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Abstract:   

 

Millions of people around the world live as displaced persons, and over 50 percent are children.  
Moreover, it is estimated that worldwide more than 300,000 children are currently engaged in 
armed groups.  Little, however, is known about the intersection of displacement and child 
soldiering.  This paper takes as its focus refugee camps, and considers the specific dynamics 
within and around such settings that may contribute to the involvement of young refugees with 
armed groups. Collecting data on individual countries for the years 1990-2010, I test various 
hypotheses on the causes of refugee child soldiering.  Drawing upon previous work on the 
subject, I assess what factors present in the host country and the refugee camps increase the 
likelihood of refugee child soldiering.  At the camp and state levels, I examine correlations 
between distance from the border, the presence of international security personnel, conflict 
conditions in the home and host countries, receiving state capacity, and other factors to examine 
how and under what conditions refugee children become recruited in armed groups.  In doing so, 
I analyze three case studies in different geopolitical settings: Sudanese refugee children in Chad, 
Burmese refugee children in Thailand, and Iraqi refugee children in Jordan.  All three case studies 
reflect different geopolitical variations and political, social, and economic concerns. With the 
available data, I find that the most significant determinants of refugee child soldiering are length 
of displacement in refugee camps, camp protection, and educational opportunities. The research 
is intended to provide policymakers and scholars with insight into the phenomenon, as well as to 
form a foundation for new policies to protect refugee camps and children.  
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Abbreviations: 

AI  Amnesty International  

ANT  Chadian National Army 
 
BBC  Burmese Border Consortium 

CIJ  Coalition for International Justice 

CRC  Convention on the Rights of the Child 

CSI  Child Soldiers International 

CSUCS  Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 

DIS  Chadian Integrated Security Detachment 

DKBA  Democratic Karen Buddhist Army   

DRC  Democratic Republic of Congo  

ECOMIL Economic Community of West African States Mission in Liberia  

EU  European Union 

FGM  Female Genital Mutilation 

HRW  Human Rights Watch 

IDP   Internally Displaced Person 

IOM  International Organization for Migration 

JEM  Darfur rebel Justice and Equality Movement 

KA  Karenni Army 

KIA  Kachin Independence Army 

KNLA  Karen National Liberation Army 

KNPLF Karenni Nationalities People’s Liberation Front 

KNU-KNLA PC  Karen National Union-Karen National Liberation Army-Peace Council 

MINURCAT United Nations Mission in the Central African Republic and Chad 

MOI  Ministry of the Interior 

NGO  Nongovernmental Organization  
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OCHA  United Nation’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

OPAC  Optional Protocol to the CRC Involvement in Armed Conflict 

PLO  Palestine Liberation Organization 

PRD  Protracted Refugee Displacement 

RENAMO The Mozambican National Resistance  

RPA  Refugee-Populated Area 

RSD  Refugee Status Determination 

RTG  Royal Thai Government 

SLA  Sudanese Liberation Army 

TBBC  Thai–Burma Border Consortium 

UASC  Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  

UN  United Nations 

UNAMID United Nations African Mission in Darfur 

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund  

UWSA  United Wa State Army 
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I. Introduction 

What motivates a child to fight a war? More specifically, why would a child join a rebel 

group? Is it the threat of violence or the promise of reward? In situations of armed conflict, a 

significant number of children join armed groups either of their own volition or through force 

(Specht and Brett, 2004). Currently, more than half a million children have been recruited as child 

soldiers by government forces, rebel groups, paramilitaries, and militias (Ben-Ari, 2009).  Of this 

number, at least 300,000 are actively fighting in militarized groups worldwide and in the past 

decade, the number of armed groups using child soldiers has grown from 23 to 57 (UNICEF, 

2008).   

The upward trend in child soldiering has been coupled with the rise in internal conflicts.  

However, while classed as internal conflicts, the majority of these disputes often result in 

spillover effects into neighboring states in the form of refugee flows. The United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that in 2010 the number of people forcibly 

displaced worldwide had reached 43.7 million, the highest number in 15 years (UNHCR, 2011).  

The consequences of displacement for those who flee are innumerable, ranging from loss of home 

and physical harm to forced recruitment by government and rebel forces.  Of the most vulnerable 

groups affected by displacement, children rank as the most susceptible (Alfredson, 2002). An 

estimated 25 million children and adolescents are currently uprooted from their homes (UNHCR, 

2011). 

Approximately half (57%) of the worldwide refugee population are under the age of 18 years 

old (Bhabha and Young, 1999; Russell, 1999; UNHCR, 2004). While children experience many 

types of abuse as refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), including sexual violence, 

recent research also finds a strong correlation between risk of recruitment and displacement 

(Aldeman, 2001; Achvarina and Reich, 2006; Lischer, 2007). Refugee and IDP children are 

especially vulnerable to manipulation, including recruitment, because they experience severe 

mental and physical harm; become separated from their families and lose the protection of their 
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parents or guardians; live in large camps with limited security; or lack alternatives such as work 

and education.  

While the global figures on child soldiers and child refugees are disturbing, they reveal little 

to policymakers about the connections between displacement and child soldiering, and this 

intersection remains a complicated phenomenon, which I will explore. This paper takes as its 

focus refugee camps, and considers the specific dynamics within and around such settings that 

may contribute to the involvement of young refugees with armed groups. I compare explanations 

regarding the potential causes of refugee child soldiering across conflict-settings. Using case 

studies, I hope to pinpoint the attributes of displaced populations, receiving states, and refugee 

camps that predict the propensity for refugee children to be recruited into armed groups.   

I researched a series of 18 case studies on the use of refugee children as soldiers in depth to 

construct a body of evidence, covering conflicts over the past two decades.  The cases indicate 

that government or rebel armies around the world have recruited thousands of refugee children 

from refugee camps worldwide.  However, not all refugee camps suffer from refugee child 

soldiering, and an important aspect of this paper is to show the variation in the occurrence of the 

phenomenon across countries with similar characteristics. That is, I include cases in which 

refugee child soldiering has and has not occurred.  

My intention in this research project is to bring attention to and open the way for 

consideration of displaced children’s involvement in armed groups. Within the particular socio-

political settings of displacement, the likelihood of refugee child soldiering should be explored in 

relation to specific risk factors.  I focus on three sets of factors that other researchers have 

identified as significant in the context of displacement.  The theory underlying the factors 

highlighted is based on the securitization theory developed by Achvarina and Reich (2006), 

which argues that if refugee camps are not provided with adequate security then refugee child 

soldiering will occur.  In addition to this explanation, I also incorporate social and structural 

explanations as proposed by Lischer (2007). The three sets of factors are: (1) conditions of 
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displacement; (2) receiving states’ political environment; and (3) camp security and planning 

measures. I then use three cases for analysis in order to highlight why these explanatory factors 

directly relate to the likelihood of refugee child soldiering.  Identifying these factors should serve 

as a guide to the implementation and organization of new refugee camps to ensure peace and 

stability for an already fragile community.  

Recognizing the risks that children face in the context of displacement is an important first 

step in addressing the problem of refugee child soldiering. Studying the association between three 

refugee crises and the factors that affect the likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur, 

has revealed that the length of displacement, security, and education are the most significant 

determinants of the phenomenon.  

In the remainder of this paper, I first identify existing explanations for the use of child 

soldiers in general and refugee child soldiers in particular. Next, drawing from previous work on 

the subject, I develop three sets of hypotheses that I believe will best explain the phenomenon at 

hand. In the qualitative analysis portion of this paper, I used evidence-based mapping to evaluate 

cases from Chad (2003-2010), Thailand (1990-2010), and Jordan (2003-2010) in order to show 

the variation in refugee child recruitment in different geopolitical settings.  I have selected cases 

that demonstrate variation on the cause, character, and magnitude of refugee child soldiering. 

These cases also have been selected to provide regional variation (Middle East, Africa, and Asia). 

The purpose of the comparative case study analysis is to test hypotheses for refugee child 

soldiering in order to help explain the likelihood of refugee child recruitment in different camp 

and state contexts. I conclude by assessing the theoretical and policy implications of my findings.  

II. Concepts, Scope Conditions, and Assumptions 

This paper argues a theory of refugee child soldiering based on socioeconomic and political 

risk factors relating to displacement, host country politics and refugee camp characteristics, which 

have all been found to be significant determinants of refugee child soldiering.  However, some 

conceptual clarity is necessary as a number of these terms often have different meanings under 
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different circumstances.  I also outline some basic scope of the conditions and assumptions I 

utilize in the paper, and the legal provisions that frame the phenomenon of refugee child 

soldiering.   

Refugee and displacement definitions: According to Article 1 of the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, a refugee is:   

"A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 
avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it." (UN General Assembly, 1951) 
 

The term “refugee” is used exclusively for persons who have been forced to leave their own 

country; the term “internally displaced persons,” by definition, refers to persons who have not 

crossed an internationally recognized border, but face similar fears.  In this paper, I am concerned 

exclusively with refugees: those who are residing in camps outside their country of origin.  

Child soldier and armed group definitions: A “child soldier” is defined here as any child 

under 18 years of age, who is part of any kind of armed group in any capacity including soldiers, 

spies, messengers, sentries, porters, servants, and sexual slaves; thus, children need not 

necessarily be ‘combatants’ to be perceived as members of or attached to armed groups.  The age 

limitation of the definition of a child soldier is based upon the 1989 Convention on the Rights of 

the Child--the most widely ratified convention in existence--which defines a ‘child’ as any person 

under the age of 18.1

                                                      
1 The use of child soldiers constitutes a grave violation of international human rights and humanitarian law 
(Children and Armed Conflict, 2009). Both conceptualize “child soldiering” with reference to universal 
children’s rights.  In this context, the 1989 UN CRC has played a critical role. As a landmark international 
human rights treaty, it sought to address the particular needs of children and to set minimum standards for 
the protection of their rights. Moreover, the adoption and the near universal ratification of the CRC brought 
the issue of children’s rights and protection, including the issue of child soldiers, to the forefront of 
international development and the humanitarian agenda during the 1990s (Vautravers, 2008). Subsequently, 
the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in 
Armed Conflict was introduced in 2000. The Protocol increased the minimum age for direct participation in 
hostilities from 15 years to 18 years for recruitment into armed groups, and for compulsory recruitment by 
governments (Article 1); it also absolutely prohibits conscription or forced recruitment below the age of 18 

  Thus, the question I address in the remainder of the paper is what explains 
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variations in the recruitment of refugee children in host countries. The recruitment I am most 

concerned with is any kind being done by any armed groups, governmental or otherwise.  

“Armed groups” here means any regular or irregular armed force or group with established 

hierarchies and memberships, which use armed force to achieve their aims (Poterri, 2008). They 

include government militaries, militias, non-state armed groups, and rebel groups.  

Recruitment definition: As I examine the extent to which children are vulnerable to 

recruitment, “recruitment” here encompasses forced or voluntary recruitment into any kind of 

regular or irregular armed group. Forced recruitment includes abductions (individually or in 

groups), death threats or other coercion, and severe punishment for desertion.  Voluntary 

recruitment refers to cases where children take the initiative of joining armed groups, without 

being exposed to violence or other immediate threats.  Of course, the term ‘voluntary recruitment’ 

is complicated, and there is continuous debate on whether or not the voluntary recruitment of 

children can really occur and whether it is at all possible for children to rationally volunteer to 

participate in an armed group.  In this context, structural or emotional factors, while not 

physically forcing children to join, may force them to volunteer (Specht and Brett, 2004;Wessells, 

2006). In the case of refugee children, poverty and desperation often blur the lines between 

voluntary and involuntary recruitment.  For the purpose of this paper I draw no distinction 

between the two forms of recruitment. Instead, I assume that recruitment takes place on a 

spectrum in which any form of recruitment can contain a certain degree of consent or force, and is 

often context-specific; thus, I view any recruitment of refugee child soldiering as part of this 

analysis.   

                                                                                                                                                              
years (Article 2).   However, although advocacy groups frequently refer to the CRC and its Optional 
Protocol as evidence of a global consensus on the abhorrence of underage recruitment, it is not without 
limits. It is not only difficult to enforce the legal provisions, but the ability to prove that child soldiering has 
occurred in a specific country is limited by the cooperation of the government.  No government is eager to 
show that children are being used as combatants in conflicts. Additionally, the International Labor 
Organizations (ILO) Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention includes child soldiering as among the worst 
forms of child labor worldwide.  
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At risk definition: In this realm, I will also utilize the notions of a “population at risk” and 

“children at risk” (Poretti, 2008).  Implicit in the idea of a “population at risk” is the realization 

that certain patterns (i.e., child soldiering) may not appear suddenly, but develop over time under 

the influence of a number of environmental factors.  They can therefore be predicted and 

consequently prevented.  For the purposes of this paper, “children at risk” are defined as persons 

under 18 years with environmental characteristics (including refugee camp securitization and 

contact with armed groups) that significantly increase the probability that they will join armed 

groups. I consider all children to be civilians (because of their minor status), and as such 

protected under international humanitarian and human rights law as “non-combatants.”  I will 

elaborate on legal definitions below.   

 Scope Conditions and Assumptions: I restrict the scope of the project to armed conflicts, 

defined as: “a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where the use 

of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a state, results in 

at least 25 battle-related deaths” (UCDP, 2008).2

                                                      
2 According to the Uppsala Conflict Database (2008) from which this definition was taken and the 
information on episodes of armed conflict was found, the separate elements of the definition are 
operationalized as follows: (1) Use of armed force: use of arms in order to promote the parties’ general 
position in the conflict, resulting in deaths. (1.1) Arms: any material means, e.g. manufactured weapons but 
also sticks, stones, fire, water etc., and (2) 25 deaths: A minimum of 25 battle-related deaths per year and 
per dyad in an incompatibility. 

  In some cases, refugees are recruited and armed 

to fight in an ongoing civil war in the host country, as occurred in Uganda and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC).  However, more common even is the recruitment of refugees to fight 

in the conflicts from which they fled.  I focus on both but will distinguish between the two in the 

analysis section of the paper.  I also restrict the scope to three case studies in different geopolitical 

settings: Sudanese refugee children in Chad, Burmese refugee children in Thailand, and Iraqi 

refugee children in Jordan.  These cases were purposefully selected because they are information-

rich, critical examples, and meet some fundamental characteristics: all are post-Cold War 

conflicts; all resulted in a refugee flow greater than 100,000; the proportion of child refugees 
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made up more than 40% of the total population that fled; the UNHCR runs a majority of the 

refugee camps in the host country; the case countries had similar characteristics, such as GDPs, 

history of recent conflict, and receiving a refugee population greater than 50,000.   I will expand 

on this further in the methodology section of this paper. 

III. Literature Review 

 A wide range of child soldiering and refugee literature is available; for this paper, the two are 

brought together to lay the groundwork for my theoretical contribution. I first examine the 

existing literature on child soldiering in order to provide a discussion about some of the 

prevailing reasons for child soldiering in general.  Next, in order to develop a comprehensive 

explanation determining the vulnerability of refugee children to recruitment, this study must 

account for a variety of risk factors already presented in scholarly literature, and tested 

empirically.  Therefore, I will review some of the existing findings for the causes of refugee 

militarization and refugee child soldiering, and present a series of hypotheses, which will serve as 

the basis for the qualitative case study analysis that follows.     

 The use of child soldiers is a grave violation of international human rights and humanitarian 

law.  As such, this problem has received considerable attention among scholars and advocacy 

groups in the last few decades.  However, gaps still remain in understanding why the 

phenomenon persists.  In particular, little attention has been paid to the recruitment of refugee 

children from camps into rebel organizations due to a unique set of environmental risk factors 

experienced by refugee children. It is necessary to examine both the root causes of child 

soldiering in general and the environmental risk factors experienced by refugee children in 

particular, in order to understand the variation in refugee child soldiering across country settings, 

and advance hypotheses on the subject.         

 Myriad factors contribute to the recruitment and participation of children in armed conflict. 

Scholarship on the causes and consequences of child soldiering has traditionally been conducted 

apart from that relating to displacement and refugees. Within the former, a burgeoning body of 
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work by social scientists has led to the consideration of children principally in terms of the effects 

of conflict on social and psychological outcomes and motivations. Within the latter, studies at the 

macro-level primarily address socio-economic and political issues as causes of flight or the 

avoidance of recruitment, and rarely include consideration of refugee children as a distinct 

population vulnerable to recruitment.           

 There may be limited works on the subject of displaced children as soldiers because of lack of 

access to refugee and IDP camps.  In these situations, the humanitarian agencies responsible for 

the provision of services to children often set the agenda for research, insofar as they control the 

access to children for information and documentation.  Social scientists also have conducted very 

few in-depth and long-term studies. Thus, the overview of the literature below is comprised of 

what social scientists, psychologists, humanitarian organizations, and NGOs have contributed to 

the subject thus far.  I begin by examining the root causes of child soldiering in general, then 

briefly discuss the militarization of refugees in particular, and conclude with the few works that 

have examined the intersection of refugee displacement and child soldiering.  

 Roots causes of child soldiering: In general, the literature on the root causes of child soldiering 

can be divided into three broad areas: (1) structural factors, such as poverty, discrimination, 

culture, and camp securitization (Goodwin-Gill and Cohn, 1994; Singer, 2005; Achvarina and 

Reich, 2006); (2) subjective factors of the recruiting armed group, such as leadership and 

orientation (Schafer, 2004; Boyden, 2006; Beah, 2007; Annan and Blattman, 2010; Beber and 

Blattman, 2011); and (3) individual factors of the children (Schmidt, 2007; Brett and Specht, 

2004).  The present study evaluates each of these explanations in turn.  

 Structurally, social scientists and social psychologists argue that the roots causes of child 

soldiering can be found in factors such as poverty and high orphanhood rates (Singer, 2005; 

Achvarina and Reich, 2006). P.W. Singer in Children at War (2005), while offering no formal 

tests, does provide several structural explanations for the growth in the number of child soldiers, 

including social disruptions and failures of development caused by globalization and war that 
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have produced widespread poverty and orphans. In the context of displacement, unaccompanied 

children and orphans are increasingly vulnerable to manipulation by others.  Furthermore, when 

supplies are scarce poverty may be a driving force or may increase the vulnerability of these 

youths to recruitment by outside forces. However, while poverty and orphan rates have 

dominated as the main causal explanations for child soldiering, this is not statistically proven and 

lacks empirical explanatory power.  Moreover, these conclusions do not help explain variations 

across groups and country settings, because not all places with high poverty rates have 

experienced child soldiering.         

 The second explanation for child soldiering centers on the subjective factors of groups; in 

particular, how leaders of armed groups appropriate cultural and social understandings for their 

own benefit in order to attract child soldiers.  In these cases, “agents in war co-opt social and 

cultural templates, employing them as rites of military induction, codes of military conduct and 

the structuring of relations within the military unit” (Boyden 2006:18).  Shafer (2004), in her 

study of the Mozambican National Resistance (RENAMO) combatants in Mozambique, explains 

how oftentimes movement commanders recognize that children separated from their families are 

left emotionally vulnerable, and open to embracing a paternalistic role provided by rebel leaders.  

These leaders become father-like figures to the troops of children.  In his autobiography, Beah 

(2007), a former child soldier from Sierra Leone, offers a similar portrait of the commander of his 

armed group.  In such circumstances, the leadership of the organization and the cultural and 

social perceptions of a rebel leader as a father figure are significant motivators for child soldiers 

(Schmidt, 2007).           

 The third explanation is centered on factors relating to individual children’s personal 

characteristics and histories. These include the desire for economic gains, education and work 

opportunities, family and friends, the appeal of and by armed groups, and ideology (Schmidt, 

2007).  However, while these three explanations provide some insight into the extrinsic and 

intrinsic factors that prompt child soldiering, political science in general and civil war scholars in 
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particular rarely, if ever, mention refugee children as a distinct group of recruits.  

 Children in flight: Children face myriad difficulties in the context of flight, including 

limited educational and job opportunities. While little has been written on the intersection of 

displacement and child soldiering, there now exists a growing body of literature that explores the 

effects of armed conflict and forced migration on the young. Primarily composed of research 

from humanitarian organizations and social scientists, this literature concerns the approaches and 

responses to protection employed by the international community, including the UNHCR. The 

following section explores existing explanations of refugee child soldiering and in doing so, 

presents a set of hypotheses that will be tested through case-study comparison.  

Refugee camps have been recognized as sites of insecurity and militarization, as well as 

prime recruiting grounds for child soldiers (Lischer, 2007).  According to the UNHCR (2000), 

about 15% of refugee crises “foment refugee militarization.” Jacobsen (2000) has written much 

about refugee issues pertaining to refugee-populated areas (RPAs).3

As scholars and organizations responsible for refugee protection have noted, the successful 

management of refugee protection is consequential for establishing and maintaining peace and 

  She argues that camps and 

refugees are regularly used in the conduct of war and conflict, either voluntarily or through force.  

Refugees living in camps, who are largely dependent on foreign assistance for their most basic 

needs, often have few productive alternatives to joining rebel organizations.  Moreover, because 

refugees have suffered substantial losses, including their livelihood, families, and homeland, they 

not only have motives for participating in opposition, but also low opportunity costs (Salehyan, 

2009).  Stedman and Tanner (2003) argue that refugees are also used as resources in war insofar 

as the state and warring parties in the receiving state manipulate refugees as part of their political 

and strategic interests.  In their view, a small group of refugees militarize, but the vast majority 

who decide to take up arms are coerced or manipulated (Stedman and Tanner 2003).  

                                                      
3 Defined as: “areas, usually border regions, that have experienced the brunt of an influx of refugee, where 
refugees are initially settled, and where most continue to live.” (Jacobson, 2000: pg.3) 
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security, and preventing the recruitment of children (Nahm, 2006).  In this realm two factors have 

been identified as increasing the likelihood of refugee child soldiering: (1) length of 

displacement, and (2) access to refugee camps.   

First, protracted refugee displacement (PRD)4

H1: The longer the length of displacement, the more likely it is that refugee child 
soldiering will occur.   

 has numerous security and welfare concerns. 

The prolonged exile of refugees not only has the potential to destabilize regional and international 

security and contribute to ongoing crises, local host state communities may also view the 

prolonged presence of refugees as a burden and refugees as competitors for jobs, land, food and 

welfare needs (Loescher and Milner, 2005). Security concerns such as arms trafficking, drug 

smuggling, and the recruitment of child soldiers can and do occur in some of the camps of long-

term displaced populations. Additionally, refugees trapped in these forgotten situations often face 

significant restrictions on their rights, and feel desperate as the initial enthusiasm of international 

donors wears off (Lischer, 2007). A longer displacement may also increase the likelihood that 

armed groups exhaust the supply of willing adult recruits and turn to children as an adjunct. Thus, 

the first hypothesis is:  

 

 Second, access to refugee camps by belligerent forces has also been recognized as an 

important factor that determines the likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur.   

In this realm, the literature on the use of refugee child soldiering offers several explanations 

centered on refugee camp security. The most influential explanation is the access of belligerents 

to refugee and IDP camps (Goodwin-Gil and Cohn, 1994; Barnitz, 1999; Achavrina and Reich, 

2006).  This proposition is based on the belief that when children gather in refugee camps they 

are more vulnerable to manipulation and recruitment by armed forces when conflict erupts.  

Although mentioned in studies from the 1990s, it was done more so in the context of aid delivery 

                                                      
4 PRS are situations where refugees have been in exile “for 5 years or more after their initial displacement, 
without immediate prospects for implementation of durable solutions” (UNHCR 2009a: preamble). 
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and not explicitly regarding the recruitment of children into armed groups.  

 The first empirical test on the potential importance of access on refugee child soldier 

recruitment was done by Achavrina and Reich (2006), who present the primary causal factor of 

participation rates of children in conflicts as directly related to the degree of access combat forces 

have to refugee and IDP camps. Using data collected from African conflicts, Achvarina and 

Reich argue their case by determining the given proximity of access to refugee and IDP camps as 

the dependent variable. Ultimately the authors find that the degree to which children are protected 

in refugee and IDP camps is the primary determinant of child soldier recruitment rates,5

 Building upon Achvarina and Reich’s argument that refugee child soldiering is the result of 

poor security in displacement camps is Lischer’s (2007) conclusion: it is a failure of the receiving 

state that results in child refugee recruitment.  She states: “Rather than functioning as the safe 

haven intended by international law, a militarized refugee camp approximates the conditions of a 

conflict zone” (6).  The author posits that in areas that lack adequate security mandated by 

 stating 

“our principal finding is that access to these camps (and the level of their protection) is the 

greatest determinant of child soldier rates, and if those rates are to fall, then children need to be 

both fed and protected.” They also conclude that “large numbers of children congregated together 

in easily identifiable locations, if left uprooted, make an easy target as recruits for belligerents” 

(35), and, in fact, “child soldiers will constitute a larger percentage of belligerent forces where 

camps are relatively vulnerable to infiltration and raiding” (12).  The study by Achvarina and 

Reich reveals a direct correlation between child participation rates in soldiering and proximity of 

access for combat forces to IDP and refugee camps. This is one of the most important 

considerations in the present study.  

                                                      
5 Historically, such camps are supposed to be protected under international laws and protocols, and are 
supposed to be off limits to belligerents. But in practice, protection is often uneven or nonexistent. 
Reaching a refugee or IDP camp does not ensure either personal security against outside forces or relief 
from hunger. Often it is little more than a place for those in danger to congregate, particularly children; 
additionally, Brett (2002) as found that even symbolic security is a powerful deterrent to child recruitment.   
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international law, it will be easier for militants to recruit children.6

However, access to these camps is based on the availability of domestic and international 

protection. Refugees can count on a measure of international protection through law (particularly 

the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol), organizations, 

particularly the UNHCR, and host governments (Van Hear 1998; Loescher 1994). The Refugee 

Convention dictates that the physical protection and security of refugee camps is the 

responsibility of host governments, who must work with UNHCR to ensure the safety of refugees 

(UNHCR, 2006b).  However, international peacekeeping forces also have an important role to 

play. The presence of international protection forces, such as UN peacekeeping forces, can 

ameliorate some of the problems posed by weak or hostile receiving states (Lischer, 2007).  For 

 In doing so, Lischer (2007) 

charts two causal paths through which displaced children are recruited as fighters: (1) refugee 

militarization, and (2) poor refugee camp securitization. First, displaced children can become 

targets of recruitment when the displaced populations in which they live become militarized.  

This can occur through the inflows of weapons, military training, and recruitment into refugee 

camps; refugees engaging in non-civilian activity outside the refugee camps although still 

dependent on humanitarian assistance; and the presence of soldiers or militants living in or near 

the refugee camps (Lischer 2007).  The militarization explanation for recruitment of child 

refugees posits that in such instances, it will be easier for armed groups to recruit children.  

Second, the insecurity path for refugee child recruitment suggests that regardless of the political 

or military motivations within the camps that make refugees more or less likely to militarize, 

poorly protected camps leave children vulnerable to recruitment by belligerent forces, either 

voluntarily or involuntarily (Lischer 2007). While Lischer does not offer any empirical tests, her 

qualitative analysis of the refugee and IDP camps in the DRC does provide evidence to support 

the claim that security does affect the likelihood of child recruitment out of refugee and IDP 

camps.  

                                                      
6 See in particular Lischer 2005: Figures 1 and 2, pg. 5  
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example, in 2003 the Economic Community of West African States Mission in Liberia 

(ECOMIL) deployed troops to the refugee camps around Monrovia, this was believed to 

significantly prevent armed elements from infiltrating the refugee population (UNHCR, 2006b).  

These missions are exceptional, as most insecure refugee camps do not benefit from an effective 

international protection force.   

The mandate of international protection forces has been determined as an increasingly 

important element for security in refugee camps. The Ford Institute of Security (2011), in the 

report “What Makes a Camp Safe? The Protection of Children from Abduction in Internally 

Displace Persons and Refugee Camps,” finds that the mandate7

H2: Refugee camps that either lack international protection or have international 
protection with an improper mandate are more likely to experience refugee child 
soldiering.  

, composition and size of 

international security forces are just as important as the presence. In order for a force to 

successfully protect a camp, the number of peacekeepers must be substantial. The peacekeeping 

troops must also be suitably armed and have a clear mandate for defense and enforcement from 

the international community. Without adequate numbers or a clear protective mandate, the 

presence of peacekeeping forces may not substantially decrease recruitment. Additionally, the 

Ford Institute (2011) finds that purely symbolic-sized forces are not recommended for camp 

protection either. Instead, large protective forces should be deployed early in any conflict as the 

early years have the highest rate of attacks on camps. For example, in Sudan there are African 

regional forces charged with protecting Darfuri refugees but they neither have sufficient arms and 

training, nor members (Opaye, 2005).  Thus, in order to measure the access that belligerent forces 

may have to camps and opportunities to recruit refugee children, the second hypothesis is:   

 
                                                      
7 The definition of mandate here is based on the UN mandate, which dictates that international forces must 
be guided by the following principles: 1) Impartiality; 2) The consent of the conflicting parties to the 
deployment of the peace-keeping troops; and 3) Minimal use of force.  However, in certain situations this 
mandate can be changed to include the use of force to protect civilians.   
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Receiving state characteristics:  

Beyond the UNHCR and international peacekeeping forces, scholars have noted that the 

receiving state of the refugees also has an important role to play. In particular, well-governed 

countries that aid and protect refugee populations are often able prevent the militarization of 

refugee communities (Lischer, 2005).  In this context, the political relationship between the 

refugees and the receiving state, specifically the degree to which protection is offered by the host 

government, greatly determines whether or not refugee children will be recruited as combatants.  

The primary responsibility of host states for the physical protection of refugees is a well-

established principle in the international refugee protection regime.8

                                                      
8 Legal provisions that guide the actions of the refugee receiving state include: (1) the 2000 Security 
Council Resolution 1296, which considered the importance of the protection of civilians in armed conflict 
and notably invited the Secretary-General to bring to the attention of the Council situations where refugees 
and internally displaced persons are vulnerable to the threat of harassment or where their camps are 
vulnerable to infiltration by armed elements and where such situations may constitute a threat to 
international peace and security; (2) the 2006 Security Council Resolution 1674 on the Protection of 
Civilians in Armed Conflict; and (3) the UNHCR Global Consultations on International Protection, which 
engaged States and other partners in a broad-ranging dialogue to explore how best to revitalize the existing 
international regime for the protection of refugees, the issue of the civilian character of asylum featured on 
the agenda of the Global Consultations and a number of guiding principles and concrete recommendations 
were presented. The ensuing Agenda for Protection calls for addressing security-related concerns more 
effectively, through the resourcing of States for securing the safety of refugees and for the separation of 
armed elements from refugee populations, as well as addressing issues of military recruitment of refugees 
and the prevention of age-based and sexual and gender-based violence. 

  As previously discussed, 

international legal instruments, including the Refugee Convention and the Law of Armed 

Conflict, dictate that the physical protection and security of refugee camps is the responsibility of 

host governments, who are expected to work with the UNHCR to ensure the safety of refugees 

(UNHCR, 2006a).  These principles require the host government to ensure that these camps 

remain civilian and humanitarian in nature, that military elements have been disarmed and 

removed, and that camps are situated away from border areas. Specifically, international 

humanitarian law establishes a duty on neutral states to prevent recruitment on their territory by 

belligerent parties (UNHCR, 2006a).  However, in many cases, this system of protection does not 

work, or is poorly implemented.  Two causes for this are particularly prominent: (1) lack of 

capability, and (2) lack of political will (Lischer, 2007).  



 19 

Capability: Four-fifths of the world’s refugees live in developing countries, which often do 

not have enough military personnel or resources to deal with domestic security issues, much less 

international refugees (UNHCR, 2011).  As a result, governments who host these populations 

often do not have sufficient or adequately trained and equipped forces to provide appropriate 

protection to refugees, nor resources or opportunities in country.  Thus, the capability of the 

receiving state to provide security and to maintain order will determine whether or not refugee 

child soldiering occurs.   

H3: If the receiving state is unable to offer adequate protection as mandated by 
international law, refugee child soldiering is more likely to occur.   
 

Willingness: Refugee movements often occur in the context of regional instability and 

political maneuvering, in which the governments of both host and sending countries have a 

variety of political, security and economic interests at stake; thus receiving states often lack the 

political will to provide security to refugee populations (Opaye, 2005). As such, refugees have 

often become integrated into the political and security context of the receiving state, and are often 

viewed as components of the conflict and as resources to further political ends.  Moreover, 

depending on whether or not the government is opposed to the regime of the sending county, it 

can decide to turn a blind eye to the militarization and/or recruitment of refugees. For example, in 

Guinea, Liberian rebels who were recruiting from inside refugee camps enjoyed the blessing of 

the Guinean government, which was implicated in the recruitment effort (Opaye, 2005). Thus, 

states that are unwilling to provide adequate protection are more likely to experience refugee 

child soldiering: 

H4: If the receiving state is unwilling to offer adequate protection as mandated by 
international law, refugee child soldiering is more likely occur.   

 

Child-specific vulnerabilities:  

Young refugees face myriads risks, including recruitment, in the context of displacement.  

This is not only due to poor security in refugee camps, but also to psychological and physical 
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consequences of displacement and camp measures.  Psychologists and psychiatrists have 

conducted the vast majority of research with young people in conflict situations. To this end, 

research with young people experiencing displacement has been largely informed by concerns 

regarding child development and the effects of armed conflict on their psychological development 

(Newman, 2005). First, at the developmental stage, the most critical indicators of children's 

resilience and competence are identified as their immaturity and dependence on their adult 

counterparts.  Thus, children have mostly been perceived to be inherently vulnerable and needy, 

and situations of insecurity and displacement increase this vulnerability (Dawes, 1999; Panter-

Bricke, 2000; Woodhead, 1997).  During flight, children continue to be exposed to multiple 

physical dangers, including sudden attacks by armed forces, landmines, thirst and hunger, and 

recruitment by armed forces.   

 As stated above, more than half of the world’s refugee population is children, and as 

refugee children they are particularly at risk for uncertainty and insecurity. Not only are they 

vulnerable to risk such as disease, malnutrition and physical injury, but the children are also 

dependent on adults, not only for physical survival but also for psychological well-being 

(UNICEF, 1993). Under normal circumstances, parents fill the role of protector and role model 

for their children.  Separation from one or other parent, very often the father in circumstances of 

flight, can deprive children these needed support functions, and refugee populations that have a 

higher proportion of children are more likely to experience refugee child soldiering. Thus the fifth 

hypothesis is:  

H5: The higher the proportion of young (<18) refugees in camps, the higher the 
likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur.  

   

Camp-specific vulnerabilities:  

Previous refugee camp protection failures have often been the result of poor 

management, or operational obstacles in emergencies.  In particular the specific organizational 

factors/planning measures of refugee camps can significantly influence the security of refugees 
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living there.  The factors include: the location of a nearby water supply and access to roads 

(Ford Insitute, 2011). The location of a nearby water supply may be a key factor for attack 

and for recruitment of children because water supplies located further away from camps 

increase the vulnerability of these children to encounters with armed groups and/or 

abduction.  Access to roadways also plays a clear role in the entry and exit strategies of 

belligerent forces. For example, in the DRC, Liberia, and Sudan, there is evidence that camps 

closest to roads are those which have the highest probability for attack. While recognized as 

important factors in this study, the lack of information on these factors for individual camps 

means that they will not be used for analysis.    

 Another important revelation from this research has been the protective function that 

UNHCR camps policies play in protecting displacement youth from recruitment, particularly in 

the realm of education policies.  As previously mentioned, the UNHCR has an important role to 

play in regards to refugee camp security.  Specifically, in UNHCR-mandated camps, the 

organization has the ability to formulate and to implement policies that have the potential to 

significantly affect the likelihood of child recruitment. To this end, the UNHCR has also 

repeatedly recognized that education can function as a protection tool in two ways: (1) schools 

serve as a safe place for children to gather; and (2) education gives children more choices about 

and hope for their futures (Lischer, 2007).  

 Going to school is known to provide a degree of stability and normalcy in the traumatized 

lives of refugee children, and can be a critical source of psychosocial support.  It can help to 

reduce children’s exposure to threats of sexual exploitation, physical attack or military 

recruitment.  Extended educational and vocational opportunities can be viewed as a security 

measure if they are able to dissuade children and adolescents from participating in military 

activity (UNHCR, 2006b). Furthermore, as Lischer (2007) argues, low levels of educational 

opportunities increase conditions of youth desperation and thus, the likelihood that displaced 
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children will participate in military activity. However, refugee children generally receive 

inadequate education despite UNHCR and UNICEF mandates, thus the sixth and final hypothesis 

is:  

H6: Refugee child soldiering is more likely to occur when a smaller percentage of the 
total child refugee population (<30%) is receiving an education. 

 

All six hypotheses are presented in Table 1, as well as findings from previous authors.   

The present study aims to examine the causes of refugee child soldiering and the role of 

host countries and agencies responsible for humanitarian assistance to refugees in addressing the 

issue.  In doing so, explanations for the occurrence of refugee child soldiering will be presented 

and examined using data on incidents of refugee child soldiering in host county refugee camps, as 

well as information collected from a variety of media sources, NGOs and the UNHCR.   

My research builds on these previous research findings, in particular the findings of 

Achavrina and Reich (2006) and Lischer (2007), and offers a deeper analysis of the state and 

camp level conditions that increase the likelihood of refugee child soldiers in three cases. In this 

context, I use the argument of Achvarina and Reich (2006) on camp securitization and Lischer’s 

(2007) argument on host country political characteristics and camp conditions.  However, I 

provide a more detailed set of hypotheses and deeper analysis of the camp conditions that create 

an environment ripe for refugee child recruitment. By understanding the environmental 

conditions in the country of origin, the receiving state and the camps themselves, one can better 

understand why the phenomenon exists and how better to prevent its occurrence in the future 

through responsible policy choices. It is important to recognize not only the multifaceted and 

dynamic relationship between these factors, but also how these factors may be ameliorated in 

future conflicts. 
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Table 1: Hypotheses and Notes on Previous Findings 
 

 
Hypothesis:  

Notes on Results from  
Other Authors:  

 
H1: The longer the length of displacement, the more likely it is that 
refugee child soldiering will occur.   

Lischer (2007) finds that the length of time displaced is a 
predictor of refugee child soldiering because it increases 
youth desperation.  

 
H2: Refugee camps that either lack international protection or have 
international protection with an improper mandate are more likely to 
experience refugee child soldiering. 

Achvarina and Reich (2006) found this to be the most 
significant predictors of refugee child soldiering.  

 
H3: If the receiving state is incapable to offer adequate protection as 
mandated by international law, refugee child soldiering is more likely 
to occur.   

Lischer (2007) finds that inadequate protection offered 
by the receiving state, especially for displaced people, 
increases the likelihood of child recruitment.  

 
H4: If the receiving state is unwilling to offer adequate protection as 
mandated by international law, refugee child soldiering is more likely 
to occur.   

Lischer (2007) and Opaye (2005) find that inadequate 
protection offered by the receiving state, especially for 
displaced people, increases the likelihood of child 
recruitment. In particular, receiving states that lack the 
political will to provide security to refugee populations 
will experience refugee militarization and child 
recruitment.  

H5: The higher the proportion of young (<18) refugees present in the 
refugee camps, the higher the likelihood that refugee child soldiering 
will occur.  

This is my own hypothesis based on evidence from 
UNICEF. UNICEF has recognized that not only are 
children vulnerable to risk such as disease, malnutrition 
and physical injury, but they children are also dependent 
on adults for their physical survival and psychological 
well-being. Thus, refugee populations that have a higher 
proportion of children in particular may be more likely to 
experience refugee child soldiering. 

 
H6: Refugee child soldiering is more likely to occur when a smaller 
percentage of the total child refugee population (<30%) is receiving 
an education. 

Lischer (2007) finds lack of education to be a factor that 
increases “youth desperation,” and thus, refugee child 
soldiering.   
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IV. Methodology  

 Very few scholars thus far have addressed the causes of child soldiering in the context of 

displacement, and there remains the need for extensive data collection. Because research in the area of 

refugee child soldiering is so limited, I find it necessary to use a case study comparison design, exploring 

the fit of theory and hypotheses to each case. Previous research on the topic of refugee child soldiering 

suggests that the factors that contribute to the phenomenon are related in part to various policies and 

program instituted by receiving states and the UNHCR.  Systematic data collected on state characteristics, 

camp policies instituted by aid agencies, and conditions of displacement highlight the factors that have 

resulted in the involvement of refugee children as soldiers in armed groups.  As the findings of previous 

research suggest, the phenomenon is complex and the ability to generalize certain factors/conditions in 

different countries remains a difficult task.  

The present study utilizes a systematic qualitative case study approach in order to study refugee 

child soldiering and to supplement the already existing qualitative and quantitative studies of refugee 

flows and the participation of children as soldiers.  As of yet, there is no existing database of refugee child 

soldiering nor have hypotheses been applied to all of a large set of cases and tested in a systematic way.   

Developing a database from which to test the hypotheses is crucial and would yield greater insight into 

the validity of existing explanations for refugee child soldiering.  I have undertaken this process, but 

reliable data has been difficult to obtain, thus I will reserve a quantitative analysis for future research once 

the database is ready.  The present study is intended to provide a foundation for further theory 

development in this under-theorized area of research.  

The case study approach offers some distinct advantages in that it: (1) provides full details about 

each case; (2) allows each case study to be tested against a set of hypotheses; (3) helps to refine empirical 

measures; (4) allows for the exploration of interactions among explanatory variables; and (5) helps to 

identify causal mechanisms.  While being evaluated on the same set of variables, the three cases studies 

will vary in their different political, economic, and social conditions.  This will allow for the examination 
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of similarities and differences, in the hope that it will help me to draw some generalizations about the 

phenomenon.  

 The unit of analysis in this study is the receiving nation-state in which the refugees of interest 

reside.  Ideally, I would instead be able to use the individual UNHCR-mandated refugee camps as the 

unity of analysis; however, this data is not yet available.   

Dependent Variable: Whether or not children refugee children became part of irregular or regular 

armed forces, either in their host or home country.  Ideally I would have measured the magnitude/amount; 

however, I could not obtain accurate numbers of refugee child soldiers for the 18 cases in which they 

participated, only whether the practice occurred.  It is extremely difficult to obtain these data, and it is 

hard to glean information on the independent variable in the absence of a comprehensive database.9

Independent Variables: Previous empirical scholarship has tested factors that might affect the 

propensity for refugee children to be recruited as fighters.  The few studies that do exist on the subject 

have tested environmental and risk factors that affect a child’s susceptibility to recruitment as a soldier in 

the context of displacement.  Some variables are derived from the securitization theory developed by 

Achvarina and Reich (2006), which argues that if refugee camps are not provided with adequate security, 

then refugee child soldiering will occur.  Building on this explanation, I also incorporate social and 

structural explanations as proposed by Lischer (2007).  Building on these arguments, the following 

independent variables are hypothesized determinants of refugee child soldiering:  

 

1) Length of displacement,  

2) International protection and mandate present in refugee camps 

3) Level of young refugees,  

4) Political willingness of receiving state to provide security to the refugee population,  

5) Capability of the receiving state to provide security to the refugee population, and  

6) Educational policies in the refugee camps.   

                                                      
9 Indeed, a future ambition for this project is to create a comprehensive database.   
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However, due to the difficulty in measuring the capability and willingness of the receiving state to 

provide security to the refugee population, both variables will be dropped in the analysis section.  

 

Data and Analysis 

To test the hypotheses, I use a qualitative case study design to compare the variables across 

different country-settings.  Due to the limited nature of the data, I limit the scope to three case studies: 

Sudanese refugees in Chad, Burmese refugees in Thailand, and Iraqi refugees in Jordan.  Data is obtained 

primarily from the UNHCR’s annual and bi-annual data collected on individual camps worldwide, as well 

as numbers of refugees and settlements within individual countries.  Information on refugee settlements 

and refugee populations within each country are contained in the UNHCR’s annual Statistical Yearbook, 

in field reports, and working papers released by the UNHCR. The UNHCR statistical database provides 

the data for the main independent variables, including camp-level data on population, age, and camp level 

policies.   I also use scholarly articles, media sources and NGO reports, provided by Associated Press, 

Reuters, Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty International (AI), and the U.S. Department of State.  

Each source was read to determine whether or not refugee child soldiering has occurred in a given 

country. However, gathering the data proved to be challenging as sources may fail to report cases of child 

soldiering.   

In general, the data analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, and testing the 

qualitative evidence collected in order to address the initial propositions of my study.  More specifically, I 

will use qualitative evidence as a means to search for patterns across cases. In this context, I use two 

general analytic strategies for analyzing the case study evidence: theoretical propositions and developing 

case narratives.  Moreover, within these analytic strategies I use a variety of techniques to analyze the 

data including: pattern matching, explanation building and cross-case synthesis.  
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Case Selection Process 

 Using the Uppsala Conflict Database on armed conflict in conjunction with the UNHCR database 

on refugee camps and populations, I was able to determine that 72 countries suffered state-based armed 

conflict in the years 1990-2010, from which 108 armed conflicts were identified. I then used the UNHCR 

Statistical Database to examine the number of refugees produced from each conflict.  Using this method, I 

identified 28 armed conflicts that resulted in a refugee outflow estimated to be greater than 100,000.  

Next, I obtained demographic profiles of each refugee crisis by triangulating data from the UNHCR, 

UNICEF, Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International and selected cases in which children 

constituted more than 30% of the fleeing population.10

 The three cases studies examined in depth are: Sudanese refugee children in Chad, Burmese 

refugee children in Thailand, and Iraqi refugee children in Jordan.  These cases were purposefully 

selected because they are information-rich, critical, and unique examples that meet some fundamental 

characteristics:  

  I then identified the receiving states that hosted 

greater than 50,000 refugees from the select fleeing population (for example, Chad hosted more than 

50,000 Sudanese refugees). In the end, I arrived at a sample of 28 refugee crises.  Then I examined cases 

in which the UNHCR had assisted the fleeing population in refugee camps.  Further research revealed that 

refugee child soldiering was reported in 18 of the 28 conflicts, and the remaining 10 had no reports of 

refugee child soldiering. I chose two cases of the 18 that had reports of refugee child soldiering for in-

depth analysis, and one case from the 10 that contained no reports of refugee child soldiering. Appendix 

A contains a detailed table on the final 28 cases.   

1) The refugee flows are all the result of post-Cold War conflicts11

2) The refugee flow exceeded 100,000; 

; 

                                                      
10 In conducting the case study selection I excluded Palestinian refugees, not only because the cases is legally and 
politically complex, but also because they are assisted by United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), not the UNHCR.  
11 This is important mainly because of the amount of reliable information available.  
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3) The proportion of child refugees was greater than 30 percent of the total population that fled; 

and 

4) The majority of refugees resided in camps run by the UNHCR or received humanitarian 

assistance from the UNHCR in the receiving country  

Furthermore, the countries chosen met some fundamental requirements:  

1) All three countries were typically poor; 

2) Had recent histories of conflict; and  

3) Hosted a refugee population greater than 50,000.   

All three case studies reflect different geopolitical variations and political, social, and economic 

concerns.  I chose Chad because it offers one of the highest numbers of reported cases of refugee child 

soldiering in the 18 cases.  Conversely, I chose Thailand because it offers one the lowest numbers of 

reported cases of refugee child soldiering recorded.  Lastly, Jordan was chosen because it offered no 

reported cases of refugee child soldiering.  This offered variation in the dependent variable.  Comparing 

these cases will help isolate the key distinguishing variables in the cases, building greater nuances in the 

claims, and help to test the hypotheses. Table 2 summarizes the refugee flows in general and the amount 

of refugees assisted by the UNHCR in particular in each receiving case country.  

 

V. Case Study Analysis:  

The following sections explore the ways in which displacement and environmental risk 

factors interact to affect refugee child soldiering in Chad, Thailand, and Jordan. Table 3 gives a brief 

overview of the independent variables in relation to each case and an analysis follows. 
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   Year 
 
 
Country 

 
Country of 
Origin 

  
 
1990 

 
 
1991 

 
 
1992 

 
 
1993 

 
 
1994 

 
 
1995 

 
 
1996 

 
 
1997 

 
 
1998 

 
 
1999 

 
Chad 
 

 
Sudan 

Refugees 
 
 
UNHCR-
assisted 

 
--- 
 
 
--- 

 
--- 
 
 
--- 

 
70 
 
 
--- 

 
62 
 
 
--- 

 
91 
 
 
--- 
 

 
--- 
 
 
--- 

 
--- 
 
 
--- 

 
192 
 
 
--- 

 
8, 701 
 
 
--- 

 
23, 310 
 
 
23, 310 

 
Thailand 
 
 

 
Myanmar 
(Burma) 

Refugees 
 
 
UNHCR 
assisted 

 
--- 
 
--- 

 
--- 
 
--- 

 
--- 
 
--- 

 
82,289 
 
--- 

 
82,422 
 
--- 

 
94,910 
 
--- 

 
104,033 
 
--- 

 
105,216 
 
--- 

 
101,686 
 
--- 

 
97,716 
 
99,716 

 
Jordan 

 
Iraq 

Refugees 
 
 
UNHCR 
assisted 

15 
 
 
--- 

310 
 
 
--- 

160 
 
 
--- 

62 
 
 
--- 

269 
 
 
--- 

415 
 
 
--- 

654 
 
 
--- 

533 
 
 
--- 

676 
 
 
--- 

887 
 
 
887 

   Year 
 
 
Country 

Country 
of Origin 

  
 
2000 

 
 
2001 

 
 
2002 

 
 
2003 

 
 
2004 

 
 
2005 

 
 
2006 

 
 
2007 

 
 
2008 

 
 
2009 

 
 
2010 

 
Chad 
 

 
Sudan 

Refugees 
 
 
UNHCR 
assisted 

17,436 
 
 
17,436 

12,558 
 
 
12,558 

12,729 
 
 
--- 

110,000 
 
 
55,000 

224,924 
 
 
199,969 

228,836 
 
 
202,266 

233,025 
 
 
221,525 

242,555 
 
 
234,855 

267,966 
 
 
250,050 

262,194 
 
 
248,001 

278,257 
 
 
264,064 

 
Thailand 
 
 

 
Myanmar 

(Burma) 

Refugees 
 
 

UNHCR 
assisted 

104,569 
 
 
104,569 

110,313 
 
 
109,216 

112,238 
 
 

111,001 

118,762 
 
 
118,407 

120,814 
 
 
119,330 

116,499 
 
 
116,166 

132,241 
 
 
132,241 

124,562 
 
 
124,562 

111,555 
 
 
111,555 

104,107 
 
 
104,107 

95,718 
 
 
95,718 

 
Jordan 

 
Iraq 

Refugees 
 
 

UNHCR 
assisted 

919 
 
 
919 

942 
 
 
942 

1,069 
 
 
1,069 

965 
 
 
965 

889 
 
 
0 

754 
 
 
754 

500,000 
 
 
0 

500,000 
 
 
51,023 

500,000 
 
 
52,668 

450,000 
 
 
46,600 

450,000 
 
 
30,098 

Table 2: Refugee Flows and UNHCR-assisted refugee population in Chad, Thailand, and Jordan, 1990-2010 
 

Source: UNHCR Statistical Online Population Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Data extracted: 03/12/12 
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Conditions of Displacement 

 
 

Host Country Political 
Characteristics 

 
 

Camp 
Characteristics 

 
 
Refugee 
Child 
Soldiering  
(Yes/No) 

  Time Residing in Host Country       

 Length 
of 

Displace
ment 

Average 
time in 
Camps 

Time with 
ongoing 
conflict in 
host or 
home 
country 

International 
Protection 
and Mandate 

 

Estimated 
level of 
Young 
Refugees 

Capability Willingness Educational 
Opportunities 

 
 
 

 
Chad 
 

 
 
6 years 

 
 
6 years 

 
 
6 years 

 
Limited, 
Insufficient 
Numbers and 
Mandate 

 
 
60% 

 
 
Low 

 
 
Low 

 
 
Limited 

 
 
YES 

 
Thailand 
 
 

 
 
28 years 

 
 
28 years 

 
 
28 years 

 
Limited, 
Insufficient 
Numbers and 
Mandate 
 

 
 
<40% 

 
 
Low 

 
 
Low 

 
 
Limited 

 
YES 

 
 
Jordan 

 
 
6 years 

 
 
2 years 

 
 
6 years 

 
Limited 
 

 
 
<40% 

 
 
Medium 
 

 
 
Medium 
 

 
Limited in 
refugee 
camps, 
medium 
availability in 
urban settings 

 
NO 
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Case #1: Sudanese Refugees in Chad 

History 

Civil war has been a feature of Chadian life for nearly half a century. Since 1966 Chad has 

experienced ongoing civil conflict, with successive governments being challenged by countless rebel 

groups demanding political and economic reforms. The most recent period of conflict (2003-2011) has 

been characterized by volatile international hostilities, as well as significant spillover effects from Darfur, 

Sudan, to the adjacent eastern part of Chad, and the resulting refugee crisis in the region (UCDP, 2011).  

Already poor and politically unstable, eastern Chad has been drawn into the Darfur crisis since 2003. 

Since then, fighting between Darfuri rebels and the Khartoum government in Darfur on one side, and the 

government-aligned Arab militia called the Janjaweed on the other side, has been disastrous for the 

civilian population. The situation in Darfur has been viewed by UN Resident Humanitarian Coordinator 

for Sudan, Mukesh Kapila, as one of the worst humanitarian catastrophes in the world with hundreds of 

thousands of people killed by violence, starvation and disease, and millions of civilians displaced from 

their homes (IRIN, 2003). The Janjaweed militia in particular has been burning villages, and looting and 

killing people in the areas inhabited by the ethnic groups of African origin, mostly Fur, Zaghawa and 

Massaleit. These acts of violence have created massive refugee flows inside Darfur and across the 

Chadian border. Moreover, since 2005 Chad and Sudan have been involved in a proxy war against each 

other. This means that both governments have supported each other's rebels in attempts to oust the other 

government (Amnesty, 2010).   

Refugee Child Recruitment in Chad 

 The recruitment of child soldiers in Chad and Sudan has been known since 2004 (CSUCS, 2004). 

Massive recruitment has taken place between the refugee and IDP communities in Eastern Chad by 

Sudanese and Chadian armed opposition groups, including the Sudanese Liberation Army (SLA), the 

Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), and the Chadian National government (ANT). In March 2006, 

the G-19 faction of the SLA, working in co-operation with Chadian government officials, recruited an 
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estimated 4,700 Sudanese refugees, some forcibly, including thousands of children, from UNHCR-

supervised refugee camps (HRW, 2006; AI, 2010). One UNHCR worker stated: “In fact, the camps are 

now the biggest recruiting ground for militia groups looking for child soldiers” (Foulkes, 2010). While 

exact numbers are not available, the UN estimated in 2007 that between 7,000 and 10,000 child soldiers 

had been forcibly recruited in Eastern Chad alone. The number is now thought to be much greater.   

 Amnesty International (2011) reported that recruiters use family members or appeal to the 

children’s ethnic loyalties to get them to join, and once in their ranks, child soldiers themselves are 

sometimes used to lure new recruits. The nonprofit organization Waging Peace (2008) has also collected 

testimonial evidence claiming that Darfuri refugees as young as nine have been trafficked and forcibly 

recruited into armed groups operating in Eastern Chad. The organization reports that: “widespread forced 

recruitment [has] been taking place in open daylight in camps, on a much more widespread scale and with 

greater violence than ever before and with the tacit approval of the Chadian Government who has at the 

very least done nothing to put an end to this” (Waging Peace, 2008). The majority of these refugee child 

recruits have been boys and girls aged between 9-15 (HRW, 2006; Foulkes, 2010).  

The slow but progressive improvement in the security situation since 2005, and the normalization 

of relations between Chad and Sudan has contributed to a decrease in the number of reported cases of 

refugee child recruitment. Additionally, in June 2010, six African countries signed the N’Djamena 

Declaration, a binding legal document on ending the recruitment and use of children by armed forces and 

groups; and Chad also pledged to sign and ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (OPAC). However, little progress as been 

observed and the UN continues to express concern regarding the recruitment of children by rebel 

groups, including armed Sudanese groups such as the JEM, and local militias in and around refugee 

camps (Ploch, 2010). Children from villages in eastern Chad, refugee camps and IDP sites continued 

to be used by the Chadian security forces (AI, 2012). 

Conditions of Displacement  

http://www.un.org/children/conflict/english/sudan.html�
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Length of displacement: The current period of displacement from Sudan to Chad has been 

ongoing since 2003. Since then the amount of Sudanese refugees residing in Chad has increased from 

110,000 to over 300,000, a majority who remain unable to return (OCHA, 2011). Of these, 60 percent are 

estimated to be under 18 (OCHA, 2011). As a result, UNHCR camps are becoming overcrowded; and 

refugees (especially children) are losing hope in prospects for resettlement or work.  Moreover, the 

ongoing conflict in Darfur and cross-border raids has resulted in increased insecurity within and around 

the camps.   

International Protection and Mandate: Since the start of the refugee crisis in 2003 the security 

situation in Eastern Chad as degenerated. Recognizing insecurity in the region and its consequence to 

displaced populations, the international response came largely in the form of the UN Security Council 

Resolution 1778, adopted on 25 September 2007 (EUFOR, 2008). This resolution set out the commitment 

to the protection of refugees and the local population and to uphold human rights and the rule of law in 

the region.  To this end, the resolution established the deployment of a European Union (EU) UN 

presence in Chad in the form of the United Nations Mission in the Central African Republic and Chad 

(MINURCAT).   

In 2008, MINURCAT, a “multidimensional presence” of UN and EU personnel, comprising 

police, military liaison officers and civilian personnel was deployed. Its mandate authorized the protection 

of civilians in danger, particularly refugees and internally displaced persons (EUFOR, 2008). However, 

this mandate was limited by logistical concerns and did not explicitly outline the use of force as a means 

to protect civilians. Moreover, while the mission was initially authorized to have 5,200 troops, the actual 

presence on the ground never exceeded 3,500 (EUFOR, 2008). The shortage of troops and equipment 

over the course of MINURCAT’s deployment impeded its ability to protect IDPs and refugees, and in 

January 2010, the Chadian government issued a formal request to the United Nations not to renew the 

mandate of MINURCAT’s military component, which was due to expire in March 2010. Chadian 

officials based their request on the slow pace of MINURCAT’s troop deployment and planned 
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infrastructure projects, the allegedly improved security situation in the east, and a decision by the 

government to take primary responsibility for the protection of civilians.  

At the end of 2010 MINURCAT withdrew from eastern Chad.  This withdrawal resulted in an 

increase in insecurity and human rights violations in the area, and an increase in the risks faced by 

children, including the likelihood of them being recruited as child soldiers. Following the UN decision to 

draw down the mission by the end of 2010, representatives of UN agencies formed a working group with 

the Chadian government to improve security for humanitarian groups in eastern Chad. The plan includes 

consolidation of the Chadian Integrated Security Detachment (DIS), composed of approximately 800 

troops, a component of MINURCAT comprised of Chadian police forces trained by the UN, which 

provide security in and around the refugee camps. However, the plans do not clearly address the security 

concerns of refugees, IDPs, or the local population (HRW, 2012). 

 As part of Security Council Resolution 1612, the UN country team in Chad did establish a task 

force on children and armed conflict, co-chaired by MINURCAT and UNICEF in 2007. The task force 

was supposed to visit IDP and refugee camps to monitor the recruitment of children by armed groups. 

MINURCAT also developed training modules on child rights, child militarization, and child victim-

witness protocol in order to sensitize UN police and DIS officials on the conditions and needs of IDP 

children (UN SG, 8 July 2008). However, the withdrawal of MINCURCAT and the small numbers of DIS 

troops have made in nearly impossible to ensure the protection of refugee children in camps. 

Camps Planning and Security Measures: 

Educational opportunities:  In general, non-profits such as Refugees International have noted that 

the lack of activities in the camps in eastern Chad for youth contributes to their vulnerability to 

recruitment by armed groups. Child protection activities, being central to UNHCR's work, aim to 

safeguard refugee children from harm. They include awareness and training sessions to increase 

sensitivity to delicate ethnic issues, including domestic violence against children, child labor, early and 

forced marriages, female genital mutilation (FGM), and recruitment of children (UNICEF, 1993).  Since 

2004, a total of 80 camp-based primary schools are operational in the refugee camps, in which an average 
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enrollment rate of 61% among school-aged children (80% of boys and 39% of girls are enrolled).   

To improve access to education for refugees in 2010 the UNHCR expanded school enrollment 

campaigns, rehabilitated and constructed additional classrooms, and provided teacher training and 

monitoring. The enrollment rate for school-age children in Eastern Chad increased from 68 to 81% during 

the year, while the dropout rate declined from 40 to 11% (UNHCR, 2010). As Radhika Coomaraswamy, a 

UNHCR representative, states: “The camps have proved to be fertile recruiting grounds for children, as 

residents have little access to education, few employment opportunities, and have often lost relatives and 

friends in the fighting. Children have frequently gone missing from refugee camps and IDP sites in 

eastern Chad and later been found in the ranks of armed groups” (Foulkes, 2010).  Thus, the huge refugee 

population, coupled with weak education and employment options, leave refugee children vulnerable to 

exploitation and recruitment. 

 

Case Study #2: Burmese refugees in Thailand 

History 

Burma is the setting of one of the longest-running civil wars in the world. Since gaining 

independence from Britain in 1948, it has experienced extensive civil unrest between the central military 

government and numerous ethnic minority groups (UCDP, 2008).  In 1962, a military regime seized 

power over the country.  Under this regime, ethnic minority residents of Burma experienced numerous 

human rights abuses, including forced relocation, torture, arbitrary executions, confiscation of goods and 

property, and rape (Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, 2006.).  Approximately 

68% percent of the country is ethnically Burmese.  Ethnic minority groups, including the Karen, Shan, 

Mon, and Rakhine, comprise the remaining 32% (United States Department of State, 2005). As the result 

of government abuses and a 1997 Burmese military attack launched upon a predominantly Karen region 

of Burma, thousands of Karen fled into Thailand within the following months.   

Refugee Child Recruitment in Thailand 
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 The recruitment of child soldiers in Thailand has been widely documented since the 1980s. 

Massive recruitment has taken place among the Burmese refugee communities living along the Thai-

Burma border.  Several ceasefire groups and armed groups allied to the SPDC were reported to recruit 

and use child soldiers, including the Karen National Union-Karen National Liberation Army-Peace 

Council (KNU-KNLA PC), the United Wa State Army (UWSA), the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army 

(DKBA), the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), and the Karenni Nationalities People’s Liberation Front 

(KNPLF).  In particular, the KNU-KNLA PC, seeking to expand its military forces and presence, 

embarked on an intensive recruitment campaign, including the recruitment of Karen children under the 

age of 18 from the Mae La refugee camp in 2004.  Men and boys from the Mae La refugee camps were 

persuaded to join the groups to “fill the blanks” (Karen Human Rights Group, 2007).  While these recruits 

often joined voluntarily, many were also coerced into remaining and were denied permission to return to 

the refugee camps. Child Soldiers International (CSI) has been confidentially informed by an international 

NGO of 14 cases of children being recruited by non-state armed groups from Myanmar in refugee camps 

in Thailand between mid- 2008 and mid-2011 (CSI, 2011; McConnachie, 2012).  Children who have 

grown up in refugee camps in Thailand are both coerced and volunteer to join.  Commonly cited reasons 

for joining the armed groups voluntarily include the lack of opportunity in the refugee camps, glorified 

views of the Karen struggle, and general hardships that make them want to do something “constructive” 

about their displacement (HRW, 2002).  

Conditions of Displacement 

 Length of Displacement: Prolonged conflict in Burma has caused one of the most protracted 

refugee situations in Asia. For over a half a century, the Burmese military has waged war against many of 

the country’s numerous ethnic parties and minority groups who seek greater autonomy. As a result of 

conflict and unrest, mass movements of people from Burma into Thailand have occurred since 1984. The 

number of persons from Burma seeking refuge in Thailand has swollen from approximately 20,000 in the 

1980s to currently around 140,000, mostly from the Karen, Karenni, Mon and Shan ethnic groups. In 

addition, there are probably at least 300,000 refugees outside camps in Thailand (HRW, 2012).  
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Initially these refugees settled into thirty camps along the Thai-Burma border in the 1980s. 

However, due to cross-border incursions they were relocated to nine “closed” 12

  International Protection and Mandate: Not only do the refugee camps in Thailand have poor 

living conditions, but also high levels of insecurity and violence make children vulnerable to recruitment 

by armed groups.  The border camps in particular are vulnerable to infiltration by armed elements and 

military recruitment. Until 1995, de facto ethnic minority opposition armies based in Burma provided 

protection for the refugee camps (Bowles, 1998). However, between 1995 and 1997, the Burmese army, 

captured almost all the opposition-held territory along the border, leaving camps vulnerable to attack. As 

a result, armed groups such as the DKBA), carried out dozens of attacks on refugee camps. Backed by the 

Burmese army, the DKBA appears intent on destroying the KNU and driving the Karen refugees back to 

Burma (Bowles, 1997). With the emergence of the DKBA and other armed groups along the border, 

protection has become the most important issue for the Karen refugees.  

 camps under Thai 

military control in the late 1990s. Thailand is not a signatory of the 1951 Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees or its 1967 Protocol, and Thai legislation makes no provision for the status of asylum 

seeker or refugee. As a result, the persons from Myanmar who have sought a safe haven in Thailand are 

considered refugees, but the camps along the border are deemed temporary shelters (HRW, 1997). Not 

only do they often stay in camps for decades with little hope of any long-term solution to their plight, they 

also remain dependent on charity for survival, as they do not have freedom of movement. And since they 

are not integrated into the local community, they have few work options. These have significant 

implications to the security provisions available in the camps (BBC, 2009).   

 A key element of governance structure of the Thai–Burma border camps is that the RTG refused to 

allow the UNHCR to undertake a direct service or security role in the camps until the late 1990s.  This 

decision was primarily linked to a broader policy of the RTG to deny that it was in fact a “refugee” 

situation (McConnachie, 2012). Instead, social services have been undertaken by the Thai–Burma Border 

Consortium (TBBC), which provides food, building materials and other essential supplies to the refugee 
                                                      
12 Closed camps meaning that refugees face arrest or deportation if they leave the camps.   
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camps, and security as been provide, albeit insufficiently, by the RTG, Burmese Border Consortium 

(BBC) and more recently, the UNHCR and other NGOs.  However, the overall lack of international 

security forces in the region has contributed significantly to insecurity in the camps.  Other collaborative 

efforts relating to the protection of refugees includes work within the UN Country Team particularly in 

regard to migration and child protection issues. In regard to the latter, the ‘Working Group on Children 

affected by Armed Conflict/Child Soldiers’ has been established composed of representatives from ILO, 

UNHCR, UNICEF, and other NGOs, which works with the RTG and other non-state entities to monitor 

the situation of child soldiers, develop strategies to address the problem and report regularly to the UN 

Secretary-General (UNHCR, 2006c).  However, despite all of these measures, refugee child soldiering 

among Burmese children in Thailand continues.  

Camp planning and security measures 

 Since the start of the refugee crisis, the BBC, in cooperation with the RTG, coordinated food and 

relief assistance to refugees living in camps.  However, since 1999, the RTG has also enlisted the support 

of the UNHCR, whose mandate is registering, monitoring, and protecting refugees within camps and 

those who are newly arriving or who are being relocated from one refugee camp to another (UNHCR, 

2006c). These camps are purposefully designed to mirror the economic conditions in Burma—with 

limited educational access, health care facilities, and income-generating projects (Kelser, 2011).  This has 

been commonly referred to as the “deterrence policy” of the RTG to prevent refugees from permanently 

residing in Thailand. One element of this policy is lack of security in the camps.   

 The camps, planned by the refugee communities themselves, vary a good deal from one to another. 

However, in general communal buildings, like hospitals and schools, are located in the middle of the 

camp or, in the case of large camps with more than one school, in the middle of sections. Most children 

need to walk for no more than 10 minutes to school. The water supply is generally adequate and 

accessible, with water tanks or wells at frequent intervals (Bowels, 1998).   

Educational Opportunities: While the original RTG mandate for NGO assistance covered only 

food, medicine, clothing and other essential items. A mandate for educational assistance was added at the 
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end of 1996. Of the 140,000 Burmese refugees currently living in Thailand, 47 per cent are estimate to be 

under 18 (UNHCR, 2006c).  Apparently some parents send their children from the increasingly 

deteriorating situations in Burma to the camps in Thailand and/or from one camp to another for better 

education opportunities (UNHCR, 2006c). That partially accounts for the high proportion of young 

people in the camps (Huguet and Punpuing, 2005).  

Education in the camps is provided in schools run by the refugees themselves, with logistical 

support from NGOs, the UNHCR in particular.  The NGOs help with school construction and provide 

language training and teacher preparation. In most camps, education only goes through 10th grade. The 

quality of the education, however, is poor and limited by a number of factors, such as crowded 

classrooms, and teachers who are recruited from among the camp residents, meaning they have little 

formal training. The poor, rudimentary education and skills training that young persons receive in the 

camps do not equip them well either to work in Thailand or to return to Burma (Huguet and Punpuing, 

2005).  Moreover, as mentioned above, the RTG regulations technically forbid refugees to engage in 

economic activities, and if caught working outside of the camps, Burmese refugees face arrest or 

deportation back to Burma.  Thus, few options currently exist for employment among many refugee 

children, which adds to their desperation, and they often find themselves in exploitative situations, such as 

in the sex trade or armed forces (Huguet and Punpuing, 2005; UNHCR, 2006c).    

 

Case Study #3: Iraqi refugees in Jordan 

Before commencing an analysis of the third case, I would like to comment on my decision to use 

it. I decided to use this as my third case study because it met the requirements of my case selection 

process insofar that Jordan accepted Iraqi refugees in excess of 50,000, children comprised a significant 

(<30%) proportion of the fleeing population, the UNHCR has a strong humanitarian presence in the 

country in general and the camps in which Iraqi refugees are housed in particular, and the region has a 

history of conflict in which a number of armed groups still operated.  However, because a majority of the 

Iraqi refugees in Jordan do not reside in camps but rather in and around the capital city of Amman, I am 
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not able to test a majority of the camp-specific hypotheses.  Moreover, the UNHCR has had difficulties in 

delivering aid to the Iraqi population, as they live “under-the-radar” in Jordan, so reliable data on this 

population was difficult to obtain.   

History 

 Iraq has a protracted history of displacement. Over the past four decades, human rights abuses, 

expulsion of citizens from their homes, internal and international conflict and war has resulted in the 

displacement of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi people (IOM, 2006). Most recently, the US occupation in 

Iraq, coupled with ethnic conflict in the form of the 22 February 2003 bombing of a Shia shrine in 

Samarra ignited sectarian violence, ignited a mass exodus of approximately 2 million Iraqis in 2006 and 

2007.  Most of those that had the means to leave the country did, but many more were also forced to find 

refuge within the country (IOM, 2006).  

Refugee Child Soldiering in Jordan 

There were no reports of armed political groups recruiting Iraqi refugee children in Jordan 

(CSUCS, 2004, 2008).  Moreover, there were no reports of the involvement of under-18 years old in 

cross-border insurgency in Iraq.  There are numerous possible explanations for this that coincide with the 

hypotheses of this paper. First, NGOs such as Care International have implemented counseling programs 

that targeted Iraqi refugees affected by the conflict in Iraq, including children. These have been targeted at 

rehabilitating children and providing them with educational opportunities, thus providing them with 

alternatives to fighting.   

Second, as mentioned above, protracted refugee crises not only pose problems for the well being 

of the refugees themselves but also the potential to cause insecurity in the receiving country. Jordan in 

particular, with a population of only 5.7 million (more than half of whom are Palestinian refugees), has 

viewed the Iraqi refugees as an existential threat (Lischer, 2008). Ferris (2007) warns that “the potential 

for unrest or even civil war in Jordan is not insignificant if the presence of Iraqis becomes protracted or if 

the Iraqis in any way challenge the sovereignty or territorial integrity of the state.” However, Iraqi 



Rebecca Olson-Professional Paper 

 41 

refugees have not militarized nor actively participated in the violence of their host or receiving state 

because they have chosen to leave the violence behind, so to speak (Lischer, 2008).   

 Third, unlike the other refugees in this study, the majority of Iraqi refugees are not housed in 

UNHCR-run camps, but have established themselves informally in urban areas (Lischer, 2008). From the 

perspective of aid agencies and scholars in the area, establishing camps would be a disaster from both 

humanitarian and security perspectives, including the risk of child recruitment. Ferris (2007) explains, 

“Iraqis resist living in camps because of the lack of privacy, close family ties, and perhaps also because of 

the historic association of camps with long-standing Palestinian camps in the region.”  Moreover, the 

location of camps would likely be in inhospitable terrain lacking basic infrastructure. As a result, 

residents would ultimately end up relying solely on humanitarian assistance. Additionally, camps would 

pose a heightened security risk, as the residents would become easy targets for attacks and recruitment. 

As the cases of Chad and Thailand have demonstrated, there are many difficulties in providing protection 

in refugee and IDP camps. Thus, Iraqi refugee child soldiering would be more likely to occur if the 

majority of these refugees were housed in camps in Jordan.   

Conditions of Displacement 

 Length of Displacement: Since the 2003 invasion, Iraq’s displacement crisis has steadily 

increased in size and complexity. Today, the number of displaced Iraqis is the highest ever, estimated at 

approximately 4.7 million (UNHCR, 2008)13

                                                      
13 See also IDP Working Group, “Internally Displaced Persons in Iraq - Update,” March 24, 2008l; and U.S. 
Department of State, “Update on IDP and USAID Mission Activities in Iraq,” June 27, 2008. All displacement 
figures must be taken as estimates due to insufficient data. Monitoring and registration in this context may be 
incomplete due to poor border security, lack of access to some areas, and the ongoing inflow and outflow of 
refugees each day.  

. As of March 2008, the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) estimated that 2.4 million Iraqis had crossed international borders, including around 

500,000 into Jordan and 1.2 to 1.4 million into Syria. It can be presumed that the number of Iraqis in 

Jordan has not considerably changed since the Jordan-Iraq border has been closed since 2007. Moreover, 

children constitute a growing percent of the Iraqi refugees in Jordan. One reason for this is that in 2006, 

Jordan was excluding single men and boys between age 17 and 35 from entering.   
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Iraqi refugees are concentrated in the capital city of Amman, as well as in two refugee camps 

along the Jordan-Iraq border.  The UNHCR began setting up makeshift camps near Jordan's eastern 

border with Iraq in 2003.  The camps were located just a few miles from Iraq's Treibeel border post.  

These camps, however, proved unsustainable and could not support the large influx of Iraqi refugees into 

Jordan.  Thus, a majority of the refugees now living in the country reside in and around the capital city of 

Amman.   

International Protection and Mandate: The international response to this major humanitarian 

crisis has been tepid.  Regional governments outside of Jordan have neither welcomed Iraqis within their 

borders, nor supported Jordanian efforts to meet the needs of the expanded population. Although a 

majority of the Iraqi refugees living in Jordan are considered “urban refugees”, meaning they live 

primarily in city centers and not in refugee camps. Even though Jordan admissions policies were initially 

generous towards Iraqi refugees, their protracted stay in the county has led to the state increasingly 

viewing them as a strain on its infrastructures, as well as a potential threat to security (Barnes, 2009).   

Refugees are also an increasingly sensitive issue in Jordan, which previously absorbed hundreds 

of thousands of Palestinians in 1948, 1967, and 1990.  A lack of willingness to fully support these newer 

refugees is in part due to the fear that these refugees may bring with them violence and insecurity, and 

that the Iraqi conflicts will become contagious to the region via the massive influx of Iraqi refugees. 

Moreover, they view Iraqi refugees as a strain on resources such as water, and the health and education 

systems. Both the governments of Jordan and Syria claim that hosting Iraqi refugees has cost them up to 

US$1 billion per year (Barnes, 2009).   

 

Camp planning and security measures 

 UNHCR is very much present in Jordan, and the agency has the lead role in managing the 

humanitarian programs related to Iraqis. These activities include: needs-assessment, resettlement, 

financial assistance, medical support, educational support, and legal assistance (Ferris, 2007). All of these 

activities are interdependent, interrelated and work to ease the burden on the host countries.  UNHCR has 
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been able to offer services and some protection, and has successfully mobilized donor funding for its 

work.  However, in order to stem illegal activities and militarization (lessons learnt the hard way with 

Palestinian refugees) the Jordanian government has mandated that UNHCR can assist only Iraqis who 

have registered with the organization.  However, as of April 2007, there were only 77,000 registered 

refugees (out of a total population of 1.2 million) (Lischer, 2008). Thus, a majority of Iraqi refugees are 

not accessing the services they desperately need, including education.  

 Educational opportunities: Prior to the 2006/2007 school year, foreign children, included Iraqis, 

were not allowed to attend Jordan’s public schools, and only those holding residency permits were 

allowed to enroll in private schools (Olwan, 2009). As a result only about 14,000 (out of approximately 

60,000) school-age Iraqi children were enrolled in Jordanian schools during the 2005/2006 school year.  

This number increased to 18,000 students in the 2006/2007 school year. Different factors could be 

slowing down the enrollment process including the fact that Iraqi families who have overstayed their 

visas live in fear that they will be caught and sent back to their country and, therefore, are reluctant to 

enroll their children in Jordanian schools.  

 The low turnout is also attributed to the facts that many Iraqi children work in Jordan, and that 

many families cannot pay fees for primary or secondary schools. In any case, a total of 24,000 Iraqi 

students are enrolled in public and private schools across Jordan (of that figure 6,000 are in private 

schools) (Olwan, 2009). This means that large factions of Iraqi children who are of a school age are not 

receiving education. Lacking education, these refugee children will work at younger ages.  Child labor is 

already a growing problem in the refugee communities, with a significant number engaged in casual work 

(World Vision, 2007).  Thus, these children may also be at risk or recruitment into armed groups.  

 

VI. Analysis and Conclusions:  

Recognizing the risks that children face in the context of displacement is an important first step in 

addressing the problem of refugee child soldiering. Having studied the association between three refugee 

crises and the 6 hypotheses that affect the likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur revealed that 
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the length of displacement in refugee camps, security, and education are the most significant determinants 

of the phenomenon.  For example, the two most common causes cited for the recruitment of Sudanese 

refugee children in Chad were insecurity and lack of opportunity (EUFOR, 2008).  

 First, protracted refugee crises not only increase the risk that violence and insecurity will spread, 

but it also increases the desperation of refugee populations in general and children in particular as they 

continually rely on humanitarian assistance and have few options outside of the refugee camps.  The 

increased length of displacement in refugee camps couple with ongoing conflict in the home or host 

country has been show to greatly increase the likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur. Second, 

reports from various crisis zones, in conjunction with scholarly literature, indicate the need for better 

refugee protection policies, and specific attention to minors. While international protection is necessary to 

ensure the oversight of civilian populations, this protection must also come with the right mandate and 

have sufficient numbers. For example, the failure of the MINURCAT mission in Chad significantly 

increased the likelihood that refugee child soldiering will occur. However, another important element is 

the receptivity of the receiving state to offer protection and/or allow international forces in for the purpose 

of refugee security.  For example, in Thailand the RTG was not open to allowing international protection 

forces and as a result, children were vulnerable to recruitment by armed groups.   

Third, the lack of education or job options in these cases demonstrates that the failure to offer 

alternatives to refugee children results in their increased vulnerability of recruitment. Jordan somewhat 

contradicts this argument, because while a significant number of Iraqi refugee children are not receiving 

an education in Jordan, they still have not engaged in armed groups.  However, this situation could 

change and it is necessary to recognize these risks.  This demonstrates how education may be necessary to 

prevent the recruitment of refugee children but it is not sufficient in completely stemming the process.   

 Finally, a major finding of this research has been that the refugee camp in and of itself may be the 

biggest determinant of refugee child soldiering.  When vulnerable populations gather in a concentrated 

setting like a refugee camp, they become vulnerable not only to reliance on international aid, but also 

become vulnerable to a host of risk factors, many of which were outlined above. From the perspective of 
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aid agencies and scholars, establishing camps is risky from both humanitarian and security perspectives. 

Children in particular experience poverty, disease, and boredom in the camps that make them increasingly 

vulnerable to recruitment by armed elements.  However, the point of this research was not to conclude 

that refugee camps should be eradicated. Rather, that the risks that are present in and around these camps 

should be addressed and controlled in order to reduce the risk that refugee child soldiering will occur.   

 
VII. Recommendations: 

 Given the findings of this study, I strongly recommend that systematic measures for the 

protection of the refugee populations in general and displacement camps in particular be created and 

implemented. Because displacement and child soldiering are so integrally related, measures to ameliorate 

one situation often improve the other. Thus governments, inter-governmental and non-governmental 

organizations, and the international community need to specifically target the links between child 

soldiering and displacement through more holistic and integrated approaches. In this context, international 

standards need to be developed and applied to recognize the various circumstances, dangers, needs and 

capacities of displaced children and child soldiers in order to prevent recruitment. The following are 

recommendations, some have already been suggested by UNHCR and others working in the field, and 

should be appropriately applied to protect all displaced children and child soldiers.  

 First, governments and aid organizations have a strong role to play in hindering refugee child 

recruitment. In terms of camp security, receiving governments and aid organizations should ensure 

comprehensive registrations processes during and after arrival in camps, including universal birth 

registration in order to prevent recruitment of under- 18s by default.  Moreover, the receiving state 

government and aid organizations should work in tandem to strengthen security or staff presence in 

camps and areas where children are at risk of recruitment, including the construction and maintenance of 

escape routes and reception centers.  As part of security measures governments, local governments and 

aid organizations should also monitor, investigate, and report any cases of child recruitment or suspected 

recruitment. Governments and aid organizations should also work to create viable alternatives to 
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recruitment, such as education and employment, including provide enrollment opportunities in formal and 

non-formal educational and vocational programs.  

 Second, camp-planning measures should be child-centered insofar as each camp is built with 

protection of the most vulnerable in mind.  This includes providing a play/recreation area for children 

within the camps or shelters, which are centrally located and provide children with a “safe space”.  

Additionally, a wide array of activities, from sports to classes, should be available to children.  Keeping 

refugee children occupied and having “fun” is a necessary first step to stem recruitment.   

 Third, while top-down approaches by governments and aid agencies are essential to providing 

protection, additional bottom-up measures that include the input of the children themselves are necessary 

in order to prevent refugee child recruitment.  In particular, children’s life skills and participation should 

be taken into account when planning camp activities and educational programs. Giving children a voice – 

and listening to them – will allow children to have a say in their own protection.  Roles and activities 

should also be differentiated based on age group.  For example, in the absence of adults older children 

(ages 13-19) should be encouraged to look out for the younger ones, while younger children should be 

educated on the dangers of armed groups and recruitment.   

 Finally, there is the need to develop a stronger base of evidence on which to devise future 

strategies. Currently, there is no comprehensive data source about displacement and child soldiering. 

Gathering sufficient information and data are often impeded because even basic information, such as the 

total displaced population or the percentage of children in the population, is not always available. Thus, 

future research will require a large-scale and detailed data collection effort in order to obtain a 

generalizable picture for all refugee situations. This study provided a first step in this process and a future 

ambition for this project is to undergo a thorough data collection process for all refugee crises in which 

refugee child recruitment was reported. The absence of a universal data set on refugee child recruitment 

should not reduce policy efforts to stem recruitment, however. 
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Appendix A: Final 28 Cases from Case Selection Process 
 

Country of 

Origin 

Host Country Refugee Totals  

(End of 2010) 

Refugees 

residing in 

Host 

Country 

(End of 

2010) 

% of Refugee 

Population < 

18  

(End of 2010) 

Reports on 

Refugee Child 

Soldiering  

Afghanistan Pakistan 

(1979-2010) 

3,054,709 1,899,842 
 

46% YES 

Azberajian Armenia 300,000+ 2,347 
 

> 30% YES 

Bhutan Nepal (1978-

2010) 

75,070 

(Total > 

100,00) 

72,242 40% YES 

Burundi DRC (1972-

2010) 

84,064 12,845 
 

54% YES 

CAR Cameroon 

(2002-2010) 

164,905 89,927 
 

60% NO 

CAR Chad (2002-

2010) 

164,905 69,428 
 

60% YES 

Colombia Ecuador 

(1974-2010) 

395,577 52,059 40% NO 

DRC Congo (1986-

2010) 

476,693 124,244 58% YES 

DRC Rwanda 

(1995-2010) 

476,693 55,027 58% NO 

DRC Tanzania 

(1974-2010) 

476,693 81,804 58% NO 

DRC Zambia (1979-

2010) 

476,693 60,186 58% NO 

Iraq Iran 1,683,579 45,708 
 

> 40% YES 

Iraq Jordan (2003-

2010) 

1,683,579 450,000 
 

> 40% NO 

Iraq Syria (2003-

2010) 

1,683,579 1,000,000 > 40% NO 
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Liberia  Guinea (1990-

2010) 

70,129 
 

9,789 
(exceeded 
400,000 at 
one point) 
 

60% YES 

Myanmar Thailand 

(1984-2010) 

415,670 95,718 >40% YES 

Myanmar Malaysia 

(1990-2010) 

415,670 76,094 > 40% NO 

Rwanda Uganda (1961-

2010) 

114,836 12,590 58% YES 

Rwanda DRC (1996-

2001) 

114,836 69,836 
 

58% YES 

Sierra Leone Guinea (1991-

2010) 

11,275 
 

177 
(exceeded 
350,000 at 
one point) 

65% YES 

Somalia Kenya (1976-

2010) 

770,154 351,773 
 

> 50% YES 

Somalia Djibouti 

(1989-2010) 

770,154 14,216 
 

> 50% NO 

Somalia Ethiopia 

(1989-2010) 

770,154 81,247 > 50% YES 

Sri Lanka India 141,074 69,998 > 40% NO 

Sudan Chad (2003-

2010) 

387,288 278,257 > 40% YES 

Sudan Ethiopia 

(1968-2010) 

387,288 25,238 
 

> 40% YES 

Sudan Uganda (1963-

2010) 

387,288 19,382 > 40% YES 

Sudan Kenya (1987-

2010) 

387,288 20,528 
 

> 40% YES 
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