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According to a report commissioned by the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, there are more than 120,000 children under the age of 18 currently participating in armed conflicts in Algeria, Angola, Burundi, Congo, Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sudan and Uganda. Some are as young as 7 years old, at which age they serve as porters, carrying food or ammunition, or as messengers and spies, graduating, when they are stronger, at the age of 10, to assault rifles and semi-automatic weapons. A former child soldier from Burundi stated, "We spent sleepless nights watching for the enemy. My first role was to carry a torch for grown-up rebels. Later I was shown how to use hand grenades. Barely within a month or so, I was carrying an AK-47 rifle or even a G3." One Congo rebel commander remarked, “Children make good fighters because they’re young and want to show off…they think it’s all a game, so they’re fearless.” The children are regarded as expendable commodities and receive little or no training before being deployed at the front. They also man checkpoints while regular troops maintain a discreet perimeter some 50 metres away. If bullets start flying, the children will die first. A small percentage of the child soldiers are young girls, some of whom have chosen, for their own protection, to become ‘wives’ to the regular soldiers. Others have no choice - "In Sudan we were distributed to men and I was given to a man who had just killed his woman. I was not given a gun, but I helped in the abductions and grabbing of food from villagers. Girls who refused to become wives were killed in front of us to serve as a warning to the rest of us." Girls hoping to return to their villages or communities after a conflict ends often find themselves ostracized as being ‘impure’ or unsuitable for marriage, and will drift into prostitution as a consequence. Some children are forced to kill their relatives or neighbours when they are abducted to ensure they are permanently stigmatized and unable to return to their communities. Control is maintained with drugs and alcohol, while discipline is meted out ruthlessly.

The majority of African states set 18 as the minimum age for recruitment into the regular army, although South Africa’s constitution allows for recruits as young as 15 in a state of emergency. In other African countries military schools are vital in providing an education, but some quasi-military organizations in the Sudan and Algeria, like ‘Popular Defence Forces’, ‘Legitimate Defence Groups’ and ‘Communal Guards’ act as back door recruitment agencies for child soldiers. Burundi and Rwanda have the lowest legal recruitment ages, at 15 and 16 respectively although it is claimed Ugandan forces will accept child volunteers as young as 13, with parental consent, although interpretation of the word ‘volunteer’ is open to question. The reality is that thousands of children, sometimes no more than 7 or 8 years old, are forced to ‘enlist’ at gunpoint, often with the collusion of government officials. Burundi also encourages ’recruitment’ from schools into groups armed by politicians, businessmen and serving and retired members of the armed forces, to defend the Tutsi minority. Particularly notorious is the Ugandan Lords Resistance Army (LRA), a quasi-religious, private armed defence force, which systematically abducts children from their communities, schools and homes. Resisters, escapees and those too weak to keep up are tortured, sexually abused and killed, or taken to the Sudan where they are exchanged as slaves for arms and goods. In some countries it is preferable to stay and fight rather than escape. Despite claims made on Ugandan TV that the government was “rescuing children daily and handing them over to organisations for care”, five male adolescents between the ages of 14 and 17 were executed for being rebel soldiers. The death penalty against these youths is in manifest violation of the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols and of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. These international treaties, to which Uganda is a party, clearly prohibit capital punishment for those under 18. 
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Some rebel groups are aware of the long-term social problems of having created a generation of uneducated criminals. Songolo, a rebel commander in Congo stated, "It’s true they can hold a gun and fight, but if you spoil the education of a child, their minds go bad and they become criminals". International bodies like UNICEF and The Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers are making valiant efforts to demobilize child soldiers, setting up programs to return them to normal life. In the absence of such programs it is feared the children will simply go back to their previous lives. It is almost impossible to calculate the cost to Africa in human, social and economic terms of this lost generation of children.
Thanks to the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers for access to their report                                                 steve payne

