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Since the end of the Cold War, in the early 1990s, 
most contemporary conflicts and wars in Africa 
have been internal, resulting in the fact that civilians 
constitute the overwhelming majority of the victims. 
Such conflicts are not only theatres of massive kill-
ings; they are also often enablers of abuse and viola-
tions of human rights, particularly among vulnerable 
population groups, such as children and women. As 
a result, these vulnerable groups are denied optimal 
opportunities for development and the realisation of 
their full potential.1

The most shocking development in contemporary 
armed conflicts is the deliberate targeting of civil-
ians, due in part to the strategic blurring of the lines 
between combatants and civilians. The former often 
live or find shelter in villages and refugee camps, 
sometimes using civilians as human shields. The tar-
geting of civilians most often involves killing, maim-
ing and sexual violence, with claims that these acts 

are in reprisal for suspected support of the oppo-
sition or for attacks by opposing forces. In  other 
instances, combatants force civilians to help them. 
All of these phenomena result in the increased 
involvement of children as combatants, as well as 
the proliferation of small arms and light weapons. 
It is therefore not surprising that conflicts in most 
African countries have remained cyclical.

The asymmetrical and continuous conflicts in Africa 
have wide ramifications for socio-economic oppor-
tunities for children. Moreover, given the fact that 
combatants rarely have uniforms, rations or a stan-
dard kit, it is extremely difficult to identify who is 
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The most shocking development in 
contemporary conflict is the deliberate 
targeting of civilians, due in part to the 
strategic blurring of the lines between 

combatants and civilians.
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fighting for whom. This confusion is strategic, as it 
allows individuals and combatants leeway to oper-
ate more freely and with reduced risk of sanctions, 
since the command structures are harder to identify 
and ‘prove’. Nevertheless, while there may be fewer 
military casualties, the number of civilian and chil-
dren casualties is high. Furthermore, the destruction 
of infrastructure and denied access to basic social 
services impinge on the basic rights of children. 

“For many sub-Saharan African countries, inade-
quate national defence capacity prompts them into 
developing an ‘armchair attitude’ towards securing 
their borders and citizens. As a result, they adopt 
covert defence and security policies that are inca-
pable of averting any form of aggression.  In Côte 
d’Ivoire and [the] Democratic Republic of Congo, for 
example, the loosely formed and barely accountable 
paramilitary squads and private companies often 
prove to be particularly brutal in their treatment of 
civilians.”2 

Moreover, the rise of ‘auto-defence’, or self-
defence militias that emerge as a community-level 
response to actions of armed groups or State 
forces, is another dimension of today’s conflicts. 
Significantly, these self-defence militias are often 
responsible for enlisting children. The on-going 
sectorial conflict in the Central African Repub-
lic and the recruitment of children by the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) in affected countries 
are typical examples where children are forcibly 
recruited and used as human shields in a con-
flict zone. In natural resource-endowed countries, 
foreign business interests, misconduct of inter-

national peacekeepers and resource trafficking 
among ‘powerful’ individuals perpetuates conflict. 
Again, children pay the highest price for this ‘inter-
ested’ violence. The cyclical case of the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and the recent 
crisis in the new Republic of South Sudan attest 
to the fact that the original political objectives of 
such conflicts have been sidelined as warring par-
ties fight to control the natural resources in territo-
ries they have conquered.

The complexity of conflict in Africa calls for con-
certed efforts not only by the national armies, but 
more crucially, by regional forces. The African Union 
(AU) has risen to this challenge by expanding its 
capacity and partnering with other organisations 
working to alleviate conflicts in Africa. In May 2013, 
the African Union’s Peace and Security Council, in 
its regular reporting to the African Union’s Assem-
bly, stated that persistent conflict, insecurity and 
instability, and their humanitarian and socio-eco-
nomic consequences, affect several regions of 
Africa. Meanwhile, the African Union is consolidat-
ing efforts through regional standby forces to build 
a multidimensional capacity to respond to conflicts 
across the continent by 2015.

Whilst the AU has been making efforts towards 
stabilising the continent through military and polit-
ical interventions from various regional standby 
forces, the organisation still grapples with numer-
ous challenges. Apart from the cyclical nature of 
conflict in Africa, funding gaps and lack of political 
support are identified as key hindrances. As well, 
the lack of coordination between peace support 
operations (PSO) actors remains a problem. This 
is particularly the case in the Eastern and Western 
African sub-regions, where the operationalisation 
of the standby forces has not yet led to a corre-
sponding reduction in children exposed to abuse 
and rights violations. The question therefore is 
how should the PSO actors contribute towards the 
protection of children in armed conflicts across 
Sub-Saharan Africa? 

The next section highlights key issues identified 
during this research as being critical in reshaping 
the architecture of PSO in the Eastern and Western 
African sub-regions. 

The complexity of conflict in Africa calls for 
concerted efforts not only by the national 
armies, but more crucially, regional forces. 
The African Union has risen to this challenge 
by expanding its capacity and partnering 
with other organisations working to alleviate 
conflicts in Africa.
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Numerous drivers were identified during this research 
as influencing the African Peace and Security Archi-
tecture (APSA) in its efforts to respond to various con-
flicts across the continent. These include: the AU’s 
structural capacity in response to armed conflict; chil-
dren and armed conflict; and peacekeeping training.

African Union Structural Capacity 
in Response to Armed Conflict
Although progress has been made in the implemen-
tation of various road maps set up to establish and 
operationalise the African Standby Force (ASF)3, this 
body has yet to achieve full operational capability 
throughout Africa. However, the transformation of 
the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) into the AU 
is seen as a landmark event in the institutionalisation 
of intergovernmental political and collective security 
structures on the African continent. The adoptions 
of the Constitutive Act of the African Union in July 
2000, and of the Protocol Relating to the Estab-
lishment of the Peace and Security Council of the 
African Union in July 2002, marked critical steps in 
building Africa’s capacity to address the challenges 
of peace, security and stability on the continent. 

In particular, the Protocol Relating to the Establish-
ment of the Peace and Security Council provided for 
the creation of the APSA, designed as a set of institu-
tions and standards to facilitate conflict prevention, 
management and resolution. The APSA is under-
pinned by the principle of “non-indifference”, which 
means that all situations that may threaten peace 
and security on the continent can be brought before 
the AU, including intervening in a member state in 
cases of war crimes, crimes against humanity and 
genocide; or at the request of a member state, in 
order to restore peace and security. As the AU con-
tinues to intensify its inward-looking intervention 
policy, the risk is that this approach may minimise 
continuous engagement with international organisa-
tions. And, a challenge not to be underestimated, 
the capacity of the AU to deliver effective interven-
tion remains hindered by inadequate resources.  

Under the above-mentioned Protocol, the Peace 
and Security Council is the main decision-making 
body within the architecture, modelled on the UN 
Security Council. It is composed of 10 represen-
tatives of the AU member states and of five repre-
sentatives from five Regional Economic Communi-
ties (RECs)4. Advised by a Military Staff Committee 
(MSC) if necessary, its principal task is to provide 
effective responses to crisis situations in Africa.

The Peace Support Operation Division (PSOD), 
responsible for overseeing peace operations across 
the continent, presents opportunities for humani-
tarian organisations such as Save the Children for 
planning and delivering projects tackling the prob-
lem of children in armed conflicts. The various units5 
within the Division present another platform for Save 
the Children to contribute to policy development on 
matters relating to children and armed conflict.

As one of the key components of the APSA, the 
ASF is meant to consist of standby multidisciplinary 
contingents stationed in their respective countries 
of origin and ready for rapid deployment as soon 
as required. However, this research demonstrated 
that the ASF faces several technical, funding, and 
logistical challenges. For example, though the EASF 
and the ECOWAS-Standby Force have a permanent 
Logistical Base, they do not have strategic airlift 
capabilities and lack many other essential transpor-
tation and intervention resources such as airplanes, 
armoured vehicles, helicopters, radios, and some-
times even weapons and ammunition.
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Drivers of Conflict and 
the African Union Response 

The transformation of the Organisation 
of African Unity (OAU) into the African 

Union is seen as a landmark event in the 
institutionalisation of intergovernmental 

political and collective security structures 
on the African continent.
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Policy analysts have identified a number of other 
technical and political challenges. On the techni-
cal side, these include the failure of a multinational 
endeavour to develop common doctrine, system, 
tactics, techniques and procedures, and the lack 
of an intermediary command and control structure 
between the AU’s Peace and Security Department 
and ASF brigades. Politically, a crucial missing 
ingredient has been an adequate level of interstate 
and inter-REC cooperation. Lastly, African financial 
support has been largely insufficient.6

At the RECs level, a 2010 assessment of the insti-
tutions’ strengths and weaknesses concluded that, 
in relation to the EASF, there were internal tensions 
and conflicts within members’ states, shortfalls in 
committed troops from member states, and a gen-
eral lack of political, diplomatic and military cohe-
sion in the region. This implies that the concept of 
optimal integrated planning and collective regional 
security systems remains elusive.

The varied geopolitical and socio-cultural histories of 
the EASF members and dual membership of some 
countries in the region discourages progress. The 
previously mentioned study pointed to greater “soli-
darity” among members of the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) and high levels of 
commitment to funding the regional security effort. 
Another study suggested that certain ECOWAS mem-
ber states are less enthusiastic and are suspicious of 
Nigerian ambitions to be the regional hegemon. 

These political challenges and capacity gaps facing 
PSO actors in both Eastern and Western Africa result 
in disturbing implications for the rights of children, 
which shall be explored in the following section.    

The Impact of Armed 
Conflict on Children7

The major drivers of conflict, particularly in resource-
rich countries such as the DRC and the Republic of 
South Sudan, are the control and exploitation of nat-
ural resources including diamonds, coltan, gold and 
oil. Politically instigated conflicts are also the scourge 
of the African continent. For example, the recent crisis 
in the Republic of South Sudan has been attributed to 
the mobilisation of political support based on identity 

politics and state weaknesses. Causes and drivers of 
conflicts are as diverse as their consequences. How-
ever, in Sub-Saharan Africa where the majority of the 
population is constituted of young people, domestic 
unemployment and declining economic opportunities 
create the perfect conditions for mobilising groups of 
individuals to violence.8

The conflict dynamic across Africa produces devas-
tating impacts on children’s development and sur-
vival. “In recent years, United Nations child protec-
tion actors have noted with concern that the evolving 
character and tactics of armed conflicts are creating 
unprecedented threats to children. The absence 
of clear front lines and identifiable opponents, the 
increasing use of terror tactics by some armed 
groups and certain methods used by security forces 
have made children more vulnerable. Children are 
being used as suicide bombers and human shields, 
while schools continue to be attacked, affecting 
girls’ education in particular, and to be exploited 
for military purposes. In addition, children are being 
held in security detention for alleged association 
with armed groups. Furthermore, drone strikes have 
resulted in child casualties and have had a detrimen-
tal impact on the psychosocial health of children”9 

n	 In some cases, warfare rages on and off throughout 
childhood, girls and boys reaching adulthood never 
having known long-lasting peace in their homeland. 
Some of the countries in the Eastern and Western 
African sub-regions have experienced conflict for 
more than a decade, and suffer the consequences 
of protracted conflict, e.g. the DRC, Liberia, North-
ern Nigeria, Northern Uganda, the Republic of 
South Sudan, Sierra Leone and Somalia.
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The conflict dynamic across Africa wields a 
devastating impact on children’s development 

and survival. In recent years, United 
Nations child protection actors have noted 

with concern that the evolving character 
and tactics of armed conflict are creating 

unprecedented threats to children.



n	 The denial of humanitarian access to children in 
conflict areas is often a great concern, as demon-
strated in recent years in Sri Lanka and Sudan. 
When denied humanitarian assistance, children 
are deprived of their right to survival, develop-
ment, food, water and medication.

n	 Whether sudden or chronic, warfare leads to 
violations of children’s rights. Physical survival 
becomes a daily challenge, often with difficulty 
accessing clean water, an adequate food supply 
and appropriate shelter, among other deprivations. 

n	 Access to adequate healthcare and securing 
appropriate drugs (both preventative and cura-
tive) and vaccines are major concerns for both 
children and mothers, including pregnant and 
breastfeeding women. In many conflicts, the 
majority of child mortalities occur away from the 
battles, bombings and terrorist attacks.10

n	 Conflict-related targeting of educational facil-
ities (of both their staff and infrastructures) has 
increased significantly since 2004, resulting in 
school closures and even the collapse of educa-
tion systems.11 Over 50% of all primary school-
aged children who are not in school reside in a 
‘fragile state’.12  

n	 Armed conflict affects children at all levels, as 
individuals and as members of both a family and 
a community. Conflict fragments a society, gen-
erating questions of identity and allegiance while 
dividing communities through suspicion.  

n	 Emergencies disrupt daily routines, weakening the 
social ties they provide, as people are separated 
from their social support networks and displaced 
from their homes. In addition to losing loved ones, 
homes and possessions, children lose geographi-
cal references (such as a favourite tree or route to 
school) and symbolic personal items (such as pho-
tographs or an inherited stamp collection), which 
serve as important reminders of their life, identity 
and culture.13 

n	 Warfare has an impact on personal safety and 
security, as children often rely on adults for their 
protection. As conflict unfolds, protective struc-
tures often break down and the social norms that 
regulate behaviour are affected, making children 
even more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.  

n	 Armed conflict can have long-term effects on a 
family’s financial well-being and ability to support 
all of its dependents, especially when it causes 
displacement. There is often increased poverty 
resulting from loss of land and assets, which 
causes depletion of savings, as people barter 
what they have for safety or basic needs. This 
often results in reduced access to education, 
including secondary and professional schooling, 
as well as disruption of earnings, as family mem-
bers are imprisoned or killed.  

n	 Children who are separated from their traditional 
caregivers or who are orphaned during times of 
conflict are frequently left to be taken in by other 
families or institutions, or to fend for themselves 
and/or their siblings. Children with a pre-existing 
vulnerability factors, such as orphans and children 
with disabilities are particularly at risk of emotional 
instability, physical injury, sexual violence, torture, 
recruitment into armed conflict, and death.14

Peacekeeping Training
It is generally observed that the AU, the RECs and 
Regional Mechanisms and various peacekeeping 
training institutions collaborate regularly on numer-
ous projects, including conducting Training Needs 
Assessments (TNA), joint delivery of trainings and 
funding coordination.

The denial of humanitarian access to 
children in conflict areas is often a great 
concern, as demonstrated in recent 
years in Sri Lanka and Sudan. When 
denied humanitarian assistance, children 
are deprived of their right to survival, 
development, food, water and medication.
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In spite of this collaboration in the field of training, 
the research undertaken has shown some of the 
areas that remain a challenge within the training 
of stakeholders. The points of weaknesses identi-
fied include insufficient interoperability and lack of 
standardised training resources. Although the Afri-
can Peace Support Trainers Association (APSTA) 
is keen on harmonising the various training pro-
grams, at the time of research for this study, train-
ing remained a loosely coordinated activity, mainly 
donor-driven, and weakened by the lack of stable 
internal funding.

Training opportunities do exist among stakeholders 
in both sub-regions of Eastern and Western Africa. 
For instance, demands from the AU, RECs and AU 
member states for capacity building in regard to pro-
tection of civilians/child protection, as well as training 
on Gender-Based Sexual Violence, were expressed 
by most of the key informants of the implementing 
institutions. On a similar note, it was established that 
the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) had 
expressed the need for specialised courses as well 
as basic POC and child protection training.

There seems to be a gap in reliable information on 
which centres were or were not providing POC or 
child protection training at the time of writing. The 
exceptions are the Kofi Annan International Peace-
keeping Centre in Ghana and the International Peace 
Support Training Centre in Kenya, who offer train-
ing as both stand-alone modules and in the format 
and when their main collaborating partners require 
it. There is also no reliable data on training mate-
rials, nor regarding how comprehensive and up-to-
date trainee databases may be. Many of the training 
centres are carrying out monitoring and evaluation 
of their training activities. An informant met when 
collecting data for this report asserted that “nearly 
all of them face challenges with monitoring and eval-
uation and are dedicating resources to improve on 
these two aspects including the use of mobile eval-
uation teams.

On cooperation and collaboration, an informant 
said: “It [is] clearly obvious that even though the 
Training Centres of Excellence (TCEs) purport to 
and/or aspire to collaborate, the extent to which this 

is done and/or will ever be done is a matter of con-
jecture. The main reason being that […] the TCEs are 
in competition with each other (whether they admit 
it or not), and each of them is guarded as to what 
they can share and how the other party will use what 
they share.”

There are also countless perception issues that may 
be influencing training programs in the two sub-re-
gions. The unclear line between the roles of military 
and civilian components in peace missions was 
evident in the contributions of some of the senior 
military officers. On military perceptions of need, 
another interviewee said: “My gut feeling is that the 
demand for training in child protection is not high. 
First of all this is perceived as a civilian component 
[…] Militaries are not preoccupied with this to start 
with. They are fighters. They at least [sic] think they 
have more pressing things to look after. Police yes, 
but as they work in very unsafe environments, child 
protection would not be their first priority but maybe 
the second or third.”15

In light of these challenges, several recommenda-
tions emerged, with some of the interviewees feel-
ing that, in order to enhance understanding of chil-
dren’s rights by military personnel, there is a need to 
integrate socio-cultural aspects in child protection 
training for peacekeepers. This was supported by 
the view that knowledge and skills are not sufficient 
to overcome certain beliefs and representations of 
children and childhood.
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In light of these challenges, several 
recommendations emerged, with some 
of the interviewees feeling that, in order 
to enhance understanding of children’s 
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aspects in child protection training 
for peacekeepers.



In 2011, ECOWAS also adopted a Code of Conduct for the Armed Forces and Security Services in West Africa. Its Article 
7 specifies that “In the exercise of their duties, armed and security personnel shall provide adequate protection, refuge 
and assistance to all persons in need. They shall ensure that internally displaced persons, refugees, non-nationals, 
stateless persons, minorities, women, children, the elderly, and people with disabilities are not discriminated against. 
No one shall discriminate on the basis of race, identity, religion, political beliefs, status or condition.”

Despite all the military and political efforts towards 
building peace in Africa, the continent still experi-
ences devastating conflicts. The list of new and 
long-standing peace and security threats includes 
the recent crises in the Central African Republic 
and Mali, as well as conflicts that “have thwarted all 
efforts at peacemaking” in Western Sahara. The list 
also includes the proliferation of armed groups in the 
DRC, the defiant Eritrea against her neighbours, and 
others that have seen some progress but remain 
areas of risk, in danger of reigniting, for example the 
Great Lakes region, Somalia, Darfur and the recently 
politically instigated crisis in the new Republic of 
South Sudan.

Despite attempts to delegitimise unconstitutional 
changes of government, coups d’état and other 
seizures of power have affected the Central African 
Republic, Guinea-Bissau, Madagascar and Mali. 

Recourse to armed rebellion in Mali, the DRC and 
the Central African Republic were seen as gover-
nance-related and characterised in the report to the 
Security Council as the greatest threat on the conti-
nent to peace, security and stability because of their 
impact on civilians.

The cyclical conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa seem 
unlikely to come to an end in the near future. 
Responses to these conflicts can vary widely in 
terms of preparation and of actual implementation. 

In Mali, for instance, the African-led International 
Support Mission to Mali (AFISMA) had a Protec-
tion of Civilians mandate, and was the first African 
Union mission to have an approved Protection of 
Civilians policy.16 It also had ground-breaking provi-
sions for human rights training of troops pre-deploy-
ment. Nonetheless, most actors were unprepared to 
undertake child protection or Protection of Civilians 
(PoC) measures in general, when events began to 
unfold in January 2013. With the quickened pace 
of events, much human rights training was “side-
stepped”.17 

As late as June 2013, no Standard Operating Pro-
cedure (SOP) on how to deal with children affected 
by armed conflict were in place for any of the 
armed forces operating in Mali, nor had the Malian 
Armed Forces or AFISMA troops received substan-
tial child protection training, despite the fact that 
human rights observers from ECOWAS and from the 
AU were arriving in Bamako. The draft agreement 
on SOPs for the Malian Armed Forces remained 
unsigned. While transfers of children caught up in 
the conflict from AFISMA or Malian forces to civilian 
actors generally took place, this was as a result of 
the “good will” of involved parties, and was not insti-
tutionalised. The external support by the European 
Union Training Mission in Mali in April 2013 offered a 
one-hour course on child protection, and was put in 
place with the support of UNICEF and the Interna-
tional Bureau for Children’s Rights. 
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The Unfolding Conflict ‘Hot Spots’ 
in Sub-Saharan Africa



The policy options presented in this section pro-
vide a range of opportunities for consideration by 
individuals and organisations actively engaged in 
supporting initiatives for averting violence against 
children in armed conflict across Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The opportunities identified are useful for 
decision-makers in addressing some of the chal-
lenges faced by defence institutions. They include 
international and African child protection frame-
works, the AU response to conflict, regional coop-
eration for conflict aversion and training issues. 

International and African  
Political and Legal Child  
Protection Frameworks

Protection of Civilian norms and those specific to, or 
generally applicable to children affected by armed 
conflict, are derived from a wide range of sources: 
international humanitarian law, norms set by the 
United Nations (UN) such as within the UN Secu-
rity Council or international humanitarian organisa-
tions, those found in peacekeeping mandates, those 
established by regional intergovernmental organisa-
tions, and within the Responsibility to protect UN 
initiative (R2P).

The R2P, adopted by UN members as part of the 
2005 World Summit Outcome Document, obli-
gates individual governments to prevent violence 
against their own populations, to react to protect 
those populations against “genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity”, as 
well as to assume the responsibility of rebuilding 
afterwards if such acts have taken place. The R2P 
includes a second responsibility on the behalf of 
the international community: “where a population 
is suffering serious harm, as a result of internal 
war, insurgency, repression or state failure, and 
the state in question is unwilling or unable to halt 
or avert it,”18 it becomes the responsibility of the 
international community to intervene for protec-
tion purposes.  

The APSA follows a similar pattern in developing 
institutions for the protection of civilians, in par-
ticular of children. In July 2002, the AU adopted 
a Memorandum of Understanding on Security, 
Stability, Development and Cooperation in Africa 
that urges member states to ratify the Optional 
Protocol to the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed 
Conflict. Many African states have also commit-
ted themselves to the 2007 Principles and Guide-
lines on Children Associated with Armed Forces 
or Armed Groups (Paris Principles), which provide 
that all children associated with armed actors 
should be considered primarily as victims of viola-
tions of international law, not perpetrators. 

The Proposed Guidelines for the Protection of 
Civilians in African Peace Support Operations, 
currently under review, make no specific men-
tion of African or other legal frameworks explicitly 
focused on child protection or child’s rights. The 
guidelines do include references to children in the 
provisions concerning civilian groups with spe-
cials needs, which are listed as women, children, 
the elderly, persons with disabilities, internally 
displaced individuals and refugees. It is obvious 
that both the international community and the AU 
are committed to institutionalising the protection 
of civilians in the AU peace operations. However, 
challenges related to the lack of a clear framework 
for implementation in the field, and the general 
scarcity of information on child protection issues 
seems to be hindering the efforts.
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Regional Cooperation  
for Conflict Aversion
The AU Regional Task Force (RTF) pursuing the LRA 
operates within four nations affected by the armed 
group’s actions: the Central African Republic, the 
DRC, the Republic of South Sudan and Uganda.   

Even though the Task Force has been able to 
lower the number of LRA attacks against civilians, 
it struggles with many challenges. While the LRA 
has ceased to be a threat in Northern Uganda 
with the overall number of attacks reduced since 
2012, it continues to maintain a presence in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, the Central Afri-
can Republic and possibly in Southern Sudan19. 
Most of the LRA’s attacks have generally taken 
place in areas where security, government pres-
ence, accessibility and communication infrastruc-
tures are poor. It is widely felt that LRA activities 
are currently limited largely to logistical raids 
aimed at ensuring its survival. In November 2011, 
the African Union Peace and Security Council 
declared the LRA a terrorist organisation.

In 2013, Save the Children, in collaboration with 
UNICEF, spearheaded a training schedule for the 
RTF in East and Central Africa with the intention to 
train at least 3,500 troops by the end of 2014.

This initiative is, however, faced with many logistical 
challenges, as well as the cyclical nature of conflicts 
in the region. For example, the efforts to develop the 
capacity of the designated peacekeepers are ham-
pered by the current intercommunal conflicts in the 
Republic of South Sudan and the on-going armed 
conflict in the Central African Republic. 

Training Issues 
In both the Eastern and Western African sub-regions, 
peacekeeping training centres collaborate with the 
AU, RECs and Regional mechanisms on various 
activities, including training needs assessment and 
harmonisation of common courses. The African 
Peace Support Trainers Association (APSTA) coordi-
nates most of these training standardisation activities. 

Due to the capacity challenges facing peacekeep-
ing training centres, there is a general feeling among 
actors that these centres require capacity building 
mainly in child protection and Gender Based Violence.

Other pertinent issues identified during pilot training for 
the EASF child protection curriculum include the lack 
of solid participant selection criteria and weak mon-
itoring and evaluation systems within peacekeeping 
training. Although efforts are underway to establish 
a roster, there seems to exist certain distrust among 
key stakeholders, concerning the transparency of the 
troop-generating countries throughout the process, 
even though they are the ultimate safeguards. 

In May 2013, the Secretary-General’s report to the UN Security Council on children and armed conflict, expressed “concern 
that the evolving character and tactics of armed conflict are creating unprecedented threats to children. The absence of 
clear front lines and identifiable opponents, the increasing use of terror tactics by some armed groups and certain meth-
ods used by security forces have made children more vulnerable. Children are being used as suicide bombers and human 
shields, while schools continue to be attacked, affecting girls’ education in particular, and to be used for military purposes. 
In addition, children are being held in security detention for alleged association with armed groups. Furthermore, drone 
strikes have resulted in child casualties and have had a serious impact on the psychosocial health of children.”

Source: United Nations, Report of the Secretary-General, Children and armed conflict, A/67/845–S/2013/245, May 2013
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In 2013, Save the Children, in collaboration 
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3,500 troops by the end of 2014. This 
initiative is, however, faced with myriad 
logistical challenges, as well as the cyclical 
nature of conflicts in the region.



It is common knowledge that more than half of the 
AU’s budget is now provided by Western donors 
and that this is unlikely to change in the foresee-
able future. Virtually all future AU sanctioned inter-
ventions will be dependent on considerable finan-
cial, logistic and other military support from the 
international community, particularly the United 
States and the former colonial powers, France and 
the United Kingdom.

At the same time, the AU continues to cumulate 
yearly deficits. The performance rate per year is 
about 40 per cent. Sometimes funds arrive late, 
sometimes they are earmarked, but there is also a 
lack of capacity to absorb funding in a timely fash-
ion. When funding is not steady and predictable, it 
is difficult to utilise 100 per cent. Part of the fault lies 
in donor funding restrictions, such as release times. 
Both the AU and donors are constrained by their 
own rules and capacities, which results in a very 
unpredictable environment. 

The AU capacities have been developing for about 
10 years, but that is still a very short timeframe for 
an international institution. There is likely to be a 
very uncertain environment for the next 10 to 20 
years until its structures have proven their value. 
Ultimately, donor coordination and cooperation is 
limited, inconsistent and susceptible to changing 
resource levels, national political and security inter-
ests and domestic public attention. 

What hope there was that the originally envisaged 
African Union Standby Force could be the answer to 
Africa’s multiple security crises has been seriously 
eroded by the AU’s inability to take the lead in stem-
ming the Islamist-led insurgency in Mali. While some 
take solace in AMISOM’s successes in pushing 
back insurgents in Somalia, that mission has been 
marked by individual AU states (Kenya and Ethiopia) 
intervening unilaterally and by reports of widespread 
human rights abuses.

With South Africa, Ethiopia and Uganda as leading 
participants, the “temporary” African Immediate Cri-
sis Response Initiative is now being discussed. This 
initiative could possibly replace the stunted ASF as 
the intervention tool of choice for some African mili-
tary powers with interests and reach from Southern 
Africa into Central Africa and the Horn. It is difficult 
to see Nigeria and other West African states collab-
orating in such an arrangement, rather than continu-
ing to rely on ECOWAS. Another possibility is ad 
hoc arrangements dependent on several individual 
states cooperating in a joint intervention sanctioned 
by the AU, as in the case of the LRA Task Force. 

Whatever military or political configurations they 
participate in, about half a dozen African militaries 
are likely to continue to lead in troop contributions: 
those from Ethiopia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, 
South Africa, Tanzania and Uganda.
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unpredictable environment.

Conclusions
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What Should Be Done 
to Pursue an Effective 
Strategy for Protecting 
Children in Armed Conflicts

The issues discussed and options considered in this report could 
increase efficiency of PSO actors in regard to the protection of children 
in armed conflicts. Increasing interactions and sharing of information 
through ‘lessons learnt’ mechanisms can be greatly beneficial to 
all stakeholders. 

No single solution can be prescriptive to the multitude of challenges 
faced by PSO actors. Nevertheless, decision makers and other 
stakeholders will have to prioritise attention to creating and sustaining 
synergy in training, knowledge generation, and advocacy initiatives. 

Further action is needed in a number of key areas, including: 

n	 Leading humanitarian organisations such as Save the Children 
to strengthen working relationships with regional standby forces 
and troop contributing countries to entrench and institutionalise 
the protection of civilians and child protection concepts and 
training. The regional standby forces could assume leadership 
on this, while benefiting from the necessary support on behalf 
of the international community;

n	 Greater synergy rather than competition among PSO actors 
will minimise tensions and duplication of efforts;

n	 Strengthening the capacities of regional standby forces 
and task forces in monitoring and reporting through system 
development and information sharing;

n	 Support training material harmonisation and promote 
the concept of Centres of Excellence so as to minimise 
the negative competition and maximise synergy and joint 
programming.

No single solution 
can be prescriptive 

to the myriad 
challenges faced 

by PSO actors. 
Nevertheless, 

decision makers 
and other 

programmatic 
staff within this 

context will have 
to prioritise 

attention to creating 
and sustaining 

synergy in training, 
knowledge 

generation, and 
advocacy initiatives.

Save the Children is the world’s leading independent organization for children. We work in around 120 countries. We save 
children’s lives, we fight for their rights;  we help them fulfil their potential. Our vision is a world in which every child 
attain the right to survival, protection, development and participation Our mission is to inspire breakthroughs in the way 
the world treats children, and to achieve immediate and lasting change in their lives.
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