Week329 –Children and War (Steph)

Child soldiers - Introduction.

-
At any time there are around 300,000 child soldiers serving in 36 wars, mostly civil wars. A rough estimate was needed in 1998 to bring it to the worlds attention. This number is now used in every report. Recently the child soldier’s newsletter did a recount and it was about the same, although it could be up to 500,000. 

-
A child soldier is classified as anyone under the age of 18. The average age of a recruit is 15. Although 15 is standard, 10-12 is a typical recruitment age. Note that even in the west we have men in the armed forces under the age of 18.  Also consider different cultures. Remember that ages might be something different. Only we in the west have a prolonged childhood and a period of adolescence. A child of 12 in Sierra Leon for example can have a wife and land at 12 and be deemed to be a man. 

-
Kids leave the forces, and kids join all the time so although the population is floating, the figure remains the same. 

-
Children are specifically targeted as they are expendable and obedient (they don’t refine things, they are motivated by fear). 

-
Some children are forcefully abducted but not all. Some join, either on the promise of food or money, ideology (Israel and Palestine), because they have no family anymore or for some form of protection when the infrastructure has been destroyed. Some of these reasons may not seem like a good idea to us, but remember they do to a child. There may also be a pressure of a child to provide for the family. Sometimes they are taken from specific circumstances, e.g. a refugee camp. Here being a fighter looks like a good option.

-
There are some examples of kids being abducted as young as 6 who have been spoken to at 14 who have known 8 years of war and nothing else. What are there thoughts?

-
Remember in all circumstances, they are not just victims of war. They have will and choice.

-
There have always been children in war but nowadays with small weapons, any child can handle an AK47.  95% of casualties in recent wars have been caused by small arms. 

-
When children are abducted it is not just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sometimes they are in the right place at the right time. Very often the abductors will kill all the family so the children have no one. They will sometimes force the child to kill either a family member (typically Uganda), or an elder in community. This cuts the child off from ever returning, and lets them know whose in charge. If once abducted they try to escape, they will often be beaten to death by the other children. 

-
It is less common for girls to be taken for fighting but they are taken for domestic and sexual purposes. They are often raped and then left with babies.

-
When child has been recruited. They will be used for a variety of different tasks encompassing all the duties of an adult, plus many more, usually the worst, as they are expendable


Sent out first so killed first


Sent in front to clear the landmines


Used for Guard duty, checkpoints etc


Sent on patrols


Used as messengers


Used for the looting of bodies


Used in human wave attacks


Used on suicide missions


Used as Sex slaves and for domestic duties


Depending on how they were recruited, also decides on what they are to do and how they will be treated. 

Working with those involved.

-
When you talk to people who have been involved, most say the beatings are bad but the humiliation is worse. They are controlled by humiliation. A young boy for example was forced to rape a young girl and an old woman. This totally cuts him off from his own people.  He said this was the most humiliating thing he had to do as a soldier. This act sets his new limits and boundaries, which are vast. How can such a person be given Hope? This is where God only can work.

-
On a political level, there is no sense of morality. Such places contain their own agendas, and Christians working in this environment find even this a challenge. Consider that even animals don’t treat their young as adults do in these situations.  So there is a question, whom can the children rely on? Certainly not adults. From a Christian viewpoint remember that the one line of the enemy is to destroy childhood, and it’s happening very well for him.

-
The challenge is to disarm the children, demobilize then re-integrate them back into the community. In Sierra Leon, this was done by the package was called DDR. With boys, when they gave up a gun they were given vocation training or money but with girls there was no gun so they were given no money. DDR was a limited package.

-
Also how do you rehabilitate. For some, a martyr’s death is the best way to go so rehabilitation pointless. It’s also no good saying what does the parent want for the child. In Palestine, some parents want the child to be a martyr so the bigger picture needs to be looked at, what does the country/community want for the child. 

-
Culturally, rape, soldiering etc are not treated the same from country to country, and even from culture to culture within a country. We in the west do not have the answers; we only have the answers from our perspective. Sometimes we have to admit we have no answers, and just go in to Love people.

-
In Sierra Leon thee standard DDR, NGR groups went in with a standard package, stall setup in the refugee camps etc, but that package would not work elsewhere. For some groups it is not always a good idea to talk about things. For others, they need to talk about their experiences but only within a group who have been through the same experiences. A group of women for example, sharing the same experiences will heal together. Just as in the body of Christ we heal together. To see the power of such groups, you can look in the west to the Kings cross or Zebrugge disasters where such groups were and still are used. In most cases the best help comes from old child soldiers helping new child soldiers. The people are in fact helped from within their own countries. 

-
Kelly in the 1980’s said if you want to know what someone wants ‘ask them’. ‘They’ll tell you’. We may go in thinking we know what they need but we should be the learner in this situation. Go in with a humble attitude and not your own agenda. Don’t impose on groups, work in partnership with them. Go into their culture as part of their culture with Christ and work within their culture to get the message across. Missionaries have been doing it for years and it works.

-
What do they need, Matthew 18 1-5, ‘become like children’. Think of the picture of one of these kids, he has lost his childhood; he needs to become the child now. Prayer for hope, freedom fro guilt, Freedom from sense of abandonment, Justice, Recovery of childhood. Freedom from responsibility, somewhere safe, time to grow, someone to listen. All the things a child needs.

Video ‘Children in the crossfire’

Practical, think of a child within the age range 5-12. What qualities does the child have, What do you think the abilities of the child are (what can he do), In what ways would this change depending on his gender and culture.
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