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Ending Child Recruitment and Safeguarding Education in
Conflict-Affected LDCs

1. Introduction

The recruitment and use of children in armed conflict remain among the gravest violations
of international humanitarian and human rights law. Despite binding legal frameworks and
repeated international commitments, children in conflict-affected Least Developed Countries
(LDCs) continue to be abducted, coerced, indoctrinated, and exploited by State and non-State
actors. These practices are not isolated incidents but reflect broader patterns of violence,
insecurity, and rights violations affecting the most vulnerable.

A particularly alarming trend is the deliberate targeting of schools by armed groups, both to
recruit children and to transform educational institutions into ideological and military training
sites. This strategy deprives children of education and weaponizes spaces meant to nurture
development.

International humanitarian law provides special protection to children. The 1977 Additional
Protocols to the Geneva Conventions prohibit recruitment of children under 15 and their
direct participation in hostilities. These protections are reinforced by the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) and its Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed
Conflict (OPAC), which raises the minimum age for compulsory recruitment to 18 and
obliges States to take feasible measures to prevent recruitment of children under 18. The CRC
further guarantees the right of every child to education directed toward full development, in
an environment free from violence, coercion, and ideological manipulation.

Despite near-universal ratification, violations persist and have intensified due to protracted
conflict, erosion of State authority, and deepening humanitarian crises. Exploitation of
children perpetuates cycles of violence, undermines social cohesion, and deprives
generations of their rights to education, health, and a future free from fear. The systematic
targeting of education through abductions, militarization of schools, and indoctrination
further exposes children to recruitment while denying safe learning environments.

The Organisation Internationale pour les Pays les Moins Avancés (OIPMA) reaffirms the
importance of compliance with international human rights and humanitarian mechanisms
designed to protect children from recruitment, exploitation, trafficking, violence, and torture.
Without addressing these violations, conflict-affected LDCs cannot achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goals 1, 3,4, 5, 8, 10, and 16.

Beyond immediate harm to children, families, and communities, recruitment and
indoctrination — especially when facilitated through co-opted educational institutions — risk
entrenching cycles of violence and extremist narratives, undermining long-term peace, social
cohesion, and stability across generations and borders.

2. Child Recruitment and Legal Violations

Organisation internationale pour les pays les moins avancés notes an alarming escalation in
child recruitment in conflict-affected LDCs, in violation of international law.

Yemen: Over 30,000 children, many aged 12-14 and some as young as 10, have reportedly
been forcibly recruited by Houthi forces. Indoctrinated children have been compelled to
commit acts of violence, including against their families. Militarized schools and “summer
camps” reportedly affect over 2.5 million children, shaping ideologies and undermining safe
education. Recruitment occurs in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps, schools, and
impoverished households, exploiting economic hardship. These violations are systematic and
threaten national and regional security.

Myanmar: Since the 2021 military coup, the junta and various armed groups, including the
Tatmadaw, have forcibly recruited children as young as 12, with over 1,800 verified cases.
Recruiters target the most vulnerable, including Rohingya children and those without identity
documents, while age records are often altered. Schools have been attacked and used as
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recruitment grounds, exposing children to exploitation. Weak legal protections and
educational safeguards enable systematic abuse and perpetuate cycles of violence.

Burkina Faso: Armed groups in the Sahel have recruited children, including young minors,
while targeting schools and educators. These attacks have deprived thousands of children of
education and safe learning environments, deepening insecurity and displacement.

Other conflict-affected LDCs—including the Central African Republic, Chad, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali, and South Sudan—face similar patterns of child
recruitment and attacks on education. Comparable practices have also been documented in
non-LDC contexts, such as in Nigeria, where Boko Haram and other armed groups have
carried out abductions, recruitment, and attacks on schools. These examples underscore the
urgent need for enforcement of international law to protect children everywhere.

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) classifies the conscription,
enlistment, or use of children under 15 in hostilities as a war crime (Article 8(2)(b)(xxvi)),
reinforcing obligations under the CRC (Article 38) and OPAC. Despite binding
commitments, violations persist with widespread impunity.

3.  Attacks on Education and Ideological Indoctrination

Organisation internationale pour les pays les moins avancés draws urgent attention to the
targeting and militarization of educational institutions. Armed groups increasingly attack
schools, abduct students, and transform learning spaces into recruitment and indoctrination
sites. These practices violate children’s right to education and normalize violence.

In the de facto Houthi-controlled areas of Yemen, schools have been transformed into centers
for ideological indoctrination and military training. Children as young as seven are exposed
to propaganda, while those who resist face denial of education and resources. Families
refusing to enlist children reportedly face withdrawal of humanitarian assistance, and non-
attendance at “summer camps” may block access to diplomas or free university education.

Curriculum-based indoctrination is also a growing concern. In the de facto Houthi-controlled
areas, textbooks have been modified to portray the Baha’i faith as a foreign threat. Such
practices undermine neutral, inclusive education and contribute to long-term socialization
into sectarian and extremist narratives.

In Burkina Faso, armed groups continue targeting schools in the Sahel, restricting access for
hundreds of thousands of children and exposing them to recruitment and violence. These
conditions deprive children of their right to development in a safe environment, entrench
cycles of fear, and increase the risk of intergenerational conflict and radicalization.

4. Structural Drivers of Child Recruitment

Child recruitment in conflict-affected LDCs is rooted in deep, interrelated structural
vulnerabilities:

* Poverty and economic deprivation: Families facing extreme hardship may see
children coerced or enticed into armed groups offering food, shelter, protection, or
financial incentives. In Yemen, humanitarian assistance has reportedly been
manipulated to pressure families into surrendering children.

* Weak State institutions and impunity: Erosion or collapse of governance limits
enforcement of domestic and international child protection frameworks, while
recruiters operate without accountability.

* Long-term social consequences: Children exposed to recruitment, indoctrination, or
armed conflict face lasting psychological and social harm and are more likely to
perpetuate cycles of violence, undermining community stability and prospects for
sustainable development and peace.
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Addressing child recruitment requires immediate protection measures and long-term
interventions, including poverty reduction, strengthened governance, accountability, and
ensuring safe, inclusive, and accessible educational environments.

5.

Recommendations

Organisation internationale pour les pays les moins avancés urges the Human Rights Council
(HRC), Member States, and relevant UN bodies to take coordinated measures to protect
children in conflict-affected LDCs, addressing immediate risks and structural causes:

1.

Call for Immediate Release of Children

Urge all parties, including non-State actors, to release children associated with armed
forces and groups, in line with the CRC, OPAC, and Rome Statute.

Encourage reporting on progress to the HRC and relevant Special Procedures.

Support Comprehensive Reintegration and Recovery

Encourage States and UN agencies to provide psychosocial support, family
reunification, safe education, and long-term social and economic inclusion for
released children.

Promote culturally appropriate reintegration programs informed by lessons from other
conflict and post-conflict contexts.
Safeguard Educational institutions and Learning Environments

Advocate for the protection and demilitarization of schools, including monitoring and
documentation of attacks on education.

Support efforts to ensure curricula remain neutral, inclusive, and free from coercive
or harmful indoctrination.
Strengthen Accountability and Governance

Encourage the documentation of violations, strengthen accountability mechanisms,
and pursue justice where feasible under international law.

Support technical assistance to child protection and governance systems, including
oversight of schools, IDP camps, and youth programs, recognizing constraints posed
by conflict and areas outside State control.

Address Structural Drivers and Funding Gaps

Call for increased investment in poverty reduction, sustainable humanitarian
assistance, and education to reduce vulnerabilities exploited by recruiters.

Urge donor States and relevant UN bodies to address critical funding shortfalls
affecting child protection and education programs in conflict-affected LDCs.
Encourage Strategic Engagement and Coordination

Promote coordination among States, UN bodies, humanitarian actors, local
communities, and civil society to prevent recruitment and support safe reintegration.

Encourage evidence-based approaches and lessons learned to strengthen prevention,
resilience, and long-term impact.

Conclusion

Organisation internationale pour les pays les moins avancés calls on the HRC to take urgent
and sustained action to end child recruitment, ensure compliance with international legal
obligations, and protect children’s rights, including access to safe and inclusive education, in
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conflict-affected LDCs. Persistent attacks on education, combined with growing constraints
on humanitarian and education funding, risk eroding protective barriers for children and
exposing them to recruitment, violence, and exploitation, with lasting consequences for
peace, development, and stability.
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