proposed programme of intervention meets the 
children's developmental needs, in a manner that is appropriate to their situation. 

• Towards a community development 

If we bear in mind always what it is that children need to develop, and consider 
the shortcomings within the context or environment in which development is 
taking place, we are more likely to respond effectively, and to move more 
towards a community development, rather than a relief model of assistance and 
intervention. The former affords greater access to existing community structures, 
such as schools, health services, churches etc., which provide a setting in which 
people can re-establish social networks, share experiences, and support each 
other. The people are familiar with them, and incorporating them into the 
process of meeting children's is both appropriate and leads to greater long-term 
sustainability. 

The disruption and loss of education is a major factor affecting the well-being of 
children in conflict.2 In addition to addressing the children's need for formal 
education, the role to be played by the educational system as a protective and 

2 A full discussion of the impact of loss of education, and strategies to address the situation, is 
available in Ressler et al: Children in War. A Guide to the Provision of Services (UNICEF); and 
the UNHCR Guidelines on the Protection and Care of Refugee Children. 
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therapeutic environment for children could be significantly expanded. Many 
teachers working in very difficult situations see their responsibility to be also 
that of a "counsellor".3 The knowledge of these people, their relationship to the 
children, and their willingness to work in such situations constitutes a great 
resource, which should be supported and developed. 

It will also be important within this community-based approach to identify and 
incorporate local mechanisms for "healing" to assist in the process of 
recovery, reintegration and reconciliation, and not to marginalise their 
contribution. The concept of "trauma", and what actions are helpful to overcome 
it, are culturally defined, and we should not automatically assume that Western 
methods of "treatment" are the sole answer to recovery. 

The process of healing also implies helping children in the re-establishment of: 

• trust, by taking time to get to know the children, to talk with them and listen 
properly to them. In other words, winning their confidence through showing 
a real interest in them as individuals. 

• self-esteem, by treating the children with affection and respect - and 
expecting this in return; showing the child acceptance; respecting the child's 
right to dignity; through participation in normal school activities. 

• self-control, by making the children more aware of the values and 
behaviours they need to develop to be accepted by the community: being 
honest, loving and peaceable; having and showing respect for elders; 
refraining from complaining about minor mishaps... 

• identity, by according each child the time and attention so that he/she may 
give a personal account of his/her life, and by helping him/her also to build a 
sense of "communal identity". 

• attachment, by helping the child to develop behaviours which favour 
positive interaction with others. Children need close emotional attachment to 
feel secure, and to develop fully their potential as human beings. 

3 See, for example, Jareg & McCallin: - The Rehabilitation of Former Child Soldiers », Report 
on a training Workshop for caregivers of demobilised Child Soldiers, ICCB. Geneva, 1993. 
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In attempting to assist the child in achieving the above-mentioned developmental 
tasks, one needs to train oneself to recognise a child's personal strengths, such as 
leadership qualities, a sense of responsibility, the ability to show love and 
understanding, a good sense of humour, having certain skills or talents, intelligence, 
showing signs of independence and coping. 

Establishing a contract with the child, in the framework of a given project, could be 
a helpful act of psychological significance to the child. It underlines that this is 
something he/she chooses, and that he/she also has to contribute to his/her own 
rehabilitation - for example, in the case of a child soldier. The terms of the contract 
should reflect a commitment on both sides to try to work together in the best interests 
of the child. 

• Advocating for the needs and rights of children 

A role for the international community is that of advocating for the needs and 
rights of the children, both during conflict and in situations of displacement, 
whether internally or in a country of asylum. All involved must be aware of the 
provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and their responsibility 
to act in "the best interests of the child". Humanitarian organisations have 
proved, for example, that it is possible to arrange ceasefires or zones of peace so 
that medical assistance can reach children, or vaccination programmes be 
carried out. More aggressive advocacy would involve the imposition of 
sanctions where states parties to the Convention on the Rights of the Child are 
acting in a manner detrimental to the well-being of children in conflict. This 
level of advocacy is also essential with respect to such issues as structural 
adjustment policies, which can directly impact the children's capacity for 
recovery and reintegration. 

Advocacy on behalf of children could also target the role of the media, to 
ensure a more sensitive and less sensationalistic approach which increases public 
understanding and awareness of the impact of conflict on children. 



Having outlined the concern that the promotion of the child's physical and 
psychological recovery be addressed from a developmental perspective, 
and within the context of their families and communities, in conclusion, 

it might be worthwhile to highlight some specific issues which characterise this 
interface of different factors impacting the child's well-being. 

Physical Injury 

The most visible impact of conflict on children is that of physical injury. Thus, 
when planning medical assistance, efforts should be made to ensure that 
equipment and supplies are available that are appropriate to children's needs, 
and not premised solely on the projected medical needs of an adult population. 
Also of great importance to understand is that the type of medical care required 
by children is different. To recover from their injuries, as much as the medicine, 
children need reassurance, explanations, and the presence of a caring adult, 
preferably the mother or someone known and trusted. 

Malnutrition has serious long-term consequences. The special nutritional needs 
of children must be recognised to avoid malnutrition which if prolonged can 
have an irreversible impact both on physical and mental development. 

Children are mutilated and permanently maimed during conflict, some with 
deliberate intent, which can result in both physical and psychological 
consequences. Thus the special needs of children with disabilities must be 
considered. Principal amongst these will be their ability to continue education, 
or to access special skills training programmes in order that they can have a 
secure, long-term economic base and become fruitful members of the post-
conflict community and not marginalized or rejected. Support to their families 
may be crucial in securing the recovery and reintegration of disabled children, to 
ensure that their special needs do not become a burden the family cannot bear. 
In this context, it is worth considering compensation for children who have 
suffered physical disability as a result of conflict, in the same way as adult 
victims are compensated. 

Children who have been injured, psychological as well as physical injury, need 
to be aided towards recovery. This will involve assisting them to understand 
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what has happened, and what are its consequences, and not leaving them to their 
fears and fantasies. 

Unaccompanted Children 

Children who are separated from or have lost their families are obviously the 
most vulnerable. The prevention of separations occurring is of great 
psychosocial significance, but is no matter of course. The problem has to be 
anticipated and plans made to avoid this happening, especially during 
repatriation and in mass movements. 

Prompt attention to tracing and documentation in accomplishing family 
reunification is essential. However, the magnitude of some situations also 
highlights the urgent need to consider culturally appropriate mechanisms for 
interim care. On the one hand, there is a well-founded opposition to 
institutionalized care, and initiatives to place children with substitute families 
have been developed as an alternative. It must be recognised that whilst most 
"foster" families will give the children the care and love that they need, 
nevertheless without adequate and sustainable mechanisms to monitor the well-
being of the children the situation can be one of risk, from abuse or exploitation, 
or further abandonment, for some children. It would seem that there does not 
have to be an either/or situation. Where there is no alternative to children's 
centres, at least the system could be organised in a manner that better meets the 
children's developmental needs, for example through "family groups" cared for 
by substitute parents. The situation at least warrants an assessment to identify 
alternative and culturally appropriate caregiving arrangements to 
institutionalisation. 

Child Soldiers 

To an ever-increasing degree children are involved as active participants in 
armed conflict. Children's poverty, the death of parents and loss of their homes, 
together with a desperate need for some kind of security, and all too often 
coercion by government and rebel forces leads to this fateful recruitment. 

It is important to emphasise the special needs of these children for assistance to 
recovery, rehabilitation and reintegration, always bearing in mind the need for 
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family reunification, and assistance to their families and communities to 
promote effective reintegration. 

Conclusion 

Strategies to improve the care and protection of child victims of conflict are 
ultimately the decision and responsibility of the agencies involved. One 
possibility that could be explored is the establishment of an international group 
of persons with special competence on children in war and refugee situations to 
assist UNHCR and other UN agencies in the planning and implementation of 
assistance. The role of such a group would be to ensure that the situation of 
children was properly assessed, to assist in developing plans of action and 
methods of evaluating implementation, and to encourage the implementation of 
the UNCRC and the UNHCR Guidelines on refugee children. 

ICCB's contribution to the drafting of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
and its commitment to the implementation at grassroot level reflect this concern. 

Furthermore, children's "ombudsmen" could be appointed. Their role would be 
to monitor the situation of children in on-going conflict, and refugee children in 
countries of asylum, and to report to national committees following up the 
Convention. This could be one way of providing increased protection to child 
victims of conflict. 
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