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Time to end grave
violations against
children in conflict

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report identifies concerning trends for the safety
and wellbeing of children living in areas impacted by
conflict, through analysis of the United Nations Annual Reports of the Secretary General on Children and
Armed Conflict (CAAC) and new research by the Peace
Research Institute Oslo (PRIO). The research utilizes
figures that are published, independently verified and
credible, but one of the key findings of the data mapping
process is that there is a significant and worrying gap in
child-specific data in conflicts.
Although all warring parties are obliged to protect children, in conflicts around the world heinous attacks are
committed against children on a daily basis, for which
the perpetrators are not being held to account. What is
more, many of these violations are increasing, driven by
brutal conflicts like the war in Syria. There is an urgent
need for action to end what is too often a war on children.

There are significant limitations and variations in
data collection across conflict contexts, but some
of the trends are clear: for example, there has
been an escalation in the number of UN-verified
cases of killing and maiming of children, with an
increase of nearly 300 percent since 2010. The
number of incidents of denial of humanitarian
access has also risen 15-fold in the same period,
and there has been a growing trend of abductions.
■■ We also see, despite improved international legal

and normative standards to protect children,
that increasingly brutal tactics are being utilized
– including the use of children as suicide bombers,
direct targeting of schools and hospitals and the
widespread use of indiscriminate weapons like
cluster munitions, barrel bombs and improvised
explosive devices (IEDs).
■■ The psychological impact of toxic stress on chil-

The key findings of the report are:

dren living in conflict zones is profound and can
lead to a vicious cycle of conflict, in which the next
generation struggles to rebuild peaceful societies
following the trauma of violence.

■■ The number of children living in a conflict zone

has increased by more than 75 percent from the
early 1990s when it was around 200 million, to
more than 357 million children in 2016 – around
1 in 6 of the world’s children. 165 million of these
children are affected by high intensity conflicts.
Children living in such conflict-impacted areas often lack access to school and health facilities, and
are more exposed to violence.

■■ The nature of modern conflict is changing, and

it is changing in a way that often protects soldiers more than civilians. This report explains an
increase in reported grave violations against children mainly due to the crisis of compliance, lack
of monitoring and reporting, increase in urban
warfare and the use of explosive weapons in populated areas as well as increased conflict intensity,
duration and complexity.

■■ While the majority of the world’s conflict-affect-

ed children live in Asia, the Middle East is where
children are most likely to live in a conflict zone.
In 2016, about 2 in 5 children in this region were
living within 50km of a conflict event in their
country, and children in Syria, Iraq,Yemen and
other warzones in the region are at high risk of
all six grave violations. Africa is second, with 1 in 5
children affected by conflict.
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■■ Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia are at the top of

our ranking of the 10 most dangerous conflict-affected countries to be a child in 2016, the latest
year for which comprehensive data is available.
This is assessed based on factors including rates of
the six grave violations and share of children living
in conflict in that country.
■■ By many metrics, children are more at risk in

conflict now than at any time in the last 20 years.

Therefore, we strongly recommend that states, militaries
and all actors with influence over the lives of children
in conflict commit to take practical action on four key
themes:
■■
■■
■■
■■

Preventing children being put at risk
Upholding international laws and standards
Holding violators to account
Rebuilding shattered lives

The specific policy recommendations under these themes
are set out in section 3.1. The findings of this report are
stark, and the message is clear – we need to take concerted, collective action to turn back the tide of brutality
and indifference and better protect children in conflict.

