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Great Lakes regional update
The region continued to be afflicted by conflict, human rights violations, displacement and insecurity, infrastructure devastated by war, poverty, poor governance and endemic corruption. Child recruitment and use continued in the DRC and by the northern Uganda-based non-state armed group, the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). In both DRC and Uganda the release and reintegration of child soldiers remains a major challenge. In Burundi, despite a peace agreement and a decline in forced recruitment, children are still reported to be joining the ranks of the armed group, Forces Nationales de Libération (FNL).

In Burundi, a political agreement was reached with the government and the FNL on 4 December 2008. This will need to be translated into concrete political and military action such as the reintegration of FNL troops. The government took further action to address child soldiering with the adoption of a new penal code by the National Assembly that prohibits the recruitment and use of under-18s.
 This is a significant development for a country that has yet to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict (Optional Protocol).

Since August 2008, the North Kivu province of the DRC has re-descended into conflict following the collapse of peace agreements and the resumption of fighting between the armed forces of the DRC (Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du Congo, FARDC) and the National Congress for People’s Defense (CNDP) of Laurent Nkunda. 

The reported trend towards the decrease in the number of children within the ranks of armed forces and armed groups from 7,000 in July 2006, down to 3,000 in early 2008 has been reversed with consistent and credible reports of child abductions, recruitment, re-recruitment and use of child soldiers by armed groups – including the CNDP, Forces démocratiques pour la libération du Rwanda (FDLR), Mai Mai militia and the LRA - since mid 2008. Mai Mai groups account for the highest numbers of children recruited, followed by the CNDP and the FDLR.  Accounts from children escaping from the CNDP indicate that children, some of whom have reportedly been recruited in Rwanda and transferred to the CNDP from the Rwandese Army, are being deployed on the frontline. The recent intervention of Rwanda and the joint military operations with the DRC armed forces against the FDLR raises serious concerns about the security of children within FDLR ranks. 
Former child soldiers in the DRC suffer from the failings of the DDR processes in the country which failed to adequately reintegrate former child combatants back into their communities. Reintegration has been underfunded and thousands of “self-demobilized” children have not received any support. As of August 2008, some 30,000 children had been demobilized through the official DDR program. Some 85 per cent of these children were reunited with their families, the rest remain in reception centres. There are an estimated 11,000 other children who were not officially demobilized from armed groups.  Girl ex-combatants, who comprise only 12 per cent of those officially demobilized, but who are estimated to have probably constituted some 40 per cent of the total number of child soldiers in the country, have failed to access any support. Reported incidents of sexual violence have increased in eastern DRC; the UN reports that one third of all cases in the country occur in North Kivu province. Girls, in particular those associated with armed groups, are among the primary victims of sexual violence. NGO partners have been severely affected by the ongoing violence in North Kivu where activities have been delayed and postponed.
In Uganda, a new military offensive, involving Ugandan, Congolese and Sudanese armed forces, was launched in December 2008 against the LRA after months of obstructions to the peace process. Since 1986, the LRA has abducted an estimated 20 to 40,000 children in northern Uganda to serve as child soldiers or sex slaves.  Although no children are thought to have been recruited by the LRA in Uganda since 2006, there are reports of forced recruitment of children by the group in Central African Republic, the DRC and Sudan. The LRA still holds an unknown number of children. 
Highlights from 2008

Awareness-raising activities and other events in DRC increased public knowledge of the risks and consequences of child soldiering among affected communities and encouraged them to take action to prevent the practice. 
· In response to an upsurge in fighting and child recruitment in eastern DRC in mid-2008, partners in North Kivu were supported to develop a radio broadcast with key messages on the rights of children and the illegality of child recruitment. 
· In Beni, also in North Kivu, the Coalition worked with members of the DRC Coalition to strengthen community mechanisms to protect children against recruitment by Mai Mai militia, this working will continue in 2009. 
· Nearly 15,000 children in eastern DRC participated in the collection of red hands to be presented to the UN Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict on Red Hand Day in New York.
 
Organizational developments

The Coalition is pleased to announce the appointment of Boniface Mush’ayuma who will take up the Great Lakes regional advisor post in February 2009. Mr Mush’ayuma brings experience working on issues of child protection, children and armed conflict and Disarmament, Demobilisation, Reintegration (DDR) in the DRC. 
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· The Coalition will continue its dialogue with community leaders on child rights and the illegality of child recruitment in Béni, DRC where local Mai Mai militia actively recruit children.

With the support from the International Coalition, the DRC Coalition has designed and begun implementing a project aimed at strengthening community-based mechanisms to protect children against recruitment by Mai Mai militia active in the Béni area of North Kivu. These local defence groups operating in North and South Kivu, generically referred to as Mai Mai, have traditionally relied on recruiting boys and girls and, in the context of renewed conflict, reports confirm that they account for the highest numbers of children recruited, often with the support of the surrounding communities.
 The project seeks to begin a dialogue with community leaders about child rights with a view to developing an understanding of the child recruitment dynamics in the region and exploring the potential role of community leaders in promoting the protection of children from child soldiering. 
Two events will take place in Béni in 2009 with the participation of 70 selected community leaders and 70 vulnerable children. These one-day events, facilitated by DRC Coalition members, will include an awareness-raising element, educating the participants on the illegality of child recruitment and the negative effects of children’s participation in fighting forces. The sessions will promote dialogue to explore reasons why children enlist and reasons why communities may support the enlistment of children. They will also explore the experiences of child soldiers while in the ranks and upon returning to their communities.
· The Coalition will conduct research and advocacy aimed at protecting children from recruitment and use in government-backed militias in eastern Congo. 
The relationship between the Mai Mai and the government of the DRC is opaque, but it is apparent that many Mai Mai combatants consider themselves as an auxiliary force to the Congolese armed forces and have on occasion acted with their support as well as receiving financial or other support from them. Research will be conducted into current patterns of recruitment and use of children by Mai Mai and into the relationship between these groups and the government of the DRC and its armed forces. The findings and recommendations will underpin advocacy targeting the DRC government, local authorities, UN agencies, DDR actors and donors. It will also inform and strengthen our support to the DRC Coalition in working with affected communities to end child soldier recruitment and use. 
· The Coalition will seek to end arbitrary detention, torture or ill treatment of captured child soldiers in the DRC.
Arbitrary detention of children alleged to be associated with armed groups is believed to be commonplace in the DRC and such children have been subjected to torture and other forms of cruel treatment. The Coalition will conduct research, national and international advocacy to generate pressure on the DRC government to ensure that children are protected from arbitrary detention and torture and that, if children are detained, applicable international and national juvenile justice standards are applied. 
· The Coalition will assess the status of girls formerly associated with fighting forces, with a particular focus on those returning with babies and children born in the ranks, to improve the quality of reintegration programs and supportive services for child soldiers. 
The Coalition will gather baseline data through interviews with local partners and other NGOs, child protection agencies and former child soldiers. The findings and recommendations will inform the development of a comprehensive strategy on DDR and girls in the DRC and lay the ground for lobbying efforts to support the creation of inclusive, gender-sensitive reintegration programming.
· The Coalition will continue to support its local partners to promote and implement community prevention strategies.
The Coalition will conduct joint research and advocacy initiatives and facilitate grass-roots actions aimed at strengthening community involvement in ending child soldiering and community support for the reintegration of former child soldiers. The Coalition will support the national coalition’s members’ efforts in advocating for the rights of children by conducting a series of public education campaigns at key child rights events throughout the year, such as Red Hand Day (February) and the Day of the African Child (June). OPS funds will support the participation of children in these events. Activities will likely include: hosting screenings of coalition-produced documentaries on child soldiers, theatre plays addressing prevention strategies, children’s poetry slam, street parades, and broadcasting key messages on local radio programs. 
� Code Penal du Burundi, adopted by the National Assembly 22 November 2008, awaiting promulgation by the Senate and President of Burundi.


� The Optional Protocol entered into force on 12 February 2002. It sets 18 as the minimum age for participation in hostilities in national armed forces and prohibits the recruitment or use of any person below the age of 18 years by non-state armed groups. The Committee on the Rights of the Child is UN treaty body mandated to examine reports from governments on the implementation of the Optional Protocol.


� Red Hand Day, held on 12 February, is an annual commemoration day created to draw attention to the plight of children who are forced to serve as soldiers in wars and armed conflicts. It was initiated in 2002 when the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict came into force. The protocol was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 2000. It has become a day for national and regional coalitions, NGOs, individuals and interested parties to hold events to highlight the issue of child soldiers. For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.redhandday.org/index.php?l=en&view=home" �www.redhandday.org�.





� Some groups active in the Béni area include the Mai Mai Kasidiens, Mai Mai Ruwenzori (both signatories to the Goma agreement) and a new Mai Mai armed group called the United Congolese Movement for the defence of national integrity (Mouvement Congolais Unis pour la defence de l’intégrité nationale) who have not been included in the Goma Agreement. The Goma agreement refers to an “Act of Engagement” signed on 23 January 2008 in which armed groups operating in the Kivu provinces committed to an immediate cease-fire, to the progressive demobilization of their forces, and to an immediate halt to violations of international humanitarian law.  





