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The Roméo Dallaire Child Soldiers 
Initiative is a global partnership that 

is committed to ending the recruitment 
and use of child soldiers worldwide. It 
strives toward this goal by researching 
practical solutions, advocating for policy 
change and conducting comprehensive, 
prevention-oriented training for security 
sector actors.

Retired Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire, 
former Force Commander of the United 
Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda 
(UNAMIR) established the Roméo Dallaire 
Child Soldiers Initiative in 2007. Its mission 
is to develop new strategies and tactics for 
eradicating the recruitment and use of 
child soldiers worldwide.

The Roméo Dallaire Child Soldiers Initiative
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To achieve this important objective,  
the Dallaire Initiative conducts programming on three fronts:

1. It pursues rigorous, innovative research at a world-class university;
2. It engages in high-level advocacy to promote universal adherence to all 

international conventions that prohibit the use of children in war;
3. It delivers scenario-based, prevention-oriented training to security sector actors.

In every aspect of its programming, the Dallaire Initiative seeks to collaborate with 
concerned governments, security sector actors, academics, humanitarians and 
communities. 

In 2012, the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) appointed 
the Dallaire Initiative as its subject matter expert for all issues pertaining to child 
soldiers. The Dallaire Initiative is also an associate member of Watchlist on Children 
and Armed Conflict, a supporting entity of the 100 Series Rules on the Use of Force 
(RUF), and an integral part of the newly inaugurated Institute for Children and Youth 
in Challenging Contexts (CYCC), housed at Dalhousie University.
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Preface

In particular, the Dallaire initiative’s unique approach 

to working with military, police, prison personnel and 

private security operators—many of whom are the first 

point of contact for child soldiers outside of their 

armed force or group—is both groundbreaking and 

critical to the interruption of children’s recruitment.

attempted to fix the broken, rather than to 
protect the child. Until the issue of child 
soldiers is elevated within the security 
agenda, the international community 
will continue to squander excellent 
opportunities to prevent the recruitment 
of children into armed forces and groups. 

In time, we hope work like ours will no 
longer be needed, as the recruitment and 
use of children in war will be a phenomenon 
of the past. We cannot achieve this objective 
alone. Our work is only possible if we 
open ourselves to collaboration with other 
security and civilian stakeholders who share 
a common interest in child protection. 

At this moment there are more than 
55 state and non-state armed groups 

operating on three continents that are 
using child soldiers. Among this group, 32 
are persistent perpetrators that have been 
on this list for at least five years in a row.  
Seven of these persistent perpetrators are 
state armies. 

For the past several years, the Dallaire 
Initiative’s goal has been to produce the 
world’s most comprehensive security 
sector training and tools to confront 
the phenomenon of child soldiers. We 
have done so because until today, the 
discipline of child protection has largely 
ignored the experiences and contributions 
of soldiers, police and the judiciary. 
In focusing solely upon disarmament, 
demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) 
and not upon the complete eradication of 
the use of child soldiers as a phenomenon, 
the international community has merely 

Development of Core Competencies

Phase 1– Partnership with 
The United Nations Institute for 
Training and Research (UNITAR)
In 2012 we began a 2-year project with 
UNITAR to create standards for training 
of security sector actors on the prevention 
of recruitment of child soldiers. The 
background research that has been 
conducted by the Dallaire Initiative from 
2007 to 2011 created the momentum for 
the development of the Core Competencies. 
In 2010, a thorough review of over 165 
child protection training manuals from 
military, police and non-government 
organisations was conducted. The project’s 
findings combined with the United 
Nations Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations review of more than 500 
tools currently used by peacekeeping 
training centres worldwide, confirmed 
that no individual country or regional 
organization had yet developed coherent 
policies, or military and police doctrine, 
for dealing with child soldiers in complex 
peace operations. 

In 2012, the Dallaire Initiative held 
a round table conference in Geneva 
Switzerland to develop and design adult 
education and training specific to the 
issue of child soldiers. Experts from 
the child protection sector, the security 
sector, and from UN missions discussed 
the project’s findings, allowing us to 
determine the applicability of standards 
for training on the child soldier issue. 

The existence of a global normative 
legal framework and extensive 

international programming has failed to 
disrupt the persistent recruitment and use 
of children in armed conflict. The Roméo 
Dallaire Child Soldiers Initiative believes 
that widespread standardized training for 
security sector actors is one crucial way to 
address this failure. As such, the Dallaire 
Initiative has collaborated with UNITAR 
to develop a set of Core Competencies 
for all security sector training related to 
child soldiers.

While pre-deployment training for 
military, police and prison personnel is 
improving—particularly with respect 
to children’s rights and the protection of 
civilians—very little is currently being 
done to prepare security sector actors 
for the possibility of confronting child 
soldiers before or during active hostilities. 
This presents security sector actors with 
a serious dilemma, as they are forced to 
juggle ethical considerations and their 
rules of engagement (ROE) with the 
basic need to protect themselves, their 
colleagues, and affected civilians. It is 
with this in mind that we embarked on 
the development of Core Competencies for 
Security Sector Training on the Prevention 
of the Use of Child Soldiers.
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Phase 2 – Pilot Trainings 
In collaboration with UNITAR, the 
Dallaire Initiative conducted a series of 
trainings at the Rwanda Peace Academy 
in Musanze, Rwanda. These trainings on 
child soldiers and African Security Forces 
utilized the Dallaire Initiative’s content 
expertise on the child soldier issue and 
UNITAR’s facilitation expertise in adult 
learning methodologies. 

The Dallaire Initiative’s training seeks 
to provide security forces with options 
on how to prevent and address the 
recruitment and use of child soldiers 
by recognizing the multiple roles that 
children fulfil in armed groups and 
armed forces. The Dallaire Initiative’s 
training draws on specific examples 
uncovered in past training sessions and 
identified in focus group sessions. These 
lessons are regularly incorporated in our 
training handbook and class materials 
for security sector actors. Our training 
facilitates learning by combining a 
variety of teaching styles including direct 
instruction, audio-visual presentations, 

small group work, role-playing and 
plenary discussions. The Dallaire 
Initiative’s training has been developed 
and tested—to date we have trained more 
than 700 security sector personnel from 
more than 64 nations around the world. 
An annual review is conducted to refine 
our content and training methods. 

Phase 3 – New York Presentation
After years of development and a full year 
of testing, the draft Core Competencies 
were presented to a group of experts at the 
United Nations in New York City in June 
2013. Participants from the diplomatic 
corps as well as child protection and 
security sector organisations were present. 
This session allowed the Dallaire Initiative 
to illustrate how best to fill the existing 
gap in pre-deployment and induction 
trainings for security sector actors. The 
presentation allowed us to foster new 
relationships between disciplines and 
organisations that do not traditionally 
collaborate or work together towards the 
protection of children. 

New York, June 2013

Core Competencies for Security Sector Training on  the Prevention of the Use of Child Soldiers

Core Competency #1
Security Sector Actors Must Demonstrate 
a Clear Understanding of the Definition of 
a Child Soldier
Following any child soldier-related 
training, security sector actors should be 
able to properly define and explain:

•	 National and international legislation 
on the issue;

•	 What constitutes child soldiering (i.e. the 
various roles and responsibilities a child 
soldier might have in an armed group);

•	 How child soldiers are recruited;
•	 How child soldiers are used strategically;
•	 The unique roles played by girl soldiers 

and the gender-specific challenges that 
they face (e.g. giving birth to children 
within the armed group, etc.).
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Core Competency #2 
Security Sector Actors Must Begin to See 
Child Soldiers as a Security Concern that 
Demands Unique Attention
Training should encourage security sector 
actors to “see the child first and the (child) 
soldier second.” Course participants may 
demonstrate their new understanding by 
successfully explaining:

•	 Why child soldiers should be on the 
security agenda;

•	 The types of interactions that may 
occur with a child soldier;

•	 The moral dilemmas associated with 
confronting a child soldier;

•	 The risks associated with post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD);

•	 How security sector actors might 
improve their interactions with child 
soldiers in non-lethal interactions.

Core Competency #3 
Security Sector Actors Must Understand 
the Importance of Effective Reporting 
and Collaboration with Other Concerned 
Organizations
Because of the unique role they play in conflict 
and post-conflict environments, security 
sector actors have access to information 
that humanitarian organizations do not—
and vice versa. Course participants should 
therefore be able to explain:

•	 How to effectively recognize, monitor 
and report human rights abuses 
committed against children;

•	 How to successfully take part in child 
protection activities; 

•	 The importance of collaboration, 
coordination and information sharing, 
particularly with humanitarian and 
civil society organizations.

UN Photo Sylvain Liechti Carl Conradi

International Law

“Without the correct tactics, techniques, and procedures, 

we will continue to address the issue of child soldiers 

with outdated methods” 

– Dr. Shelly Whitman
Executive Director, The Roméo Dallaire Child Soldiers Initiative 

The recruitment and use of children 
in hostilities is a crime under 

numerous widely ratified national and 
international laws, and is the focus of 
many UN Security Council resolutions. 
Below are some of the main conventions 
and guidelines that currently exist for the 
protection of children in armed conflict. 
Security sector actors should also 
familiarise themselves with the national 
laws of the country in which they are 
operating, with the international laws 
that the country has ratified as well as 
with their own national obligations.

United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2143 (2014)
On 7 March 2014, the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) held an Open 
Debate on Children and Armed Conflict 
where member states unanimously voted 
to adopt Security Council Resolution 
2143. Resolution 2143 actively condemns 
all violations of international law 
pertaining to the recruitment and use of 
children in armed conflict. Recognising 
a gap in training, the resolution 
recommends preventative training for 
UN peacekeeping personnel regarding 
children and armed conflict. 

Article 20 “…recommends further that 
United Nations entities and United 
Nations peacekeeping troop and police-
contributing countries undertake targeted 
and operational trainings…”

The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (1989)

Although the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child defines a child as any person 
under the age of 18, Article 38 uses the 
lower age of 15 as the minimum for 
recruitment or participation in armed 
conflict. This language is drawn from 
the two Additional Protocols to the four 
Geneva Conventions of 1949.

Article 38 also insists that, “States Parties 
shall take all feasible measures to ensure 
that persons who have not attained the age 
of fifteen years do not take a direct part 
in hostilities... States Parties shall refrain 
from recruiting any person who has not 
attained the age of fifteen years into their 
armed forces. In recruiting among those 
persons who have attained the age of 
fifteen years but who have not attained the 
age of eighteen years, States Parties shall 
endeavour to give priority to those who 
are oldest.”



10 11

The Optional Protocol to the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
on the Involvement of Children in 
Armed Conflict (2000)
The optional protocol was adopted by the 
UN General Assembly on 25 May 2000 
and entered into force on 12 February 
2002. It sets 18 as the minimum age for 
direct participation in hostilities, for 
recruitment into armed groups and for 
compulsory recruitment by governments. 
States may accept volunteers from the 
age of 16 but must deposit a binding 
declaration at the time of ratification or 
accession, setting out their minimum 
voluntary recruitment age and outlining 
certain safeguards for such recruitment.

The Additional Protocols to the Four 
Geneva Conventions of 1949
The four additional protocols set 15 as the 
minimum age for recruitment or use of 
persons in armed conflict. The minimum 
standard applies to all parties, both 
governmental and non-governmental, in 
both international and civil armed conflict.

Article 77 of Additional Protocol I 
states “The Parties to the conflict shall 
take all feasible measures in order that 
children who have not attained the age 
of fifteen years do not take a direct part 
in hostilities and, in particular, they shall 
refrain from recruiting them into their 
armed forces…” In recruiting among 
those persons who have attained the age 
of fifteen years but who have not attained 
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the age of eighteen years, the Parties to the 
conflict shall endeavour to give priority to 
those who are oldest… If, in exceptional 
cases, despite the provisions of paragraph 
two, children who have not attained 
the age of fifteen years take a direct part 
in hostilities and fall into the power of 
an adverse Party, they shall continue 
to benefit from the special protection 
accorded by this Article, whether or not 
they are prisoners of war.”

Article 4(3)(c) of Additional Protocol II 
underscores that, “Children who have not 
attained the age of fifteen years shall neither 
be recruited in the armed forces or groups 
nor allowed to take part in hostilities.”

The African Charter on the Rights 
and Welfare of the Child (1999)
The charter is the only regional treaty in 
the world that addresses the issue of child 
soldiers. It was adopted by the Organisation 
of African Unity (now the African Union) 
and came into force in November 1999. It 
defines a child as anyone below 18 years 
of age, without exception. It also demands 
that, “States party to the present Charter 
shall take all necessary measures to ensure 
that no child shall take a direct part in 
hostilities and refrain in particular from 
recruiting any child.”

The Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court (2002)
The statute established a permanent court 
to try persons charged with committing 
war crimes, crimes against humanity and 
genocide. In its definition of war crimes, 
the statute includes, “…conscripting or 
enlisting children under the age of fifteen 
years into national armed forces or using 
them to participate actively in hostilities.”

In the case of an internal conflict, war 
crimes also include “…conscripting or 
enlisting children under the age of fifteen 
years into armed forces or groups or using 
them to participate actively in hostilities.”

When drafting the statute, delegates 
agreed that the terms “using” and 
“participate” would apply not only to 
children who are directly involved in 
conflict as combatants but also to those 
children who act in support roles that 
are linked to combat, such as scouts, 
spies, saboteurs, decoys, couriers and 
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checkpoint guards. Also prohibited is 
the use of children in “direct” support 
functions, such as carrying supplies to 
the front line. The statute defines sexual 
slavery—of adults or children—as a crime 
against humanity.

Crucially, the Rome Statute does not 
permit the International Criminal Court 
to try or prosecute children.

The ILO Minimum Age Convention 
138 (1976)
The convention was adopted on 26 June 
1973 and came into force on 19 June 1976. 
States that have ratified the convention 
are committed to pursuing a national 
policy designed to ensure the effective 
abolition of child labour. In accordance 
with the convention, these states are 
also committed to progressively raise 
the minimum age for admission to 
employment or work to a level consistent 
with the fullest physical and mental 
development of young persons.

The ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Convention 182 (2000)
This convention was adopted on 16 June 
1999 and came into force on 19 November 
2000. It calls upon each ratifying state to, 
“…take immediate and effective measures 
to secure the prohibition and elimination 
of the worst forms of child labour as a 
matter of urgency.”

In the convention, the term “child” applies 
to all persons under the age of 18 years and 
the worst forms of child labour include all 
forms of slavery or practices similar to 

slavery (such as the sale and trafficking of 
children, debt bondage or serfdom) and 
forced or compulsory labour, including 
forced or compulsory recruitment of 
children for use in armed conflict.

The Palermo Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children (2003)
This widely ratified protocol, which 
is implemented by the UN Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC), defines 
trafficking persons as, “…the recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of persons, by means of the threat 
or use of force or other forms of coercion, 
of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 
abuse of power or a position of vulnerability 
or of giving or receiving payments or 
benefits to achieve the consent of a person 
having control over another person, for the 
purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall 
include, at a minimum, the exploitation of 
the prostitution of others or other forms of 
sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 
slavery or practices similar to slavery, 
servitude or the removal of organs…”

According to the protocol, a child is any 
person below the age of 18. In instances 
whereby a child volunteers to be moved, 
trafficking has still taken place, as persons 
under the age of 18 are not deemed mature 
enough to understand the criminal 
implications of their decision. As such, all 
cases of child soldiering—except where the 
child has been recruited by a protection 
militia within their own community—also 
constitute acts of human trafficking.

Conclusion

Global discussion surrounding child 
soldiers is most often directed toward 

generic child protection strategy and 
less toward security sector interactions 
with children during armed conflict. The 
Dallaire Initiative strives to incorporate 
security sector training into the global 
strategy for the prevention of mass 
atrocities. One of our co-facilitators 
from Zimbabwe encompassed the value 
of the Dallaire Initiative’s training with 
this African Proverb, “one cannot eat an 
elephant all on their own, everyone has to 
take their bite.” The inclusion of the Dallaire 
Initiative’s security sector focus contributes 
to a holistic global prevention strategy. 

By framing the issue of children in armed 
conflict as a specific priority concern 
for security sector actors, the Dallaire 
Initiative empowers military, police 
and prison personnel to develop better 
policies and strategies to not only limit or 
prevent child soldier recruitment, but to 
improve security sector interactions with 
children during actual armed conflict, 
with the ultimate aim of avoiding 
fatalities on all sides. 

If we can tackle the problem of child 
soldiery, country by country, and 
complement already existing efforts on the 
social, economic and development fronts, 
we can create momentum that will lead to 
tangible change—one bite at a time. 

If we can tackle the problem of child soldiery, country 

by country, and complement already existing efforts on 

the social, economic and development fronts, we can 

create momentum that will lead to tangible change—

one bite at a time. 


