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Armed conflict and war violate children’s rights. In northern Uganda,
thousands of children have been forcefully abducted and recruited by
an armed opposition group. Despite relative peace and stability since
2006, children suffer from the destruction of the social, economic, and
educational infrastructure, and lack of protection of their fundamental
rights. This article provides an overview of international legal frameworks
pertaining to children in war and discusses the role of social work in the
overall rehabilitation process in northern Uganda. Children’s rights are
introduced as guiding principles and a key reference point for programming

and practice.
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War and armed conflict violate children’s rights, not only on the African
continent but also in too many other regions in the world.! In contemporary
armed conflicts, over 90 percent of casualties are civilians (Machel, 2000;
Summerfield, 1991; UNICEF, 2009), and children and youth increasingly
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bear the brunt of violence and atrocities. Children are deprived of a peaceful
and nurturing environment; they lack protective and supportive family and
community systems and adequate educational opportunities; and children
are not neutral bystanders, but explicit targets of armed forces. The UN
Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict identifies six grave
conflict-related violations against children: killing or maiming; recruitment
or use of child soldiers; attacks against schools and hospitals; rape and other
grave sexual violence; abduction of children; and denial of humanitarian
access (UNICEF, 2009). By 2007, there were 19 countries worldwide where
children were recruited or used in hostilities, primarily by non-state armed
groups, but also by some national armies. Eight of these countries were
located in Africa? (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2008).

The focus of this article is on a complex and long-lasting conflict in
northern Uganda which caused thousands of deaths, hundreds of thousands
of internally displaced people, and which led to gross human rights viola-
tions against the civilian population, including children. Particular attention
will be paid to children who have been forced into the military ranks of an
armed group called the Lord’s Resistance Army. In academic writings,
humanitarian assistance programs and political rhetoric, these children have
been labeled as ‘child soldiers’. This article adopts a critical approach to this
terminology. First, the term might too narrowly focus on children who have
carried arms. In the Cape Town Principles on children in armed conflict it
was recommended to extend the term ‘child soldier’:

to any person under 18 years of age who is part of any kind of regular or irregular
armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to cooks,
porters, messengers, and those accompanying such groups . . . It includes girls
recruited for sexual purposes and forced marriage. (UNICEF, 1997)

This definition essentially applies to the context in northern Uganda.
Second, certain labels attached to children can lead to stigmatization and
discrimination of the children concerned, and to a stereotyped view of
children’s needs, thus resulting in solutions based on such views, rather
than on the complex, varied and dynamic experiences and needs of chil-
dren (Jareg and Jareg, 1994). Third, programs targeting child soldiers face
the danger of isolating these children from their communities who are
themselves affected by the effects of prolonged armed conflict (Brett and
MccCallin, 1998; Spitzer, 1999). Fourth, the term ‘child soldier’ has
become popularly associated with notions and corresponding concepts of
trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder, thus indistinguishably applying
certain Western-based psychological and/or medical treatment methods,
neither considering the individual background of a child nor the cultural



Spitzer and Twikirize 69

context which significantly influences the way people perceive and cope
with distress and traumatic events (Bracken and Petty, 1998; Brett and
McCallin, 1998). When working with war-affected children, social work-
ers and other stakeholders face a double challenge: While the special
needs of children who have been actively involved in combat have to be
recognized, one must also caution against the danger of stigmatization and
inappropriate action. Thus, an integrative approach towards the social
reintegration of under-age combatants is suggested here, calling for mul-
tifaceted, psychosocial, culture-specific, and child rights-based interven-
tions that go hand in hand with broader social development strategies and
policies targeting entire communities (Spitzer, 2008).

This article is inspired by research on the social reintegration of formerly
abducted children, conducted in northern Uganda in 1999. By that time the
Austrian author had analyzed the activities and approaches of two rehabili-
tation projects for war-affected children? (Spitzer, 1999, 2008). Subsequent
field visits were made in 2008 and 2011. The article combines a Ugandan
and a non-Ugandan socio-scientific perspective, both of which are rooted in
expertise in professional social work and children’s rights.

The conflict in northern Uganda

For a long time, the conflict in northern Uganda has not been recognized by
the international community, yet it can be described as one of the longest
running, most complex and brutal conflicts on the African continent in
recent history. It started in 1986, and it is deeply rooted in the history of the
country. The ‘anguish of northern Uganda’ (Gersony, 1997) and the plight
of its children can only be understood in relation to its broader political and
societal context. At the heart of the conflict lies an armed struggle between
a guerrilla group called the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the govern-
ment and its Ugandan People’s Defence Force (UPDF), but it is mainly the
civilian population who suffered most and who are still suffering, although
there has been relative peace and stability in the region since late 2006. On
the one hand, the LRA has been terrorizing its own people (primarily from
the ethnic group of the Acholi); on the other hand, the population felt totally
neglected by the government and maintained a deeply-rooted mistrust
towards its interferences. From the mid-1990s onwards, a policy was adopted
of moving people into internal displacement (IDP) camps (‘protected vil-
lages’). In the following years, 80 percent of the population were concen-
trated into what Allen and Vlassenroot (2010: 15) called ‘rural prisons’,
under appalling conditions. By 2009, 25 percent of the population were still
living in more than 120 camps (GoU, 2009). Children living in IDP camps
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in the north experience high infant mortality (123 deaths per 1000 live
births) and under-five mortality (200 deaths per 1000 live births) (UBOS/
Macro International Inc., 2007).

Dolan (2009) analyzed the situation in northern Uganda within a concep-
tual framework of ‘social torture’, thus blaming the Ugandan government
for applying a policy of imposed structural violence and of systematically
subordinating the Acholi population. Likewise, Mawson (2004: 135) states
that the widely held Acholi view is that their society as a whole is the ‘col-
lective victim of monstrous injustice: longstanding injustice on the part of
the government and now the additional injustice of LRA terror’. In inter-
views, people referred to an African proverb to describe their situation:
‘When two elephants fight it is the grass that suffers.’

Abduction and forced recruitment of children

As early as 1988, the LRA started to abduct and forcefully recruit children
and young people in order to upgrade its military ranks. Although UNICEF
established an Abducted Children Registration and Information System in
1997, there are only estimations on the exact numbers of abducted children.
While official numbers state up to 25,000 (Coalition to Stop the Use of
Child Soldiers, 2008), some authors question such high estimates (Dolan,
2009). Mawson (2004) stated a figure of 18,000, while Blattmann and
Annan (2010), based on their survey of war-affected youth, suggest a figure
of at least 66,000 abducted children, the majority of them being adolescent
males aged 12 to 16. This figure considers any time children spent with the
LRA —regardless of length — as abduction, and also incorporates abductees
who were taken as porters for looted goods to the Sudanese border, and
released within a couple of days. Girls in the ranks of the LRA face the
additional burden of being forced to serve as ‘wives’ for commanders — a
euphemism for sexual slavery. In some regions, about 24 percent of abducted
children were girls (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2008).
Testimonies of formerly abducted children prove the brutality of human
rights violations committed by the LRA as part of their indoctrination and
control system — trapping children and youth into a fatal combination of
enduring, witnessing and applying violence. Their dual roles of being both
victims and perpetrators pose a particular challenge to reintegration efforts
since communities are sometimes reluctant to receive children back who
were forced to commit atrocities against their own peers, family, and com-
munity. As has been personally recorded by the first author through group
counseling sessions, some children were forced to commit extreme forms of
violence and punishment (Spitzer, 1999). According to Blattman and Annan
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(2010), 49 percent of long-term abductees were forced to kill a soldier or
civilian.

Although hostilities and child abductions have stopped, an estimated
number of 2000 children and youth are still with the LRA, mainly outside
Uganda (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2008). Some of them
have become adults meanwhile — grown up and socialized within the mili-
tary ranks of a rebel group. There is also a growing number of children who
have been born in captivity and who, together with their abducted and
abused mothers, deserve special attention when they finally return home.

Apart from the LRA, also the Ugandan army and militia groups sup-
ported by the government (‘local defense units’) recruited children into
their ranks. A cooperation and action plan between the Ugandan govern-
ment and United Nations task forces led to a successful stop of child recruit-
ment from 2007 (United Nations, 2009).

Despite the improved situation in northern Uganda, child rights viola-
tions continue and received a regional dimension. The LRA has moved to
the neighboring countries of Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo
and the Central African Republic, triggering the displacement of 226,000
persons and the abduction of hundreds of children (United Nations, 2009).
Thus, this armed group causes serious geostrategic challenges in the Great
Lakes region, threatening the civilian population and affecting human and
children’s rights on a cross-border level. Efforts towards the demobilization
and social reintegration of children and youth from these different countries
therefore require concerted international efforts of politicians, military, non-
government organizations, and UN agencies.

Violation of children’s rights on a large scale

The government of Uganda has ratified various international and regional
treaties and conventions including the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of
the Child (which is the only regional treaty in the world that addresses the
issue of child soldiering and that establishes 18 as the minimum age for
military recruitment). At national level, the 1995 Constitution makes pro-
vision for the protection of children against abuses and harmful practices.
On the basis of the constitutional provisions, a number of laws, policies
and programs have been put in place for the protection of children’s rights.
The Children’s Act (Chapter 59 of the laws of Uganda) is the most elabo-
rate law on the protection of children’s rights. Yet it has to be stated that
in practice children’s rights are largely not adequately protected, which is
particularly true for the northern zone. Child rights violations and
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children’s vulnerability tend to be highest in conflict-affected northern
Uganda (Kalibala and Elson, 2010).

Child rights abuses have been perpetuated not only by the conse-
quences of the armed conflict but are also linked to widespread poverty
and a fundamental lack of basic services. Even children who were not
abducted or conscripted into the rebel forces suffered immense trauma
and destitution as a result of losing parents and relatives, and being
born and living in IDP camps and on the streets. A new form of vulner-
ability has emerged where children are in transient communities — nei-
ther settled in IDP camps nor in the villages where they are supposed to
settle. As a result of the armed conflict, many children have lost their
parents and when they return from the IDP camps, they are quite often
not able to reclaim their parent’s land and other property, rendering
them destitute (GoU, 2011).

The most commonly identified child protection issues in the region
include lack of parental care, violence, abuse, exploitation, and children
in contact with the law (GoU, 2009). An estimated 22 percent of chil-
dren in the region are orphaned, which is the highest percentage in the
country.

As a result of the breakdown of infrastructure and social services, over-
crowding and poor sanitation in the camps as well as poor nutrition, child
health has been greatly affected, leading to high levels of morbidity and
mortality. The education system has also been severely disrupted. Many
schools have been burned, and hundreds of teachers killed. UNICEF (2009)
reported that 41 percent of all primary schools in the Acholi sub-region
were displaced from their locations by 2007. Female children are especially
disadvantaged as they start schooling late and are often the first ones to drop
out due to poverty, pregnancy, early marriages, lack of scholastic materials,
food and other basic necessities. In some cases, children have to choose
between attending school and searching for food and other means of sur-
vival (CSOPNU, 2007). Children returning from the LRA face additional
challenges since they lacked educational skills while being in captivity, and
are sometimes confronted with behavioral problems at school or discrimi-
nated against because of their experiences ‘in the bush’.

Child protection has generally been affected through the breakdown of
family and community networks as a result of the insurgency. Some former
LRA child combatants cannot cope with community life; they face adapta-
tion problems, lack of community support, and sometimes complete rejec-
tion. In the past, there have also been repeated incidences of re-abduction
after a former LRA child combatant had ‘successfully’ been re-integrated
into his or her community. A growing number of abandoned children end up
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on the streets of Gulu and other commercial centers in the region, or travel
to the capital city of Kampala where they are prone to further abuse and
exploitation.

Sexual violence, sexual abuse of children, and child prostitution are
widespread. In a study where more than 1100 children were interviewed,
50.5 percent reported that they had been sexually abused. Perpetrators were
LRA, government soldiers, teachers, businessmen, and peers (CSOPNU,
2007). Another major but publicly almost unnoticed violation of children’s
rights is child trafficking. The phenomenon came to the fore during the
armed conflict. During this period and beyond, children have been traf-
ficked both within and across Uganda’s borders for reasons ranging from
commercial sex, plantation farming, domestic labor, drug trafficking, and
conscription into armed forces (Kasirye, 2007).

The impact of armed conflict in northern Uganda has had far reaching
effects on the situation of children’s rights. It is no wonder that Carol
Bellamy, the former UNICEF Executive Director, called the region as
‘pretty much the worst place on earth to be a child’ (cited in CSOPNU,
2007: 2). A multi-pronged and multi-sectoral approach by the state, humani-
tarian agencies, and the communities is required to deal with the underlying
causes of child rights abuses and to help children to realize their rights and
aspirations.

As a next step, we shall now look at legal regulations, policy frame-
works, and practice models that can inform such a process. Special attention
will be paid to the role of social work. As has been rightly stated by Denov
(2010), social work has been largely silent on issues pertaining to war-
affected children and to international debates concerning war and political
violence. However, with its multidimensional thinking, reflective practice,
and critical appraisal of complex situations, the profession is highly suitable
and qualified to serve as a key stakeholder in working with and advocating
for war-affected children. Human rights, which have played a crucial role in
the history of social work (Healy, 2008), in particular children’s rights may
serve as a key orientation for policy and practice (IFSW, 2002).

International legal frameworks and policies

A number of international documents, policies, and legislations address the
issue of children affected by armed conflict. For social workers and indeed
for everyone who is concerned about this issue, it is wise to be familiar with
them, both for rights-based programming and practice as well as with regard
to political action in order to exert pressure on governments and interna-
tional bodies (for an overview, see Goodwin-Gill, 2011; UNICEF, 2009; for
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Uganda, see Uganda Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2007).
Most prominently, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989,
ratified by Uganda in 1990) and its two Optional Protocols form the base for
every serious discussion on war-affected children. In 2000, the UN General
Assembly adopted a new Optional Protocol to the Convention (ratified by
Uganda in 2002), addressing one of the shortcomings of this otherwise
impressive and far-reaching legally binding instrument: to raise the mini-
mum age for participation in hostilities from 15 to 18. Additionally, the
International Labour Organization in its Convention on the Worst Forms of
Child Labour (1999, ratified by Uganda in 2001) sets 18 as the minimum
age for forced or compulsory recruitment.

With particular regard to the conflict in northern Uganda, another mile-
stone has to be mentioned: the 1998 Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court (ICC) was established to try persons charged with commit-
ting war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide. The enlistment or
use of children under the age of 15 (not 18!) to take an active part in hostili-
ties qualifies for prosecution by the ICC — which is the case in northern
Uganda. In 2005, the ICC unsealed its first ever arrest warrants against five
LRA commanders, accusing them of crimes against humanity and war
crimes, including murder, abduction, rape, mutilation, and sexual enslave-
ment (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2008).

A very influential and guiding document on the impact of armed conflict
on children is the so-called Machel Report (Machel, 1996), with its subse-
quent reviews (Machel, 2000; UNICEF, 2009). The initial report substan-
tially influenced the international debate on war-affected children in general
and child soldiers in particular, leading to a number of policy obligations
and commitments. In 2007, the Paris Commitments and Paris Principles
were launched, laying out legal and operational principles as well as guide-
lines to protect children from recruitment and use in armed conflict
(UNICEF, 2009).4

One might argue that paper does not blush, but the political power of
such legal frameworks and policies cannot be overstated. What is missing is
the translation of international standards into national action that can make
a tangible difference on the ground. As long as this is not the case, children’s
rights — not only in Uganda — will continue to be violated.

Some approaches on the ground

As has already been stated, the complex realities and experiences of chil-
dren affected by war require comprehensive and integrated support efforts.
Although particular groups of children, such as former child combatants,
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require special attention because of their unique experiences, singling out
particular categories of children has dangerous implications, too. In the
past, NGOs in northern Uganda mainly based their activities on running
reception centers for formerly abducted children. As has been stated by
Mawson (2004), one of the most important functions of such centers can be
found in the movement through them in an officially and socially sanc-
tioned rite of passage from the LRA to wider society. But they are also prone
to labeling and ghettoizing children (Spitzer, 2008), and may be — although
attractive for funding purposes — culturally inappropriate (Brett and
McCallin, 1998). According to Blattman and Annan (2009: 113), the chief
problem with reintegration programs in northern Uganda may be the focus
on psychosocial assistance to ‘traumatized’ former combatants. These
authors identify the largest impact of abduction on education and liveli-
hoods rather than on physical and psychological harm.

Thus, it can be argued, effective programs for war-affected children
should focus on education and vocational training, employment opportuni-
ties, and the economic security of families and communities. This calls for
combined approaches of humanitarian assistance and more sustainable
development initiatives. But, as could be observed in the context of northern
Uganda, the moment a conflict situation becomes reasonably stable, inter-
national NGOs disappear and shift to the next disaster area. According to a
Gulu-based UNICEEF officer, about 80 percent of international relief organi-
zations had left by the end of 2010.5 On the other hand, some local NGOs
working with war-affected children have gradually shifted their activities to
a broader context of recovery and resettlement and a more inclusive engage-
ment of families and communities (e.g. GUSCO, 2010).

For the social work profession, such comprehensive approaches fit into a
conceptual framework of developmental social work, with a balanced man-
date of social intervention and dynamic economic development efforts
(Midgley, 1995), and with a social change function (Midgley, 2010) — which
is of fundamental importance in times of reconstruction, transition, and
peace-building. In such a sense, the role of social workers is not confined to
counseling and other casework-related activities, but is meant to engage in
a number of broader community-based and macro-level initiatives.

It is equally important to note that, whichever interventions are made,
the fundamental principles of children’s rights should serve as a guiding
framework and a key reference point for programming and practice, in
order to not lose sight of the individual child’s best interests. For this
reason, it is crucial to critically reflect on local, culturally relevant con-
cepts of childhood and child rights. In the Acholi culture, it can be
observed that children’s rights are interpreted in a complex interplay
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with their needs and certain obligations they have to perform (Spitzer,
1999). The rationale for considering culturally relevant knowledge sys-
tems lies in the call for social work in African contexts to critically
reflect on Western models which might be inappropriate to respond to
local needs. Rather, social workers have to make sure that their concepts
and methods fit into the social, economic, and practical environment in
which they operate (Osei-Hwedie, 1993). Not only concepts of child-
hood, but also notions of distress, trauma, healing, forgiveness, and rec-
onciliation are bound to culture. To give one example, in some cases
where children were forced to kill, family and clan members believed
that an evil, unforgiving spirit (cen) of a killed person might haunt not
only the child but his collective environment. An effective social reinte-
gration would thus only be possible through the spiritual exercise of a
purification and welcoming ritual, necessitating a close collaboration
between social workers, the child concerned, family members, commu-
nity leaders, and a traditional healer (Akello et al., 2006; Spitzer, 1999).
As long as such practices do not negatively impact on a child’s well-
being, they should be regarded as essential steps in the healing process
of an individual child and of the community.

A final comment

We used the term ‘normality’ in the subheading of this article which is rather
risky since its connotation might be related to notions of undisputed norms
of behavior, attitude, belief, and the like. We used it in order to illustrate that
the social realities of children living in war-torn zones, especially those who
are disrupted from their families and forced to spend weeks, months, and
sometimes years of their childhood in armed groups, are far from being
normal compared to conditions in a peaceful society. Rather it must be
assumed that the circumstances under which children grow up in times of
armed conflict are completely abnormal. What is normal about a situation
when a young girl at a tender age of 14 goes to school with her best friend
and finds herself abducted on the way, given to a military commander for
sexual services? At the age of 16 she gives birth to a baby born out of mul-
tiple rape, and when she is released and sent back to her family and com-
munity she is regarded as being defiled (a common term for sexual abuse in
Uganda) and not qualified for getting married, thus herself and her little one
become outcasts. Is that normal? If the girl becomes depressive or is not
capable of coping with her life and starts to use drugs, she faces a serious
danger of being perceived as abnormal. With regard to the popular trauma
discourse on child soldiers and war-affected children, we stress that the
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reactions of children should primarily be seen as normal reactions to
extremely abnormal and traumatizing circumstances (Tollfree, 1996), rather
than interpreting them in clinical terms.

Hundreds of thousands of children affected by war and armed conflict
experience the violation of their fundamental human rights. And the inter-
national community is watching. Western governments not only tolerate the
proliferation of small arms and landmines that seriously affect children’s
lives, they produce them and take profit. Is that normal?

Funding

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public,
commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Notes

1. Inaccordance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and national
Ugandan law, we use the term ‘child’ for every person under the age of 18.

2. Burundi, Central African Republic, Chad, Cote d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic
of the Congo, Somalia, Sudan, and Uganda. It must be assumed that in Libya,
when the revolt started in 2011, under-age combatants were also involved in the
armed struggle.

3. The two organizations were the local NGO GUSCO (Gulu Support the Children
Organization) and a branch of the international Christian organization World
Vision (World Vision Uganda Children of War Project). Data were collected
through participant observation, interviews with social workers and other key
informants, and ethnographic research on indigenous concepts of healing and
reconciliation.

4.  All mentioned documents can be found on the World Wide Web.

Interview, Gulu, April 2011.

6. Case study based on field research.
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