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While touring with his New York Best-selling book “A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier” Ishmael Beah stopped in at McGill University to discuss his experiences as a child soldier in Sierra Leone. Speaking alongside the renowned Senator Romeo Dallaire (former commander to the UN peacekeeping mission in Rwanda), the two addressed some of the greatest challenges posed by the use of child soldiers around the world. With an estimated 300,000 children under the age of 18 currently employed in some of the most insidious internal wars across the globe, much time was spent discussing the growth of the child soldier phenomenon, its destructive impact on youth and society, and various avenues for helping to stem the use of the young in armed conflict. Moving back and forth between Beah’s direct accounts of the grim realities of war, and Dallaire’s emotionally-charged pleas for action, the packed gallery sat enthralled, united in its abhorrence to the practice of child soldiering. However, despite demonstrating a clear disdain for those who willingly send children, as young as 8 or 9, to the frontlines there was far less consensus on how to curb its pernicious growth. With a laundry-list of suggestions at hand, there is little doubt that a highly concerted, multi-faceted approach will be required to reverse a trend that has become disturbingly more prevalent in recent decades. 
Root  Cuases of the use of Children in War
Of today’s ongoing or recently ended conflicts, 68% have children under the age of eighteen serving as combatants, while 80% of those conflicts using children are in fact younger than fifteen. (Singer:28) With children making up nearly 10% of all combatants worldwide (Singer:29), what makes this startling statistic even more significant is that this percentage stood close to zero only a few decades ago. So why are children being recruited at such a high rate? Though the reasons are complex and manifold, three major trends stand out: socio-economic dislocation, changes in the nature of warfare, and technological simplification. (Singer:52)
The strain of endemic poverty- which has continued alongside increased rates of child labor and displacement in the developing world- does not only breed violence, but has often placed children in positions of great social and economic responsibility, as families struggle to make ends meet. In this environment, it is not surprising that children have been lured to warring factions that offer promises of power, respect, and most importantly, a means of subsistence.

Civil wars tend to characterize armed conflict much more than interstate battles in the post-Cold War era (Wessells:18), thus resulting in a changed dynamic of warfare. Intrastate conflict has a much more direct effect on the civilian population, who not only participate in greater numbers, but suffer greater consequences of damage and dislocation due to war. In situations of protracted guerilla warfare, where the continued replenishment of fallen troops is required, and where the line between civilian and combatant blurs, children have come to represent a relatively cheap, abundant, pliable, exploitable, and expendable conduit of war. (Wessells:34) The direct and pervasive effects of warfare have also led to some perverse effects- namely, the use of children as a means of increasing the ‘shock value’ or psychological trauma inflicted on opposing groups.  As Peter Singer notes, the new dynamics of war seem to correspond to a weakening (or total disregard) of the traditionally accepted rules of war, creating a “desolate moral vacuum” where the recruitment of children into the adult ranks of warring factions has been accepted. (Singer:30)
While the incentive to recruit children has been evidenced, the opportunities for exploiting the young on the frontlines have been realized thanks to the massive increase of small arms following the fall of the Soviet Union. Indeed, as Michael Wessells notes, 46 of the 49 conflicts in the 1990s involved solely light weapons, making the nature of war today much more like present-day Iraq than Desert Storm. In messy internal conflicts, where mixed motives of grief and grievance abound and where few checks have been put in place by the state to prevent the destruction of lives and property, one can see how children have been drawn into the spiral of violence.
Without question, the widespread use of child soldiers presents a real concern, not only for the normal development of these youths but also for preventing future recurrences of war. The oft-cited phrase “violence breeds violence” cannot be truer than for children who spend their formative years in an environment of hostility and moral impunity, and with no other means of socialization. When children have been removed from their communities, and learn to gain power and respect through the barrel of the gun, it becomes difficult to break such disruptive cycles of violence. Entire generations of lost children could grow into adulthood with no other prospect but criminality and violence. Prevention therefore, is of critical importance.
Stemming the Tide of Child Soldier Use
There are various means that have been employed to help stop the use of child soldiers across the world. International organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, have lobbied assiduously to create international treaties that denounce the use of child soldiers, resulting most notably in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and its Optional Protocol (2000), which prohibits the recruitment of children for armed conflict to the ages of 15 and 18, respectively. Campaigns such as the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers have worked hard to establish international standards, codify legal norms, and encourage states to implement such laws. (Singer:143)  However, while most countries have become signatories to the growing number of covenants and treaties, there is no indication that acquiescence to these ethical norms has translated to a decrease in the use of child soldiers in practical terms (in fact, the numbers have gone up).
 Such dismal outcomes have led scholars like Peter Singer to conclude that appealing to perpetrating groups on moral grounds will not work. He notes “child soldiering stems from a set of deliberate choices and strategies designed by leaders to gain from using children in war”(Singer:135), and therefore, one must seek to increase the political and economic costs of such infractions in order to force compliance with international standards.
One common means of enforcing compliance comes from outside pressure in the form of sanctions; suspension of military aid, weapons trading, asset freezing and/or travel bans are methods that can be employed to pressure groups that use children in their armies to change their practices. More specifically, targeting the illegal trade in light arms has been recognized as critical to stemming the participation of youth on the frontlines of civil conflicts. According to Senator Romeo Dallaire’s estimates, there are approximately 650 million light weapons in circulation around the world today, when a mere 80 million would suffice to arm every national army across the globe.  With a six-fold surplus of small arms flowing freely, largely in the developing world, and obtainable for nominal prices, one can understand how AK-47s arrive so readily in the hands of children.
Another important means of applying pressure on groups using child soldiers is to prosecute their leaders for such crimes. Recently, the Special Court for Sierra Leone (established in 2002) issued indictments for the crime of conscripting children under the age of fifteen during the country’s decade-long civil war.  In 2006, the notorious warlord and ex-Liberian President Charles Taylor, was indicted on charges that included enlisting children for the active participation in hostilities, when he aided and abetted the RUF rebel group in Sierra Leone. This is the first time that such charges have been brought to trial, and represents a credible warning to other leaders who continue to make use of child soldiers.
Tough Challenges Ahead

While international advocacy campaigns, economic sanctions and legal action can collectively work to make the use of child soldiers less attractive, one cannot neglect two major challenges that will inevitably stand in the way of halting this growing phenomenon.
While the aforementioned measures generally focus on increasing the costs for leaders currently using child soldiers in their armies, they do not address the underlying causes of ongoing wars. Analogous to the phrase “guns don’t kill people, people kill people”, if the basic socioeconomic causes of poverty, unemployment, poor education, malnourishment and disease are not addressed, wars will continue to be fought, and children will certainly be a part of this cyclical violence. Contrary to popular wisdom, nearly two out of every three children join armed groups voluntarily, mostly out of pure desperation and poverty. (Singer:61)  We are living in a time when the young make up the largest segment of society in our world’s history. In developing regions, such as Africa, where more than half of the continent’s population is under eighteen, the problems are enormous; AIDS alone will have claimed either one or both parents of 43 million children by 2010. (Honwana:160)  The deterioration of nuclear families, along with poor education and health care, chronic malnourishment and displacement, combine to pose immense challenges for children growing up in these environments. Preventing the young from straying to criminality and violence will hinge upon addressing these serious and broad development issues.
A second troubling concern lies in identifying why the jus in bello- the rules of war- have changed so suddenly and drastically to make the use of child soldiers acceptable to so many in recent years. As Pam Reynolds posits, “when is it that local worlds lose the sense of powerful moral constraints” (p.262) that allow for a practice that has been universally abhorred and rejected throughout history? How can adults make the conscious, calculated decision to place innocent bodies at the heart of conflicts which are not of their making, effectively stealing away their childhoods and destroying their chances of normal development? Indeed, both Beah and Dallaire acknowledge that ethical vacuums have appeared in recent conflicts, leading them to conclude that an understanding of this changed mindset lies at the heart of effectively reversing the trend of child soldiering across the globe. 
Beah concluded his lecture by revealing his frustrations when lobbying leaders who use under-age soldiers in their armies, noting the absurdity of having to talk these individuals out of employing such a destructive practice. “Why do we have to convince our leaders to take care of their own children?” he asked.

This simple question, which elicits no easy answer, may be the toughest, yet the most salient one to address in reversing the trend of child soldier use around the world.
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� It has been difficult for researchers to accurately report on the number of child soldiers used (in the past and present), but UNICEF’s 1996 The State of the World’s Children claims that there were 200,000 child soldiers in 1988; if this is compared to the generally accepted number of 300,000+ child soldiers recorded in 2004, we can posit there has been an increase in the phenomenon, despite numerous campaigns throughout the 1990s.








