Children in Armed Conflict Situations:
Focus on Child Soldiers in the Philippines
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I he lagt 20 years of internal armed conflictin s Fhitippnes, chiliren have
hapame bioth victim and pempetraser of vialencs, Childran, cays ard giris nat auen
ajghtesn years of age, bear amms for he Mew People's Army (NPS, The Moo
patiopa Lbsration Fran (MMLEL, the Mars Isiamic Liberation Fromt (MILF and the
fot Sayvaf. Children old encugh to Simy anc Use M-16 and AR-AT rfles ars
valumtesrad, coercad and even manpulated intoo smmed groupe. Young and
[moressicrakie, chle soldierscan bocome the hercest fighles g Indestinat oo,
hocorgrg e the-author, there are soversl reasias why shildeen s up fighling
alcmgside adults. Tnege childeen mey have fiear wetms of physical of sexual ahuse
arwitresses to the death of @ loved o= in the hans of grarrant fornes Sorme
{actars ane rrore corralex, Thers ray be slpeiences o negleat and abuss, waalk
Farnily ties ard negative cEpeiences in sohon, of 3 nomibration of all the abowe,
Fraerty, social injustics, and rited o 1o acoess to lamic sericEs ane Sontrbuting
factors Lo the creaton of thie child soldier.

B ng eposed o arrad corflich stuatians, childran ane exposad retonly 1o grave
and serious prvs aal danger bt alsoto pavchclogical rauma resulting fromaaplung,
bl e A rane, And setention, Harowing exaeriencss also esdtn shild soldiars
fivir g wath sharme and BUill aras reacting with apatiy ane naminess for he 7est ol
thair Invas,

“hiey ane faned with sxlrarmely polaries rraral diemmeas sueh Az sell presanalion
and killing anatnar hurran Deing o the glory of God, fFeenarn and the cppressed
oeopie, Shauld they ba taken cul of armed conflist gituations, child soldiars find
aifficulty o resoining e sormrunitios oF hew g aormal les, Dfan they rell s
their corrrades o the baltieleos,

sehiklen are at the same Lime the victims and perpefrtor of

yinlonoe.”

- Bow Efraime, i *

Far more than thres decades now, the Philippines has been besieged
by two internal armed conflicts, ane between the governmant armed
forces and the revolutionary army of the Communist Party of the
Fhilippines, the Mew People's Army (MPA). The other is betwean the
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government forces and the Maro National Liberation Front (MMLF) and
its breakaway group, the Moo [slamic Liberation Front {MILFL. The
Aguino and Estrada governments, in the past, launched a “total war” or
an"all-outwar” policy especialiyin Mindanaowhile the Ramos government
attemptedvarious "peace initiatives. " The new government of Macapagal-
Arrova has again embarked an "peace talks™ with these various armed
groups.,

According to a study done by the Intermnational Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC) In 1998, both the NPA and tha MILF have used childran for
combat.? In a similar study commissioned by UNICEF in 1989, there was
evidence to show that children were used ar involved In armed conflict
situations. There was no reparted use by government ar government-
supported forces of children as soldiers but media has reported the use
of children in paramilitary units. Accarding to UNICEF, 3 percent of the
approximately 9,000 strong NPA fighters are children. The MILF is &,000
to LOL000 strong and these figures include children aged 13 vears ald
and up. There are noestimates on how many children are in the MILF but
the media has documented children wearng oversized fatigues.® Thara
is also evidence that children are involved with the Abu Sayaff Group, a
1,000-strong force known for their protracted hostage-taking. The
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) captured a 15-yeat old boy during
a military raid.* Mare and mare children and youth bear arms in these
internal armed conflicts and violent strife than ever before.

Armed conflicts inevitably result in sufferings and hardships among
the affected population especially among women and children, Mary
children in these situations were arrested, detained, tortured and raped.
some were victims/sunavars of indiscnminate bombings, strafing and
massacres, while others were withesses to the vinlenoe done to thei
families, neighbors and friends. These experiences have created a
culture of violence described by Gustafsan®as the “tnangle of chaos™
that senously impedes the healthy development of the child.

Loss, separation and exploitation are the three interralatad EXDENENCes
resulting from these violent contexts, Loss comes with the death of loved
ones, destruction of property and personal belongings or the absence of
a safe environment for them 1o live normal lives, Separation is spawned
by the involuntary disappearance of toved ones: when families are forcl bly
separated fromtheir homes, land or fram each other; orwhen carnmunity




CHILD SOLOMERS M THE PHILIPPENES 125

activities and social interactions can no longer take place. Expleitation
cames in the farm of neglect when children are not given proper care and
sttertion, as well aswhen they are being used, abused and manipulated
for various purposas inviolation of their nghts and contrary 1o their best
interest. The interactions of all these factors bring about generalized
feelings of fear and anxiety amidst an atmasphere of uncertainty and the
continuing threat of the war. All these have an impact on the overall
development of the child.

Who is the Child? Who is the Child Soldier?

According 1o the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UN CRC). a child means every human being below the age of
18 years, unless under the law applicable to their case, the “age of
maturity’ is attained earlier. The "age of maturity” isa social, religious and
eultural or legal device by which societies acknowledge the Transition to
adulthood and there is no necessary correlation betweean any of the age
levels. '

For the purpose of participating in religious ntuals, for example, a
child may becorne an adult atthe age of 13, Forlegal purposes, however,
such as contracting obligations, including marriage, giving evidence
uncer cath, being criminally llable of voting in elections, other age
requiraments may prevall,

Aehild soldier is defined as any parson under 12 who is part of any
kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in any capacity.
including but not limited to fighters, combatants, messangers, poriers,
conks, aswell as girls recruited for sexual purposes and forced marrags "

[ha jdea of the child as a persan under 18 years of age is widely
accentad i international circles, even i a different terminolegy such as
“wouth” or “young people” may be a better phrase to describe those in
the crucial 15-18 age bracket whose physical, emotional and intellectual
maturity is rapldly developing even as they continue 1o tace certain legal
constraints. Clearly, those under 18, no matter theirindividual capacities,
are generally presumed not to appreciate fully the nature and
consequences of their actions. If age 18 reflects a general rule, with
certain mited exceptions. the guestion then is when and in what
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circumstances those under 18 can be lawfully conscripted for military
service or permitted to participate in armed hostilities.

Although young people have been trained for battle in the past, tha
hieavy weight of the old rriodel weapons often imited their actual
nvalvement. Taday, as weapons become mara lighter {eventhough more
advanced], even small boys and girls handle commaon weapans like MIS
and AR 47 rifles. Maore children with less traming are usefulin battle than
ever before, exposing them to mare danger and making them maore
dangerous to their enemies as well,

Why do children participate in armed conflict?

There is a very thin line that separates voluntary from coerced
participation and it is not possibia to know exactly at what age a }foung
personiscapable of "wolunteering” Intheway we accept such an actfram
an adult. Mo one makes a decision in 5 vacuum; and clearly a child can
be susceptible to cerain types of pressure from certain people and
circumstances beyond their control,

Although foreed reeruitment of children is practiced in Many countries
(Burma, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Mozarmbigue, Angola, S Lanka and
Sudan), a majority of these children are not so much coerced as exposed
to subtle manipulation. Hence. the practice is even more difficull to
determine and eliminate campared 1o autright recruitment

Examining different contexts and 1aking inte account the specific
experiences of children will help us draw a clearer picture of the child
soldier in a gven conflict. Forced recruitment of children happens
because of shortage of adult soldiers, institutionalized discrimination
against children and a perceived need to control the populatian and
assert ideclogical dominance. Young and impressionable children can
also be turned into the fiercest fighters through brutal indoctrination,

In the Philippines, interviews and anecdotal evidence confirm that
many young people voluntarily join armed groups. In attempting to
explain why children join armed groups. We can Yy 1o examing the
following:
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A, Trigger factors, These are immediate precipitating events,
situations ar compelling reasans that propel a child’s participation such
a5 urgent or emergency individual needs or family problems, and
suggestions and pressure from peers and adults. Children's subjective
Lnderstanding of reality is influenced by their social milied that exers
strong prassurs an the children,

Rubidel Munda, MDF regional spokesperson, admitied inan intaniew
that thare are children with the NPA, These are the children who have
been “physically and sexually abused by adults, who were orphaned as
the military Turned their wrath on cwilians 1o retaliate for their defeats in
battle, or those whase families can barely have a meal a day."’ Del
Mundo's statement illustrated perfect examples of trigger factors that
cause children to join an armed group, Bong-Bong, a case documented
by PST UP-CIDE and UNICEF, said that hejoined the MFA because he saw
the melitary take his father away to be killed, He wanted vengeance ?

B. Circumstantialfactors, Theseatethe complexarray of situations
or influences exsting, occurring in and resulting from the child's
significant interactions and relations providmg contaxt and history 1o their
Irvolvernent and development. It could be & combination of any of the
fellowing: experience of neglect and abuse, poor parenting styles and
weak family ties, negative expenences in schaol, etc,

In the documented case of Sonia, she could not name one particular
reason for joining the NPA, She claimed that there were several factors.
These ware threat of sexual abuse by an uncle, being forced to marry an
ald man, and the physical. verbal and emotional abuse from her older
brathers and sisters. All of these are circumstantial factors. What
tiggered her to finally decide to run away and join the NPA was when her
mather refused to believe her when she taid her that her uncle attempted
torape her.®

. Contributory factors, These are factors thal aggravate the
current situation of children and young pesople in their given localities,
Thase are the socio-politico-cultural and economic realities in Philippine
sotiety today such as poverty, social injustice, limited or no access to
oasic services, militarization of daiiy life, and structural viclence,
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In Bong- Bong and Sonia's cases, both lived in areas where the basic
services were absent. Sonia had to walk far to get to school with no foor
and maney because of their extreme poverty. Bong-Bong was 11 yvears
old when he finally finished the 1% grade during his recavery after he was
captured by the military. Both were vietims of crimes — sexual assault in
the case of Sonia, and the murder of Bong-Bong's father, Both were sa
isolated and out of reach from law enforcars and other agencies wheta
they could have reported the cases or asked for any kind of assistance.
The anly cholce was to join the NPA.

The armed conflict was also part of their daily lives. Sonia said, “the
military and the NPA were fighting around our area even before | was
born.” Bong-Bong's family has actively participated in the NPA's struggle
for three generations.

These circumstances and sociat realities made iteasy for the children
to decide to Join the NPA. But it must be noted that developmental
processes affect a child’'s perception of social reality and hissher dagision
te join. Feelings of helplessness, vulnerability and the desire for revengs |
rnay fead the childto join in order to be empowered and feel a certain laval
of competence and self worth. The meanings they attach to the role of
“combatant,” “hero," and "leader” can give them a sense of mission and
provide identity affiliation with the larger community,

The distinctive reason why chifdren as young as 12 years old join the
struggle of the MILF also needs to be noted, Kunesa Sekak, Departmant
of Social Welfare and Development (DSWH Regdional Director for
Mindanao said that when Muslim children reach puberty, they are
expected to practice |slamic teaching, including participation in & jibad.
She added that, "Parents usually voluntear their children to the Mushm
struggle when they reach puberty, to undergo training and to make their
children's lives more useful and meaningful rather than spending it with
their friends, sports, or worse, {going) into drugs."™ There are young
Mushims wheo decide to join by themselves because of the spiritual
dimensicn and the oride it brings.

it would also be interasting to find out not only why children jain, but
also why they continue to stay and why they eventually leave. Some of
the reasons why they continue to stay are the same reasans why they
joined especially if these conditions da not change. Anather reason s the
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bonding and support they experience with comrades and friends in the
armed group. This is related To the identification with pesrs and
mermbership in & group that can substitute for family, Cther important
reasans are the lack of oppartunities, limited skilis and education, and
the fealing of helplessness and resignation over one's situation.

Why they eventually leave usually results from being arrested or
wounded inan encounter or, because of ther want to have a normal life
after experiencing difficulties and hardships. Another reason is that they
faund or wera offerad better opportunities such as jobs or the possibility
of going back to school.

It can be gleaned from the above reasons that from the percention
and vigws of children there 15 a positive side to participation. Some view
their persanal sscurity 10 be greater inside these armed groups than
outside where they can easily be into drugs, become street children or
dsplaced civiians. Theay fesl they found another hame and have
daveloped a sense of discipline, lovalty and pride as well as a feeling of
ampowermeant, They also feel physically fity heeded and imperant to the
community, making thesr Ives more meamngful. They feel a deep sense
of nationalism or spirituality, saying they learnad self-sacrifice far a
greater good.

Short and Long Term Consequences of Participation in Armed Conflict

Arrest, torture and datention

When childran participate in an armed conflict, they are of course
yulnerabie to being arrestad by the military, “When children are arrested
by the &rmed Forces of Philippines (AFF), (the AFP is) mandatad by law
ta immediately infarm the DSWD when child soldiers are caplured, 7 nis
iz o ensure the safety of the children and prevent their further trauma
duringinterrogation, Unfartunately, there are reports whera the AFP does
ctherwise. In these cases, the child's best interest and securily is
compromised as they may be used as informants or propaganda pawns
in tha canflict," 2 While in the custody of the militany, thera have been
documented casas whare the child soldiers were torturad in order to
“obtain information, foree a confession, and to detatestimaory merlminating
others, "=
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Acase in point is Akbar who was 17 years old when he was arrested
By the military al home on suspicion of being a member of the MILF. He
was brought to the headguarters of the 4" Special Forces Company with
four agther men, Dunng detention, he was boxed repeatedly by soldiers,
his right foot was repeatedly burned with lighted cigarettes, his neck and
legs were hit with the butt of an armalite rifle and his hands were tied for
three days straight.=*

Girl-children are particularly at risk of rape. One study on childran who
wiate tortured docdmented 21 girls whio were raped. These sexual
assaults resulted in the pregnancy of some girls. One girl was diagnosed
by & psychiatrist as sulfering from psychosis as a resultof being raped by
members of the CAFGU.™ They were |likewise made very vulnerable to
sexually transmitted diseases,

Grave and Seriovs Physical Injuries

Fhysical injuries are primarily caused by armed encounters with the
military, torture during detention and accidents in the field. Armed
encounters may be face-to-face exchange of fire ar through air strikes,
United Nations Intermational Childrens Fund (UNICEF) blamed asrial
bombardments for the increase of children dying as combatants and for
extending the potential battle zone 1o entire national teritories, 1%

Tarture may result in briises, broken bones and joints, lesions,
mutilations and permanent disabilties. Wounds from bullets result in
scars and may lead to permanent disability. Brian, a case documented
by the University of the Philippines Center for Integrative and Development
Studies-Psychosocial Trauma (UP CIDS PST) and UNICEF, said "1 was hit
on my upper nghtarm, The bullet that hit me came from an M 16 armalite.
| did see the bullet. It went rght through.”

There are accidents during training or while patrolling over rough
terrain andthese resultin deep cuts, wounds, sprains, and broken banes.
Mariel, a 17 year old girl who was captured by the military when she was
wounded during an encounter with the NFA shared that, "At night, we had
to walk barefoot, | endured it despite the deep culs on my feet, "

The childran are also very vulnerable to diseases caused by prolongad
exposure to the elements, e g, diarrhea, influenza, pneumacnia, and
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malana. Since armed groups usually patrol remote areas, their sickness
may not be immediately detected or properly diagnosed.

When child soldiers get sick or are injured, they are usually far from
hospitals ar health centers where they can receive professional medical
help. Although there are medics available, their ability ta help is limitad
oy the small supply of medicine obtained by the rebel group.

Psychological Effects

The effects of children's participation are not limitad to physical
injuries. Peychological effects sometimes hurt mare decply. Victims of
torture displayed "generalized fear of their Immediate environment,
picessive anxiety at the sight of a stranger, sleeping prablams,
hopelessness and apathy. Behavioral chariges were also observed such
as withdrawal, aggression, destructiveness and over dependence on
adults.”™ 1

Girl-children who are victimsfsurvivers of sexual torture usually
gnowed neglectiramaint&ininghygﬁene.Theyh_adféeelingsofshame,fear.
anger, deral, helplessness, and confusion. The harowing experience
also resulted in physical and emotional numbing, shortened attention
span, nightmares, panic attacks, flashbacks, and chronic fatigue.™
Thesa are aggravated when the family and community oslracize the
ehildren. The girl-children who got pregnant because of the sexual
assaults had to face harsher circumstances, They had 1o endurs the
pressure from their families to agree 1o marry the soldier or member of
the Critzens Armed Forces Geographical Unit (CAFGU) who raped them.
There are those who mentally broke down but there are those who were
resolute in their decision not to marry the perpetuator/fabuser and 1o
continue the pregnancy despite the pressure from their families and the
negative reaction from their communities.

The sears that resulted from injuries, bullet wounds, and from torture
sftan caused children to be ashamed. [twas evident on the way they tried
to conceal their scars from their friends and classmates. They fear that
they will be teased and ostracized by their peers when they find out the
reasans far the scars.
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Witnessing the wviolent death of friends and comrades during
encounters with the military often results in feelings of zuilt and
nightrmares, Those who died or were seriously wounded were usually left
behind when the squad or company had to retreat. This worsens the
faelings of guilt and helplessness as bands have been formed amaong
other members of the squad. Anather reaction is apathy and numbness,
Sonia, 8 16-vear-old girl interviewed by UP CIDS-PST for & UNICEF study
narratec:

Them: was an encounter whers one of us was shot and his bead got
Bloveen ofF, | was near bume and was actually shouting at him to dive for
cover but he stood up to shoot back | osaw the brain splathers
reardwhere, | lughed when | saw him and said. "Oh, he's dead!” ., |
didn’s feel ilbwhen | saw o dead body;, maybe [got a bit scared when |
imagined that the corpse might suddenly open its ayes. | reoently
hestpecl our housemothar bury & child from the centar that died a1 the
hospital, | don't think thal my reaction is normal 22

Having had to shool and kill somebody - even if they were “the |
enemy” — also had serious effects. Feelings of guilt could be so intanse
that children could be literally immohbilized by the thought that they have
killed somebody, Sonia narrated:

There were some who pretended 1o be tough after they learmed that
they killed someones: Therr eves would flash and they sesmed to be very
alért, Burthen | noticed thal they did not seem to be awarn of what was
happening armund them, | think they were inshock Lsawa 17 -year-old
girl oy and pray o God Lo forghe her for what she did,”

Brian, a 16 year old boy who was also part of the study said, 1 think |
my comrades felt bad whan they killed a soldier in an encounter, No
matter how you laoked at it, they were all Filipings." [

Children who hawve decided to stop their paricipation in the armed
groups Tear retribution. Brian who was apprehended by the milita g while
hewas al a hospital due to a gunshot wound said, 'l wouldn't think of
going back o the movemeant. My camrades would suspect that | toid the
military information about therm, Thay might think that [ betrayed them."




CHILD SOLOMERS 1N THE PHILIPPINES 143

lssues and Problems in Moral Development

A child participating In an armed cenfiict is constantly faced with
moral dilemmas, Here are a few examples:

e Brianfeltthat during training, firing a gun seemed |ike firing a toy,
But during the actual encounter, he hesitated to shoot, He found that he
could not fire at hus fallow Filiping — even in salf-defense, However, he
shared that he was not afraid to die, "It would have been a worthwhile
death because | was helping those in need."”

& Young Mushim fighters find fulfillment and pride in fighting in a
fhad, However, Kunesa Sekak, regional director for the Departmen of
social Welfare and Development in Mindanao, observed that there are
tese who have nightmares, those who 'cannol control or manage their
feelings and cannot comprehend life's (meaning) "0

e Sonia refernngto having to shoot "the enamy” said, “There were
comiades who found it easier to Kl after the first one. They got used to
In 105 Kill or be killed." When | think abaut it - that | might have Killed
semeone - | feel afraid, uneasy and guilty. IT | did shoot anybady, | feel
sarry for him. ™

The resclution of moral dilemmas is part of the child's development
but child soldiers are facad with extramely polarized ones, Child soldiers
are mentally, emotionally and marally tarm by having to choose between
self-preservation and killing or shooting another human being: and in
iying to reconecile 1o themselves that they had to shoot somebocdy for the
glory of God, freedam and the cppressed people.

Child soldisrs may also come to believe that violence 15 the only
answer 10 avery preblem. Some children shared that later an they fael
that they have become numb 1o acts of wolence, They have detached
themsalves from the events by dehumanizing theirvictimsand themselves,
The soldiers are not people - they are the enemy, The children separate
themselves from their acts by thinking they are soldiers, an "entin”
separate from their true *self."* But the interdsws and life stones of child
soldiers show that they just bury the guilt and self-lcathing. The
peychosocial effects of doing so emerge intheir daily ves when they have
achance to reflect,
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Other Developmental Problems |

Since child soldiers stay full time with the groups they belong to, they
do not have time to go to school, Their education is limited to the training
that the armed groups provide, which are mainly skills in warfare, first aid,
and palitical ar ideological lessans.

- Somechildrendeveloplearning problemswhen they stopped soldiering
and are re-integrated into their community, They have difficulty adjusting
to the school setting and the routine that it brings. The child saldier may
also find it difficult to re-adjust to his community and this may result in
Juvenile delingquency and discipline probiems.

Homelessness or Being Orphaned

The Tamily or community does not always welcome the child soldier
who wanls to come back and lead a normal life or has been demobilized,
They might not be able to forgive the child for what he or she did while
he or she was with the armed group. This makes it harder for the children '
to recover as they might be placed in foster homes or they may be forcad
to fend for themssbves,

Without proper and adequate support from family, friends or
community, recovery from their traumatic experiences and reintegration
in “narmal life” are sevarely affectad. These children may return to being
child soldiers where they find camaraderie and support fram the other
soldiers of they might become juvenile delinguents.

Responding to Recruiiment and Participation of Children
in Armed Conflict: Issues and Recommendatians

Policy Matters: Stato and Non-state actors
The Philippine government is clear-cut in its laws and policies agaimst
the use of children as soldiers. Among the laws and policies are:

8 The 1991 Republic Act Ma, 7810 (8) pravides for the protection
of children In situations of armed conflict, Article X (22) (h) states that:
"Children shall not be recrurted to become members ofthe Armed Faorces
af the Philippines or its civilian units or other armed groups, to be allowad
to take part in the fighting, or used as guides, couriers, o spies.” As
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' defined in Section 3 (a) of said act, children is defined as persons below
18 years of age or those over but unable to fully take care of themselves
or protect themselves from abuse, neglect, cruelty, explaitation or
discimination because of physical or mental disability or conditions.”

| e Mareover, the legal protection afforded children was clarified in
1804 with the drafting of the rules and regulations for implemeanting
frticle X of Act No., 7610, Section 3 provides that: “Children shall not be
reciited or emploved by government forces to perform or engage in
activities necessary to and in direct connection with an armed conflict
sitharas sofdier, guids, couner or in a similar capacity which would resuit
In his beng identified as an active member of an organized group that i
hostile to the government forces,

. In the intarnational scene. progress has been made in strengthening
' the lagal framawork with the adoption of the Convention an the Rights of
the Child and its Optianal Protocol on the involvement of children in
armed conflict, the ILO Convention 182, and the Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court. '

The Fhilippine government is one of the earlier countries to ratify the
Convention on the Rights of the Children. It is signatory to the Optisnal
Protocal to the Convention on the Rights of the Child which 2ans the use
of ehildren under the age of 18 in armed conficts, The Philippines s also
signatony to tha ILO Convention 182, which considers forced or compulsory
recriitmeant of children under 18 for use in armed conflict as one of the
worst farms of child labor. The Statute of the International Criminal Court
rrakes conscripting or enlisting of ehildren under the age of 15 years or
| using them to participata actively in hostilities orwar, both ininternaticonal
and imternal armed conflict and whether in state armed forces or armed

Eroups,

As for the non-state actors, the New People’s Army and he
Communist Party of the Fhilippines have issued directives that childran
are nat o be actively recruited as soldiers. The Military Commissian of the
CPP stated that, “The revolutionary movement consciously abides by the
international laws and rules of war that prohibit the recruitment of
children below 15 years of age for combat work,..In 1988 the Political
Bureau of the Party's Central Committes issued a clear decision
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stipulating thal the NPFA may only recruit persons who are 18 years old
and older for (15 combatants, 2

'he Moro |slamie Liberation Front likewise claimed that no individual
under 18 years of age could jain their cambat Lnit,#

But the pronouncements by non-state armed graups are not
enough. While the leaderships of these agencias and arganizations rriay
dieny the existence of child soldiers, reports from the media and NGOs
canfirm that there are child soldiers in the field. Nan-state actors should
committointernational standards and policies that prokibit the inolvament
of children in armed conflict, and adhere to the concept af children as
zanes of peace - hence schoals, ehild care centars and Health faciities
should not be largetted. (Ses RLA 2610)

There must be sericus sanctions against those that recruit and abuss
children in armed conflict situations even for non-state actors,
Commitments of the armed groups of state and non-state actors must
be manitored o ensure that they are followed in the fizid. The armed
groups must be pressured by the local and the intermational community
1o moniter their own ranks and strictly enforee their own policizs in
recruitment. |

Lovernments, local and intarnational NGOs, and other agencies
should work together to build mamentum far a global ban on the use of
children as soldiers.

Handling of coptured child soldiars while in detention

Children involved inarmed conflict are vulnerable to exparience other
humanrights violations such as summary executions, arbitrary detention,
tarture or il reatment whila in the custady of the military, They are also
vilnerable to cnmimal proseculion especially those who have no birth
certificate lo prove their age,

Thisis a common cccurrenca in far-flung areas where families do not
register their children at birth, IT they are proven to be nunors, no case
will be filed against them but in borderine caseswhere tha children claim
tobe 16 or 17 years old but have no documants to prove it, they may be
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tried as adults where they could be charged with criminal cases and
remavad fram the custody of the DEWO,

The AFF is mandatad by law to immadiately inform the DEWDwhen
anild soldiers ara captured. This is to ensurs the safety of the children and
prevent thelr further trauma during intermogation. Thare s aven a
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) between defense, health, local
dgovernment and welfare agencies regarding the handling of captured
child soidiers signed on March 21, 2000, Unfartunately, thers are reports

whare the militany do not follow the rsgulations ang laws on handling

saptured children espacially in remate areas. Celia Yangeo. the DEWDE
Assistant Secretary far Fisld Opsrations admitted that there haye been
a number of Umes whan the DSWD found themseles in conflicl with the
military owver the treatment of children detained because of alleged
irdolvement In armed groups.®

In these casss where the military refuses o surrender custody, the
child's best interest and security are compromisad a5 they may be used
as informants or propaganda pawns in the conflict, The DEWD would
usually respond immedistely to reporis thaka child soidier is detained by
the military but they have to be infarmed by the military themselves and
thera are limes when the military fail to do so,

There must be a strong political will 1o enforce the laws and
regulatans on the handing of child soldiers by the AFP. B must be
snsurad that children's rights and needs are instilied in the training of
securty and armed forces. There must be sanctions on officers who
refuse to turr over custody of captured shild soldisrs to the DSWE as soon
as possible. The gaps in the MOA betwesn concermed agencizs on the
andhing of child soldiers also need to be addressed. One of these gans
15 the nan-inclusian of the CAFGL in the MOA ™

Rehabilitation and reintegration
atronger tes wWith netWworks
Goverpments and non-governmental organizations should work

logather towards building capacities of the agencies and communifies
airectly concermed with the rehahilitation and reintegration of former chiid
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soldiers into the mainstream of sooiety. Although the DSWD is mandated
to immedately obtain custody of captured child soldiers, it i stil
improving its methods to better help them, There is also a nesd to develop
lhe capacities of DEWD social workers specifically In addressing the
neads of child solkliers,

Mhere are NGDs wha are currently working with children invalved and
affected by armad conflict for vears. They have developed methodalogies
that are culturally approprniate in thewr areas. Their gelivery of servicas,
however, I hampered by limied resources and sacurity problems. The
strengths and weaknesses of the GOs and the NGOs only underscore the
need to wiork tagether and define clearar roles,

The need for-a safe epvironment

In helping chifdran involved and affected by war, one of the decisve
factars In their recovery and reintegration 15 the need for a safe
ervironment. A safe environmeant would be places where the children ars
physically safe from badily harm and safe from persacution. Former ehild
saidiers Gflen fear that their ex-comrades would target them for
assassmnation, Lommunities and some family members may ostracize
and refuse to accept former child soldiers.

A program similar to the “witness protection plan” should be
developed for children whose sscurity is confirmead to be campromised
b their decision to leave the armed group. Foster Tamilies where former
child soldiars are placed should be thoroughly orientad on their spacial
needs. A carefully developed program of paychosooial activities towards
recovery and healing should be developad by the child's care-grers,
parents and with the participation of the children themassives,

The necd for a secure economic hase

One of the factors that lead children o participate in armed conflict
15 exireme poverty in the countryside, There were children who tagged
along with NPA guerillas so that they could have some food to eat. Whean
former child soldiers come home only to be faced with the same
conditions of destitution, i iz lkely thal thay will go back to the armed
groups. Psyvchosocial recovery (s also hard to facilitate when physical
nesds are not met,
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' Therefore, any effort to help former child soldiers in recovery and
retntegration should have a component where the eeenomie problem
coulld be addressed, Children should be provided with skills in industries
oroccupations that are marketabla, e g, camputer literacy, Scholarships
far thewr chosen figids should also be provided. They should also be
assisted in job placement. It must be stressed that the children should
be consulted and guided on what sconomic endeavar they want to do,

Research

I arder to better develop methatds in helping child soldiers, the gaps
in research should also be addressed. Some of the gaps ars!

1, AN in-depth study on the effects of the participation of children
ir-armed conflict in the Philippings,

2. Study on what happens to these children when they become
adults; and,

2, A study on the cullurally appropriate methodologies in heiping
chitd solders.,

Prevention

The phenomenon of chidren participating In armad conflict are
calsad by numeraus factors, socie-ecanarmie, structural, political, historical
and cultural factors all come in play. Thus, there is no aneg answer 1o its
prevention.

There are efforts to make social services accessible in far flung areas
in the countryside. Opportunities to go to school should reach the far
fungcommunities. DSWD's Framework fora Comprehensive Program for
Children 0 Armed Conflict has components on the prevention of
children's involvement in armed canflict, These are)

1. Livehhood programs,

2. Appropriate educational assistance and other alternative learming
[rErAms,

3. Heaith care and nutrition senices;
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4. Food secunty which includes enhancement of sustainable
agriculture and appropriate farming practices:

5. Provision of basic faciities and infrastructure: and,

. Participation and capacity building for local governance and
comnwnity development inclusive of the people's organizations at the
CEMImunity leyvel,

The prevention component uses the resounses of the Comprehansive
and |negrated Delivery of Social Services (CIDSS) of the DSWD. The
impact and effectivensss of this program still remains to be seen.
Considenng the imited resources of the DSWD, not all areas affected by
the armed canflict cauld be reached. Thus, networking and caoreination
with local NGOs ate again important,

The culture ofimpunity that surrounds the use of child soldiers shauld
also be addressed.® This could be done through advocacy, education
anc mobllizing activities that will pressure the armed graups to camply,
Peace bullding and conflict resalution actwties should he included inthe
school cumculum. The schools are venues where children, teachers, and
parents can unlearn a culture of violence and learn peacefu| allernatives,
Inallthe efferts in prevention, a crucial factor is the vigllance of tha NGOg,
concerned government agencies, and ine people in the cammunitigs n
nplementing the laws and protocols that are aiready in place,

A Messoge of Peace

In the end, the children who pamoipated 0 armed conflict or even
those still with the armed groups, all yeam for peaceful lives, A former
child soldiershared the following message when she was asked abaut her
future plans.?"

| never reprotted. my decrsion o jaming the NPA, | learrarl and
rxperrinneed o ot Inoa way, | was happy thers as | am happy now that
Farn @t the Center. WMy immedinte plan s to finsh high school | balieve
that chilidnan join the NPA bechuse they had o other éhaice, They
shoutdn't be carrging guns and fighting It s dangamus Tor their hories
and thedr mainds. I8 s vory scany. Parmmts shoultl ba esponsible for thair
ghildran. They should Ioeo them, send them o sehool, and Bke oo of
Tl
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[Heft and joined the NPA because | wanted To wn away [ram my family:
berause it was so had and very noey, There was so much troulble and
| hated getting hurt oy my own family, Evenowithout the frond who
helpeil me out, |was planning o lave the MEA You know, |onl wanted
the experience really, But | was afraid that F 1 left onomy own, |might
pome across soldinrs who would only ki,

| wanl o tell other children who o thinking of joming the NPA that in
the snd, it is theis decizgion if they want to join ornal | st wank 1o add
that lifiz in the mountains |5 hard and that you might die. Tooal the
childran who ame ang away from the contiiclh, be pood and make the
miost ef vour lite, You are ucky that you ean skeep without feanng the
eremy might ambush vou, You have a betler |life heaause you are cafe.”
&
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