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Topic [003]: Child Displacement as a Result of Conflict  

 

Introduction 

Over the course of the past decade, the world has witnessed more wars,             

violent conflict, and incidents of widespread persecution than in the past fifty years             

combined. As a result of this, more people have been forced from their homes,              

seeking refuge and safety, than at any other time since records began in history. The               

UNHCR's annual Global Trends Report: World at War, released in June of 2015             

stated that worldwide displacement was at the highest level ever recorded. The            

number of people forcibly displaced at the end of 2014 had risen to a staggering 59.5                

million compared to 51.2 million a year earlier and 37.5 million a decade ago. In               1

fact, globally, one in every 122 humans is now either a refugee, internally displaced,              

or seeking asylum. What many do not realize, however, is that approximately 15             

million of these displaced people were children under the age of 18. It is they who                2

are most vulnerable to the dangers that lead to such displacements — child in exile is                

1 "Worldwide Displacement Hits All-time High as War and Persecution Increase." UNHCR News. June 18, 2015. Accessed 
February 22, 2016. http://www.unhcr.org/558193896.html.  
2"Worldwide Displacement Hits All-time High as War and Persecution Increase." UNHCR News. 2015. 

http://www.unhcr.org/558193896.html
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a child whose rights are inevitably violated. Given the nature of conflict and             

repercussions associated with such events, it is imperative that we give special            

consideration to these young people regarding their health, safety, and overall           

wellbeing.  

The year of 2014, in particular, has been particularly tumultuous, as           

worsening conflicts across the world saw millions of children exposed to extreme            

violence and its consequences, forcibly recruited and deliberately targeted by warring           

groups, and many other forms of human rights abuses; despite this, many crises no              

longer capture the world’s attention. Millions of these children are caught up in             

violent conflicts in the Central African Republic, Iraq, South Sudan, the State of             

Palestine, Syria and Ukraine – including those internally displaced or living as            

refugees. Globally, an estimated 230 million children currently live in countries and            

areas affected by armed conflicts.   3

 

Figure 1: Major source countries of refugees from the end of 2013 (Source:             
UNHRC, 2013) 

 

3 United Nations Children's Fund. "With 15 Million Children Caught up in Major Conflicts, UNICEF Declares 2014 a 
Devastating Year for Children." UNICEF. December 6, 2014. Accessed February 23, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/media/media_78058.html.  

http://www.unicef.org/media/media_78058.html
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The prevalence of refugees and internal displacement poses perhaps one of           

the most daunting humanitarian challenges of today. The impact on many millions of             

displaced men, women and children, but also on countless host families and resident             

communities is hard, if not impossible, to measure. The causes of displacement are             

of course manifold and complex; quite apart from natural disasters or           

development-induced displacement, in most cases the root causes of displacement          

are those that have triggered, or at least contributed to, armed conflict or situations              

of violence in the first place, in addition to foreign involvement in such scenarios.              

Poverty, the effects of climate change, scarcity of resources, political instability, and            

weak governance and justice systems may all be catalysts for conflict-induced           

displacement. These same factors often hamper the end of displacement and make            4

the task of rebuilding lives and restoring the livelihoods of people affected by             

displacement all the more difficult. 

 

Internally Displaced Children & Refugee Children  

In order to better understand the challenges of this theme, it is important to              

differentiate between the many categories of children, as well as the characteristics            

that define them. The United Nations recognizes the following:  

 

Refugees 

The 1951 Refugee Convention spells out that a refugee is someone who            

"owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,             

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside            

the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to                 

avail himself of the protection of that country." Of the 40 million people – half of                5

4 "UNICEF - SOWC05." UNICEF - The State of the World's Children. 2005. Accessed February 23, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/conflictissue.html.  
5 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 001 
(Office and Special Representative of the Secretary General for Children and Armed Conflict, 2010). Accessed February 22, 
2016. https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/publications/WorkingPaper-1_SixGraveViolationsLegalFoundation.pdf  

http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/conflictissue.html
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/publications/WorkingPaper-1_SixGraveViolationsLegalFoundation.pdf
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them children – who have been forced to flee their homes, around a third are               

refugees who have been driven across national borders. The other two thirds are             

internally displaced, a proportion that has been rising steadily in parallel with the             

trend towards civil strife. It is much harder for the humanitarian community to             6

intervene on behalf of internally displaced persons since national governments often           

resent this as ‘interference’. Yet the problems of the internally displaced are often as              

severe as those of refugees; they are similarly alienated from support systems, often             

lack identity papers or suffer discrimination. Unlike refugees, who benefit from           

international legal protection, their legal status and care and protection by the            

authorities are in many cases far weaker.  

 

Internally Displaced Persons 

Internally displaced persons, or IDPs, are among the world’s most vulnerable 

people. Unlike refugees, IDPs have not crossed an international border to find 

sanctuary but have remained inside their home countries. Even if they have fled for 

similar reasons as refugees (armed conflict, generalized violence, human rights 

violations), IDPs legally remain under the protection of their own government – 

even though that government might be the cause of their flight. As citizens, they 

retain all of their rights and protection under both human rights and international 

humanitarian law.  7

 

Living in exile has a number of dire consequences, especially ones that            

adversely affect children. The trauma caused by being on the run, the traveling, the              

waiting etc. is rather difficult to overcome especially due to the lack of psychological              

6 "Internally Displaced Persons." Educate a Child. Accessed February 22, 2016. 
http://educateachild.org/explore/barriers-to-education/fragile-and-conflict-affected-situations/internally-displaced-person
s.  
7 Brun, Cathrine. "Dynamics of Internal Displacement." Forced Migration Online. October 2005. Accessed February 22, 
2016. 
http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/internal-displacement/dynamics-of-internal-displaceme
nt.  

http://educateachild.org/explore/barriers-to-education/fragile-and-conflict-affected-situations/internally-displaced-persons
http://educateachild.org/explore/barriers-to-education/fragile-and-conflict-affected-situations/internally-displaced-persons
http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/internal-displacement/dynamics-of-internal-displacement
http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/internal-displacement/dynamics-of-internal-displacement
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support. Psychosocial distress can develop in children who live in transit and must             

hide or are forced to live in unhealthy or inhospitable environments. This physical             

and psychological vulnerability, the loss of sources of income and means of            

subsistence (such as the loss of land etc.) can directly lead to the reduced access to                

education, thereby creating a sense of precariousness in displaced individuals.          

Another problem that is frequently faced by displaced children is that they are often              

deprived of their identification documents. In most cases, such documents are lost,            

stolen or destroyed in order to escape prosecution. However, they are nevertheless            

essential for the recognition of their rights, especially their identity.  8

 

Repercussions of Conflict Regarding Displaced Children 

Before examining the topic it hand, it is first important to study the reasons              

why people flee their homes initially. Often, they leave their homes, and occasionally             

their countries, as they have no other choice; factors such as war, persecution,             

natural disasters, collapsed infrastructures, poverty, and fear for their children’s          

safety have forced them out of their homes, with violence being the primary reason              

in the majority of modern-day situations. Whatever the reason, refugees leave their            9

homes because they fear for their own life or safety, or that of their family. It is                 

important to note, however, that only a proportion of young people suffer directly             

through casualty, death or the destruction of their homes and communities; none, on             

the other hand, are spared the effects of the militarization of society as a whole. 

Violent conflict has both direct and proximate effects on war victims           

involved or fleeing a given region. Directly, conflicts result in widespread civilian            

deaths; a notable example would be the war in Afghanistan, where the direct             

consequences of violence and the war-induced breakdown of public health, security,           

and infrastructure have resulted in civilians being killed by crossfire, improvised           

8 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 001, 
2010.  
9 "Effect of War on Children." Peace Pledge Union. 2013. Accessed February 23, 2016. 
http://www.ppu.org.uk/chidren/children_effect_yugo.html.  

http://www.ppu.org.uk/chidren/children_effect_yugo.html
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explosive devices, assassinations, bombings, and night raids into houses of suspected           

insurgents. However, indirectly, conflict has the power to impact so much more            10

than infrastructure and civilian mortality. War has the ability to destroy children’s            

education, industries, and jobs. It can put an enormous strain on families, where, in              

many cases, civilians are amongst the most impoverished in the world; conflict tends             

to occur in the least developed countries. Parents often can’t afford to look after              

their children and may be forced to keep them at home to look after siblings, to                

work instead of going to school, or may even end up on the streets in the most acute                  

cases of poverty.   11

 

Figure 2: Global forced displacement numbers (in millions) between 1993 to the            
end of 2013 (Source: UNHRC, 2013) 
 

During flight and in displacement, children become some of the most           

vulnerable members of society. Internally displaced children have been forced to           

leave their homes behind, may have been victims of violence, and may have been              

separated from close relations. Moreover, the long distances that they are forced to             

travel and by the difficulties they have to thus endure generally weaken them. Hence,              

10 "UNICEF Fact Sheet: Children and Emergencies." UNICEF Fact Sheet: Displaced Peoples. Accessed February 22, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/media/files/UNICEF_Children_and_Emergencies_2014_fact_sheet.pdf  
11 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 002, 
2010.  

http://www.unicef.org/media/files/UNICEF_Children_and_Emergencies_2014_fact_sheet.pdf
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they become easy targets for smugglers, traffickers, and armed groups. Deprived of            12

the care and protection of their family, they become very vulnerable to forced             

labour, forced early marriage, domestic violence, sexual exploitation, and, most often,           

recruitment into armed groups. Furthermore, such displaced children can also          

become victims of discrimination and many of their fundamental rights may be            

violated due to their displacement. For example, rights may be violated if such             

displaced children travel to a place where they are a minority ethnic group.   13

In situations of armed conflict the integrity of household and local           

community are commonly threatened, leading to the loss of familiar domestic           

environments. In numerous countries around the world, conflict has led to large            

numbers of young people living without parental or other close adult care and             

supervision. Despite a general move away from support for children’s homes on the             

part of humanitarian agencies, it remains the case that many separated children come             

to live in orphanages or other institutions such as monasteries. Not all of these              14

children have necessarily lost their parents. Often these places are seen as safe by              

parents terrified for their children’s safety. It may be that such institutions are the              

best hope for obtaining food and access to education for the children of families              

impoverished and marginalized by conflict. Not only this, but an issues that has             15

come to be of significant relevance recently, in light of the conflict in Syria, is that of                 

refugees seeking asylum in various countries; it is important to note that children             

seeking asylum, regardless of whether or not they are with family, entertain the same              

rights as the children of that country. Thus, it is clear that there is a necessity for                 

neighbouring countries to open their borders and accept vulnerable refugees and           

support them in international solidarity.  

12  
13  
14 Hart, Jason. "Children and Adolescents in Conflict Situations." Forced Migration Online. 2002. Accessed February 22, 
2016. 
http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/children-and-adolescents-in-conflict-situations/alldocu
ments.  
15 Hart, Jason. "Children and Adolescents in Conflict Situations." Forced Migration Online. 2002 

http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/children-and-adolescents-in-conflict-situations/alldocuments
http://www.forcedmigration.org/research-resources/expert-guides/children-and-adolescents-in-conflict-situations/alldocuments
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Rights Guaranteed to Children Caught in Armed Conflict 

The recognition of the rights of displaced children in exile is essential, whether 

it is the right to food, health or education. They, in effect, require shelter, food, safe 

water and medical care to survive as humans, and as such, are protected under the 

1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). States and all parties to conflict 

have obligations under international human rights law and international humanitarian 

law to protect the rights of children, including internally displaced and refugee 

children.  They also need to have access to education and thus be able to go to 16

school. Having lost everything, education represents the opportunity for them to 

have a better life once they return from exile and all children should be entitled to 

this vital requirement. It is clear that a number of these rights must be realized in 

dealing with situations involving displaced children.  

Internally and externally displaced children have the same rights and freedoms           

as all other children in their country. In reality, these children often face             17

discrimination; in many cases, discrimination along ethnic, racial or religious lines is            

what causes people to flee. Once displaced, they often find that these forms of              

discrimination persist and impede their access to protection and assistance. As           

previously mentioned, protection from discrimination is a fundamental human right,          

which cannot be violated under any circumstance. It is articulated in virtually every             

international and regional human rights instrument.   18

16 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 002, 
2010.  
17 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 001, 
2010.  
 
18 "UNICEF - SOWC05." UNICEF - The State of the World's Children. 2005.  



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLIV 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF): Child Displacement as a Result of Conflict 

 
 

 

Figure 3: Locations of major armed conflicts between 1990 and 2003 (Source:            
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2014) 
 

The term “best interests” can be broadly defined as “the well-being of a child”,              

encompassing the physical, mental and social aspects of the child’s life. Internal            

displacement often threatens all three of these indicators of wellbeing. The concept            

of “best interests of the child’ developed within the child welfare system over time as               

children came to be seen as unique individuals with different needs who required             

assistance from adults given their lack of experience and judgment, not because they             

were less than whole human beings or the property of their parents. Unaccompanied             

and separated children are among the most vulnerable internally displaced children.           

The best interest of the child must therefore be particularly emphasized when            

considering the care and safety of these children.  19

Displaced children should also be guaranteed the fundamental rights to life,           

dignity, and physical, mental, and moral integrity, in addition to having the ability to              

devise local strategies for recovery and reintegration in a given region. Their rights to              

19 Brun, Cathrine. "Dynamics of Internal Displacement." Forced Migration Online. October 2005. 
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documentation and education should also be realized, as well as their protection            

from trafficking, forced labour, forced prostitution, sexual exploitation, forced early        

marriage and illegal adoption. Ultimately, these children should be given the same          20

treatment as those within the country in which they are seeking refuge.  

 

Current Relevant International Action 

In an ideal world, preventing conflict by addressing the underlying causes of            

violence and investing more resources in mediation and conflict resolution would           

prove to be the most effective solution to child displacement. However, given the             

long-term nature of these goals, it is clear that a much more feasible, short-term, and               

scaled approach must be used to tackle the issue. Currently, many such measures             

have been put in place in order to address this effectively.  

The International Humanitarian Law, as previously mentioned, is a set of           

rules that seek, for humanitarian reasons, to limit the effects of armed conflict. It              

protects persons who are not or are no longer participating in the hostilities and              

restricts the means and methods of warfare. It is part of international law, which is               

the body of rules governing relations between States and contains agreements           

between States – treaties or conventions – which consist of State practise considered             

by them as legally binding. International humanitarian law applies to armed conflicts.            

It does not regulate whether a State may actually use force; this is governed by an                

important, but distinct, part of international law set out in the United Nations             

Charter. The Anti-War Agenda of 1996 is also of relevance in eliminating the root              21

cause of this type of displacement amongst children, calling for action to address the              

prevention of conflict, its impact on girls and women, child soldiers, and several             

other key components.   22

20 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 002, 
2010.  
21 "What Is International Humanitarian Law?" International Committee of the Red Cross, July 2004. Accessed February 22, 
2016. https://www.icrc.org/eng/assets/files/other/what_is_ihl.pdf.  
22 "The Anti War Agenda, 1996." UNICEF. 2001. Accessed February 23, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/antiwaragenda.html.  

https://www.icrc.org/eng/assets/files/other/what_is_ihl.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/antiwaragenda.html
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The international response in regards to the conflict being experienced          

throughout the world, such as in Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine, the Central African            

Republic, and many more, has resulted in foreign intervention in conflict zones via             

the recommendations of the United Nations in an effort to enforce International            

Humanitarian Law. Priority has been given to mitigate the impact of conflict on             

children in general, increase the prevalence of social assistance programs and           

refugee/displaced people’s camps on-site. Not only this, but there has been a            23

recent push for governments to ratify and uphold the Guiding Principles on Internal             

Displacement and the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the             

Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, implemented by the            

International Committee of the Red Cross, which examine the various rules and            

principles relevant to the protection of children affected by armed conflicts.           

Providing access to education and other basic services is also a fundamental need             

being addressed by the international community through the UNHCR's Education          

Strategy (2012-2016), which aims to increase access to a range of safe, quality             

education opportunities for refugee children and young people and is established in            

partnership with the Education Above All Foundation (EAA). Disarmament,         24

demobilization and reintegration (DDR) programmes for former child soldiers are          

also slowly being implemented by the UNDDR (United Nations Disarmament,          

Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Centre) on a wide scale in several           

continents and critical countries.   25

Disputes may be inevitable, but violence is not. To prevent continued cycles            

of conflict, education must seek to promote peace and tolerance, not fuel hatred and              

suspicion. Instigating a culture of acceptance and open-mindedness through         

23 United Nations, General Assembly, Fifty-first session. (1996). Promotion and Protection on the Rights on Children 
(A/51/L.150). Accessed February 22, 2016. http://www.unicef.org/graca/a51-306_en.pdf  
24 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 002 
(Office and Special Representative of the Secretary General for Children and Armed Conflict, 2010). Accessed February 22, 
2016. https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/publications/WorkingPaper-2-Rights-GuaranteesIDP-Children.pdf  
25 United Nations, “The Rights and Guarantees of Internally Displaced Children in Armed Conflict,” Working Paper 002. 
2010.  

http://www.unicef.org/graca/a51-306_en.pdf
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/publications/WorkingPaper-2-Rights-GuaranteesIDP-Children.pdf
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education amongst youth is a priority in eliminating the root causes of conflict. One              

of the most exceptional actions made my certain countries in recent months has             

been the opening of their borders to accept refugees from Syria. Encouraging this             26

sort of behaviour and thinking will improve the overall situation regarding internally            

and externally displaced children throughout across the globe.  

The challenges of effective humanitarian response and peace building are          

clearly intertwined. Situations of internal displacement cannot be durably resolved          

until both issues are addressed. One problem feeds the other in a vicious circle, and               

without a solution that provides a long-term commitment to tackle the root causes             

of conflict, none of the above problems will be solved. Tackling the problem of              

internal displacement in all its dimensions requires a huge concerted effort, and it is              

clear that in order to ameliorate the international situation, States must live up to              

their responsibilities under the convention and ensure its success. 

 

Pertinent Questions  

 

What is the significance of differentiating between IDPs and refugees in regards to 

children? How do their needs vary?  

 

What elements must be considered in preventing the recurrence of displacement of 

children once they return to their places of origin, settle locally in the community that 

hosted them, or relocate to yet another place?  

 

What is the most effective way to prevent breaches of International Humanitarian Law 

when dealing with internally displaced and refugee children?  

 

26 "UNICEF Fact Sheet: Children and Emergencies." UNICEF Fact Sheet: Displaced Peoples. Accessed February 22, 2016. 
http://www.unicef.org/media/files/UNICEF_Children_and_Emergencies_2014_fact_sheet.pdf  

http://www.unicef.org/media/files/UNICEF_Children_and_Emergencies_2014_fact_sheet.pdf
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What are the alternative legal measures that can be taken to ensure the protection of 

civilians — specifically children — at times of war? What specific considerations must 

be taken for displaced children as opposed to adults? 
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