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Date and Time: Wednesday, 21 February 2018, 9:00am-5:00pm 
 
Location: Conference Room 2, United Nations Headquarters, New York, NY 

 
Co-hosted by: Child Soldiers International, UNICEF and the Permanent UN 

Missions of Belgium, Canada, Colombia, France and Sierra Leone 
 
Background 
The last two decades have seen a strong international legal framework and a number of 
soft law instruments and mechanisms established for the protection of children in armed 
conflict, including from military recruitment, use and exploitation. In 2017, the mandate of 
the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict 
celebrated 20 years of action to protect children affected by war, including global 
consensus that children should not be recruited and used by national security forces in 
armed conflict.  

Permanent Mission of the Republic 
of Sierra Leone to the UN 
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2018 will mark the ‘18th birthday’ of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict (OPAC), which focuses on the 
prevention of child recruitment and use in hostilities as well as the release and reintegration 
of children who have been recruited by armed forced and armed groups. Today, the treaty 
has gained widespread acceptance with 167 States Parties however more work is required 
to achieve its universal ratification and effective implementation. 

OPAC sought to raise the standard of protection for children by increasing the recruitment 
age established in the 1977 Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions and the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which both prohibit the military recruitment and 
deployment in hostilities of children under the age of 15 by both state armed forces and 
non-state armed groups. OPAC raises the minimum age to 18 years for taking direct part 
in hostilities, for conscription by State armed forces and for all forms of recruitment by 
non-State armed groups.  The treaty however does not prohibit the voluntary recruitment 
of children into State armed forces between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. 

In addition to raising the standard to protect chidren from underage recruitment, OPAC 
also requires States Parties to ‘take all feasible measures’ to ensure the demobilization and 
release of children who have been unlawfully recruited and to provide assistance for their 
recovery and reintegration. The Paris Commitments to protect children from unlawful 
recruitment or use by armed forces or armed groups, and the Paris principles and 
guidelines on children associated with armed forces or armed groups, subsequently 
adopted at the Free Children from War conference in Paris in 2007, outline detailed 
guidance on prevention of child recruitment and participation in hostilities, and  their 
release and reintegration into society. 2017 marked the 10-year anniversary of the Paris 
Commitments and Paris Principles, which have been endorsed by 108 countries.  
 
The recently launched Vancouver Principles on Peacekeeping and the Prevention of the 
Recruitment and Use of Child Soldiers, an initiative by the Canadian Government, aims to 
further strengthen efforts to protect children from recruitment and use in peacekeeping 
contexts. The Vancouver Principles include political commitments by Member States to 
enhance the training, planning, and conduct of their own forces as relates to children 
associated with armed forces and armed groups. The Vancouver Principles build on the 
Paris Principles and Commitments and focus specifically on early wanring and action to 
prevent and end recruitment in peacekeeping operations. Launched in November 2017, 
the Vancouver Principles have been endorsed by 58 countries. 
 
In 2015, all Governments committed to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
pledging to leave no one behind. The promise of this universal, comprehensive and 
ambitious agenda will only be fulfilled if special attention is given to the needs of children 
affected by conflict. Through the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals, 
Governments have committed to a number of actions to improve the protection of the 
rights of children in conflict including: ensuring inclusive and quality education 
opportunities, including technical and vocation training (SDG 4); eliminating violence 
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against girls, including trafficking and other types of exploitation and harmful practices 
such as child, early and forced marriage (SDG 5); eliminating the worst forms of child labor, 
including child recruitment and use (SDG 8); and ending all forms of violence, abuse 
exploitation and trafficking of children and ensuring legal identity, including birth 
registration (SDG 16).  
 
Collectively, these instruments, commitments and mechanisms provide a framework for 
global action to end and prevent the recruitment and use of children. Much progress has 
been achieved, including the release of more than 115,000 children from the ranks of 
armed forces and armed groups since 2000. The Children, Not Soldiers campaign launched 
by the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 
Conflict and UNICEF served to build momentum and accelerate progress to end and 
prevent recruitment by States armed forces. A number of concrete actions have been 
successfully implemented by concerned Governments resulting in the de-listing of national 
forces in Chad (2014) and in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (2017) for recruitment 
and use of children. Between 2001 and 2016, the number of countries restricting their 
military to adults has grown from 83 to 126, or 71 per cent of States with armed forces. 
During this period, many States have enacted laws to criminalize the recruitment and use 
of children. At least 60 non-State armed groups have also committed to stop or reduce 
their recruitment of children. 
 
However, despite the progress achieved, the military recruitment, use and exploitation of 
children persists around the world. The 2017 annual report of the UN Secretary-General 
on Children and Armed Conflict, covering the year 2016, identifies 14 country situations 
where recruitment and use are occurring and lists in its Annexes seven State armed forces 
and 56 non-State armed groups for recruitment and use of children. The report warned of 
an alarming increase in recruitment and use of children, pointing to a doubling of 
documented cases in Somalia and the Syrian Arab Republic over the previous year.  
 
The persistence of child recruitment and use also points to a wider set of challenges that 
are ongoing including lack of respect for international laws, impunity for grave violations, 
the challenges of engaging non-State actors and the rise of violent extremism, and lack of 
funding and capacity for sustainable, long-term term reintegration programs. The 
continuously evolving nature of armed conflict and armed actors require that all actors 
redouble their efforts to work collectively towards solutions.  
 
In addition, at least 43 States allow for the voluntary recruitment of children (16- and 17-
year olds) into their armed forces to train them for deployment to conflict when they reach 
the age of 18 years. States concerned should be encouraged to review their policies in this 
regard.  
 
Following on from the 20th anniversary of the establishment of the Children and Armed 
Conflict mandate and the 10th anniversary of the Paris Commitments and Principles, the 
18th ‘birthday’ of OPAC presents a symbolic opportunity for all actors working for the rights 
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and protection of children to come together to take stock of the past and plan new actions 
for the future.  
 

Overall Aim 
Child Soldiers International, UNICEF and the Permanent UN Missions of Belgium, Canada, 
Colombia, France and Sierra Leone will host a high-level event at UN Headquarters to mark 
the 18th birthday of OPAC on 21 February 2018.  
 
The overall aim of the event is to sustain global attention on ending and preventing child 
recruitment and participation in hostilities and to ensure effective demobilization and 
reintegration of children who have been recruited. It is an occasion to review progress in 
implementing the principles enshrined in OPAC over the past 18 years, share examples of 
good practice at national level, consider the significant challenges, and set the agenda for 
future national, regional and international action.  
 
The event presents an important opportunity to promote universal ratification of OPAC and 
adoption of the Straight-18 standard as well as endorsements of the Paris Principles and 
Commitments, Vancouver Principles and the Safe Schools Declaration and provides a 
platform for States to make announcements.  

 
Objectives 

• Review progress since the adoption of OPAC and strengthen political commitment 
to prevent, end and respond to child recruitment and combat impunity.  

• Promote universal ratification of OPAC, adoption of the Straight-18 standard and 
endorsement of the Paris Principles and Commitments, Vancouver Principles and 
Safe Schools Declaration and provide a platform for States to make new 
announcements.  

• Showcase initiatives by Governments and partners, share lessons learned and good 
practice, identify challenges and mobilize Governments to commit to accelerate 
progress on implementation and increase resources and capacity to deliver 
sustainable reintegration and rehabilitation programs.  

• Further discussions on addressing recruitment and use by non-State actors, and 
ensuring the protection of children in contexts of violent extremism.  

• Build linkages with the broader child rights and development frameworks, including 
the SDGs, to address root causes.  

• Launch Child Soldiers International’s global information hub on the recruitment and 
use of children, featuring global and country-by-country data on the use of child 
soldiers, and advocacy and training resources for governments, UN and NGOs.  

 
Event Format and Agenda 
The event will consist of a full-day meeting held at UN Headquarters followed by a reception 
hosted by the Permanent Mission of Belgium to the UN. The conference will include a high-
level opening segment consisting of a high-level panel followed by statements from the 
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floor. The high-level segment provides an opportunity and platform for Governments to 
announce new commitments related to OPAC, the Paris Principles and Commitments, 
Vancouver Principles and the Safe Schools Declaration. Participation at Permanent 
Representative or Deputy Permanent Representative level is encouraged for this segment.  
 
The high-level segment will be followed by a series of 90-minute technical panels geared 
towards Mission experts, donor representatives and practitioners. The panels will be 
interactive to encourage discussion and sharing of experience and lessons learned.  
 
Participants will reconvene in plenary following the panel sessions for a report out and 
closing segment. The conference will be followed by a reception hosted by the Permanent 
Mission of Belgium to the UN.  
 
See below for a more detailed program.  

 
Participants and Target Audience 
The event will bring together representatives from Governments, UN, NGOs and academia 
for a day of celebration, reflection and action.  
 
Key Member State participants include members of the UN Security Council; the Children 
and Armed Conflict Group of Friends; States involved in the drafting of and negotiations 
on OPAC; States which have firsthand experience addressing the issue of child recruitment 
by both armed forces and armed groups in their territory; States that have expressed 
support for a Straight-18 standard and those States that have endorsed instruments related 
to the protection of children from recruitment and use, including the Paris Principles and 
Commitments, the Vancouver Principles and the Safe Schools Declaration; donor 
Governments.  
 
The technical panels will target expert-level mission representatives covering children’s 
rights and children and armed conflict, Military Advisors, donor representatives, technical 
experts from UN and NGOs, civil society representatives including youth delegates, and 
academics.
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Time Room/ 
Session 

Theme Chair Panel Speakers* 

8:45-9:00 
Arrivals  

9:00-10:00 CR2 
High-Level 

Opening Panel 

Celebration and reflection on 18 years since 
OPAC – progress and new challenges for the 
protection of children from recruitment and 
use in conflict  

Deputy Prime 
Minister and 
Minister of 

Foreign Affairs 
of Belgium 

  

• Mr. Didier Reynders, Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Belgium 

• Ms. Virginia Gamba, Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict 

• H.E. Mr. Olof Skoog, Permanent Representative of 
Sweden to the UN  

• Mr. Gehad Madi, Member, Committee on the 
Rights of the Child  

• UNICEF Representative (to be confirmed) 

• Ms. Rachel Taylor, Director of Programmes, Child 
Soldiers International 

10:00-11:30 CR2 
High-Level 
Opening 

Segment – 
Statements 

Celebration and reflection on 18 years since 
OPAC – progress and new challenges for the 
protection of children from recruitment and 
use in conflict 

Permanent 
Representative 
of Belgium to 

the UN  
 

• Member State co-hosts 

• Statements from representatives from NY missions, 
intergovernmental organizations, UN and NGOs 

11:30-11:45 
Coffee/Tea Break 

11:45-1:15 
(Panels 1 and 

2 will run 
concurrently) 

CR2  
Panel 1 

Achievements and lessons learned: 
implementation of standards, including 
regional and sub-regional approaches, and 
accountability 

Representative 
from the 

Permanent 
Mission of the 

Republic of 

• Mrs. Louise Sharene Bailey, Chargé d’Affaires, 
Permanent Observer Mission of the African Union 
to the UN 

                                                      
* Additional speakers to be confirmed 



Draft Program and Confirmed Speakers 

7 

Time Room/ 
Session 

Theme Chair Panel Speakers* 

Sierra Leone to 
the UN 
 (TBC) 

• Ms. Shamila Batohi, Senior Legal Adviser and Head 
of the Legal Advisory Section in the Office of the 
Prosecutor, International Criminal Court 

• Mr. Swen Dornig, Senior Child Protection Advisor, 
NATO Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan 

• Ms. Chimène Mandakovic, former Child Protection 
Advisor in the UN DPKO mission in Nepal 

CR5 
Panel 2 

Achievements and lessons learned: 
community-based prevention initiatives and 
current challenges and approaches to 
demobilization and reintegration 
 
 
 
This session will include the screening 
of a short video: What Girls Say: The 
Difficult Journey Home Produced by 
Child Soldiers International, in 
partnership 
with 
Education 
Above All 
Foundation 

Representative 
from the 

Permanent 
Mission of 

Colombia to 
the UN 
 (TBC) 

• Representative from the Permanent Mission of 
Switzerland to the UN (to be confirmed) 

• Ms. Chiyuki Kozuka, Team Leader, Conflict Related 
Sexual Violence & Child Protection, DPKO 

• Mr. Simon Kangeta, Executive Director, Association 
des Jeunes pour la Développement Intégré-
Kalundu (AJEDI-Ka), DRC 

• Ms. Christine McCormick, Child Protection Advisor - 
Fragile States, Save the Children 

• Ms. Amy Kapit, Education Under Attack Program 
Officer, Global Coalition to Protect Education from 
Attack (GCPEA) 

 
 

13:15-14:15 
Lunch 
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Time Room/ 
Session 

Theme Chair Panel Speakers* 

14:15-15:45 
(Panels 3 and 

4 will run 
concurrently) 
 

CR2 
Panel 3 

Addressing the challenges of child 
recruitment and use by armed non-state 
actors and ensuring the protection of 
children in contexts of violent extremism 
 

Representative 
from the 

Permanent 
Mission of 

Canada to the 
UN 

• H.E. Ms. Sima Bahous, Permanent Representative of 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan to the UN 

• Representative from Office of the Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General for Children 
and Armed Conflict (to be confirmed) 

• Mr. Philip Spoerri, Head of the Delegation of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to 
the UN  

• Ms. Jo Becker, Advocacy Director, Children’s Rights 
Division, Human Rights Watch 

• Mr. Hichem Khadhraoui, Director of Operations, 
Geneva Call  

CR5 
Panel 4 

Addressing child recruitment and use in the 
broader child rights framework and the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
 

Representative 
from the 

Permanent 
Mission of 

Belgium to the 
UN 

 

• Ms. Susan Bissell, Director, Global Partnership to 
End Violence against Children 

• Representative from Alliance 8.7 (to be confirmed) 

• Mr. Justin Byworth, Global Director for Disaster 
Management, World Vision International 

• Mr. Mark Canavera, Associate Director, Child 
Protection in Crisis Learning Network, Columbia 
University 

15:45-16:00 
Coffee/Tea Break 

16:00-17:00 CR2 
 

Closing Session: review of key themes, 
including report back from panels. Wrap-up 
and next steps for the agenda.  
 

Representative 
from Child 

Soldiers 
International  

• Chairs/Rapporteurs from thematic panel sessions 

17:15-19:00 
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Time Room/ 
Session 

Theme Chair Panel Speakers* 

Reception hosted by the Permanent Mission of Belgium to the UN 
One Dag Hammarskjöld Plaza, 885 Second Avenue at 47th St., 41st Floor 
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