State Party Examination of Bangladesh’s Initial Report on the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict

Session 41 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child

Geneva, 9 – 27 January 2006

Bangladesh ratified the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts (OPAC) in 2000. On 9 January 2006, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined Bangladesh’s Initial Report.

Opening Comments

The delegation consisted of Mr. Mahbud-uz-Zaman, representative from the Permanent Mission of Bangladesh to the United Nations in Geneva. No one was able to come from Bangladesh due to financial constraints and there were no specialists in the Mission in Geneva. In his opening statement, Mahbud-uz-Zaman highlighted the importance of the Committee and its good reputation in Bangladesh. He read out a statement from the Ambassador who could not attend the meeting. Bangladesh was one of the first countries to ratify the OPAC and to present its report to the Committee. The protection of neglected and abused children was taken seriously in Bangladesh. There had been reforms to increase the dignity, survival and livelihood of children and youth. 

At regional level, there was a high level of cooperation. For instance, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) drew up a convention to promote child welfare. The decade from 2001-2010 was the SAARC ‘Decade on the Rights of the Child’. Bangladesh had ratified the ILO Conventions and promoted a culture of peace. It could therefore be considered a modern member of the UN despite being one of the least developed countries. Measures were in place to ensure that members of the armed  forces who were under 18 were not involved in combat. In addition, recruitment was voluntary as there was no conscription or military service.  

The country rapporteur, Mr. Liwski brought up a broad range of issues including the delay in reporting, the age of recruitment and different ages of engagement, the proliferation of small weapons, children involved in conflict and the reintegration programme for child soldiers. 

Delay of Reporting

Liwski noted that the OPAC was ratified in 2000, but there was a delay in implementation. He asked for the reasons of the delay. The delegate noted that the report was only presented recently because it took time to compile all the information from the ministries. The consultative process began with a committee of ministries, then the woman and child ministry extracted the information. There was then an open ended forum discussion and the Ministry of Law Affairs ensured that it fulfilled the legal requirements. The next report would be handed in on time.

In addition, Liwski asked if there were institutional mechanisms and a legal status of the OPAC in Bangladesh. The delegate responded that the OPAC had an important legal status. According to the Constitution, the Government had to base international relations on the principals and objectives of the UN. The national laws were compatible with the CRC and the OPs. 

Small Arms and Weapons

The country rapporteur notes the high proliferation of small arms/weapons. There was a para-militarisation of society and many military organisations and criminal groups were present. Over 40% of small arms were in the hands of children under 18. Regardless of the accuracy of the figures, it should be a key concern of the State. The delegate noted that the borders were porous. There were, however, measures to check cross-border activities. Money laundering was also considered to be a source for small arms. 
Age of Recruitment

Liwski was concerned about the age limit and voluntary recruitment of children. According to the report, children as young as 16 could be recruited for the ground forces. They could be involved in basic training, but not combat operations. There was also a confusion between combatants of 16-17 and non-combatants of 16-20. The age limit and terminology needed clarification. The delegate stated that under Article 1, no child under 18 was directly involved in any hostilities, and according to Article 2 there was no compulsory recruitment. The difference between a combatant and a non-combatant was that the former could be asked to go on military duty, while the latter worked in the secretarial or administrative branch. The delegate also reassured the Committee that the training took 2 years, so even if children of 16 were recruited, they would not be operational before they were 18. According to the delegate, any children recruited before 18 were only involved in training and they had the option to leave the forces during the training process.

Concerns were also voiced about voluntary recruitment. Under certain circumstances, recruitment was not necessarily ‘voluntary’ as vulnerable young people might join the armed forces due to a lack of opportunities in vocational training. Liwski wanted guaranties that in no case children were forcibly recruited. He was also concerned about the relationship between poverty/economic levels and recruitment. Liwski asked what the Government did to ensure that children did not join the armed forces due to a lack of alternatives. According to the delegate, the Government was committed to provide job opportunities to everyone. However, its realisation was not obvious.

While acknowledging the difficulties in birth registration, the Committee enquired what criteria and modalities were used to clearly establish the age for voluntary recruitment as official documents (e.g. identity cards and birth certificates) were not always available. The delegate noted that birth registration was more streamline. Recruitment required the matriculation certificate which was obtained after 10 years of schooling. This was also valid for the Bangladeshi troupes provided to the United Nations, all of whom were over 18. 

According to the State Party report, a way to establish age was the secondary school leaving certificate. However, this was based on the assumption that every child went to school. Other possibilities were to look at medical evidence of children’s age, but this was less exact. In addition, applicants who were short-listed had to sit a written exam, which excluded those who had not received adequate education. The delegate responded that the armed forces’ medical board checked for age, but he was unsure of the age limit. He would send further information on the issue. The Committee also enquired whether the recruitment of children was considered a criminal offence. The delegate thought that the Government would prosecute those who recruit children.

Armed Groups

The Committee enquired what assurances the Government could provide about children not being used by armed political groups. It wanted to know what was done to ensure children were not used by these groups. It was acknowledged that armed groups could be from neighbouring countries and recruiting in Bangladesh.

According to the delegate, there were no regular armed groups in Bangladesh. There was a recent militant group called Jamaia Mujahaidin Bangladesh, but the Government had taken strong action in an attempt to capture the leaders. The Committee enquired whether children were recruited or used by this group. The delegate responded that there was no report on this, but it was possible.

Military Colleges

The Committee asked for more details about Cadet Schools for children, the age limit for entry (i.e. 12 years old) and the legal age of service. The delegate was unsure whether 12 was the age limit for entering Cadet School. He noted that these schools were equivalent to public schools in the United Kingdom. Children could enter before 7th grade. There were some aspects of a military curricula, including military sciences and physical education. The Committee also showed concern over the disparity between the potential age of service. It wanted to know if this was set by administrative policy or in legislation. The delegate did not know whether it was policy or legislation and proposed to send information on this issue. Further information was also required regarding whether it was the parents or children who decided if children attended such schools. The delegate responded that if children did not like these schools, they were free to leave. The Committee also enquired if children often joined the armed forces after attending these schools or if they followed other career paths. The delegate noted that children could do any job after attending the school, but it would be easier to cope if they wanted to join the armed forces.

Further questions were asked pertaining to the extent of Government control over the Madrassas. The Committee had received information about children being trained as militias and wanted to know what the Government did to regulate them. The delegate stated that there was no relationship between mainstream religion and militants. The Madrassa education was controlled by the Government. Religious books were translated into the national language to improve understanding and reduce inappropriate interpretation. The delegate further noted that it was untrue that students of Madrassas took part in hostilities. In Bangladesh this was not an issue as all schools were controlled by the State. The latter regulated activities and had inspectors. The Government developed the curricula in consultation with religions leaders.

National Legislation

The penal code, the labour acts and other legislation appeared to have been established between 1860 and 1933, with very little new pieces of legislation to this day. The Committee asked if there was more recent legislation. The delegate said that new acts and legislation that were being enforced, but he would have to send further information concerning these changes. He also stated that the penal code was linked to the preservation of children’s rights.

The Committee asked about the implementation of the plan of action and who ran the process of coordination for implementing the CRC and OPs. The Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs was responsible for the plan and programme of action. The delegate did not have sufficient information and proposed to provide written information on this matter.

Helpline

The Committee asked whether Bangladesh was interested and willing to set up a toll-free child helpline. It wanted to know whether the government would support a free helpline and if it would cooperate with NGOs to set it up.

Chittagong Hill Tracts Conflict and Child Soldiers

The country rapporteur asked about the effect of the armed conflict in Chittagong Hill Tracts on children. More specifically, he focused on the statement in the report that 1,947 child soldiers took part in the conflict that ended in 1997. He asked about the measures taken to rehabilitate and reintegrate these children into society and to address their psychosocial needs.  He noted that there were programmes to protect women and girls, to fight poverty and for economic development, but wanted to know whether there was a programme for child soldiers that provided viable alternatives (e.g. education and work). 

There was information stating that the 1,947 children involved in the armed conflict received protection from the community and their families. However, the Committee wanted to know how the government protected them. After the piece accords in 1997, all the children were reintegrated into mainstream society. According to the quota system, over 60% were absorbed in the educational quota. NGOs established socioeconomic project to rehabilitate tribal insurgents by providing unemployment benefits and food. The delegate proposed to send detailed information on this issue. The Committee asked that the additional information also include more details on the actual interventions for rehabilitation and the budget for women and children. It wanted information on human and financial resources and whether there was a separate budget for the implementation of the OPAC and how much of the financial assistance was provided by external sources. 

There was some progress and development in that area as a new ministry was set up. However, the Committee asked what competence, budget and human resources were allocated to the implementation of the OPAC. In addition, it enquired what was the elaborated component from international cooperation.

Concluding Remarks

Liwski concluded that there was a need for further information concerning the definition of the age of recruitment, the risks of small arms in society, issues of trafficking and the lack of psychosocial rehabilitation for child soldiers. Further details were also required concerning the Madrassas and the socio-economic aspects of enrolment in the armed forces. The Committee also thanked the delegate for the effort to answer the questions despite the constraints.

The delegate thanked the Committee for the meeting and promised to provide written responses for the issues which he could not respond to. He reiterated that the absence of a specialist on the issue was not due to a lack of interest but a lack of resources. He stated that Bangladesh looked forwards to engage constructively with the Committee.
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