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Introduction	
Currently, the most harrowing but unresolved human rights issue in the international community is the exploitation of children as soldiers in conflict zones. In particular, on the African continent, numerous armed conflicts have been repeated for decades, and the reality that children use not only as victims of war but also as tools for war is widespread. This is not just an issue of child welfare, but a global problem that threatens the protection of individuals' human rights.
In many countries-such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), South Sudan, Somalia, and the Central African Republic-non-state armed groups and some regular troops are forcibly conscripting children under the age of 18 to use them in various ways, such as combat, intelligence, transportation, and sexual exploitation. This is clearly a serious international crime that violates multiple legal instruments such as the Geneva Conventions and the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Historically, child soldiers have been a worldwide tragedy. The Tamil Tigers (LTE) in the Sri Lankan civil war, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in the Sierra Leone civil war, and the State Resistance (LRA) in Uganda have all kidnapped and used thousands of children in battle. As a result, they were exposed to the ruthlessness of war, murder, loot, and left traumatized.
The international community has recognized and taken actions against these problems several times, but the reality is still bleak. UNICEF estimated that as of 2023, more than 250,000 children worldwide would be serving as soldiers, many of whom were concentrated on the African continent. They do not exist only as soldiers, but also live on the battlefield with deprived rights to attend school and live safely. Despite global condemnation and interventions, factors such as weak governance, ongoing armed conflicts, and economic utility of child soldiers continue to drive the persistence of this issue.
The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) is an organization that protects international human rights. It should treat the issue of child soldiers as a top priority of the human rights agenda by preparing concrete and practical measures, such as expanding humanitarian aid for rehabilitation and reintegration, and referring those responsible to the International Criminal Court (ICC). It is time to recognize this issue as a symbol of structural inequality and to lay the legal and institutional foundation for long-term solutions.

Definition of Key Terms
Child Solider
A child soldier refers to a case that a child under the age of 18 is forcibly conscripted by the national army or non-state armed groups and mobilized for military activities such as combat, information collection, transportation, and sexual exploitation. Even though they are children who should be protected, they are reduced as tools of war and have to suffer from physical and psychological damage. International law defines the use of child soldiers as crimes, and it is emerging as a serious human rights issue worldwide.
Armed Conflict
Armed conflict refers to a violent conflict that occurs between countries or between armed groups within a country, such as a civil war. These conflicts threaten the lives and safety of civilians and children, and lead to the collapse of infrastructure and human rights violations. The risk of children being mobilized for military activities is particularly high in areas of armed conflict, and the international community is focusing on peacekeeping and conflict resolution.
Exploitation
Exploitation refers to all forms in which children are unfairly used for economic, sexual, and military purposes against their rights. In particular, in conflict areas, children are exploited in a variety of ways, including labor, sexual slavery, and military activities, which seriously violate their basic human rights. International human rights organizations are making various efforts to eradicate such exploitation. In Sudan, a majority of young children are suffering from the conflict, including child labor and exploitation. To assist those children, the International Rescue Committee is offering mental health consultations and primary healthcare systems through EU-funded clinics.
Violation of Human Rights
Violation of Human Rights refers to any act in which the right of an individual is basically violated by the state or organization. In the case of children's soldiers, children's right to life, education, and safety are violated. The international community has established various agreements and systems to prevent such infringement and protect victims. Nowadays, 173 countries have ratified the Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict. This is exemplified by Article 1, which specified that ‘States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure that members of their armed forces who have not attained the age of 18 years do not take a direct part in hostilities.’
Geneva Conventions
The Geneva Convention is a key document of international humanitarian law to protect civilians and prisoners of war in times of war. This Convention provides for the protection of non-combatants, including children, and prohibits compulsory conscription and abuse, especially in matters of child soldiers. Any act that violate this is punished as a war crime.
Convention on the Rights of the Child
The Convention on the Rights of the Child is an international agreement to protect and promote the rights of children. This Convention defines the survival, protection, development, and right to participate of children and responds to the issue of child soldiers through an optional protocol to protect children, especially in armed conflict. Most countries have joined and are legally binding. For instance, Article 6 also emphasizes protection and reintegration for children who have already been conscripted as child soldiers. It states that ‘States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure that persons within their jurisdiction recruited or used in hostilities contrary to the present Protocol are demobilized or otherwise released from service. States Parties shall, when necessary, accord to such persons all appropriate assistance for their physical and psychological recovery and their social reintegration.’
Rehabilitation and Reintegration
Rehabilitation and social rehabilitation are the processes of helping child soldiers who were mobilized for war return to society and live a normal life. It includes psychotherapy, educational support, and return to families and communities. For instance, UNICEF has implemented disarmament demobilization and reintegration (ddr) programs in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Rehabilitation and reintegration program mainly aims for a full recovery of children from a long-term perspective. It is an area actively supported by international organizations and NGOs. NGOs like Save the Children and the International Rescue Committee (IRC) play a key role in long-term recovery efforts across conflict-affected areas in Africa.
Psychological Trauma
Psychological  trauma refers to the mental wounds that child soldiers experience from war and violence. A variety of mental health problems, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), can occur, which hinders the child's normal growth and social adaptation.		

Background Information
	Child soldiers refers to a phenomenon in which children under the age of 18 are forcibly conscripted by the military or non-state armed groups in an armed conflict area or are voluntarily mobilized for combat and military activities. They play a variety of military roles, including combat, transportation, information collection, and sexual exploitation. Hundreds of thousands of child soldiers exist worldwide, and they are victims of war with basic educational and safety rights deprived. International law defines the use of child soldiers as war crimes, but in reality, it remains a serious human rights issue. 
	According to the UN Secretary-General’s 2024 report on children and armed conflict, there were 7,402 verified cases of recruitment and use of children in armed conflict in 2023 alone, and the Democratic Republic of Congo was the most affected region. Analysis from the DRC shows that the child soldier population has increased in recent years, with recruitment verified to have grown roughly 20% in 2022 compared to previous years and increasing continuously. 
The reality of children's soldiers in the African continent
	In particular, on the African continent, there are frequent cases of forced conscription of children by armed groups and some regular troops in various countries such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), South Sudan, Somalia, and the Central African Republic (CAR). The problem of child soldiers is intensifying structurally due to years of civil war and political instability. These children suffer serious human rights violations not only in combat, but also in espionage, transportation, and even sexual exploitation.
The historical background of the child soldier problem
The problem of child soldiers is not a phenomenon only in certain regions, and has historically been repeated in various conflicts. The Tamil Tigers (LTE) in the Sri Lankan civil war, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in the Sierra Leone civil war, and the Uganda State Resistance Army (LRA) are representative examples of kidnapping and putting thousands of children into war. They are forcibly exposed to violent acts such as murder and looting from an early age, and have been deprived of opportunities for normal growth and development.
International laws and child soldier issues
The use of child soldiers is clearly prohibited by the Geneva Conventions, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and its protocol of choice. In addition, the International Criminal Court (ICC) defines the compulsory conscription of child soldiers as a war crime and prosecutes those involved. This legal framework plays an important role in protecting children's rights and eradicating military use.  In 2012, Thomas Lubanga, Former President of the Union, was found guilty of a total of 14 years of imprisonment for the war crimes of conscripting children under the age of 15 years. However, practical implementation is difficult due to problems such as lack of political will, limitations in law enforcement capabilities, and disregard of law compliance by armed groups. In addition, the vicious cycle of re-recruitment is repeating as liberated children are not provided with sustainable protection due to lack of funds for reintegration programs and instability in the power structure.
Challenges of the international community
The international community is striving to resolve the issue of child soldiers through the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), UNICEF, and the International Criminal Court (ICC). Various measures are being implemented, including expanding rehabilitation and rehabilitation programs and taking those involved in compulsory conscription to international courts. However, due to continuing  institutional limitations, the problem has not been resolved, and long-term measures to resolve structural inequality and human rights blind spots are required. 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)	
	The Democratic Republic of the Congo is one of the countries with the most serious child soldier problems. Numerous non-state armed groups kidnap or forcibly draft children in conflict areas and use them for battle, and even some government forces have allowed the existence of child soldiers. The United Nations has designated it a "list country" for the use of child soldiers and is specially monitoring it. 
South Sudan
South Sudan's civil war has continued even after independence, and forced conscription of child soldiers has frequently occurred. According to the United Nations, thousands of children in South Sudan have been used for military purposes not only by non-state armed groups but also by regular military, and many cases of sexual abuse have been reported.
Central African Republic (CAR)
The Central African Republic is an area where numerous armed groups are active due to long-standing political instability and religious conflict. They use children as fighters, informants, and carriers, often continuing their war through brainwashing and drug use. The international community is expanding child rehabilitation programs for CAR, but it is still continuing.
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
UNICEF, as an organization specializing in child protection, has played a key role in solving the problem of child soldiers. UNICEF operates programs for the liberation, rehabilitation, and social integration of child soldiers in conflict areas and leads legal and institutional responses in cooperation with the international community. In particular, practical recommendations are provided to governments through a policy guide called 'Paris Principles'.
United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC)
The UN Human Rights Council is an organization that monitors human rights violations around the world and seeks solutions to them, and continues to deal with the issue of child soldiers. It regularly publishes 'Children and Armored Conflict' reports and takes recommendations and sanctions against the countries concerned. It also emphasizes that the issue is directly related to structural inequality and human rights.

Timeline of Events
	
Date
	
Description of event

	Nov 20th , 1989
	The United Nations General Assembly has adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) to internationally guarantee children's rights to life, education, and protection from violence.

	May 25th , 2000
	The "Protocol of Choice (OPAC) on the involvement of children in armed conflict" has been adopted. It explicitly prohibited the compulsory conscription and participation in combat of children under the age of 18.

	Jul 26th, 2005
	UN Security Council adopts Resolution 1612 to formalize the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism for war crimes against children.

	Mar 14th , 2012 
	The International Criminal Court (ICC) found Thomas Lubanga of the Democratic Republic of Congo guilty of conscription of child soldiers. This is the first child soldier war crime verdict in the history of the ICC.

	Feb 12th , 2020
	UNICEF announced that about 900 child soldiers liberated from South Sudan are on the verge of not being supported by the reintegration program due to lack of funds.

	2023
	UNICEF announced that more than 250,000 children are conscripted into armed forces or military forces worldwide, many of them concentrated in Africa.



Relevant UN Treaties and Events
· Convention on the Rights of the Child, 20 November 1989 (A/RES/44/25)
· Establish rights for children, protect them from violence and exploitation, and lay the legal foundation for the protection of children during conflict.
· Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, 25 May 2000 (A/RES/54/263) 
· Raise the minimum age for direct participation in wars to 18 and mandate states to ban child recruitment.
· Security Council Resolution 1261, 25 August 1999 (S/RES/1261)
· The first U.N. resolution to address the impact of armed conflict on children and condemn the recruitment and use of child soldiers.
· Security Council Resolution 1612, 26 July 2005 
· Establish monitoring and reporting mechanisms to keep track violations against children in conflict and promote accountability.
· Paris Principles, February 2007 
· Non-legal international standards guidelines that set out how children who were with armed forces (including child soldiers) can safely return to society after the war

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1612 (Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism, 2005)
The U.N. Security Council officially established the Monitoring and Reporting System for Children and Armed Conflicts through Resolution 1612 in 2005. The system explicitly monitors cases of serious human rights violations such as the conscription of children's soldiers, and established a structure to put international pressure on violators and armed groups by including them in the "list of shame." 
UNICEF-long-term reintegration program
UNICEF has been running long-term reintegration programs, including medical care, psychological support, family reunification, education, and vocational training, for child soldiers liberated from conflict zones, such as South Sudan and the Central African Republic (CAR). Since 2015, 3,677 people have received support in South Sudan alone, but in 2020, support has been on the verge of being cut off due to a lack of budget

Possible Solutions
Systematize comprehensive reintegration programs and secure budgets
As UNICEF and the Global Coalition for Reintegration of Child Soldiers have proposed, reintegration programs, which include psychosocial support, education and vocational training, and returning to families and communities after the liberation of child soldiers, require a long-term push of at least three to five years. These programs should be regularly monitored by international organizations like UNICEF and Save the Children with child protection agencies and local community leaders. However, some countries may need different scales of supports depending on the country's political and economic situations. For instance, Eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo is confronting difficulties in the reintegration of child soldiers due to persistent civil war and political instability.
Security sector training enhancements
The Romeo Dallaire Child Soldiers Initiative and others are attempting a scenario-based preventive training for armed groups and security personnel, including the military and police, to prevent the possibility of child conscription in the field. This training includes role-play exercises, real-world conflict simulations, and workshops designed to raise awareness of the legal prohibition and ethical implications of recruiting child soldiers. However, this approach faces several challenges, such as lack of political will, persistent conflicts, and financial constraints.
Systematize comprehensive reintegration programs and secure budgets
UNICEF is promoting the psychological trauma treatment and community return of child soldiers through family reunions, traditional healing rituals, and local participatory activities. According to the study by Annan, Blattman, and Horton (2006), active interventions for child soldiers significantly reduced psychological difficulties and the risk of re-recruitment into armed groups.
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