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ABSTRACT   

Child recruitment in Afr ica and the Middle East cont inues largely unabated. 
Although the annual rate of  recruitment appears to have slight ly decl ined since 
2017, such changes are assessed to be primar ily dr iven by temporary 
f luctuations. W ith the emergence of  new conf l icts or the escalat ion of  exist ing 
ones, the number of  chi ldren recruited per year is est imated to increase. The 
phenomenon cont inues to signif icant ly change and evolve. Increasing 
numbers of  groups have, over the past  years, engaged in systematic and 
sophist icated indoctr inat ion of  recruited minors. Likewise,  some groups 
demonstrate gradual ly increasing wi l l ingness to recruit  gir ls,  assigning them 
more operat ional ly relevant roles, suicide -bombing missions included.       

The specif ic purpose of this study is to analyse the phenomenon of  child 
recruitment in relat ion to violent extremist  organisat ions (VEOs) in the Middle 
East and Afr ica. First ly, the report analyses the structural factors that increase 
the vulnerabi l i ty of  chi ldren to recruitment –  in other words, the ‘supply side ’.  
This includes both micro and macro factors, such as the family and social 
network environment, as wel l as the socio -economic and socio-cultural sett ing. 
Secondly ,  the report  examines the ‘demand side ’ represented by the VEOs. 
These are analysed with regard to their modus operandi ,  incentives and key 
trends, including dif ferences based on gender.  

Importantly, the scope of  the report goes beyond the str ict conf ines of  child 
recruitment, for two primary reasons. First ly, the  avai lable data provides only 
a mere approximation of  the phenomenon. Secondly, recent t rends point to a 
much broader chal lenge stemming from children’s indirect aff i l iat ion with 
VEOs. Current ly, the numbers of recruited children are est imated in the 
thousands, whereas those indirect ly af f i l iated with VEOs are est imated in the 
hundreds of  thousands. The high vulnerabi l i ty of  the latter puts them at r isk 
for future recruitment.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The evolut ion of  legal and pol icy instruments addressing the phenomenon of 
chi ld soldiers demonstrates the internat ional community’s continuing effort to 
offer specif ic protect ion for children, including in the context of  armed conf l ict  
(See Figure 1). International and regional instruments, coupled with nat ional 
legislat ion, have created a comprehensive f ramework for governmental act ion 
to prohibit ,  prevent and penalise the recruitment of  childr en in armed conf l ict  
(See Annex A for an overview of  States’ obl igat ions in this regard).  

 

However, despite the notable progress achieved to date, a wide gap remains 
between these norms and the situat ion on the ground. Between 2005 and 2020, 
more than 93,000 children were recruited and used by part ies to conf l ict,  as 
ver if ied by the United Nations (UN). For 2020 alone, 8,521 chi ldren were 
identif ied as recruited ,  with the highest numbers recorded in the Democrat ic 
Republic of  the Congo (DRC), Somalia, the Syr ian Arab Republic and 
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Myanmar.1 Notably, 80% of the cases of  chi ld recruitment verif ied over the 
past f ive years were attr ibuted to non-state armed groups (NSAGs).  

The situat ion is part icular ly complex when it  comes to chi ldren recruited by 
violent extremist organisations  (VEOs) and even those indirect ly associated 
with them (i.e. through family t ies). These groups cont inue to recruit  and 
exploit  chi ldren within and across borders, mostly in situations of  armed 
conf l ict,  but also in its absence. Whereas the global consensus among States , 
that chi ldren should not be recruited and used in conf l ict sett ings , has allowed 
engagement with certain NSAGs and facil i tated progress in this area , 2 
recruitment of  chi ldren by VEOs remains a far greater chal lenge.  

In general,  NSAGs lack knowledge of  the comprehensive international legal 
f ramework protect ing chi ldren in armed conf l ict,  are less incent ivized to abide 
by the appl icable rules, and of tentimes lack the structure and capacity for 
implementat ion. Among them, however, are the groups that have been 
classif ied as VEOs, which are the least l ikely to show a degree of commitment 
towards respecting chi ldren’s safeguards. For groups such as the Is lamic 
State of  Iraq and ash-Sham (Daesh), Jama’atu Ahlus -Sunnah Lidda’Awat i Wal 
Jihad (Boko Haram) and Harakat al-Shabaab al-Mujahideen (al-Shabaab),  
efforts to foster accountabi l i ty and compliance with international child 
protect ion standards stand in stark contrast with their attempts to establ ish 
alternative real it ies, which are governed by distorted interpretat ions of  
rel igion. While VEOs have long mobil ized “youth wings” for tact ical and 
strategic reasons ( i.e. to boost recruitment, get media attent ion, expand their 
support among the populace etc.), 3  Daesh, in part icular , has created a 
worrying precedent through its doctr ine of child rec ruitment, which the group 
deems key to its survival.   

In l ight of  the above, the start ing point for this study is the gap between law 
and pract ice, as wel l as the assumption that efforts to address and prevent 
the recruitment of  children by NSAGs require tai lored pol icy and programmatic 
responses. With this in mind, this study does not seek to offer a 
comprehensive overview of  all the potential explanatory var iables . Instead, it  
analyses the issue from two perspect ives that help explain why VEOs continue 
to recruit  chi ldren.  

                                                

1 “Repor t  o f  the  Spec ia l  Representat i ve o f  the  Secretary-Genera l  for  Chi ldren and Armed 
Conf l ic t , ”  Uni ted Nat ions ,  26 Ju ly  2021,  
h t tps: / /www.ecoi .net /en/ f i le / loca l /2059410/N2120600.pdf .   
2 Uni ted Nat ions engagement  wi th  a rmed groups in  Centra l  Af r ican Repub l ic ,  for  example,  
resul ted in  the issuance of  command orders  by two armed groups barr ing the recru i tment  
and use of  ch i ldren.  Sim i lar  engagement  wi th  the  Civi l ian Jo int  Task Force (CJTF)  in  
Niger ia  resul ted in  the formal  d isengagement  of  2 ,202 ch i ldren f rom the ranks of  the 
group.  In  the Phi l ipp ines ,  Uni ted Nat ions engagement  wi th  the  Moro Is lamic  L iberat ion 
Front  (MILF) resul ted  in  the re lease of  1 ,869 ch i ldren.  For  more in format ion,  see:  “25 
Years Of  Chi ld ren And Armed Conf l ic t :  Tak ing Ac t ion To Protect  Chi ldren In  W ar, ”  Uni ted 
Nat ions In te rnat ional  Ch i ldren 's  Emergency Fund ,  June 2022,  
h t tps: / /www.unicef .org/media/123021/ f i le /25%20Years%20Chi ld ren%20in%20Armed%20Co
nf l ic t .pdf .   L ikewise,  more than 40 ch i ldren were  re leased by NSAGs operat ing  in  the 
Democrat ic  Republ ic  o f  Congo (DRC) fo l lowing engagement  by Geneva Cal l .  For  more 
in format ion,  see:  h t tps: / /genevacal l .org/dr -congo-chi ld -so ld iers - leave-armed-actors -
fo l lowing-geneva-cal ls -awareness-ra is ing -ef for ts / .   
3 Peter  Singer,  The New Chi ldren  of  Terro r ,  in  “The Making of  a  Ter ror is t :  Recru i tment ,  

Tra in ing,  and Root  Causes ” ,  James Forest ,  ed.  (Praeger,  2005).  

 

https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2059410/N2120600.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/123021/file/25%20Years%20Children%20in%20Armed%20Conflict.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/123021/file/25%20Years%20Children%20in%20Armed%20Conflict.pdf
https://genevacall.org/dr-congo-child-soldiers-leave-armed-actors-following-geneva-calls-awareness-raising-efforts/
https://genevacall.org/dr-congo-child-soldiers-leave-armed-actors-following-geneva-calls-awareness-raising-efforts/
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First ly, on the ‘supply side’,  this study explores the cr it ical ,  and of ten 
overlapping, structural factors that make chi ldren more vulnerable to 
engagement by violent extremist groups . The focus is on the conf luence of 
social,  economic and cultural factors in regions of  interest across the Middle 
East and Afr ica, especially in relat ion to recent dynamics on the ground. 
Secondly,  on the ‘demand side ’,  the study primar i ly focuses on the 
perpetrators of  chi ld recruitment –  identifying factors such as NSAGs’ modus 
operandi  and reasoning, key trends, or  major dist inct ions among individual 
groups. Although this section covers the period f rom 2011 to 2021 data-wise,  
it  predominantly focuses on recent years. In addit ion, this part of the report 
also highlights gender -dif ferentiated patterns of  recruitment.   

The study is structured in keeping with the above -mentioned analyt ical 
approach. Fol lowing a br ief  overview of  the methodology and the relevant  
def init ions, the f irst chapter scrut inises the ‘supply side ’,  while the second 
chapter provides an assessment of  the ‘demand  s ide ’.  The concluding section 
wraps up the analyt ical inquiry and provides a series of  recommendations on 
the areas that require greater attention f rom pol icymakers, pract it ioners  and 
researchers.    

Methodology and Acknowledgments  

This study combines wide-ranging desk research, secondary data analysis and 
in-depth consultat ions with experts and pract it ioners focusing on the Middle 
East and Afr ica.  

In an effort to highlight regional and local part icularit ies, as per the mission of 
the NSD-S Hub, a scrupulous effort was made to engage Subject Matter 
Experts (SMEs) who have conducted or iginal f ie ld research in the Middle East 
and Afr ica, or who have focused extensively on issues related to chi ldren in 
armed conf l ict,  violent extremism and terrorism. Towards this end, in 
preparat ion for this study, the NDS-S Hub commissioned a ser ies of  ‘Food-for-
Thought’ papers that  helped bring to l ight contextual know ledge, insights and 
recommendat ions.  

This study is informed by the contr ibut ions received f rom Prof. Mia Bloom, 
Professor of Communication and Middle East Studies at Georgia State 
University; Ms. Maha Ghazi,  Doctoral Researcher and Member of  the 
Execut ive Board at the Moroccan Observatory on Extremism and Violence; Dr. 
Haid Haid, Senior Consult ing Research Fel low with the Chatham House 
Middle East and North Afr ica Programme;  Prof. Dr. Thoko Kaime ,  Professor 
and Chair of  Afr ican Legal Studies at the Univers ity of  Bayreuth; Mr. Omar 
Mohammed ,  Research Fel low at The Program on Extremism, George 
Washington University; Mr. Murhabazi Namegabe, Director of the Off ice for 
Volunteering in the Service  of  Chi ldhood and Health in the  Democratic 
Republic of  the Congo; Prof. Robert Nanima ,  Member of  the Afr ican 
Committee of  Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Chi ld and a Special 
Rapporteur on Chi ldren in Conf lict Situat ions;  Prof. Benyam Dawit Mezmur ,  
Eleanor Roosevelt Fel low at Harvard Law School, and  member and former 

Chairperson of  the UN Committee on the Rights of  the Chi ld.    

Methodological ly, this study places emphasis on the issues highlighted by 
local and regional experts, part icular ly those who have col lected  the original 
data through the following:  
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  Key informant interviews (KIIs) with 25 parents and teachers f rom 
Anbar, Fal lujah, Mosul, Qaim Telefar and other cit ies in Iraq.  

  Field interviews with 106 community leaders, representat ives f rom civi l  
society organizations, parents and teachers f rom northeast Sy r ia;  

  Part ic ipatory workshops with 70 adolescents ( 40 boys and 30 gir ls) f rom 
northeast Syria;  

  A household face-to-face survey with 514 adolescents in northeast 
Syria;  

  Interviews with 10 experts on violent extremism, stabi l izat ion 
programming and education in Syr ia;  

  Key informant interviews with : 3 famil ies of  Moroccan chi ldren stranded 
in Iraq and Syr ia; and with the Moroccan national coordination body 
overseeing matters related to the Moroccan nationals detained in Iraq 
and Syr ia.  

  The report of the parl iamentary exploratory Mission in charge of 
enquir ing on the situation of  Moroccan chi ldren , women and cit izens 
stranded in Iraq and Syria.  

  First-hand accounts of  former child soldiers in the DRC.  

Aside f rom a host of  relevant sources of  secondary data and r esearch, the 
NSD-S Hub also analysed the annual reports of  the United Nat ions (UN) 
Secretary-General on chi ldren and armed conf l ict f rom 2012 to 2022. Despite 
inherent l imitat ions, the UN data regarding child recruitment is assessed to be 
among the most comprehensive. Individual reports were analysed and data -
points for all observed countr ies, in the given t imeframe, were col lected. The 
result ing f igures largely informed the analysis and assessment of  the ‘demand 
side’ of  the report.  The assessments and conclusions have been further 
supported by SWOT analysis and other research methods, such as 
comparat ive analysis or process tracing.  

Caveats and Limitations  

The focus of  this study is not intended to distract in any way from the grave 
violat ions of  children’s r ights in situat ions of  armed conf l ict,  such as kil l ing 
and maiming, abduction, attacks on schools and hospitals, sexual violence 
and blocking humanitarian access. These violat ions are widespread and their  
effects on the l ives and wel lbeing of  children are no less reprehensible –  or 
less of  a priority for pol icymakers –  than those entai led by the recruitment and 
use of  children by VEOs.  

Furthermore, the topic of  this study should not be interpreted as attempting to 
shif t  the discourse from protect ion to punishment, f rom protected vict im to 
secur ity threat, a concern which has been noted by those working to address 
issues at the intersection of  chi ldren’s r ights, countering terrorism (CT) and 
violent extremism.4 On the contrary, this study notes the mult iple violat ions to 
which chi ldren are exposed in these contexts and acknowledges the fact that 
chi ldren are, f irst and foremost , vict ims.  

                                                

4 Statement  made by Fionnuala Ní  Aolá in ,  Spec ia l  Rapporteur  on the  promot ion and 
protect ion of  human r igh ts  whi le  counter ing ter ro r ism, Human Rights  Counci l  Panel  
Discuss ion on Fami ly  Reuni f icat ion in  the  Contex t  o f  Armed Conf l ic t  and Counter  
Terror ism ,  9  March 2022,  h t tps: / /www.ohchr.o rg/en/press -re leases/2022/03/human-r ights -

counc i l -ho lds-panel -d iscuss ion- fami ly- reuni f icat ion-context -0 .   

https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/03/human-rights-council-holds-panel-discussion-family-reunification-context-0
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/03/human-rights-council-holds-panel-discussion-family-reunification-context-0
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Likewise, the geographic focus of  this study is on Afr ica and the Middle East, 
where most chi ld recruitment  violat ions occur.  

In addit ion, there are also chal lenges with def ining perpetrators and chi ld 
soldiers. Regarding the former, this report refers NSAGs and VEOs. NSAG s 
are def ined as “dist inct ive organizat ions that are ( i)  wi l l ing and capable to use 
violence in the pursuance of  their object ives and ( i i)  not  integrated into 
formalized state inst itut ions such as regular armies, presidential  guards,  
pol ice or special forces; and ( i i i)  possess a certain degree of autonomy with 
regard to pol it ics, mil itary operat ions, resources and infrastructure.” 5 VEOs 
are def ined as NSAGs that “support or use ideological ly-motivated violence to 
achieve radical ideological,  rel igious or po l it ical views ” .6 

The Protocol Addit ional to the Geneva Convent ions of  12 August 1949  urged 
part ies to conf l ict to take all “ feasible measures in order that chi ldren who 
have not attained the age of f if teen years do not take a direct part in hosti l i t ies 
and, in part icular, they shal l refrain f rom recruit ing them into their armed 
forces”.7 I t  does not, however, contemplate the recruitment of  chi ldren below 
the age of  15 without their part icipation in direct host i l i t ies, which has actual ly 
emerged as a commonplace pract ice. Meanwhile, the Rights of  the Chi ld 
(CRC) def ined the chi ld as “every human being below the age of  eighteen 
years unless, under the law appl icable to the child, majority is attained 
earl ier” . 8  The Convention on the Rights of  the Chi ld (CRC ) held that al l 
rat ifying states ought to take ‘al l feasible measures’ to ensure that youths 
below the age of  15 do not take direct part in armed conf l icts. Final ly, the 
Afr ican Charter on the Rights and Welfare of  the Child (ACRWC), which is the 
only regional mechanism to address the issue of  child soldiers, establ ished 
the age threshold for enl istment at the age of 18 and required the rat ifying 
states to “take all necessary measures to ensure that no chi ld shal l take a 
direct part in hosti l i t ies and refra in, in part icular, f rom recruit ing any chi ld.” 9 
The ACRWC clarif ied that the rules appl ied to children in situations of  internal 
armed conf l ict,  tension and str ife, but did not consider the prospect of  child 
soldiers who were not act ively involved in hosti l i t ies.   

In addit ion to the fact that the exist ing international laws do not provide a 
precise, universal def init ion of  a child soldier, there is also the real ity on the 
ground, whereby the “chronological boundaries between chi ldhood, youth and 
adulthood are highly varied and rooted in the histor ical experience of  each 
society and culture”. 10 In its General Comment on art ic le 24 of  the Internat ional 
Covenant on Civi l and Polit ical Rights (ICCPR), the UN Human Rights 
Committee acknowledged the need for f lexib i l i ty in out l in ing the concept of  a 

                                                

5 Claudia Hofmann and Ul r ich Schneckener,  “Engaging non -s ta te a rmed actors  in  s ta te and 
peace-bui ld ing:  opt ions and s t ra teg ies” .  In terna t ional  Rev iew o f  the Red Cross ,  93 (Sept  

2011),  Engaging non-s ta te armed actors  in  s ta te and peace -bui ld ing:  op t ions and 
s t ra teg ies (cor te idh.or .c r)  
6 “A teacher ’s  gu ide on the p revent ion of  Vio lent  ext remism,”  UNESCO, 2016,   A Teacher 's  
gu ide on the preven t ion of  v io len t  ext remism; 2016 -  244676eng.pd f  (unesco.org) .   
7 Protocol  Addi t ional  to  the Geneva Convent ions of  12 August  1949,  and Relat ing to  the 
Protect ion of  Vic t ims of  In ternat ional  Armed Conf l ic ts  (Protocol  I ) ,  o f  8  June 1977.  
Avai lab le  at :   h t tps : / /www. icrc .org/en/doc/assets / f i les /other / ic rc_002_0321.pdf .   
8 “Conven t ion on the Rights  of  the Chi ld , ”  20 November 1989,  
h t tps: / /www.ohchr.org /s i tes /defaul t / f i les /crc .pd f .    
9 “Afr ican Char ter  on the R ights  and W el fare of  the Chi ld” .  
h t tps : / /au. in t /s i tes /defau l t / f i les / t reat ies /36804 -t reaty-0014_-
_afr ican_charter_on_the_r ights_and_wel fa re_of_ the_chi ld_e.pdf   
10 David Rosen,  Armies of  the Young:  Chi ld  Sold ie rs  in  War and Terro r is m.  

https://www.corteidh.or.cr/tablas/r28824.pdf
https://www.corteidh.or.cr/tablas/r28824.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/in/documentViewer.xhtml?v=2.1.196&id=p::usmarcdef_0000244676&file=/in/rest/annotationSVC/DownloadWatermarkedAttachment/attach_import_0502ef2e-d850-4fa3-b4bb-d9cacea4cbb1%3F_%3D244676eng.pdf&locale=en&multi=true&ark=/ark:/48223/pf0000244676/PDF/244676eng.pdf#%5B%7B%22num%22%3A25%2C%22gen%22%3A0%7D%2C%7B%22name%22%3A%22XYZ%22%7D%2C0%2C694%2Cnull%5D
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/in/documentViewer.xhtml?v=2.1.196&id=p::usmarcdef_0000244676&file=/in/rest/annotationSVC/DownloadWatermarkedAttachment/attach_import_0502ef2e-d850-4fa3-b4bb-d9cacea4cbb1%3F_%3D244676eng.pdf&locale=en&multi=true&ark=/ark:/48223/pf0000244676/PDF/244676eng.pdf#%5B%7B%22num%22%3A25%2C%22gen%22%3A0%7D%2C%7B%22name%22%3A%22XYZ%22%7D%2C0%2C694%2Cnull%5D
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/other/icrc_002_0321.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/crc.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36804-treaty-0014_-_african_charter_on_the_rights_and_welfare_of_the_child_e.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36804-treaty-0014_-_african_charter_on_the_rights_and_welfare_of_the_child_e.pdf
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chi ld: “The r ight to special measures of protect ion belongs to every chi ld 
because of  his status as a minor. Nevertheless, the Covenant does not 
indicate the age at which he attains his majority. This is to be determined  by 
each State party in the l ight of  the relevant social and cultural condit ions.”   

Noting the above, this study uses the terms chi ldren, minors and adolescents 
interchangeably to denote a person under 18 years of  age. A chi ld recruited 
by an NSAG refers to any person below 18 years of  age who is or who has 
been enlisted or used in any capacity by the group, in keeping with the Par is 
Principles on the Involvement of  Chi ldren in Armed Conf lict .11 

Last but not least,  l imitat ions and constraints on data col lec t ion have 
inf luenced the f indings of  this study. The information avai lable on VEOs var ies 
greatly in specif icity and accuracy and hard data is not easi ly accessible in 
the publ ic domain. While the UN col lects valuable data on chi ld recruitment, it  
does not cover all the areas af fected by terror ism and violent extremism. 
Furthermore, judging trends over t ime can be dif f icult  because monitor ing and 
report ing on chi ldren in conf l ict has not been consistent over the years.  
Oftentimes, there is l i t t le avai lable information about the nature and durat ion 
of  recruitment, as wel l as insuf f icient data disaggregated by key 
character ist ics such as age and gender. Addit ional l imitat ions are also 
imposed by the need to do no harm - when researchers conduct f ieldwork and 
col lect primary data, they need to act  ethical ly and responsibly towards 
communit ies which may otherwise be harmed if  they reveal information about 
VEO recruitment pract ices.      

  

                                                

11 “The Par is  Pr inc ip les:  Pr inc ip les and Guidel ines on Chi ldren  assoc iated wi th  Armed 
Forces and Armed Groups,”  Uni ted  Nat ions Chi ldren 's  Fund ,  February 2007,  

ht tps: / /www.unicef .org/mal i /media/1561/ f i le /Par isPr inc ip les.pdf .  

https://www.unicef.org/mali/media/1561/file/ParisPrinciples.pdf
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I. ANALYSIS OF THE ‘SUPPLY SIDE ’  

Urie Bronfenbrenner ’s social -ecological model provides a useful f ramework for 
understanding the personal, social and cultural factors that enable children’s 
involvement in violent extremism and terrorism. 12 According to this theoret ica l 
model, the individual ch ild is nested within the dif ferent layers of  the social 
environment, including family, society  and culture. 13 These structural factors 
are closely inter l inked and their interact ion, in combinat ion with the indi vidual 
attr ibutes of  the chi ld , contr ibutes to increasing or decreasing the r isk of 
engagement with violent extremism and terrorism. 14  

The Family Unit and Social Networks: Failsafe or Green Pass?  

Families and social networks play a signif icant role in inhibit ing or enabl ing 
chi ldren’s associat ion with and recruitment by VEOs. Their inf luence can be a 
source of  resil ience against violent extremism or  act as a conduit towards it .  
The case of Morocco i l lustrates quite wel l how children are negatively 
impacted by extremism in their family circles and social networks.  

 

                                                

12 Mia Bloom,  “The  Role o f  Chi ldren  in  Ter ror is t  Groups  in  the Middle East  and Afr ica” ,  
September 2022,  Food-for - thought  paper submi t ted to  the NSD -S Hub.   
13 Ib id .    
14 Ib id .  

Figure 2 :  Typology of  Moroccan chi ldren in confl ict  areas in Syr ia and Iraq  

Source:  Typology produced by Ms.  Maha Ghazi ,  based on the report  o f  the  par l iamentary  
explora tory Miss ion in  charge of  enqui r ing on  the s i tuat ion of  Moroccan ch i ldren,  women,  
and c i t izens s t randed in  cer ta in  conf l ic t  areas  in  Syr ia  and I raq.  The  report  can  be found 
at :  Abdel la t i f  Ouahbi ,  Ib id .  p144 .  
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When Daesh f irst  establ ished its ‘cal iphate’,  family members, neighbours, 
f r iends and acquaintances travel led together f rom Morocco to Syria and Iraq 
to join the VEO. In one small neighbourhood, as many as 60 inhabitants lef t  
to join Daesh.15 Such dynamics led to chi ldren being associated with Daesh 
under very complex circumstances, as elaborated in Figure 2. These 
circumstances have since given r ise to a host of  legal,  humanitar ian,  
psychological and security challenges, including in relat ion to the repatr iat ion 
and reintegrat ion of  the chi ldren into Moroccan society.  

Dynamics in Iraq are also a testament as to how VEOs exploit  familial bonds 
to pave the way for chi ldren’s recruitment. Deconstruct ing and destroying 
familial bonds was the f irst step taken by Daesh towards transforming chi ldren 
into child soldiers and ensuring a sustainable recruitment drive. Testimonials 
f rom families who l ived in Mosul under its occupat ion indicate that chi ldren 
were of fered ‘ independence’ f rom parental control and were encouraged to 
disobey their parents, whi le being exclusively obedie nt and loyal to the 
‘cal iph’. 16 In many cases, as i l lustrated below (Figure 3), the famil ies shared 
a common experience of fearing their chi ldren following exposure to Daesh 
media, especial ly as the group encouraged them to provide information on 
their parents and other relat ives. Chi ldren were said to have become 
aggressive in defending Daesh and accusing their parents of  being ‘apostates’ 

for not support ing the group .17  

In addit ion, dur ing its rule, Daesh invested heavi ly in building a social,  
‘h istor ical’  narrat ive that passed the responsibil i ty for protect ing and 
expanding the ‘cal iphate’ f rom the ‘martyred’ fathers to their sons. 18  

 

 

Known as the “Hagiography of  Jihad” ( in Arabic: Siyar A' lam Al Shuhadaa ),  
this narrat ive essent ially dictates that the ‘sons of  martyrs’ have the moral 
duty to defend and advance the ‘ legacy’ of  their fathers, meaning they must 

                                                

15 NSD-S Hub Roundtable on “The Role of  Chi ldren  in  Vio lent  Extremis t  Organisat ions in  
Afr ica and the  Middle East” ,  22 Sept  2022.   
16 Omar Mohammed, “The Doctr ine of  Chi ld  Sold iers :  ISIS’  Systemat ic  At tempt  at  Creat ing 
a Future of  Vio lence ” ,  September 2022,  Food-for -Thought  Paper submi t ted to  the NSD -S 
Hub.  
17 Ib id .   
18 Ib id .  

Figure 3 :  Test imonials  from Mosul  
Source: Omar Mohammed (2022), ‘The Doctrine of Child Soldiers: ISIS’ Systematic Attempt at Creating a 
Future of Violence’. Food-for-Thought Paper submitted to the NSD-S Hub. 
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also kil l  and be kil led for the ‘caliphate’. 19  Due to their  l ineage, the 
descendants need neither ve tt ing nor recommendations, neither indoctr inat ion 
nor training. 20 The famil ies in question are said to prepare the future recruits,  
especial ly those located in camps in Syr ia and in Iraqi prisons.  

Analysis of  Daesh propaganda from 2016 to 2017, in the wake  of  its terr itor ial  
losses, seems to corroborate these dynamics. During that period, 62% of the 
25 chi ldren-centred videos examined by researchers emphasized resolute 
preparedness, both ideological as well as mil itary. 21 Similar ly, an analysis of  
254 images disseminated by Daesh from August 2015-February 2016 found 
that most children were depicted as perpetrators of  violence or were shown 
witnessing violence. 22 In fact,  whi le children perpetrators were found to be a 
rarity in propaganda disseminated by Al -Qaeda and al-Shabaab, the Daesh 
imagery denoted the high status and important responsibi l i ty assigned to 
(male) child perpetrators. 23 

Field data f rom northeast Syr ia ,  collected f rom August-December 2021, 
highl ights the central role of  family and social network s even further . 
According to a face-to-face household survey of  514 adolescents inhabit ing 
the area, a majority (63%) of  adolescent respondents agreed that sympathy 
for or involvement with Daesh among their  peers was ‘ inf luenced by the people 
they know’. L ikewise, part ic ipatory workshops involving 70  Syrian adolescents 
also noted how family and fr iends propel led those of  similar  age towards 
Daesh (NB: only half  of  the adolescent part ic ipants were wi l l ing to discuss 
Daesh).24 

In addit ion, the f indings of  the above-mentioned household survey suggest 
that the desire to seek revenge for the death of  a family member or for 
perceived injust ice has more weight nowadays than during the occupat ion of  
Daesh. 25 Accordingly,  57% of the ado lescents surveyed agreed or strongly 
agreed that revenge helped to explain sympathy for or direct engagement with 
Daesh among adolescents. 26 On a similar note, 38% of the adult  respondents 
in the survey agreed that revenge may be a driver of  recruitment for  certain 
adolescents, noting the high number of  people kil led during the f ight against  
Daesh, as wel l as the imprisonment of  thousands of  alleged members and their 
families. 27 These f indings echo previous research undertaken in the Sahel,  
which suggests that  the most decisive factor pushing Fulani youth towards 

                                                

19 Omar Mohammed, “The Doctr ine of  Chi ld  Sold iers ” .    
20 Ib id .  
21 “The Chi ld ren in  Daesh:  ‘Future F lag  Bearers ’  o f  the ‘ Cal iphate” ,  The  Carter  Center ,  
2017,  
h t tps: / /www.car tercente r .org/ resources/pd fs /peace/conf l ic t_resolut ion/counter ing -
is is /ch i ldren- in-daesh.pd f .    
22 Noman Benotman and Nik i ta  Mal ik ,  “The Chi ldren of  Is lamic  State , ”  The Qui l l iam 
Foundat ion ,  2016,  1–100.  
23 Amy-Louise W atk in  and Seán Looney ,  “The L ions of  Tomorrow”:  A News Value Analys is  
of  Chi ld  Images in  J ihad i  Magazines,  Studies in  Conf l ic t  & Terro r ism,  2019,  42:1-2,  120-
140,  DOI:  10.1080/1057610X.2018.1513696 .   
24 Haid Haid,  “Daesh engagement  wi th  adolescents  in  nor theast  Syr ia , ”  September 2022,  
Food-for-Thought  Paper submi t ted to  the NSD-S Hub.  
25 Ib id .   
26 Ib id .   
27 Ib id .     

https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/children-in-daesh.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/children-in-daesh.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1513696


 

 14 N A T O  S T R A T E G I C  D I R E C T I O N - S O U T H  H U B  |  2 0 2 2  
CHILDREN IN VEOs IN THE MIDDLE 
EAST AND AFRICA 

violent extremism is the experience (or percept ion) of  abuses committed by 
government author it ies. 28 

Notwithstanding al l of the above , as noted earlier,  families and social networks 
can also play a signif icant role in inf luencing chi ldren away from VEOs and in 
promoting reintegrat ion back into society. Among the adolescent respondents 
to the survey conducted in northeast Syria, 92% ment ioned that they turned 
to their parents for advice or help –  far exceeding the f igure associated with 
sibl ings (50%), other relat ives (36%) and fr iends (27%). 29 In addit ion, adult  
respondents emphasized the importance of  certain parenting styles in 
dissuading adolescents f rom engaging with Daesh. According to some of  the 
adult  interviewees, spending t ime with chi ldren, offering them a sense of  
belonging and protect ion and engaging them in dialogues about Daesh had a 
more posit ive dissuasive impact, as opposed to berat ing the chi ldren. 30 Such 
efforts are said to have convinced some chi ldren to leave the VEO. In a similar 
vein, act ive parental monitor ing of  chi ldren’s behaviour and act ivit ies,  
including their use of  phones and the internet, was also thought to i nhibit  
chi ldren’s engagement with Daesh. 31  

Socio-economic Needs – a Pathway In and Out of VEOs  

Socio-economic dr ivers are f luid, evolving across dif ferent t ime per iods and 
age groups, as well as in keeping with the circumstances on the ground. For 
the most part, as elaborated below, these factors converge to create pathways 
for direct engagement or indirect associat ion of  chi ldren with VEOs. In other 
instances, albeit  less f requently, socio -economic needs can also provide a 
pathway out of  VEOs. 

Data col lected in 2021 in northeast Syria suggests that the individual 
incentives that contr ibuted to adolescents joining Daesh in the past –  power 
seeking, status and protect ion –  have become less relevant since the group’s 
terr itor ial defeat. 32 With Daesh no longer able to provide such incentives to 
the same extent as before, other dr ivers have gained prominence in recent 
t imes. Among them, f inancial incent ives are nowadays perceived to be a 
signif icant driver of  recruitment for adolescents in northeast Sy ria, more so 
than in the past . Survey data shows that 74% of the adolescent respondents 
agree or strongly agree that f inancial benef its help to explain why adolescents 
might become involved with Daesh (see Figure 4).  

 

                                                

28 “Si  les  Vic t imes Deviennent  Bour reaux  :  Facteurs  contr ibuant  à  la  vu lnérabi l i té  e t  à  la  
rés i l ience à l ’ext rém i sme vio lent  au Sahel  cen tra l ,  In ternat ional  Aler t ,  2018,  
h t tps: / /www. in ternat iona l -a ler t .org / f r /publ ica t ions/s i - les-vic t imes-deviennent -bourreaux-
facteurs-contr ibuan t -a- la -vu lnerabi l i te -et -a- la- res i l ience-a- lext remisme-vio lent -au-sahel -
centra l / .   
29 Haid Haid,  “Daesh engagement  wi th  adolescents  in  nor theast  Syr ia ” .  
30 Ib id .   
31 Ib id .     
32 Ib id .     

https://www.international-alert.org/fr/publications/si-les-victimes-deviennent-bourreaux-facteurs-contribuant-a-la-vulnerabilite-et-a-la-resilience-a-lextremisme-violent-au-sahel-central/
https://www.international-alert.org/fr/publications/si-les-victimes-deviennent-bourreaux-facteurs-contribuant-a-la-vulnerabilite-et-a-la-resilience-a-lextremisme-violent-au-sahel-central/
https://www.international-alert.org/fr/publications/si-les-victimes-deviennent-bourreaux-facteurs-contribuant-a-la-vulnerabilite-et-a-la-resilience-a-lextremisme-violent-au-sahel-central/
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This perception was reinforced by two thirds of  the adult  interviewees in 
northeast Syr ia who agreed that material incentives could motivate certain 
adolescents to join Daesh. 33  According to some of  these respondents,  
adolescents might be enticed by the monthly salary provided by Daesh ( i.e.  
al leged to be somewhere between $500 and $1000, in a context where the 
average wage is less than $100/month). 34 In some cases, even the promise of  
a phone might be enough to generate support,  given the fact that many families 
in the area are otherwise unable to provide mobile devices for their chi ldren. 35  

These individual- level f indings from northeast Syria mirror research 
undertaken in other areas, which also highl ights the importance of  socio -
economic vulnerabi l i ty as a factor support ing recruitment by VEOs. Boko 
Haram in Nigeria and al -Shabaab in Somalia have long been known to exploit  
economic deprivat ion, insuf f icient employment opportunit ies and the famil ies’ 
inabi l i ty to pay school fees to draw in young recruits. 36 

                                                

33 Haid Haid,  “Daesh engagement  wi th  adolescents  in  nor theast  Syr ia” .    
34 Ib id .     
35 Ib id .      
36 “Mot iva t ions and Empty Promises:  Voices of  Former Boko Haram Combatants  and 
Niger ian Youth” .  Mercy Corps,  2016,  h t tps: / /www.mercycorps.org/ research/mot ivat ions -
and-empty-promises-vo ices- former-boko-haram-combatants -and-n iger ian .  See a lso:  I rene 
Ndung’u,  Uyo  Sal i fu ,  and Romi Sigsworth,  “Vio lent  Extremism in  Kenya”.  Ins t i tu te  for  
Secur i t y Studies ,  2017,  h t tps: / / issafr ica.org / research/monographs/vio lent -ext remism-in-
kenya-why-women-are-a -pr ior i t y .  See a lso:  “Journey to  Extremism in  Afr i ca, ”  UN 
Development  Programme 2018,  
h t tp : / /www.undp.org /con tent /undp/en/home/ l ib rarypage/democra t ic -governance/ journey- to-
ext remism.html .       
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Figure 4 :  Perceived Drivers of  Involvement in Daesh  
Source :  Dr Haid Haid  (2022).  “ Daesh engagement  wi th  adolescents  in  nor theast  Syr ia . ”  

Food-for -Thought  Paper submi t ted to  the NSD-S Hub.  

https://www.mercycorps.org/research/motivations-and-empty-promises-voices-former-boko-haram-combatants-and-nigerian
https://www.mercycorps.org/research/motivations-and-empty-promises-voices-former-boko-haram-combatants-and-nigerian
https://issafrica.org/research/monographs/violent-extremism-in-kenya-why-women-are-a-priority
https://issafrica.org/research/monographs/violent-extremism-in-kenya-why-women-are-a-priority
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/journey-to-extremism.html
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-governance/journey-to-extremism.html
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Furthermore, the f indings f rom northeast Syr ia should also be judged in the 
broader context. Roughly half  of the male adolescent boys wi l l ing  to openly 
discuss Daesh expressed posit ive views about the group,  largely based on the 
percept ion that economic condit ions, services and secur ity were better under 
their rule. 37 The other hal f  noted improvements in economic condit ions, access 
to education and humanitar ian aid, and freedom of movement after the fall of  
Daesh. Notably, the vast major ity of  adolescent gir ls in northeast Syr ia 
rejected the legacy of  Daesh,  largely on account of  the terror inf l icted by the 
group, its oppression of  women and gir ls ( including through early marr iage), 
the restr ict ions on their movements, and the harsh punishments ( including for 
breaking dress codes). 38 This suggests that the potent ial l ink between socio -
economic factors and recruitment is more relevant for male adolescents in the 
region, whereas the l ived exper ience under Daesh’ harsh rule is a key factor 
l imit ing the group’s recruitment prospects among adolescent gir ls.  

Trends observable in the context of Iraq also speak to the importance of  socio -
economic grievances. Long before Daesh establ ished its ‘cal iphate’ in the 
region, the economic situation had been deter iorat ing in the country,  
aggravating real and perceived social injust ices among the local p opulat ion.  
The average Iraqi family had been struggling to make a l iving before the Daesh 
occupation, with farming pract ices having subsided across the country due to 
desert if icat ion, land degradation and urban expansion. Conversely, af ter the 
group rose to power,  an average family could generate enough income to l ive 
in dignity in the event that some of  its chi ldren joined Daesh. 39  

In fact,  in the eyes of  many ordinary people, the economic system set up by 
Daesh was more effect ive than that of  the Iraqi state. 40 The benef its offered 
by the former were in stark contrast to the dysfunctional i ty of  the of f icial  
system. For example, Daesh members 
and their famil ies did not have to pay for 
energy, transport and healthcare. 41 The 
VEO provided allowances for the 
chi ldren, wives and parents of  its 
f ighters; it  had a special budget to cover  
expenses for the famil ies of  ‘martyrs’,  
captives and those disabled by war; and 
it  also provided social aid in support of  
marriage.42 To this day, in some quarters 
in Mosul, people express nostalgia about 
the basic services provided by Daesh  
(Figure 5). This is a key message that, 
according to some local observers,  
Daesh is bound to use for its ongoing and 
future recruitment drive across Afr ican 
countr ies, including in relat ion to chi ldren. 43  

Developments in north-eastern Nigeria and the broader Lake Chad region 
suggest that the prospect of  socio -economic empowerment might  indeed 

                                                

37 Haid Haid,  “Daesh engagement  wi th  adolescents  in  nor theast  Syr ia” .    
38 Ib id .      
39 NSD-S Hub Roundtable (September 2022).   
40 Ib id .    
41 Ib id .   
42 Ib id .    
43 Ib id .   

Figure 5  -  Testimonia l  f rom Mosul  

Source :  Op.  Ci t .  Omar Mohammed 

(2022)  
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facil i tate recruitment by the Islamic State in West Afr ica Province  (ISWAP), a 
group which has establ ished its  dominance over the remnants of  Boko 
Haram. 44 Over the past 4-5 years, ISWAP has reportedly focused not only on 
bui lding its capabi l it ies, but also on winning ‘hearts and minds’ and 
encouraging people to migrate to its terr itory for economic empowerment. 45 By 
some assessments, ISWAP is also attempting to monopol ise movement, trade, 
provision of  basic services and aid in the Lake Chad region , presumably in an 
effort to emulate the governing experience of  Daesh in Iraq and Syr ia. 46 The 
extent to which ISWAP may be fol lowing ideological guidance from Daesh in 
this regard is not ent irely c lear to date, but there are indications that the latter 
has inf luenced the chi ld recruitment pract ices of  its aff i l iate in the Lake Chad 
region. W ith Daesh said to disapprove of  the use of  gir ls (and women) as 
suicide bombers, this pract ice appears to have  decl ined in relat ion to ISWAP 
(in contrast to Boko Haram, which was known not only for its widespread 
abduct ion, recruitment and use of child soldiers, but also for its extensive use 
of  gir ls in suicide attacks).  

Recent propaganda released by the Islamic  State West Afr ica 
Province (ISWAP) suggests that the group might be seeking to carve out a 
growing role for chi ldren in the area that it  controls.  The video released by 
ISWAP in January 2022, for example,  showcased young boys undergoing 
rel igious indoctr inat ion and military training.  47 I t  has been described as a 
graduation ceremony for the f irst set of  ISWAP’s “cubs of  the cal iphate” who 
are trained “to love martyrdom and slaughtering” in the name of religion. 48 
Three chi ldren are even shown executing captive soldiers. By some accounts, 
an estimated 200 young boys graduated early in 2022 from one of  ISWAP’s 
training and radical izat ion camps. 49 As many as 50 such camps spread across 
the Lake Chad is lands are said to host and train youth f rom Cameroon, Chad, 
Niger and Nigeria. 50  

Notably, the inf luence of  socio -economic factors also works in the other 
direct ion, at t imes providing a pathway out of  VEOs. For instance, more than 
200 women and children were reportedly re leased by Ahl al-Sunna wal-Jama‘a 
(ASWJ) in Mozambique in Apr il and May this year, at a t ime when mult iple 
famine alerts were issued for the northern part of  the country. 51  Reports 
indicate that large numbers of  malnour ished ASWJ f ighters laid down their  

                                                

44 “Let ter  dated  11 Ju ly 2022 submi t ted to  the Pres ident  o f  the UN Secur i t y Counci l  
(S/2022/547), ”  Analyt ica l  Support  and Sanct ions Moni tor ing Team,  
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
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48 Bulama Bukart i ,  “ I t ’s  a  Bi t  Tr icky:  Explo r ing IS IS’s  Ties wi th  Boko Haram,”  
49 Mal ik  Samuel  and  Oluwole Ojewale,  “Chi ldren on the bat t le f ie ld :  ISW AP’s la test  
recru i ts ” ,  10 March 2022,  https://issafrica.org/iss-today/children-on-the-battlefield-iswaps-latest-recruits  
50 Ibid. 
51 Analyt ica l  Support  and Sanct ions Moni tor ing Team , 2022.  
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weapons and surrendered to the author i t ies in Mozambique, also releasing 
chi ldren as a result  of  food shortages. 52 

The Unconstrained Influence of Socio-cultural Dynamics 

The involvement of  minors in VEOs is also facil i tated by socio-cultural norms. 
Broadly speaking, culture provides the sett ings in which children and their  
families l ive their l ives and the meanings ascribed by society to these act ivit ies 
and l ifestyles. 53 The socio-cultural context  “determines the people with whom 
chi ldren wi l l  interact, the sett ings in which they wi l l carry out their dai ly 
act ivit ies, the tasks they wi l l be assigned, the resources avai lable to them, 
and the behaviour and values that they wi l l be encouraged to develop and 
embrace.” 54 All of  these contextual factors can inf luence chi ld vulnerabi l i ty and 
create an enabling environment for recruitment by armed groups. I f  children 
are raised in a context where violence is widespread, encouraged or glor if ied,  
involvement with an armed group is no longer outside societal norms and can 
become endemic.  

In the DRC, for example, the country with  the largest populat ion of  internally 
displaced people on the Afr ican cont inent 55,  displaced children of ten grow up 
in an environment marked by chi ld recruitment, civi l ian massacres, conf l ict -
related sexual violence, gang violence, cr iminality, chi ld labour and 
exploitat ion, violent demonstrat ions etc. Among the displaced chi ldren, some 
feel that they have no choice but to join local or foreign NSAGs, even before 
they come of  age. Other minors veer towards making a l iving in the art isanal 
mines, where they can also be subjected to kidnapping and forced 
recruitment, 56  whi le others migrate to urban areas where they can be 
manipulated to join urban gangs or support pol it ical agenda s through violent  
means. 57    

This socio-cultural context, in combination with extreme insecur ity, al lows  
NSAGs to operate with impunity and to  engage in horr if ic abuses against  
chi ldren. They place boys and gir ls on the f rontl ines of  conf l ict as human 
shields and as ‘protect ion charms’ against enemies. 58 Boys over the age of  10 
are trained to recognize the ‘enemy’ ( i.e. an opposing armed group and/or the 
Congolese army), inf i l t rate its camp and cause harm. 59 Meanwhile, gir ls are 
subjected to sexual violence and tasked to fetch food, water and f irewood, to 
cook and wash clothes for the male combatants. 60  

                                                

52 Analyt ica l  Support  and Sanct ions Moni tor ing Team , 2022.   
53 Yochay Nadan and J i l l  Korb in,  “Cul tu ra l  Context ,  In tersect iona l i t y ,  and Chi ld  
Vulnerabi l i t y” ,  Chi ldhood Vulnerabi l i ty  Journal ,  2018,  h t tps: / /do i .org/10.1007/s41255 -019-
00003-7.   
54 Ib id ,  54.   
55 5 .9  mi l l ion people,  inc lud ing 700,000 newly  d isp laced people th is  year .  For  more 
in format ion,  see:  h t tps: / /news.un.org/en/s tory/2022/07/1122162 .    
56 Murhabazi  Namegabe,  “Ref lec t ions on the  Dynamics Surrounding Chi ld  Sold iers  in  the 
DRC and the b roader Great  Lakes Region” ,  September 2022,  Food-for- thought  paper 
submi t ted to  the NSD-S Hub.  
57 Ib id .  
58 Ib id .  See a lso :  “Al l  That  I  Have Lost  –  The Impact  o f  At tacks on Educat ion for  W omen 

and Gir ls  in  Kasai  Centra l  Provin ce Democra t ic  Republ ic  o f  Congo’ ,  Global  Coal i t ion to  
Protect  Educat ion f rom At tack,  2019,  h t tps: / /pro tect ingeducat ion.org/wp -
content /up loads/documents /documents_drc_kasai_at tac ks_on_women_and_gi r ls .pdf .  
59 Murhabazi  Namegabe,  “Ref lec t ions on the  Dynamics Surrounding Chi ld  Sold iers ” .  
60 Ib id .  
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In 2021, the All ied Democrat ic Forces  (ADF) –  rebranded as the Congolese 
wing of  the Islamic State’s Central Afr ica Province (ISCAP) –  was reported to 
have used women and chi ldren as human shields  whi le expanding its area of 
operat ions f rom the North Kivu and Ituri Provinces to the South Kivu and 
Tanganyika Provinces. 61 Whereas international report ing has recently noted 
that ISCAP attracts new recruits with loans, employment and a sense of  
community and sol idarity, local observers suggest that the mil i tants in the DRC 
have been focusing on recruit ing Musl im chi ldren for many years, providing 
cash to their families and promising to pay school fees for their sibl ings. 62  

Children who have escaped ADF or have been released from detention have 
apparently provided disturbing accounts of  their training and init iat ion into 
violent extremism in North Kivu. 63 An example given was that  chi ldren who 
resisted, or attempted to run away, would be abused in f ront of  the others, as 
a means of  deterr ing similar behaviour and ensur ing compliance. In recent 
years, as ADF has continued to release propaganda emphasizing its af f i l iat ion 
with Daesh, it  has also used chi ldren to proclaim the latter ’s infamous motto:  
“Remaining and expanding!” 64  

In addit ion to the dynamics out l ined above, the expectat ion that chi ldren 
contr ibute to the family economy also creates signif icant recruit ing 
environments in certain socio -cultural contexts, especial ly when coupled with 
the breakdown of  the family unit .  In Syr ia and Iraq, for example, the customary 
age for young people to enter the workforce, get married or b egin mil itary 
service has long deviated f rom the international standard of  18 years. 65 Given 
the high casualty rates among working /f ight ing-age males during the conf l ict  
in Syr ia and Iraq, boys in these areas prematurely inherited the roles and 
responsibi l i t ies of  their fathers. 66 Becoming breadwinners for their families did 
not only imbue such boys with a sense of newfound famil ial duty, it  also 
amounted to a consistent pull factor for joining armed groups. 67 

One other important socio-cultural aspect that  increases the r isk of  
recruitment for children is t ied to social st igma. The chal lenges that this 
phenomenon poses in the areas af fected by terror ism and violent extremism 
are of ten highlighted by researchers and analysts. 68  I ts magnitude and 

                                                

61 “Let ter  dated 15 Ju ly 2021  submi t ted to  the Pres ident  o f  the UN Secur i t y Counci l  
(S/2021/655)” ,  Analy t ica l  Support  and Sanct ions Moni tor ing  Team ,  2021,  
h t tps: / /www.secur i t ycounc i l report .org /at f /c f /%7B65BFCF9B -6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/S_2021_655_E.pdf .    
62 Ib id .  See a lso  Murhabazi  Namegabe,  “Ref lec t ions on the Dynamics Surrounding Chi ld  
Sold iers ” .  
63 Murhabazi  Namegabe,  “Ref lec t ions on the  Dynamics Surrounding Chi ld  Sold iers ” .  
64 Tara Candland et  a l ,  “The Is lamic  State in  Congo”.  Program on Ext remism  at  George 
Washington Univers i ty ,  March 2021,    
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Reconci l ia t ion in  I raq,”  Uni ted Nat ions Univers i ty .  2018,  
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66 Gina Vale ,  “You are no longer cubs,  you are now l ions :  examin ing the constructed 
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Terror ism ,  2022 ,  10.1080/17539153.2022.2116155 .    
67 Ib id ,  57.   
68 Belk is  W i l le .  “ I raq ’s  So -Cal led IS IS Fami l ies :  Rounded up,  Vi l i f ied ,  Forgo t ten” .  Human 
Rigths W atch,  2018,  h t tps: / /www.hrw.org /news/2018/11/14/ i raqs -so-ca l led- is is - fami l ies -
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repercussions, however, are not wel l understood and appear to be far from 
suff icient ly addressed in pract ice.  

Nowhere, perhaps, is this more evident than in Iraq. At the height of  its 
expansion in 2014, Daesh controlled 20 major cit ies in the country with an 
est imated populat ion of  over 5 mil l ion people. 69 Af ter its defeat, civi l ians who 
lived under its rule for an extended period of  t ime from 2014-2017 were 
label led as ‘collaborators’,  even if  that meant being just a cook, a cleaner or 
a stay-at-home wife. According to the I raqi author it ies more than 300,000 
individuals 70 among the suspected ‘col laborators’ are thought to have had 
family t ies to Daesh, of  whom the vast majority are said to be women and 
chi ldren. 71 Data derived f rom a Daesh registry captured by U.S. mil itary f orces 
in Iraq referred to 101,850 minors l inked to male adults on the group’s payrol l,  
with 92% of the guardians being f rom Iraq. 72  

Subjected to social st igma and marginal izat ion, most of  these famil ies and 
their chi ldren have been languishing in camps and  informal sett lements across 
dif ferent Iraqi governorates. They do not have access to permanent homes, 
jobs, civi l documentation and schools, and receive l imited special ized 
assistance from international organizat ions. 73 Local organisations are unable 
to engage with them for fear of  backlash from the local author i t ies and the rest 
of  the populace. 74 

Furthermore, the suspected col laborators have been placed on a government -
control led secur ity l ist  and their reintegrat ion pr ocess into society has been 
descr ibed as arbitrary and short -s ighted. 75  Tribal and rel igious af f i l iat ions 
inf luence their reintegrat ion prospects, as does the ir or igin (rural/urban), as 
well  as notions of  dignity and honour (women and gir ls, for example, ar e said 
to have ‘ lost ’  their honour forever, whereas the same does not seem to apply 
to men and boys). 76  In pract ice, this means that some families and their  
chi ldren are being reintegrated into communit ies, whereas others are 
condemned to l iving on the marg ins of Iraqi society, which arguably sets the 
condit ions for future recruitment .  

In part icular, the undocumented chi ldren in families with perceived Daesh 
associat ion are at high r isk of  becoming a “neglected generation unable to 
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travel between Iraqi cit ies and towns, barred f rom attending formal schools 
and obtaining educational cert if icates, and denied access to health care or 
state social welfare programs.” 77  The social marginal izat ion and mater ia l  
depr ivat ion that these children are subjected to amounts not only to a 
col lect ive punishment that violates Iraqi law, 78  but also a potential ly 
destabi l izing pract ice in the mid- to long-term. The l iterature on chi ld soldiers 
and juvenile just ice emphasises that societal reject ion prevents chi ldren f rom 
gaining a stake in society and leads to forms of  deviant behaviour. 79 At the 
same t ime, evidence from situations of  conf l ict in Mozambique, Rwanda, 
Sierra Leone and Uganda suggests that chi ldren’s acceptance into the family 
and community is the key factor in successf ul rehabi l i tat ion. 80  

The empir ical research avai lable to date,  therefore, impl ies that the extreme 
vulnerabi l i ty of  children with l inks to Daesh can create or exacerbate 
grievances and host i l i ty towards State authorit ies or other communit ies. In 
turn, such grievances and hosti l i ty can easily perpetuate the condit ions for 
continued recruitment by Daesh, especial ly as the latter seeks to regenerate 
its capabi l it ies. In addit ion, this vulnerabi l i ty can also be exploited by other 
VEOs in the region. In 2021, for example, the President of  the Islamic 
Commission of  Spain was arrested for divert ing humanitarian funds to f inance 
a school for orphaned Syr ian children in Idl ib with the intent ion of  recruit ing 
and training future terrorist f ighters for Al-Qaida mil it ias.81 In the absence of  
targeted efforts commensurate with the scale of  the chal lenge, it  is l ikely that  
fears of  Daesh’s resurgence 82 wil l  complicate even further the prospects for  
these chi ldren’s societal integrat ion and rehabi l itat ion in both Iraq and Syr ia.  

Similar dynamics have been observed in Nigeria, where there has long been 
fear and suspicion of  the chi ldren born out of  sexual violence and whose  
fathers are bel ieved to be Boko Haram f ighters. As far back as 2016, empir ical 
research showed that, in the eyes of  local communit ies, these chi ldren were 
deemed to have ‘bad blood’. 83  Described by some community leaders as 
‘snakes’ or ‘hyenas among dogs’,  these chi ldren –  along with their mothers –  
faced signif icant reintegrat ion chal lenges. 84 As noted in the l i terature, even 
when husbands were wi l l ing to welcome their wives back upon their release 
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f rom Boko Haram captivity, the other wives in polygamous famil ies feared that 
the returning chi ldren could radical ise the other members of  the household. 85 
While communit ies in the region have generally regarded children as vict ims, 
their  percept ions have seemingly osci l lated between empathy and distrust.  
Research has highl ighted that discriminat ion or reject ion of  these chi ldren may 
lead to ‘self -fulf i l l ing prophecies’,  increasing children’s vulnerabi l i ty to 
radical izat ion and recruitment by VEOs. Assumptions that the mistrust towards 
these children might reduce over t ime may have been too optimist ic, with 
reports point ing towards cont inued st igma and social exclusion .86      

  

                                                

85 “Bad Blood, ”  In ternat ional  Aler t ,  UNICEF Niger ia ,  2016.  
86 “UNODC  s teps up ef for t  to  protect  ch i ld  v ic t ims and wi tnesses in  te rror ism -re la ted 
proceedings in  Niger ia” ,  Uni ted Nat ions Of f ice on  Drugs and Cr ime ,  2022,  
h t tps: / /www.unodc.org/n iger ia /en/unodc -s teps-up-ef for t - to-pro tect -ch i ld -vic t ims-and-
wi tnesses- in- te rror ism-re la ted-proceedings- in -n iger ia .html .  

https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/unodc-steps-up-effort-to-protect-child-victims-and-witnesses-in-terrorism-related-proceedings-in-nigeria.html
https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/unodc-steps-up-effort-to-protect-child-victims-and-witnesses-in-terrorism-related-proceedings-in-nigeria.html
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II. ANALYSIS OF THE ‘DEMAND SIDE ’  

The recruitment of  chi ldren represents a phenomenon that is dif f icult  to 
accurately quantify due to various data-gathering impediments.  Although the 
UN’s collect ion and verif icat ion process has improved over the past few years, 
the assembled data (whilst  more rel iable) st i l l  provides only an approximation 
of the phenomenon’s actual s ize and scope. 87 Despite these l imitat ions , the 
available f igures strongly indicate that Afr ica and the Middle East are the 
regions where chi ld recruitment continues to be most prevalent . In 2021, local 
State and NSAGs accounted for  more than 5,800 of UN’s documented/ver if ied 
cases of  child recruitment –  a f igure which represents over 90% of all UN’s 
reported cases in that year.88  

Although the majority of  child recruitment  is attr ibuted to NSAGs, the 
phenomenon tends to have signif icant r ipple ef fects. Once the pract ice 
emerges in a confl ict zone, it  of ten becomes widespread (sometimes 
instantaneously) . As a result ,  child recruitment  is almost never l imited to only 
one group, but is instead regularly associated with mult iple and of ten opposing 
fact ions.89 Over the past years, Al-Shabaab has consistently been the most 
notable perpetrator of  child recruitment in Somalia. 90 Nevertheless, aside f rom 
Al-Shabaab, the pract ice of  recruit ing Somali chi ldren has also been regular ly 
l inked with local government forces (pol ice, army and intell igence), regional 
forces (Puntland, Jubbaland, Galmudug, etc.),  clan milit ias  and Ahl al-Sunna 
wal-Jama‘a. 91  

A secur ity situation in which  a wide variety of  actors act ively and 
simultaneously engage in chi ld recruitment has not emerged only in Somalia, 
but can be found in other conf l ict zones across Afr ica and the Middle East.  
Between 2020 and 2021 the number of  identif ied (documented/ver if ied) actors  
that engaged in the pract ice of  child recruitment in  the DRC stood at  12, in 
Syrian Arab Republ ic - 11, in Mali -  10, in Central Afr ican Republic (CAR) - 7, 
in South Sudan - 7, etc.92, 93 In fact,  in just the ten-year period between 2010 
and 2020, the number of  NSAGs that were reported to have recruited chi ldren 

                                                

87 “Stagger ing scale of  grave vio la t ions against  ch i ldren in  conf l ic t  revealed in  new 
UNICEF analys is , ”  UNICEF ,  27 June,  2022,  h t tps : / /www.unicef .org/press -
re leases/s tagger ing -scale-grave-vio la t ions-against -ch i ldren-conf l ic t - revealed-new-unice f .    
88 “Secre tary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t  –  Annual  Report  
(Genera l  Assembly  Seventy-s ixth  sess ion) , ”  Uni ted Nat ions ,  23  June,  2022,  
h t tps: / /documents -dds-
ny.un.o rg/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement .   
89 “Annual  Report  Summary 2019, ”  Off ice of  the Spec ia l  Representat ive  o f  the Secretary  
Genera l  for  Chi ldren and  Armed Conf l ic t  –  Uni ted  Nat ions ,  August ,  2020,  
h t tps: / /ch i ldrenandarmedconf l ic t .un.org/wp -content /up loads/2020/08/CAAC-Chi ldren-
Armed-Conf l ic t -Annual -Report -Summary-2019-WEB.pdf .  
90 Between 2016 and 2021 the number of  documented/ver i f ied ch i ldren  recru i ted by the 
group osc i l la ted f rom 854 to  1865 per  year .  
91 “Secre tary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t  –  Annual  Report  
(Genera l  Assembly  Seventy -s ixth  sess ion) , ”  Uni ted Nat ions ,  23  June,  2022.  
ht tps: / /documents-dds-
ny.un.o rg/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement   
92 “Annual  Repor t  on Chi ldren and Armed Conf l ic t , ”  23 June,  2022.  
93  “Secretary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on  Chi ldren and Armed Conf l ic t  –  Annual  Report  

(Genera l  Assembly  Seventy - f i f th  sess ion) , ”  6  May,  2021,  h t tps: / /documents -dds-
ny.un.o rg/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/113/09/PDF/N2111309.pdf?OpenElement .  

https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/staggering-scale-grave-violations-against-children-conflict-revealed-new-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/staggering-scale-grave-violations-against-children-conflict-revealed-new-unicef
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/CAAC-Children-Armed-Conflict-Annual-Report-Summary-2019-WEB.pdf
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/CAAC-Children-Armed-Conflict-Annual-Report-Summary-2019-WEB.pdf
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/344/71/PDF/N2234471.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/113/09/PDF/N2111309.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/113/09/PDF/N2111309.pdf?OpenElement
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worldwide almost tr ipled f rom 38 to 110 –  i t  is l ikely that the identif ied r ipple 
effect belongs among the major contr ibutors to such a trend.94 

SWOT Analysis 

The increasing number and diversity of  actors that recruit  chi ldren suggests 
that some of them, if  not the majority,  engage in th is pract ice to advance their  
strategic and operational object ives. In order to better understand the ‘demand 
side ’ an evidence-based Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunit ies-Threats 
(SWOT) analysis was conducted (Figure 6) - assessing the recruitment of  
chi ldren f rom the perspective of  non-state perpetrators. 95    

 

The identif ied attr ibutes suggest that strengths and opportunit ies far exceed 
the number of  weaknesses and threats  that NSAGs associate with the 
phenomenon. This provides further credence to the viewpoint that child 
recruitment is, to a certain degree, driven by intent  and its perceived 
advantages, rather than by mere necessity.  Such inference is addit ionally  
corroborated by the fact that some of the most prominent NSAGs have 
engaged in chi ld recruitment  across vast ly dif ferent geographical areas. The 
recruitment and use of  children has been , among many others,  f requently 
reported with regards to groups ranging  from the Taliban (TB) in Afghanistan,  
Ansar Al lah (Houthis) in Yemen, and Al-Shabaab in Somalia to Coal it ion des 

                                                

94 P ia  Podieh,  Kr is ten  Kamoy,  Keyan  Salark ia ,  “S top the W ar on Chi ldren –  a  Cr is is  o f  
Recru i tment , ”  Save the  Chi ldren,  30  November,  2021,  
ht tps: / /apo.org.au/s i tes /defaul t / f i les / resource - f i l es /2021-11/apo-n id315376.pdf .  
95 Ind iv idual  a t t r ibutes a re evidence -based and  were co l lec ted through extens ive l i teratu re  

review regard ing the ch i ld  recru i tment  phenomenon.   

Figure 6 :  SWOT Analys is –  Recruitment of  Chi ldren  

 

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-11/apo-nid315376.pdf
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patr iotes pour le changement (CPC) in CAR, Boko Haram in Nigeria,  or 
Coordination des mouvements de l ’Azawad (CMA) in Mali. 96,97  

In addit ion, the SWOT analysis has two inherent features that are of  relevance. 
First ly, the ident if ied ‘weaknesses ’ gradually diminish in signif icance as 
recruited chi ldren age and gain further experience . In fact,  in the mid- to long-
term, the factors such as inferior physical power, inexper ience, low-ski l ls or  
l imitat ions to improvised explosive devices (IEDs)/small arms and l ight  
weapons (SALW) become negl igible. At the same t ime, many of  the ‘strengths ’ 
that NSAGs associate with chi ld recruitment simultaneously diminish as wel l  
(e.g. lack of  sense of  fear, easi ly control led, cheap to maintain, less 
detectable, etc.) .  Nevertheless,  as these ‘strengths ’ and ‘weaknesses ’  
progressively dissipate, the group gains a more exper ienced combatant ,  
potent ially even a wil l ing member.98,99 As a result ,  var ious NSAGs can also 
view the recruitment of  children, aside f rom more immediate ‘strengths ’  and 
‘opportunit ies ’,  as a long-term strategic investment. 100 

Secondly, the attr ibutes ident if ied within the SWOT analysis have an 
osci l lat ing signif icance, contingent upon the age of  the recruited chi ld . For 
instance, given their mental matur ity and physical aptitude, 7-year-old chi ldren 
can be considered signif icant ly more malleable than  16-year-olds. However, 
the former’s competence in aiding the group duri ng combat itself  is notably 
lower. While dif f icult  to accurately categorize , the avai lable data suggests that 
the majority of  non-state perpetrators tend to recruit  chi ldren between the ages 
of  12 and 17.101,102 This range l ikely represents an age group which maximizes 
identif ied ‘strengths’ and minimizes ‘weaknesses’.  Nonetheless, the 
recruitment of  children who are younger is not uncommon.  Although cases of 
recruits as young as f ive exist,  more signif icant child  recruitment reportedly 

                                                

96 “Annual  Repor t  on Chi ldren and Armed Conf l ic t , ”  23 June,  2022.  
97 “Secre tary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t  –  Annual  Report  
(Genera l  Assembly  Seventy- th i rd  sess ion ) , ”  Uni ted Nat ions ,  20  June,  2019,  
h t tps: / /documents -dds-
ny.un.o rg/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N19/186/21/PDF/N1918621.pdf?OpenElement .  
98 Jacob Zenn,  “Boko Haram: Recru i tment ,  F inanc ing,  and Arms Traf f ick ing in  the Lake 
Chad Region, ”  CTC Sent ine l  7 ,  issue 10,  October  2014,  h t tps: / /www.ctc .usma.edu/boko -
haram-recru i tment - f inanc ing-and-arms-t ra f f ick ing- in- the- lake -chad-region/ .  
99 Jess ica  W ol fendale,  Mat thew Talber t ,  “The Mora l  Responsib i l i t y o f  Chi ld  Sold iers  and 
the Case of  Domin ic  Ongwen, ”  Stockholm Center  for  Eth ics  of  War and Peace ,  
h t tp : / /s tockholmcentre.o rg/ the -mora l - respons ib i l i ty -o f -ch i ld -so ld iers -and- the-case-of -
domin ic -ongwen/ .   
100 Mick  Mulroy,  Er ic  Oehle r ich,  Zack  Baddor f ,  “Beg in wi th  the  ch i ldren:  Chi ld  so ld ier  
numbers doubled in  the Middle East  in  2019, ”  The Middle East  Ins t i tu te ,  14 Apr i l ,  2020,  
h t tps: / /www.mei .edu/pub l icat ions/begin -ch i ldren-ch i ld -so ld ier -numbers-doubled-middle-
east -2019.  
101 Michel le  S teel ,  “Chi ld  Sold iers , ”  V is ion,  Fal l  2008,  h t tps: / /www.vis ion.org /soc ia l - issues-
ch i ld -so ld iers -1049.  
102 Raf iu  Or iyomi  Ajakaye,  “3,500 ch i ld  so ld iers  recru i ted in  Niger ia :  UNICEF, ”  Anadolu  
Agency ,  12 Apr i l ,  2019,  ht tps: / /www.aa.com.t r /en/af r ica/3 -500-chi ld -so ld iers -recru i ted - in-

n iger ia -unicef /1450584 .  
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begins at the age of  10.103, 104, 105,106 This over laps with the assessment that  many 
small arms, such as the Avtomat Kalashnikova (AK-47) and i ts var iants , can 
be easi ly carr ied and used by chi ldren of  that age. 107  

Trends and Enablers 

Although child recruitment remains a wide -spread yet  underreported 
phenomenon across Afr ica and the Middle East, the UN data suggests that, 
following two peak years in 2016 and 2017, its local scale (total number of 
recruited children per year) has in fact decreased and since 2018 has 
remained within a relat ively stable range (See Figure 7 - in order to accurately 
identify ongoing trends, it  is essential to dif ferentiate between (1) chi ldren 
recruited in the given year and (2) chi ldren that were identif ied as child 
recruits, but the recruitment itself  occurred in the previous years. Fail ing to 
make such a dif ferentiat ion would lead to data misinterpretat ion) .108  

 

                                                

103 Peter  W .  Singer,  “Young Sold iers  Used in  Conf l ic ts  A round the  W or ld , ”  Brook ings ,  12 
June,  2006,  h t tps: / /www.brook ings.edu/on - the-record/young -sold iers -used- in-conf l ic ts -
around-the-wor ld / .  
104 “Chi ldren  Af fected by Armed Conf l ic t /  Chi ld  Sold iers , ”  The Youth Advocate Program 
Internat ional ,  h t tp : / / yapi .org/youth -wel lbe ing/ch i ldren -af fected -by-armed-conf l ic t -ch i ld-
so ld iers / .  
105 “Chi ld  Sold iers :  One of  the worst  abuses of  ch i ld  labour, ”  Amnesty  In ternat ional ,  1  

January,  1999,  h t tps: / /www.amnesty.o rg/en/documents / ior42/001/1999/en / .  
106 “Chi ld  Sold iers , ”  Humanium ,  05 October ,  2011,  h t tps: / /www.humanium.org/en/ch i ld -
so ld ier / .  
107 Anne-Lynn Dudenhoefe r ,  “Understanding the Recru i tment  o f  Chi ld  Sold ie rs  in  Afr ica, ”  
The Afr ican Centre for  the Construct ive Resolut ion of  Disputes (ACCORD) ,  16 August ,  
2016,  h t tps: / /www.accord.org.za/conf l ic t - t rends/understanding -rec ru i tment -ch i ld -so ld iers -
af r ica/ .  
108 Data were gathered f rom Annual  Reports  o f  the  Secretary -Genera l  on Chi ldren and 
armed conf l ic t  2012-2022.  

Figure 7 :  Recrui tment of  Chi ldren –  Afr ica and Middle East   

(Source:  Graph e laborated by NSD-S Hub.  Data gathered f rom Repor ts  o f  the 
Secretary-Genera l  on Chi ldren and armed con f l i c t  2012 -2022)  
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Whilst these f igures provide further insight and understanding of the child 
recruitment phenomenon, they st i l l  need to be approached with caution. As 
already indicated, earlier reports have lower rel iabi l i ty than more recent ones. 
Not only has the col lect ion and verif icat ion process improved over the 
observed period, but recent reports include data cover ing more countr ies than 
in the past –  two facts which, aside f rom deteriorat ion on the ground,  may 
have also contr ibuted to the reported upsurge since 2011. Likewise, increases 
in reported child recruitment can be , on occasion, attr ibuted to groups inf lat ing 
the number of  recruited chi ldren in order to benef it  f rom disarmament,  
demobil izat ion and reintegrat ion packages. 109  Inversely, any documented 
reduction in the number of  recruits can be caused by security restr ict ions, 
access l imitat ions, or by local communit ies ’ fears to report recruitment 
incidents. 110,111 Nevertheless, the drop following 2017 suggests the existence 
of  mult iple causes, possibly including efforts to end hosti l i t ies (e.g. South 
Sudan, CAR, Yemen) as wel l as mil itar y losses incurred by groups such as 
Boko Haram or Daesh. 

Data indicates that  non-state actor ’s abi l i ty to direct ly control  or project 
notable inf luence over terr itory/communit ies potent ially belongs among the 
key determinants af fect ing the group’s capacity to recruit  chi ldren in large 
numbers.  Following the loss of  terr itory, the reported number of  children that 
were recruited by Boko Haram in Nigeria dropped from 1,947 in 2016 to 1,051 
in 2017 and later to 301 in 2018.  Similar ly, following the reduction of  terr itory 
under the control of  Daesh, the number of  Syrian chi ldren recruited by the 
group reportedly dropped from 284 in 2017 to 30 in 2018.  By 2019, the UN 
was able to verify only one child as recruited by Daesh in Syr ia and none in 
Iraq.112, 113,114, 115,116  

While the terr itory control ,  or the uncontested/semi-contested inf luence over  
it ,  is not a prerequisi te for  engaging in chi ld recruitment (e.g. chi ld recruitment 
can be conducted onl ine, via family t ies, or by clandest ine cel ls ) it  l ikely serves 
as one of  phenomenon’s  major enablers –  providing the group with access to 
a larger pool of  potential recruits . Avai lable f igures f rom recent years indicate 
that Al-Shabaab in Somalia, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) in Syria, CPC in 
CAR ,  Kurdish People’s Protect ion Units and Women’s Protect ion Units 
(YPG/YPJ) in Syr ia,  Mai-Mai Mazembe in DRC, CMA in Mali ,  Houthis in 

                                                

109 “Secre tary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed  Conf l ic t , ”  24 August ,  2017.  
110 “Secre tary-Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t  –  Annual  Report  
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114 “Chi ldren  and Armed Conf l ic t  (Genera l  Assembly  For t ie th  sess ion sess ion) , ”  Uni ted 
Nat ions Human Rights  Counci l ,  26 December ,  2018,  h t tps: / /documents -dds-

ny.un.o rg/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G18/446/72 /PDF/G1844672.pdf?OpenElement .  
115 Data were gathered f rom Annual  Reports  o f  the  Secretary -Genera l  on Chi ldren and 
armed conf l ic t  2016-2019.  
116 As ind icated above,  reported f igures should  be cons idered a s an approx imat ion g iven 
the h igh l ike l ihood that  many cases are no t  documented/reported .    
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Yemen, Nyatura in DRC, the TB in Afghanistan , and Platform in Mali  are among 
the most notable non-state perpetrators of  child recruitment in Afr ica and t he 
Middle East.117, 118, 119 Not only has the majority of  l isted ent it ies demonstrated 
competency in control l ing terr itory, but many have been able to establ ish 
effect ive shadow state structures - appoint  ‘governors’,  collect taxes, operate 
educat ional facil i t ies,  provide judicial services, etc. 120, 121  

Separately, terr itor ial control can also af fect other recruitment venues, such 
as the internet and social media. As Daesh terr itory shrunk, losing al l i ts key 
bases in Syria and Iraq  by the end of  2017, so too did the group’s  capabi l ity 
to produce propaganda material  in its previous size and scope .122,123 This trend,  
further bolstered by the mil itary campaign t argeting key Daesh propagandists, 
resulted in a notable decline in the group’s onl ine recruitment capabi l it ies  and 
radical izat ion ef forts. 124  Just between November 2016 and April 2017, the 
monthly output of  Daesh propaganda dropped by 75%. 125  

I t  is highly l ikely that by gradual ly diminishing  an NSAG’s  terr itor ial control,  
i ts capacity to conduct large scale chi ld rec ruitment would be progressively 
degraded as well.  Nevertheless,  such an outcome does not always translate 
into the overal l decl ine of  child recruitment in the affected area . Whilst Boko 
Haram’s military losses led to an overall drop of  reported chi ld recruitment in 
Nigeria, the same is not true for Syria following the decl ine of  Daesh. In fact , 
af ter the init ia l dip in local chi ld recruitment  in 2018, the phenomenon quickly 
regained tract ion as other actors , especially HTS, YPG/YPJ and the Syrian 
National Army (SNA), f i l led in the emerging vacuum.126 

In a wider context, the child recruitment phenomenon in Afr ica and the Middle 
East remains largely unabated . I t  is l ikely that the reported decrease in the 
number of  children recruited per year fol lowing 2017 (see Figure 2) was 
primari ly circumstantial  and not indicative of  signif icant  long-term 
improvements. Furthermore, i t  is assessed as highly l ikely that with the 

                                                

117 “Secreta ry -Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t , ”  23 June,  2022.  
118 “Secreta ry -Genera l  Annual  Report  on Chi ld ren and Armed Conf l ic t , ”  6 May,  2021.  
119 L is ted are Afr ican and Middle Eastern top  10 main perpetrators  of  ch i ld  recru i tment  in  
2020 and 2021 (descend ing order)  –  data ga thered f rom the UN Annual  reports  on Chi ldren 
and Armed Conf l ic t .  NB. ,  inc luded are only NSA Gs that  have been repor ted to  rec ru i t  
ch i ldren in  both years .    
120 Pamela  Constable ,  “The Tal iban has successfu l ly bu i l t  a  para l le l  s ta te in  many par ts  o f  
Afghanis tan,  report  says , ”  The Washington Post ,  21 June,  2018,  
h t tps: / /www.washingtonpost .com/news/wor ldviews/wp/2018/06/21 / the - ta l iban-has-
successfu l ly -bu i l t -a -para l le l -s ta te- in-many-parts -of -a fghanis tan- report -says/ .  
121 Sudarsan Raghavan,  “An at tack on a mi l i tary base in  Somal ia  shows a l -Shabab’s  deadly 
power, ”  The Washington Post ,  17 Ju ly,  2022 ,  
h t tps: / /www.washingtonpost .com/wo r ld /2022/07/17/somal ia -a l -shabab-us- t roops/ .  
122 Mina Al -Lami ,  “The Rise,  Fal l  and Rise of  ISIS Media,  2017 –2018, ”  Terror ism, 
Radica l isat ion & Counte r ing Vio lent  Extremism ,  31 January ,  2019,  
h t tps: / / l ink .spr inger.com/chapter /10.1007/978 -981-13-1999-0_9 .  
123 Henry Ridgwel l ,  “Huge Decl ine in  IS IS Propaganda Mir rors  Losses on Bat t le f ie ld , ”  VOA ,  
01 December ,  2017 ,  h t tps: / /www.voanews.com/a/ is is -propaganda-dec l ies-mirrors - losses-
on-bat t le f ie ld /4144838.h tml .  
124 Ryan Di l lon ,  “Department  o f  De fense Press Br ie f ing by  Colonel  Di l lon via  
te leconference f rom Baghdad,  I raq, ”  US Department  o f  De fense ,  27 Ju ly,  2017,  
h t tps: / /www.defense.gov/News/Transcr ip ts /Transcr ip t /Ar t ic le /1260398/department -of -
defense-press-br ie f ing-by-co lonel -d i l lon-via- te leconference- f rom/ .  
125 “ ISIS Af te r  the Cal iphate, ”  Wilson Center ,  28 November ,  2017,  
h t tps: / /www.wi lsoncente r .org/ar t ic le / is is -af ter - the-ca l iphate-0.  
126 Data were gathered f rom Annual  Reports  o f  the  Secretary -Genera l  on Chi ldren and 
armed conf l ic t  2016-2019.  
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emergence of  new conf l icts or the escalat ion of  exist ing ones , the number of  
chi ldren recruited per year wi l l  increase correspondingly.  

Ideological Legacy versus Undogmatic Recruitment 

The recruitment of  chi ldren is not a monolithic  phenomenon. In fact ,  var ious 
NSAGs across Afr ica and the Middle East that recruit  minors often have vastly 
diverging approaches,  reasoning and modus operandi .  These dist inct ions 
should be taken into considerat ion when attempting to engage with these 
actors or when seeking to reintegrate formerly recruited chi ldren.     

An assessment of  the recent tact ics, techniques and procedures (TTPs) of 
var ious NSAGs reveals that  recruited chi ldren are systemat ical ly imbued with 
a strong ideological worldview. This increasing trend was part icular ly evident 
during the 2010s when var ious militant  groups began to implement more 
sophist icated and inst itut ional ized mechanisms for such a purpose.  This 
primari ly refers to groups such as Daesh, Al-Shabaab and, to some extent ,  
Boko Haram. The common denominator in their modus operandi  being an 
el imination of  tradit ional educat ion and curr iculums (erasing or l imit ing 
‘unholy’ and ‘contentious ’ subjects such as history, philosophy, music, art,  
l i terature, geography etc.) and replacing it with classes focused on Arabic 
language and rel igious educat ion. In addit ion,  physical training , including 
exercise in shooting or wrestl ing , is of ten incorporated. 127, 128, 129 The strategy of  
recruit ing children and indoctr inat ing them with extremist narrat ives therefore 
l ikely aims to pr imarily ensure the group’s  long-term survival whi le 
simultaneously generating a dedicated and ski l led f ight ing force.  In that 
regard, the NSAGs almost certainly perceive the recruitment of  children as a 
long-term strategic investment.  

Nevertheless, not al l  groups that recruit  chi ldren engage in their systemat ic 
indoctr inat ion ,  although some might st i l l  have a form of ‘ in it iat ion’ or training, 
of ten brutal and traumatic . 130 In fact,  various milit ias in countr ies such as 
Liberia, Uganda, Sierra Leone or DRC have demonstrated no signif icant 
incl inat ion to re-educate or indoctr inate the minors they have recruited.  Such 
groups perceive child recruitment pr imarily as a cheap and avai lable 
instrument for increasing their f irepower or for fulf i l l ing immediate ad-hoc 
tasks. 131  When compared, the NSAGs that demonstrate incl inat ion for  
‘undogmatic recruitment’ are l ikely to be substantial ly more driven by their  
short-term and operational object ives rather than by long-term and strategic 
goals.  

                                                

127 Noman Benotman,  Nik i ta  Mal ik ,  The Chi ld ren of  Is lamic  Sta te  (Qui l l iam, March 2016 ).  
128 Gina Vale,  “Cubs in  the  L ions ’  Den:  Indoctr inat ion and Recru i tment  o f  Chi ldren W i th in  
Is lamic  State Ter r i tory, ”  ICSR ,  2018,  h t tps: / / icsr . in fo /wp-content /up loads/2018/07/ ICSR-
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129 “They Didn’ t  Know i f  I  Was Al ive or  Dead”  Mi l i tary Detent ion  of  Chi ldren for  Suspected  

Boko Haram Involvement  in  Nor theast  Niger ia , ”  Human Rights  Watch ,  10  September,  2019,  
h t tps: / /www.hrw.org/ report /2019/09/10 / they -d idn t -know- i f - i -was-a l i ve-or -dead/mi l i tary-
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130 “Chi ldren  recru i ted  by a rmed forces or  a rmed groups, ”  UNICEF ,  las t  updated 22 

December 2021,  ht tps: / /www.unicef .org /protect ion/ch i ldren -recru i ted-by-a rmed- forces .  
131 “Chi ld  Sold iers  in  Armed Conf l ic t , ”  In ternat ional  Ins t i tu te  fo r  St rateg ic  S tudies ,  Ju ly 
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The dif ferentiat ion between NSAGs that engage in systemat ic indoctr inat ion 
and those inclined for undogmatic recruitment is also assessed to potential ly 
permeate into the group’s wi l l ingness to release recruited children. This factor 
is not only affected by the presumed ideological convict ions of  the former, but 
also by the fact that  systematic indoctr inat ion inherent ly increases the ‘costs’  
associated with chi ld recruitment.  In fact, such a group has to invest a notable 
amount of  its own resources, logist ical effort and manpower  which highly l ikely 
further diminishes its wi l l ingness to release recruited chi ldren.  

Male versus Female Child Recruitment    

Despite the fact that rel iable sex-disaggregated data regarding chi ld 
recruitment is scarce and dif f icult  to val idate , the avai lable information 
indicates that boys continue to be strongly preferred over gir ls . 132 
Nevertheless,  data also suggests that even the scale and degree of  this  
preference varies.  In 2021, 1,296 and 1,161 chi ldren were reportedly recruited  
(ver if ied) in Syr ia and Somalia, respect ively. In both countr ies more than 96% 
of those recruited were boys. In contrast,  329 and 352 chi ldren were reportedly 
recruited in the same year in CAR and Mali,  respectively.  In both of  these 
countr ies, gir ls represented around 20% of those recruited.  Similar ly, t i l ted 
gender distr ibut ion (Syria, Somalia, CAR, Mali) can be identif ied in 2020,  and 
to some extent in previous years .133, 134, 135  

Other countr ies in the South, although based on less robust or  representat ive 
sample size, demonstrate similar di f ferentiat ions. For instance, t he 
documented recruitment of gir ls in Afghanistan , f rom 2016 to 2021, reportedly 
never exceeded 3% of the total .  Inversely,  the recruitment of  gir ls in DRC or 
Nigeria, during the same t ime period, never fell below 10% of the total  (for 
most years, the percentage of  recruited gir ls would osci l late around 15%) . 136 
Altogether, these f igures suggest  that the degree of  preference for the 
recruitment of  boys is  not circumstant ial,  but  rather ref lect ive of  wider t rends 
associated with certain groups or regions.  

Separately,  the oscil lat ing preference for the recruitment of  boys could 
potent ially be l inked to roles that various NSAGs frequently assign to recruited 
gir ls. Daesh, which imposed str ict gender segregation , generally rejected 
ut i l is ing gir ls and women in combat. Instead,  recruited gir ls or the “f lowers and 
pear ls of  the cal iphate” were supposed to focus on domestic  dut ies and 
bringing up children with Daesh ideology. 137, 138 Although the gir ls ’ role with in 
the group started changing as Daesh began to lose terr itory and to encourage 
women to take part in batt les, it  is st i l l  in stark contrast to the roles assigned 
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by groups such as Boko Haram. 139 In relat ion to the latter ,  the UN signal led,  
as far back as 2015, an alarming trend regarding a growing number of gir ls 
used as suicide bombers. 140 This assessment was later corroborated. In 2016 
Boko Haram was reported to carry out 30 suicide attacks using children –  26 
of  these were carr ied out by gir ls. In 2017, Boko Haram in Cameroon and 
Nigeria conducted 203 suicide attacks using children  –  145 of  which (almost 
three quarters) were gir ls. 141,142 In a wider context, these examples indicate 
that the operat ional relevance assigned to recruited gir ls can vary 
signif icantly. However, this l ink cont inues to remain tenuous due to the lack 
of  reliable sex-disaggregated data, it  is assessed as possible that groups 
which assign more operat ional ly -relevant roles to recruited gir ls wi l l  also 
general ly show higher wi l l ingness for thei r recruitment.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

The research presented in this report has highl ighted the ways in which 
structural factors continue to drive chi ldren towards direct  engagement or 
indirect af f i l iat ion with NSAGs in the Middle East and Afr ica. The chi ldren who 
fall vict im to this phenomenon across these regions are primarily those where 
the overlapping social environment, economic system and cultural norms 
increase the vulnerabi l i ty to recruitment,  especial ly against a background of  
protracted conf l ict.  In paral lel,  this study has also identif ied patterns of  
recruitment on the perpetrators’ side, f rom the modus operandi  of  NSAGs, to 
key trends, to dist inct ions based on ideology and gender. On both sides –  
‘supply’ and ‘demand’ –  there is ample room to address the  var ious enabl ing 
factors through short -,  mid- and long-term responses.  

On the ‘supply side ’,  when it  comes to VEOs in part icular , an important  
takeaway from this study is that structural factors can be just as conducive to 
resi l ience as they are to recrui tment. Whereas the involvement of  parents, 
communit ies, rel igious leaders etc . can pave the way for children’s aff i l iat ion 
with VEOs, this study has also highlighted the need for extended families and 
social networks to be mobil ised to promote resi l ience, part icularly in the short - 
to mid-term. Field research in Syr ia and Iraq, for example, has conf irmed the 
relevance of  social cohesion as a resil ience factor to Daesh, especial ly 
bear ing in mind that the group sought to systematical ly destroy family bonds 
in furtherance of  chi ld recruitment.  

Going forward, this type of  social mobil izat ion could be geared towards:  

  Prevent ing vulnerable families and their minors f rom seeking socio -
economic help f rom VEOs; 

  Sustaining awareness of  and abi l i ty to detect act ivit i es by VEOs, 
especial ly those carr ied out by outsiders;  

  Disseminating compell ing local narrat ives about the cruelty, abuses and 
violence perpetrated by VEOs; 

  Engaging minors in dialogues about violent extremism;  

  Providing chi ldren with a sense of  belonging and protect ion; part icularly 
those who have suf fered famil ial loss;  

  Promoting the rejuvenation of  formal education and the (re)opening of  
schools.  

 

The ‘supply side’ analysis has also revealed gendered mot ivat ions for seeking 
or reject ing aff i l iat ion with  VEOs. At the individual level,  for example, f inancial 
motivat ions appear to be more relevant for boys than for gir ls. This is part ial ly 
because of  the social expectat ion that boys might need to assume ‘male 
protector’ roles and become breadwinners for the ir  families before they come 
of  age. At the same t ime, it  would seem that negative personal exper iences 
might be a source of  resi l ience against VEO recruitment for gir ls, more so than 
for boys. Going forward, in the short - to mid-term, these dif ferent motivat ions 
could inform a more gendered approach to enhancing the resi l ience of  boys 
and gir ls, respect ively, against violent extremism and terror ism.   

Likewise, in the short - to mid-term, there is a need to assess , in a more 
systematic fashion, the r isks and opportunit ies confronting the chi ldren hosted 
in formal camps and informal sett lements across Afr ica and the Middle East,  
part icularly those in areas af fected by violent extremism. Targeted research 
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efforts could also shed addit ional l ight on the dynamic s that af fect the children 
who have lef t  these sett lements and have been reintegrated in communit ies. 
At this t ime, however, there seems to be a disproport ionate level of  attention 
with regard to the chi ldren (and women) in Syr ia’s Al -Hol and Roj camps 
(especial ly the chi ldren of  foreign f ighters), despite there being far more 
minors who have a perceived associat ion with Daesh across I raq and Syria.  

Bear ing in mind the above, this report has attempted to give a better indicat ion 
of  the scale of  the chal lenge, not only by noting the massive numbers of  Iraqi 
chi ldren indirect ly associated with Daesh and potential ly perceived as a 
secur ity threat, but also by highlight ing the dynamics which are otherwise 
obscured by the current counter -terror ism lens –  e.g. the legacy targeting the 
chi ldren of  ‘martyrs’,  the manifold consequences of  social st igma, the 
dif f icult ies with community reintegrat ion,  the socio -economic burden befall ing 
male minors etc.  

Perhaps most notably, social st igma and marginal isat ion are key prospect ive 
drivers for the recruitment of  children .These phenomena can entrench barr iers 
to chi ldren’s social and human development, potential ly paving the way for 
radical ised ident it ies and subsequent recruitment. While suggestions on how 
to address this situation fall outside the scope of  this part icular stud y, it  is 
important to note that the prevalence of  social st igma is deemed to be one of  
the most unpredictable yet dangerous legacies of  violent extremism, 
especial ly in the Middle East. Developing local ly appropr iate intervent ions to 
mit igate the r isks wi l l arguably require long-term efforts on mult iple levels of 
the social-ecological system.  

Addit ional ly, on the ‘demand side’,  whi le attempting to give an indicat ion of 
the scale of  child recruitment and its evolut ion over the past decade, cr it ica l 
gaps in data col lect ion exist.  Although most child recruitment almost certainly 
occurs in Afr ica and the Middle East, data l imitat ions make it  dif f icult  to 
quantify to what extent the phenomenon has increased or decreased over t ime. 
As a result ,  efforts to improve data collect ion and verif icat ion should const itute 
a key priority in the short -,  mid- and long-term. 

The pract ice of  child recruitment has signif icant r ipple effects. This pract ice 
hardly ever remains l imited to only one actor/perpetrator in a certain are a. 
Rather, once it  emerges, it  tends to spread rapidly. This prol iferat ion 
signif icantly hinders efforts to address child recruitment, because an effect ive 
long-term solut ion needs to ideal ly target al l the perpetrators in a given conf l ict  
simultaneously. For the t ime being, as things stand, the vacuum created by 
derail ing one NSAG’s abi l i ty to recruit  chi ldren can be quickly f i l led by another 
actor operat ing in the same area.  

Separately, data has indicated that the abi l i ty of  VEOs to direct ly control or  
project notable inf luence over terr itory/communit ies may be one of  the key 
drivers for large-scale child recruitment. Furthermore, recruitment 
accompanied by systematic indoctr inat ion appears to have notably amplif ied 
over the past decade. The VEOs that act i vely engage in this type of  
recruitment are l ikely driven by long -term strategic goals, wi th the process of 
indoctr inat ing chi ldren being perceived as a long -term investment.  
Conversely, groups that primar i ly engage in undogmatic recruitment are more 
l ikely dr iven by short -term goals and ad-hoc operational needs. On account of  
these dynamics, there could be a more targeted effort in the short - to mid-term 
to engage VEOs that are less dogmatic in their  recruitment of  children and 
deemed more l ikely to release underage recruits f rom their ranks.  
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Although gender-disaggregated data is sparse, over the past year, in places 
l ike Syr ia or Somalia, up to 96% of the recruits were boys, whereas in 
countr ies l ike Mali and CAR that percentage stood at 80%.The preference  for 
boys over gir ls seems to be l inked to the roles that they are assigned. Although 
this l ink cont inues to remain tenuous, it  is possible that the VEOs which assign 
more operat ional ly-relevant roles to underage female recruits are also the 
ones that general ly show a higher wi l l ingness to recruit  them in the f irst place 
(e.g. Boko Haram in Nigeria). Moving forward, it  would be important to collect 
the necessary gender-disaggregated data that can help guide prevent ion 
efforts over the long-term. 

One f inal take-way from this study is related to Daesh’ proclaimed expansion 
in Afr ica. To keep momentum, Daesh is trying to perpetuate an aura of  an 
ever-expanding force that appeals to new recruits in a growing number of 
provinces. The tentat ive f indings out l ined i n this study in relat ion to ISCAP 
and ISWAP point to the possibi l i ty that the Afr ica n aff i l iates might seek to 
increasingly emulate the Daesh approaches to the recruitment and use of 
chi ldren. Going forward, this could entai l a growing rel iance on indoctr i nat ion,  
propaganda and military training in relat ion to chi ldren, in parallel with 
continued attempts to consol idate terr itor ial control.   
 
Looking ahead, there is a need to better identify chi ld recruitment patterns,  
especial ly in relat ion to the areas exper iencing growing VEO activity across 
Afr ica. This can help increase understanding as to how widespread the 
opportunit ies are for VEOs regarding: organisation, recruitment and 
development of  local support;  how much control VEOs exercise over terr itor ies 
and populat ions; and how much freedom of act ion they have. These may , in 
turn, be crit ical in support ing decision -making on mil itary and non-mil itary 
options, where appropriate, including in order to prevent chi ld recruitment on 
an even larger scale.     
 



 

ANNEX A: STATES’ OBLIGATIONS RELATING TO CHILDREN ASSOCIATED WITH 
ARMED FORCES AND ARMED GROUPS 

  

Source: ICRC ‘Guiding Principles for the Domestic Implementation of a Comprehensive System of Protection for Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed 
Groups’ https://www.icrc.org/en/document/domestic-implementation-comprehensive-system-protection-children-associated-armed-forces-or 

 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/domestic-implementation-comprehensive-system-protection-children-associated-armed-forces-or
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