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Sierra Leone ratified the Optional Protocol on the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts Convention (OPAC) on 15 May 2002. On 15 September 2010, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined the initial periodic report of Sierra Leone.

Opening Comments

The delegation for Sierra Leone was led by Dr Soccoh Kabia, the Minister of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs. He was supported by the Permanent Secretary, Mr Brima Rogers. 

Mr Rogers made the opening statement as the Minister did not join the meeting until later in the morning. Mr Rogers stressed how the impact of the brutal civil war on the country persisted to this day, although he stated that the President had made numerous undertakings to deal with the country's past. In 2007, Sierra Leone had a change of government for which a guiding theme was attitudinal and behavioural change to adopt a positive attitude that would lift the country out of poverty. The main development objectives were to improve healthcare delivery, education and water services. He explained how the government had carried out reforms in the public sector, which were ongoing and focused on streamlining prevailing structures and ensuring competent personnel to guarantee more effective coordination and monitoring of child protection measures. 

The Country Rapporteur, Mr Pollar, said that Sierra Leone had gone through considerable positive developments related to the OPAC, including holding truth and reconciliation hearings, collaborating with NGOs, providing support to former child combatants and planning for reparation payments to war victims. He commended the government for adopting the Paris Commitments to protect children from unlawful recruitment or use by armed forces and for banning the use of weapons except by armed forces, as well as for implementing the ECOWAS Protocol on the Proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons. While the government had undertaken many positive measures to implement the OPAC, Mr Pollar raised several issues which needed clarification. He enquired whether any national human rights institutions or governmental administrative regions had been involved in the preparation of the report, and if the report had been disseminated throughout the country. He also asked about the human and logistical capacity of the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs (MSWGCA), and about monitoring mechanisms and budget allocation for the implementation of the Protocol. To conclude he enquired about the measures taken to prevent recruitment of children by non state actors. 

General Measures of Implementation 

Legislation

The Committee asked about the status of the OPAC in national legislation. The delegation responded that in the Child Rights Act (CRA), children were protected from crimes of war. The Committee wanted further clarification concerning the interpretation of the concept of “direct participation” in hostilities. The delegation answered that “direct participation” meant the direct participation of children in hostilities, and all children that participated in direct hostilities during the civil war were recognised as victims. Hence, no child had been charged for any act related to past hostilities. 

Coordination and monitoring

The Committee made a point that little statistical information had been presented with regards to the OPAC and asked if any data system was in place to monitor issues under the Protocol. The delegation said that currently little statistical information was available but the issue had been addressed and a new directorate had been established to deal with policy planning and data collection. In addition, the MSWGCA had established a resource centre for data collection and a directorate had been established to participate in research.

Dissemination and training

The Committee applauded the government for its planned measures to disseminate the OPAC nationwide but wanted more details about these measures, notably how it would include local actors so that adolescents were effectively protected from recruitment by armed forces. The delegation said that there were no formal dissemination programmes but that dissemination did occur in the form of training of police and military. 

The delegation told the Committee how the protocol was taught in schools, stating “human rights education has been included in the school curricula and takes place in the final year. Some schools have human rights clubs”. The government had also adopted the Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Task Force that in turn had empowered different agencies, reception centres, Family Support Units (FSU) and NGOs. Furthermore, child rights education was incorporated in the training curriculum for the police, the army and the migration board. Continuing on the issue of education, the Committee underscored the importance teaching children not only about the OPAC but also about the benefits of peace. The Committee added that children needed to be persuaded that peace was desirable, and wondered if human rights and peace studies were taught in schools. The delegation responded that Peace and Conflict Studies was taught during the first two years of secondary school and that a university diploma existed in the subject. 

The role of civil society

On the issue of whether civil society had been involved in drafting the report, the delegation answered that the report, as well as the written replies, had been written by the State with no participation from NGOs or civil society. The Minister stated “Did we discuss this report with NGOs, no we did not, but what is in the reports is not a secret”.

Prevention 

Birth registration

The Committee said that it was sometimes difficult to determine the age of children as many looked older than they really were and asked what mechanisms were used to verify the age of recruits and what other efforts had been made to avoid recruitment of children. The delegation responded that the birth registration system had improved considerably and birth registrations of new born children were carried out comprehensively in the districts. However, the delegation admitted that no system was in place to register older children. Instead, age assessment guidelines were used by local leaders to certify the age of children living in their respective areas. The Committee pursued their questioning and asked whether children received any type of identity certificate after their age had been assessed. The delegation responded that Sierra Leone had a national identity system under which identity cards were issued based on the pre-conditions. 

Living conditions

The Committee highlighted monitoring of living conditions of children as an important measure to prevent child recruitment and asked what mechanisms were used to monitor children’s situation and furthermore what had been done to improve their lives. The delegation stated that it had a monitoring system in place and children were monitored in school. Education programmes contributed to improving the situation for children and alternative programmes existed for those who dropped out. Special centres provided shelter, medical care, psycho-social care, education and reintegration for street children and for those that could not be re-integrated with their families were placed in foster homes or became adopted. 

Military Schools

The Committee asked about the schools located near, or within, military barracks and if these were recognised by the MSWGCA and the Ministry of Defence. The delegation responded that some of the schools were located on military property but they were not military schools. The Committee followed up asking about the status of the students and whether they received military training. The delegation said that the schools were civilian institutions providing education services to the children of military personnel under the responsibility of the Ministry of Youth and Sports and the age of the students followed regulations laid out by the Ministry of Education. The delegation assured the Committee that at no point were the students in direct contact with arms.

Awareness-raising 

The Committee asked what measures had been taken to raise awareness about the OPAC and if media was used as a means to reach the population. The delegation responded that children had access to radio through Child Forum Networks (CFN) and used the radio as a tool to inform each other about issues related to the OPAC. In addition, the Protocol had been incorporated into the Bill on Sexual Offences and to disseminate the bill, awareness raising campaigns would be carried out with participation from the media, local communities and religious leaders. 

Prohibition and Related Matters

The Committee commended the government for legislating against the recruitment of children, but remained concerned that offences outlined in the OPAC were not criminalised under domestic law and asked the delegation to comment on this. The delegation replied that the CRA clearly stipulated that children had the right to be protected from crimes of war, but that it “does not talk about non state forces”, and only dealt with armed forces. However, as the country was not at war, no recruitment was taking place, either by armed forces or by armed groups. The Committee pressed further stating that, despite the country’s current state of peace, a war could ‘hypothetically’ break out and children could end up being recruited by armed groups without there being any provisions for punishment for the recruitments. The delegation did not see the need to enact legislation for an issue that did not existed but said that it was something to think about and that they would review the legislation in order to criminalise the act of recruitment. 

Protection, Recovery and Reintegration 

The Committee was highly concerned that only one tenth of the estimated 7000 children involved in hostilities had been included in demobilisation and reintegration programmes and asked for an explanation. The delegation clarified that these 7000 children were not only combatants but also children that were passively involved. The delegation added that child victims had been offered various assistance, such as psychosocial counselling, training, provision of formal education and financial assistance. The Committee followed up asking what reintegration measures had been taken to reintegrate those slightly older children that were children at the time of the hostilities but had grown up and passed the age of 18. The delegation said that children that did not receive formal education were given other reintegration kits. The delegation could not say what was included in these kits but said that it would investigate this and return with more in depth information. The Committee enquired if coordination and monitoring mechanisms were in place to ensure that children continued their education and whether education had served its purpose. The delegation said that formal education was an integral part of the Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programme and in school their progress was monitored. 

The Committee asked if any child soldier had gone on trial in the UN-sponsored Special Court for Sierra Leone. The delegation said that since all children involved in the hostilities were considered victims, no child had been persecuted. 

International Assistance and Cooperation 

Extraterritorial Jurisdiction

The Committee expressed a strong concern that children risked being recruited by armed forces abroad and wondered what legislative measures were taken to prevent such recruitments. It also asked whether children recruited abroad could receive any support or protection from the government. The delegation responded that it cooperated with various international and bilateral bodies. However, recruitment of children was not taking place in Sierra Leone or abroad. 

Transition of weapons

The Committee stated that Sierra Leone was a hub for the transit of weapons, and in light of this asked if the government planned to legislate against the transition of weapons as they could end up being used by child soldiers. The delegation said that it was not familiar with the notion that Sierra Leone was a transit country for the arms trade and informed the Committee that Sierra Leone was not a member of any international entity dealing with arms and that national laws prohibited the use of arms by all individuals or groups except by the armed forces. 

Concluding Remarks

Mr Pollar said that the Committee was interested, even eight years after the war, to see the resettlement of affected children and hoped that the dialogue could develop into useful recommendations for Sierra Leone. 

Dr Kabia said that the day had been a pleasure, and assured the Committee that the comments had not been understood as an intrusion of any kind. Instead, it was seen as a necessary undertaking to protect the children of Sierra Leone. He said that Sierra Leone faced many challenges, but with the commitment and support from its partners, major improvements could be made.
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