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BRIEFING PAPER, 2026 
 

TERRORISM, SECURITY AND CHILDHOOD IN AFRICA:  
Why Counter-Terrorism Must Put Children First 

 
 
SUMMARY  
Across Africa, children are paying dearly for 
the rise of terrorism and the way states 
respond to it. From the Sahel to the Lake 
Chad Basin and the Horn of Africa, millions 
of children live in areas where they are 
exposed to the risks of being recruited, 
abducted and abused by armed and 
extremist groups. Many are forced into 
roles as fighters, porters, spies or sexually 
abused as “wives” of combatants. Yet when 
these same children escape or are 
captured, they are too often treated not as 
victims but as security threats. They are 
detained in military barracks or adult 
prisons, prosecuted under broad counter-
terrorism laws, and denied the basic 
safeguards that international and African 
regional laws guarantee to every child. 
 
This briefing paper shines a light on this double victimisation and calls for a fundamental shift in 
how African states, regional bodies and security actors deal with children in the context of counter-
terrorism. It traces the root causes that make children vulnerable to recruitment, critiques punitive 
counter-terrorism frameworks that ignore children’s rights and sets out the binding, protective 
obligations under the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and related African instruments. The paper argues for 
a child-centred security agenda that recognises children associated with armed groups as victims of 
exploitation, urges states to prioritise rehabilitation and reintegration, and embed child-specific 
safeguards in national and regional security policies. It is a clarion call for African decision makers, 
security agencies and child protection actors to work together so that efforts to combat terrorism 
do not violate the rights, dignity and future of Africa’s children. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
In Africa today, a child is more likely to be caught in the crossfire of terrorism and counter-terrorism 
than anywhere else in the world. In Burkina Faso, Nigeria, and Somalia, children are abducted on 
their way to school, recruited into armed groups against their will, and subjected to unspeakable 
violence including sexual violence. Yet, when these same children escape, surrender or are 
captured, they are too often met not with protection, but with prosecution. They are detained as 
terrorists, tried in adult or military courts, and denied the very rights designed to safeguard their 
childhood. This double victimisation, first at the hands of armed groups and again through punitive 
state responses, defines one of the gravest child rights crises of our time.  

This Briefing Paper identifies both 
terrorism and counter-terrorism as the 
‘next frontiers’ that exacerbate violations 
of children’s rights in Africa. It unpacks the 
link or lack thereof between counter-
terrorism measures and child protection 
norms and standards, and its policy 
implications. 
 
The briefing paper draws from the African 
Child Policy Forum’s 2024 report titled 
Deprived of Liberty, Denied Justice: 
Double Jeopardy for Children in Conflict 
Situations in Africa. 
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The scale of the problem is stark. Reports indicate that in conflict zones around the world, one in 
five children is exposed to environments where armed or extremist groups engage in child 
recruitment.1 Africa has the highest number of conflict-affected children globally, with an estimated 
180 million living in conflict zones,2 close to the combined populations of Ethiopia and South Africa.3 
This staggering figure reflects the scale at which conflict is denying African children safety, access 
to education, healthcare and the chance to grow up free from violence and fear. From the Lake 
Chad Basin to the Sahel, to parts of East and Central Africa,4 thousands of children are being 
abducted, recruited and used by non-state armed groups. Whether they are used as combatants, 
spies, porters, messengers, or even in roles of forced marriage or sexual slavery, these children 
become both victims and perceived perpetrators of violence.5  
 

Article 1(3) of the OAU Convention on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism 

3. “Terrorist act" means: 

(a) any act which is a violation of the criminal laws of a State Party and which may endanger the 
life, physical integrity or freedom of, or cause serious injury or death to, any person, any 
number or group of persons or causes or may cause damage to public or private property, 
natural resources, environmental or cultural heritage and is calculated or intended to: 

(i) intimidate, put in fear, force, coerce or induce any government, body, institution, the 
general public or any segment thereof, to do or abstain from doing any act, or to adopt 
or abandon a particular standpoint, or to act according to certain principles; or 
(ii) disrupt any public service, the delivery of any essential service to the public or to 
create a public emergency; or 
(iii) create general insurrection in a State; 

(b) any promotion, sponsoring, contribution to, command, aid, incitement, encouragement, 
attempt, threat, conspiracy, organizing, or procurement of any person, with the intent to 
commit any act referred to in paragraph (a) (i) to (iii). 

 
The 2025 Global Terrorism Index (GTI) reports that six of the ten countries most impacted by 
terrorism worldwide are in Africa: Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Somalia and Cameroon, 
highlighting the region’s profound insecurity and instability.6 Burkina Faso, for instance, has ranked 
as the most affected country in 2023 and 2024, an alarming surge from 114th place in 2011 (see 
Table 1 below). Mali and Niger are consistently among the top five, reflecting a geographical shift 
in the epicentre of global terrorism from the Middle East to the Sahel region. With the Sahel 
becoming the epicentre of global terrorism,7the region accounts for more than half of all terrorism-
related deaths and nearly one-fifth of global attacks in 2024. This shift is not only statistical but 
deeply human: it is African children who endure most of the violence.8 This reality has devastating 
consequences for children, who face heightened risks of abduction, recruitment, displacement, 
exploitation and denial of their rights to survival, protection, education, and development. Terrorist 
groups have increasingly specialised in using children, with Boko Haram and Al-Shabaab notably 
employing young children, especially girls, as suicide bombers.9  
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Table 1: GTI Ranking, 2011-2024 

 
 

Source: Institute for Economics & Peace (2025) Global Terrorism Index 2025: Measuring the Impact 
of Terrorism  
 
Children’s exposure to terrorism and counter-terrorism manifests in multiple, overlapping ways. 
They are abducted, trafficked or coerced into serving as combatants, porters, spies, or suicide 
bombers. Girls in particular face gender-specific harms, including sexual slavery and forced marriage 
to fighters.10 Others are criminalised on the mere suspicion of association with armed groups, 
detained in military barracks or adult prisons, and denied access to legal representation, 
psychosocial care, and family contact.11 Prevailing counter-terrorism responses in many African 
states have largely failed to distinguish between children and adult combatants, often criminalising 
children and subjecting them to adult-centric punitive justice systems.12 These practices are in 
direct contravention of the ACRWC and the CRC, both of which demand that children be treated as 
victims of exploitation and entitled to rehabilitation and reintegration rather than punitive 
sanctions. 
 
This briefing paper argues that African states, while entitled to protect their security, have a parallel 
duty to ensure that counter-terrorism frameworks are not implemented at the expense of 
children’s rights. By documenting how counter-terrorism laws across Africa fail to distinguish 
between child and adult combatants, this paper highlights the urgent need for a rights-based, child-
centred approach to national and regional security responses. 
 
2. ROOT CAUSES AND DYNAMICS OF CHILDREN'S ASSOCIATION WITH ARMED GROUPS  
Understanding the involvement of children in terrorist and armed groups requires an exploration 
of the multifaceted root causes that create fertile ground for their recruitment and exploitation. 
Chronic poverty, political instability, weak governance, and underdevelopment create 
environments where children are especially vulnerable.13 Marginalised communities, ethnically, 
religiously, or geographically, often face systematic neglect, limited access to education, healthcare, 
and economic opportunities, contributing to a sense of exclusion and despair.14 In such contexts, 
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children are more vulnerable to manipulation and may view terrorist groups as a vehicle for claiming 
one’s agency, purpose and means of survival and sense of security. Armed groups often exploit 
these conditions, using a mix of ideological indoctrination, coercion, economic incentives and social 
pressures to recruit children.15 In some instances, families or communities are complicit, willingly 
or under duress, in handing over children to armed groups.16 In others, children are abducted or 
lured under false pretenses. Regardless of the means, the result is the same: children are robbed of 
their childhoods and thrust into never-ending cycles of violence and trauma. 
 
2.1 Forced vs. voluntary’ recruitment: The myth of choice 
The distinction between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ recruitment is misleading when applied to children. 
Abduction and coercion are common, but even where children appear to ‘choose’ to join armed 
groups, their decisions are made in environments of extreme poverty, insecurity, displacement, and 
family pressure.17 The Paris Principles on Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups 
stress that recruitment of children is almost always involuntary, given children’s vulnerability and 
the coercive environments in which they live.18 Whether through abduction or so-called ‘choice’, 
children’s association with armed groups is driven by systemic coercion or deception rather than 
genuine voluntarism. 
 
2.2 Structural drivers of vulnerability 
Children’s involvement in armed and terrorist groups is rooted in broader structural and systemic 
vulnerabilities. Chronic poverty, weak governance, political instability, and underdevelopment 
create conditions in which children are acutely at risk. Marginalised communities, whether defined 
by ethnicity, religion or geography, often experience systematic neglect and limited access to 
education, healthcare, and livelihoods.19 In Kenya’s neglected northern regions, entrenched 
poverty, widespread youth unemployment, insecurity, and poor infrastructure have made children 
easy targets for extremist recruiters.20 Even modest financial incentives are used to manipulate 
entire communities. In Siyu village, for example, residents embraced Fazul Abdullah Mohammed as 
both a religious leader and benefactor. His provision of much-needed financial assistance enabled 
him to embed locally and facilitate the recruitment of many children.21 Similar dynamics are evident 
in the Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where conflict, 
economic desperation and social insecurity drive children to armed groups.22 Terrorist groups 
exploit deprivation by offering food, shelter, or cash that families cannot provide, creating 
conditions where the line between coercion and voluntarism becomes blurred.23 These overlapping 
vulnerabilities demonstrate how systemic neglect leaves children with little real choice, 
perpetuating cycles of exploitation and abuse.  
 
Patterns from northern Mali and north-eastern Nigeria further underscore the link between 
insecurity, underdevelopment, and violent extremism. In these regions, the challenges are often 
most acute at the geographic fringes of states, where governance and service delivery are weakest. 
As a result, children become both the most visible face of recruitment and the least protected by 
law. Extremist groups not only exploit these ungoverned spaces for logistical advantage but also 
craft narratives that resonate with the long-standing grievances of marginalised communities.24 
 
Armed groups exploit these gaps by presenting themselves as alternative pathways for young 
people to claim their agency, belongingness, and survival. Recruitment strategies combine 
ideological indoctrination, coercion, economic incentives, and social pressures.25 In some cases, 
families, under duress or in desperation, hand over children; in others, children are abducted or 
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deceived. In all cases, children are denied their rights to protection, education, and development, 
and are thrust into cycles of exploitation and trauma. 
 
2.3 Displacement and wrongful accusations 
Children in displacement contexts face compounded risks. Refugee and internally displaced children 
are particularly vulnerable to recruitment, as armed groups often operate in or around camps, 
exploiting weak protection mechanisms. The breakdown of family structures and lack of 
documentation further increase exposure to exploitation and wrongful accusations of terrorism.26 
In many cases, children are labelled ‘terrorists’ simply because of their geographic origin in conflict-
affected regions, subjecting entire communities to suspicion and collective punishment. The 
absence of birth registration or identity documents makes it difficult for children to prove their 
civilian status, facilitating arbitrary detention and misidentification. 
 
2.4 Radicalisation and exploitation of children’s developmental vulnerabilities 
Armed groups deliberately exploit children’s developmental vulnerabilities. It is observed that 
children are ‘easier to manipulate, cheaper to sustain, and less likely to resist authority than 
adults.’27 Recruitment is not incidental but a deliberate strategy. Evidence shows that Al-Shabaab 
institutionalises indoctrination through “child schooling” and training camps, where children are 
prepared for combat, intelligence gathering, and suicide missions.28 

 
 
The UNDP Journey to Extremism in Africa report identifies poverty, unemployment, marginalisation, 
and heavy-handed security responses as major drivers of youth radicalisation.34 In Kenya, 
indiscriminate counter-terrorism practices have, paradoxically, created openings for extremist 
narratives. Such responses increase radicalisation by worsening frictions and widening socio-
political divisions.35 When abusive or indiscriminate, state actions themselves become contributing 
factors to recruitment, reinforcing cycles of grievance and exclusion. This indicates that 
radicalisation can also be shaped by state actions. 
 

Radicalisation refers to the gradual process through which individuals, including children, are 
induced into adopting extreme ideological, political or religious beliefs that justify the use of 
violence in the context of armed conflict. It is widely understood as a process rather than a single 
event, shaped by structural, social and psychological factors. In conflict settings, these factors 
include poverty, marginalisation, displacement, exposure to violence, governance failures, 
coercion and the breakdown of protective environments. For many children, radicalisation occurs 
not through ideological choice but through manipulation, trauma, social pressure or the need to 
survive. Evidence also shows that abusive or indiscriminate counter-terrorism practices can 
accelerate radicalisation by deepening grievances and reinforcing perceptions of injustice. 
Sources: UNODC (2020)29; UNDP (2016)30; OSCE (2020)31; UNICEF Innocenti (2024)32; Berghof 
Foundation (2017).33 
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3. BEYOND THE BINARY: RETHINKING REPRESENTATIONS OF CHILDREN IN CONFLICT 
It has been argued that while many children are coerced, abducted, or exploited into armed groups, 
others, particularly older adolescents, exercise limited but real agency in navigating militarised 
life.36 Framing all children exclusively as passive victims obscures this diversity of experience, 
undermines effective rehabilitation and the development of policies as well as programmes that 
will be beneficial to children’s reintegration and stability. What is required, therefore, is a more 
nuanced approach, one that acknowledges both children’s vulnerabilities and their quest for 
unconstrained agency, so as to inform responsive legal, policy, and post-conflict accountability 
frameworks that genuinely advance prevention, rehabilitation, and sustainable reintegration.37 
 
This need for a nuanced understanding is underscored by the image of ‘children without childhood’, 
a powerful representation that positions children associated with armed groups as suspended 
between innocence and monstrosity.38 Whether portrayed as faultless victims or dangerous 
perpetrators, such binaries erase the complexity of children’s lived realities and strip them of 
political subjectivity. ‘The representational logic of opposite extremes… produces these children as 
targets of international intervention, with no chance of autonomous decision-making’.39 This 
framing not only pathologises such children as abnormal but also legitimises exceptionally harsh 
security interventions that cast them as permanent outsiders.  
 
In the African counter-terrorism context, these narratives carry profound consequences, by 
constructing children accused of terrorism as ‘children without childhood’, states are enabled to 
normalise militarised responses that prioritise security logics over child protection and 
rehabilitation. This dynamic provides a critical backdrop for understanding how, in Africa’s counter-
terrorism context, reductive narratives about children associated with armed groups can legitimise 
securitised and militarised responses. These approaches obscure children’s rights, normalise heavy-
handed security measures and erode the possibilities for meaningful rehabilitation and sustainable 
reintegration. 
 
4. INTERNATIONAL AND REGIONAL LEGAL PROTECTIONS FOR CHILDREN IN COUNTER-

TERRORISM CONTEXTS 
International legal protections for children in counter-terrorism contexts obligate African states to 
ensure that all counter-terrorism measures fully comply with the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC), international humanitarian law, and other core human rights treaties. The CRC 
requires states to uphold the best interests of the child, protect the right to life, survival, and 
development, and safeguard children from all forms of violence, torture, and arbitrary detention, 
including in contexts framed as national security. CRC (art 37) prohibits torture and establishes that 
deprivation of liberty must be used only as a measure of last resort and for the shortest appropriate 
period, with guaranteed access to legal assistance and separation from adults. The Optional 

Policy Takeaway: To effectively protect children in conflict-affected regions, states’ practices and 
policy reforms must address the underlying drivers of child recruitment, namely poverty, 
exclusion, and weak governance, rather than criminalising children who have been associated 
with armed and terrorist groups. Counter-terrorism laws should be reformed to prioritise child 
protection, ensuring that children are recognised and treated as victims entitled to rehabilitation 
and reintegration, not as perpetrators. Embedding these safeguards is essential to break the cycle 
of victimisation and support long-term stability. 
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Protocol to the CRC on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (OPAC) prohibits recruitment 
and direct participation of children in hostilities, while the Geneva Conventions and Additional 
Protocols reinforce the obligation to provide special respect and protection for children affected by 
armed conflict. Authoritative interpretations reaffirm that these protections apply equally in 
terrorism cases. UN CRC’s General Comment No. 24 (children’s rights in the child justice system) 
stresses that children recruited or used by non-state armed groups, including those designated as 
“terrorist,” are primarily victims and must not be deprived of child justice guarantees or subjected 
to exceptional detention regimes. 40  
 
Globally recognised standards such as the Paris Principles41 Reports from Special Procedures 
Mandate holders, and UNODC guidance42 likewise emphasise that children associated with armed 
groups must not be criminalised and should benefit from rapid transfer to child protection 
authorities, rehabilitation, and reintegration services. 
 
African regional law reinforces these obligations. The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of 
the Child requires states to prevent children’s recruitment and participation in hostilities, ensure 
respect for international humanitarian law, and provide protection and care for children affected 
by armed conflict, including internal conflict and tension. The ACERWC’s General Comment No. 6 
on Article 22 of ACRWC on Children in situations of Conflict clarifies that children associated with 
armed groups are victims of exploitation and must not be detained or prosecuted solely for their 
involvement.43 Regional counter-terrorism frameworks must be interpreted in harmony with these 
obligations. The OAU Convention on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism and its Protocol 
emphasise that counter-terrorism cannot justify derogation from human rights or humanitarian 
law. Moreover, the ACHPR’s Principles and Guidelines on Human and Peoples’ Rights, while 
Countering Terrorism, stress that states must avoid using counter-terrorism as a pretext for rights 
violations, particularly against vulnerable groups such as children. 44 Operational standards such as 
the AU Operational Guidance Note on Children in DDR require unconditional eligibility for DDR 
programmes, rapid transfer from military to civilian authorities, specialised Child Protection Units, 
and long-term community-based reintegration. These norms collectively obligate African states to 
ensure that counter-terrorism laws and practices are child-centred, rights-compliant, and 
rehabilitation-oriented. 
 
5. RESPONSES: CRIMINALISATION OF CHILDREN ASSOCIATED WITH ARMED GROUPS 
The systematic exploitation and radicalisation of children by armed groups reveal the calculated 
ways in which their vulnerabilities are weaponised. The following section looks at how counter-
terrorism frameworks in Africa respond to children associated with armed groups and the serious 
child rights gaps these responses create. 
 
5.1 Criminalisation through counter-terrorism laws 
The most common pathway through which children face terrorism accusations is their association 
with terrorist groups. Instead of being identified as victims of recruitment and coercion, children 
escaping or captured from groups such as Boko Haram or Al-Shabaab are frequently prosecuted as 
terrorists.45 
 
In Nigeria, for more than a decade, the armed group Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad, 
widely known as Boko Haram, has subjected children in north-east Nigeria to grave violations of 
international law.46 These have included direct attacks on schools, mass abductions, the 
recruitment and use of children in hostilities and the imposition of forced marriages on girls.47 Yet, 
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beyond the violence of Boko Haram, children who managed to escape have frequently faced further 
abuse at the hands of state security forces.48 The Nigerian military has detained thousands of boys 
and girls during the conflict, often for months or even years, without charge or trial.49 Most were 
denied fundamental rights such as access to legal counsel, appearance before a judge, and contact 
with their families.50 Amnesty International has further documented children being held alongside 
adults in violation of Nigerian laws and international standards, with credible reports of sexual 
violence against children in detention.51 These widespread and prolonged detentions may amount 
to crimes against humanity in the form of unlawful imprisonment.  
 
In an effort to address these practices, Nigeria adopted a new protocol in September 2022 requiring 
the handover of children associated with armed groups to the State Ministry of Women Affairs and 
Social Development within seven days, and granting the United Nations immediate access to all 
children in military custody.52 Since then, the number of children detained by the military appears 
to have declined, signalling progress toward ending the practice of holding children in military 
facilities. However, for those previously detained under such conditions, the psychosocial and 
physical consequences remain severe, underscoring the lasting injustice of these violations.  The 
Boko Haram insurgency has produced the most extensively documented cases of children accused 
of terrorism on the continent. Nigeria’s response has shifted from an almost exclusively 
prosecutorial approach to incorporating some rehabilitation initiatives, though major challenges 
remain in ensuring consistency and scale.53  
 
In Mali and Burkina Faso, limited resources and institutional capacity continue to undermine efforts 
to develop effective child protection mechanisms in counter-terrorism contexts.54 In Mali, a draft 
child protection law that seeks to criminalise the recruitment and use of children, including those 
aged 15-17, remains unadopted.55 At the same time, counter-terrorism operations in Mali have 
been marred by grave human rights violations, including killings and enforced disappearances. UN 
sources verified violations against children between April 2022 and March 2024,56 ranging from 
recruitment and abductions to killings, amid weakened child protection capacity following the 
withdrawal of MINUSMA.57 The pending draft child protection law presents an important 
opportunity to embed safeguards that align with international standards, ensuring that children are 
treated as victims in need of protection and reintegration rather than as collateral casualties of 
security operations. 
 
South Sudan presents a particularly troubling case where the absence of child-specific counter-
terrorism legislation, combined with a fragile justice system, leaves children highly vulnerable. 
Recruitment of children by armed groups continues despite repeated government pledges to end 
the practice, and state responses have too often compounded rather than alleviated the problem.58 
Between 2022 and 2024, the United Nations verified 130 abductions of children (64 boys, 59 girls), 
with many abducted for use in hostilities, sexual slavery, forced marriage or as a tactic of war.59 
Alarmingly, 16 of the verified child abductions were attributed to government security forces, 
blurring the line between the responsibility of the state to enforce counter-terrorism measures and 
to provide protection for children. In addition, children who were forcibly recruited or abducted 
have later faced criminal proceedings, such as the case of 16 boys aged 15-17 convicted by a 
traditional court in Maridi for association with an armed group.60 Furthermore, the mass arrests of 
youth in 2025, alongside allegations of forced conscription,61 highlight the risks of criminalising or 
militarising children under the guise of security enforcement.62 While the Judicial Reform 
Committee (JRC), established in 2022,63 provides a potential entry point for embedding juvenile 
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justice safeguards, progress still depends on resources and strong political will to shift practices 
toward child protection. 
 
Mozambique’s Cabo Delgado conflict illustrates the devastating intersection of violent extremism, 
child exploitation and securitised state responses. Since 2017, Al Sunnah wa Jama’ah (ASWJ) has 
abducted and forcibly recruited children, using them as combatants, porters, and in coercive roles 
within insurgent ranks, particularly in displacement-affected communities where poverty and 
marginalisation heighten vulnerability.64 In response, the Mozambican government, supported by 
Rwandan and SADC forces, has prioritised militarised counter-terrorism measures. While these 
interventions have curbed some attacks, they have failed to address the governance deficits, social 
exclusion and economic grievances that drive recruitment. Alarmingly, counter-terrorism 
operations have not distinguished between children and adults, with displaced youth often being 
subjected to arbitrary arrest and detention, compounding their victimisation.65 Furthermore,  
counter-terrorism responses to the Cabo Delgado insurgency have expanded rapidly with significant 
international support to strengthen institutional capacity.66 Yet there are no explicit legal provisions 
distinguishing children associated with extremist groups from adult combatants. This omission 
leaves children at risk of being treated as perpetrators rather than victims of abduction and forced 
recruitment. While abductions and child recruitment by extremist groups continue,67 government 
responses lack a victim-centred approach and risk perpetuating cycles of violence.  
 
The multiplicity of armed groups in the Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC) has created complex dynamics of recruitment and criminalisation of children.68 The 
ongoing conflicts and weak state structures have prevented the establishment of coherent and 
sustainable child protection responses, leaving children particularly vulnerable to re-recruitment 
and punitive treatment by the state.69 Furthermore, Cameroon’s 2014 law on the suppression of 
terrorism has been criticised for using military courts and expansive definitions of terrorism to 
prosecute both dissent and children associated with armed groups.70 Somalia’s 2023 Anti-Terrorism 
Law grants sweeping prosecutorial powers but lacks child-specific safeguards.71 Similarly, Ethiopia’s 
Proclamation on Prevention and Suppression of Terrorism Crimes does not have explicit provisions 
for differentiating punishment for adults’ and children’s membership in terrorist organisations.72 
Displaced children face heightened risks. Without documentation, many are presumed to be 
combatants or subjected to collective punishment based on geography.73 Displaced children and 
those without parental care are particularly vulnerable to arbitrary detention,74 as their precarious 
legal status leaves them unable to prove age or civilian identity. 
 
Table 2: Counter-terrorism laws of selected countries  

Country Counter-Terrorism Law Child-Specific 
Provisions? 

Major Concerns 

Somalia Anti-Terrorism Law No. 007 (2023) None Broad offences; 
detention powers; no 
differentiation for 
children and adults 



African Child Policy Forum 

 10 

 
The absence of child protection safeguards within counter-terrorism frameworks leaves children 
doubly exposed, first to exploitation by terrorist groups and then to punitive state responses that 
treat them as perpetrators rather than victims. This failure not only violates international child 
rights standards but also entrenches cycles of trauma, stigma, and insecurity. Placing child 
protection at the centre of counter-terrorism efforts is therefore essential to breaking these cycles 
and advancing justice, rehabilitation and long-term stability. 
 
African counter-terrorism laws exhibit significant procedural protection gaps for children associated 
with terrorist and armed groups, falling short of international standards set by the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 
(ACRWC). Despite robust international and regional frameworks, implementation remains weak, 
with gaps manifesting in juvenile justice systems, inadequate rehabilitation programmes, and 
limited procedural safeguards across different jurisdictions.75 National counter-terrorism legislation 
across Africa reveals systemic shortcomings in protecting children associated with terrorist and 
armed groups. Most frameworks lack age-specific provisions or procedures for processing children 
within the justice system, resulting to children being processed under adult criminal justice 
procedures. Equally concerning is the absence of victim identification protocols, which creates a 
gap in the identification of children as victims of trafficking and exploitation, instead they are 
treated as willing participants in terrorism. Finally, many domestic laws place a heavy emphasis on 
punishment over rehabilitation, in direct contravention of international child justice standards that 
prioritise reintegration and the best interests of the child. 
 

Ethiopia Proclamation on Prevention and 
Suppression of Terrorism Crimes 
(2020) 

Prevention of 
recruitment 
and 
rehabilitation  

Expansive definitions; 
prolonged detention; 
repression risks 

Cameroon Law on Suppression of Acts of 
Terrorism (2014) 

None Military courts; 
criminalisation of 
dissent; no child 
protection safeguards 

Nigeria Mass trials (2017-24) Limited 
rehabilitation 
(Safe Corridor) 

Some children are 
prosecuted alongside 
adults 
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Policy Takeaways  

1. Children associated with armed groups must be treated as victims, not perpetrators: 
Across Nigeria, Mali, Burkina Faso, South Sudan, Mozambique, Cameroon, Somalia and 
Ethiopia, counter-terrorism frameworks routinely prosecute, detain or militarise 
children simply because of their association with armed groups. This violates the 
ACRWC and CRC, ignores coercion and trafficking, and deepens cycles of trauma. 
Child protection actors must lead efforts to institutionalise victim-identification 
protocols, ensure immediate transfer of children from security forces to civilian child 
protection authorities, and embed the presumption of childhood in all counter-terrorism 
procedures. 

2. Security-led responses are causing additional harm and must be balanced with child-
centred protection systems: The cases of South Sudan (children abducted and later 
prosecuted), Mozambique (arbitrary detention of displaced children), and Nigeria 
(prolonged military detention, sexual violence, unlawful imprisonment) demonstrate 
how punitive, militarised approaches exacerbate the risks children already face. 
Child protection actors must work with police, military and intelligence structures to end 
military detention of children, limit arbitrary arrests, and replace punitive handling with 
diversion, rehabilitation and reintegration. 

3. National counter-terrorism laws urgently need child-specific safeguards and child 
protection actors must drive legal and policy reform: Most counter-terrorism laws 
across Africa, such as Nigeria’s mass trial system and those of Somalia (2023), Ethiopia 
(2020), Cameroon (2014) lack adequate child-specific provisions and specialised 
procedures, diversion mechanisms or reintegration pathways. As a result, children are 
wrongly channelled into adult criminal justice systems. 
Child protection actors must advocate for legislative reform that inserts explicit child-
protection clauses, prohibits prosecution of children for association with armed groups 
in adult-centric justice systems. Such reform needs also to establish specialised child-
justice procedures and mandate rehabilitation and reintegration, as the primary 
response. 

 

 
5.2 Regional Counter-terrorism Frameworks 
At the regional level, the African Union (AU) has adopted the 1999 Convention on the Prevention 
and Combating of Terrorism and its 2004 Protocol, supported institutionally by the African Centre 
for the Study and Research on Terrorism (ACSRT). Yet these frameworks remain largely silent on 
child-specific safeguards. By contrast, the ACRWC prohibits the recruitment of anyone under 18 
into armed forces or groups, setting a higher standard than many universal instruments. 
 
ECOWAS has developed a regional counter-terrorism strategy and implementation plan, but 
publicly available texts lack explicit child protection provisions. IGAD’s Child Policy Framework 
covers justice, peace, and security, and explicitly encourages integration of child protection into 
national and regional security measures. 
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COMESA has taken a more concrete step by developing Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) on 
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) of Children Formerly Associated with Armed 
Forces and Armed Groups (CAAFAG). These SOPs are firmly anchored in a child rights-based 
approach, guided by principles such as the best interests of the child, presumption of childhood, 
treatment of children as victims first, and arrest as a measure of last resort. Importantly, the SOPs 
provide troop and police contributing countries in the COMESA region with normative and 
institutional guidance on DDR, covering best interest determinations, detention safeguards, gender 
considerations, community reintegration, and child-centred rehabilitation. By explicitly situating 
children associated with armed groups within a protection and reintegration framework rather than 
a security framework, COMESA is creating an emerging model that directly addresses the child 
protection deficits in counter-terrorism responses across the continent. ECCAS, by contrast, has no 
dedicated counter-terrorism or child protection framework identified to date, reflecting limited 
engagement on this issue. 
 
Table 3: Snapshot: Regional Frameworks 
 

 
While the ACRWC sets a higher standard in child specific safeguards, implementation lags behind. 
It has been argued that the African human rights system has not been effective in addressing the 
plight of children associated with non-state armed groups.76 Moreover, the system of protection 
remains subject to numerous pitfalls closely intertwined with the definition of the obligations of the 
parties to the conflict and the mechanisms that ensure the implementation of the aforementioned 
obligations.77 Regional frameworks remain largely silent on child-specific safeguards, making it 
urgent for child protection actors to push the AU and RECs to integrate explicit child-rights 
obligations into counter-terrorism instruments. COMESA’s DDR SOPs offer a continental model for 
scaling child-centred, victim-first standards across other regional economic communities. 
Strengthening AU-REC monitoring and oversight mechanisms is essential to ensure Member States 
do not criminalise or harm children under counter-terrorism measures. 

Level Framework Child-Specific Safeguards? 

African 
Union 

1999 Convention on the Prevention 
and Combating of Terrorism; 2004 
Protocol; ACRWC 

General only; ACRWC prohibits 
recruitment under 18 

ECOWAS Counter- terrorism Strategy & 
Implementation Plan 

None identified 

IGAD Terrorism guidance + 2024 Child Policy 
Framework 

Child rights integrated in policy, but not 
counter- terrorism law 

COMESA DDR SOPs for CAAFAG (2024) Strong child-specific safeguards: best 
interests, presumption of childhood, 
victim-first approach, alternatives to 
detention, reintegration focus 

ECCAS No identified counter- terrorism 
frameworks 

Limited engagement on child 
protection 
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5.3 Protection gaps  
Across Africa, counter-terrorism frameworks demonstrate deep incompatibilities with child 
protection standards. Counter-terrorism measures have expanded state powers of arrest and 
detention, with evidence suggesting that the introduction of counter-terrorism legislation has 
exposed more children to the threat of 
being detained and the risk of torture by 
state forces.78 Crucially, laws rarely 
distinguish between child victims and 
perpetrators, resulting in children being 
prosecuted under the same frameworks as 
adults, often without child justice 
safeguards. Studies note that progress falls 
behind, thus creating a gap between 
progress in law and the enforcement of this 
law on the ground.79 Key gaps include 
inadequate recognition of children as 
victims; lack of specialised procedures or 
courts, and weak procedural guarantees for children detained in counter-terrorism contexts. 
 
a) Child justice system challenges 
The child justice systems of many African states remain underdeveloped, exacerbating risks in 
counter-terrorism cases. Research highlights systemic deficiencies: police are constrained by 
inadequate cells for child offenders, inadequate serviceable vehicles, lack of remand homes for 
child offenders, lack of State-owned temporary shelters for victims of abuse and inadequate 
budgetary support for handling juvenile crimes.80 Broader studies conclude that both community- 
and institutionally-based structures for child/youth justice management are grossly inadequate and 
have led to ‘crisis’ conditions.81 These challenges manifest as: limited diversion mechanisms, poor 
legal representation for children, insufficient child-sensitive facilities, and lack of trained personnel. 
 
b) Limited awareness of children’s rights   
Protecting children associated with armed and extremist groups requires equipping military and 
law enforcement personnel with children’s rights and child protection standards. Over the years, 
child rights and child protection training have increasingly been incorporated into military 
structures in Africa.82 Yet, the progress remains insufficient. In some countries, there is reliance on 
external support in the form of occasional training programmes rather than structured courses. In 
South Sudan, training is often provided by the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS).83 
It is necessary to institutionalise the integration of children’s rights and child protection standards 
within the military and security sectors, so that sustainable change can happen. 
 
c) Coordination gaps 
In conflict situations and counter-terrorism contexts, there is very limited coordination between 
the security sector and child protection actors. Counter‑terrorism responses are often driven by 
military priorities and security-led interventions with limited involvement of child protection 
personnel. Due to this, in counter-terrorism operations, children associated with armed and 
extremist groups are usually met first by military personnel who oftentimes delay the transfer of 
children in their custody to child protection authorities. This is evident from the fact that in several 
conflict-affected countries that have signed a handover protocol with the UN, the transfer of 

“When we talk about procedure, this also takes 
into account the [duration] of detention. The 
procedures are very slow, even though we know 
that when a file concerns a child, the processing of 
files linked to terrorism are files that drag on. 
The child spends too much time in prison for the 
processing time of his case. For me, I think the 
conditions are not suitable for the child … The 
realities of terrorism mean that we do not respect 
certain procedures when it comes to children. We 
treat them like adults” – an official in Burkina Faso 
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children takes place only after they have been detained for weeks or even months.84 The 
coordination gap between the security sector and child protection actors exacerbates the 
vulnerabilities of children suspected of being associated with armed and extremist groups. 
 
d) Rehabilitation and reintegration deficiencies 
Rehabilitation and reintegration support remain among the most persistent protection gaps for 
children associated with armed and extremist groups across Africa.85 International instruments 
identify rehabilitation and reintegration as central objectives of child rights-based justice.86 
According to the UN, a significant proportion of children separated from armed groups globally each 
year are from African countries, highlighting the ongoing conflicts in the Sahel, Lake Chad Basin, the 
Horn of Africa and the Great Lakes region.87 Evidence from DRR programmes in Somalia, Nigeria, 
Mali, South Sudan and the DRC shows that, while disarmament and demobilisation have enabled 
thousands of children to exit armed groups, reintegration outcomes remain the weakest and most 
uneven component of the DRR cycle.  
 
Reintegration outcomes in African contexts remain deeply uneven, largely due to chronic 
underfunding, weak social services, recurring insecurity and limited community acceptance.88 This 
perpetuates cycles of vulnerability, with children at risk of re-recruitment by armed groups. 
Research across Somalia, the DRC, Nigeria, Mali and South Sudan shows that children frequently 
face stigma, community distrust, family fragmentation and psychosocial distress, alongside the risk 
of re-recruitment when reintegration support is short-term or absent.89 Other studies emphasise 
that traditional DDR models designed around adult combatants and weapon collection are ill-suited 
for children, many of whom return unarmed, deeply traumatised, and dependent on families and 
communities whose coping systems are already strained by conflict and displacement.90 Therefore, 
chronic underfunding, limited psychosocial services, weak access to education and livelihood 
opportunities, recurring insecurity and fragile state capacity continue to undermine children’s long-
term recovery.   
 
Traditional DDR models designed around adult combatants further exclude girls, children in non-
combat roles, and children who return unarmed or disengage informally. Together, these 
deficiencies demonstrate a continent-wide failure to provide sustained, community-anchored 
rehabilitation, leaving affected children vulnerable to cycles of exploitation, criminalisation and 
violent re-association. Without sustained investment in child-centred, context-specific 
reintegration mechanisms, DDR processes across the continent will continue to fall short of their 
protection obligations, leaving children vulnerable to cycles of exploitation, criminalisation and 
renewed association with armed and extremist groups.91 
 
5.4 Advancing Child Protection Through AU-Aligned DDR Measures 
To address the protection gaps above, regional guidance offers a clear pathway for reform. The AU 
Operational Guidance Note on Children in DDR92 underscores the need for child-sensitive systems 
that begin at the point of separation from armed actors and extend through long-term 
reintegration. This includes establishing specialised Child Protection Units to ensure safe handover 
and screening, adopting unconditional eligibility criteria that include girls and children in non-
combat roles, and strengthening interim care through case management, family tracing and gender-
responsive support. Critically, sustainable reintegration also requires multi-year investment in 
community-based psychosocial services, education, livelihoods and stigma-reduction, delivered 
through coordinated national systems rather than short-term projects. Embedding these elements 
into national DDR and counter-terrorism frameworks would help shift current practices away from 
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punitive approaches and toward survivor-centred, rights-based models that uphold children’s 
protection and reduce the risk of renewed association with armed and extremist groups. 
 

AU Operational Guidance Note on Children in DDR (2014) 
Highlights 
• Consider children associated with armed forces and groups (CAAFAG) a distinct protection 

category, requiring procedures separate from adult DDR, grounded in ACRWC, CRC and Paris 
Principles. 

• Make eligibility unconditional: all children, including those in non-combat, domestic, logistical 
and sexual-exploitation roles, must be included (presenting a weapon should not be a 
requirement for a child to enter the DDR process ). 

• Pursue child-sensitive DDR pathways: early planning, safe separation from armed actors, rapid 
transfer to civilian authorities, gender-sensitive screening, interim care, case management and 
family tracing. 

• Ensure that Child Protection Units (CPUs) within national forces and AU peace support 
operations play a central role in safe first contact and compliance with protection standards. 

• Conceive reintegration to be community-based and long-term, involving psychosocial support, 
education, livelihoods, family reunification and sustained follow-up. 

• Have a strong focus on best interests, voluntary participation, confidentiality and gender-
sensitive approaches, including specific measures for girls, child mothers and dependents. 

• Recognise that effective implementation requires national ownership, coordinated planning 
and predictable funding. 

 
Taken together, these protection gaps reveal the urgent need for a fundamental shift towards child-
sensitive, survivor-centred and gender-responsive systems across African counter-terrorism and 
DDR frameworks. The AU Operational Guidance Note on Children in DDR provides a clear roadmap 
for such reform by outlining practical standards for safe separation, unconditional eligibility, child-
appropriate screening, interim care, and long-term, community-based reintegration. Aligning 
national DDR processes with these regional norms, strengthening mechanisms to identify all 
affected children, including girls and those in non-combat roles, institutionalising Child Protection 
Units, and ensuring predictable financing for psychosocial care, family tracing and reintegration are 
essential steps towards closing the gaps documented above. Equally important are coordinated 
efforts between AU Member States, RECs and humanitarian actors to build monitoring, 
accountability and data systems that safeguard children from harm and reduce the risk of renewed 
association with armed or extremist groups. Embedding these measures into national and regional 
practice would mark a decisive move away from punitive, security-driven responses toward a rights-
based protection system capable of supporting children’s recovery and reintegration. 
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6. CONCLUSION: SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN WITHIN AFRICA’S SECURITY AGENDA 
Children in Africa’s counter-terrorism landscape remain trapped in a cycle of double victimisation. 
They are exploited by armed and extremist groups and then too often criminalised by state systems 
that fail to recognise their victimhood, their rights, and the coercive environments that shape their 
association with armed actors. Despite clear obligations under the ACRWC, CRC, Paris Principles, 
and AU DDR guidance, national counter-terrorism regimes continue to rely on punitive, security-
driven approaches that expose children to arbitrary arrest, military detention, trauma and long-
term exclusion. 
 
Breaking this cycle requires a fundamental shift: from seeing children as security threats to 
recognising them as rights-holders entitled to protection, rehabilitation and reintegration. While 
armed conflict and violent extremism present genuine security concerns, states can uphold national 
security without sacrificing the rights and dignity of children. The evidence demonstrates that, when 
children are treated as perpetrators, the result is not stability but further radicalisation, deepened 
grievances and cycles of insecurity.  
Conversely, child-centred responses grounded in rights, protection and reintegration reduce 
recruitment risks, promote community resilience and enhance long-term peace and security. 
 
Africa now has the normative tools to make this shift. The AU Operational Guidance Note on 
Children in DDR, the ACRWC, and emerging regional practices such as COMESA’s child-sensitive DDR 
SOPs provide a coherent framework for aligning counter-terrorism with child protection standards. 
What is needed is coordinated implementation, political will and strong collaboration between 
protection and security sectors. 
 
  

Policy Implications  
The discussion above carries several critical policy implications for strengthening child protection 
within counter-terrorism measures. Reintegration must be treated as a core protection priority 
rather than a secondary concern, ensuring that children returning from armed groups are 
supported rather than sidelined. This means-: 
 Ensuring unconditional inclusion of all affected children by redesigning DDR eligibility criteria 

to capture girls, children in non-combat roles and those who disengage informally, in line with 
AU child-centred standards. 

 Investing in long-term, community-based reintegration that embeds psychosocial support, 
education, livelihoods and stigma-reduction into national systems rather than short-term 
projects, recognising reintegration as a core protection priority. 

 Integrating gender-responsive, trauma-informed services across the DDR cycle to meet    the 
distinct needs of children associated with extremist groups, including specialised case 
management, mental health support and family tracing. 
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
The analysis above demonstrates that children associated with armed and extremist groups in 
Africa remain at a heightened risk of double victimisation. They are exploited by terrorist groups 
and then too often subjected to punitive counter-terrorism practices that disregard their rights, 
developmental needs and lived realities. Despite clear obligations under the ACRWC, CRC and AU 
DDR guidance, most national counter-terrorism systems continue to default to detention, 
prosecution and securitised approaches that treat children as threats rather than victims of 
trafficking, coercion and grave rights violations. 
 
A transformative shift is therefore needed: from punitive, security-led responses to child-centred, 
rights-based systems that protect children at every stage of their encounter with state authorities. 
Achieving this requires coordinated action between child protection actors and security institutions 
and deliberate reforms that embed child safeguards across counter-terrorism legislation, 
procedures, and operational practice. Strengthening reintegration systems, building the capacity of 
security personnel, and ensuring regional oversight through the ACERWC are also essential to break 
the cycles of trauma, stigma and re-recruitment that currently undermine both national security 
and children’s recovery. 
 
The recommendations that follow outline collaborative measures that can be adopted at national, 
regional and institutional levels. They are structured along the full protection pathway from the 
moment of a child’s first contact with security forces, through legal and policy reform, rehabilitation 
and reintegration, capacity-building, accountability, and continental oversight. Together, these 
actions provide a coherent roadmap for ensuring that Africa’s counter-terrorism responses are fully 
aligned with child rights obligations and child protection norms and standards and contribute to 
long-term peace, resilience and justice for children. 
 

I. Ensuring Children’s Safety at First Contact and Immediate Protection 
 
a) Establish formal referral pathways from security forces to child protection authorities 
 Adopt national protocols requiring the immediate transfer of all children apprehended 

during security operations to civilian child protection agencies within 24-72 hours. 
 Institutionalise Child Protection Units (CPUs) within police, military and intelligence 

structures. 
 Establish or strengthen and institutionalise coordination among security, military and child 

protection sectors. 
 Train frontline officers to identify signs of trafficking, coercion or exploitation. 

 
Outcome: The number of children detained in military or adult facilities is reduced. 

 
b) Strengthen safe separation, screening and family tracing at the point of exit 
 Apply AU DDR standards for safe handover, gender responsive screening and confidentiality 

protections. 
 Ensure inclusion of girls in non-combat roles and those who disengage informally. 

 
Outcome: Early identification of victims and prevention of wrongful criminalisation. 
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II. Embed Child-Specific Safeguards into Counter-Terrorism Laws and Procedures 
c) Reform counter-terrorism laws to reflect child rights obligations 
 Insert explicit prohibitions against prosecuting children for “association” or "membership" 

offences. 
 Require child-sensitive investigations, age assessments and diversion mechanisms. 
 Mandate rehabilitation and reintegration as the primary response. 

 
Outcome: Counter-terrorism systems become protective rather than punitive. 
 

d) Align security policy with prevention strategies 
 Integrate child protection priorities into national counter-terrorism strategies. 
 Enhance policing and intelligence cooperation to dismantle recruitment networks without 

harming children. 
 

Outcome: Prevention strategies address root causes instead of criminalising children. 
 

III. Build Integrated, Long-Term Reintegration Systems 
e) Support sustainable, community-based reintegration 
 Expand multi-year psychosocial support, education opportunities, vocational pathways and 

community-based case management. 
 Invest in community acceptance and stigma reduction for returning children. 
 Ensure security actors avoid actions that fuel resentment, collective punishment or re-

recruitment. 
 

Outcome: Reduced vulnerability to re-recruitment and improved community resilience. 
 

IV. Strengthen Security Sector Capacity for Child-Sensitive Operations 
f) Train security forces on child rights, trauma and developmental vulnerabilities 
 Integrate children’s rights and child protection norms in the military education and training 

protocols, including mandatory training on ACRWC, CRC, Paris Principles, and AU DDR 
Guidance. 

 Emphasise greater understanding of manipulation, coercion and the myth of voluntariness. 
 

Outcome: Informed, child-sensitive operational decisions across security institutions. 
 

V. Create/Operationalise Joint Monitoring, Accountability and Early Warning Mechanisms 
g) Develop integrated oversight platforms 
 Establish AU-REC-national monitoring systems tracking detention of children, transfer 

timelines and reintegration outcomes.  
 Develop early-warning indicators for harmful counter-terrorism practices that may escalate 

grievances. 
 

Outcome: Improved transparency and prevention of violations before they occur. 
 

VI. Strengthen Regional Oversight and Coordination through the ACERWC 
h) Enhance regional child rights accountability in counter-terrorism contexts 
 Use the State Party Reporting procedure to systematically identify, document and highlight 

child rights violations linked to counter-terrorism measures. 
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 Issue clear, actionable recommendations guiding Member States on aligning counter-
terrorism practice with child rights obligations. 

 Consider establishing a Day of General Discussion on children and counter-terrorism to 
deepen understanding and catalyse continent-wide reforms. 
 

Outcome: A coherent continental oversight architecture that strengthens compliance and 
harmonises child protection standards across Member States. 
 

 
A FINAL WORD  
 
With Africa still struggling to meet its lofty promise of ‘silencing the guns’, thousands of children 
continue to be killed, maimed, raped, brutalised, and denied of access to education and health 
services, on a daily basis. Abducted by terrorist and armed groups from their schools and villages, 
they are coerced into becoming fighters, porters, spies, or 'wives' of combatants, often held under 
slave like conditions. Regardless of the conflict format, state, non-state actors and supranational 
bodies have the urgent responsibility to ensure that these children are protected from the fallout 
of ongoing wars. Childhood cannot wait, and thousands have already faced a deadly fate, and 
thousands more remain in imminent and grave danger. There is no room for delay. Inaction is simply 
too costly.  
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