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ORGANISING FOR PEACE 

The Insidious Effects of War on Children

“There was total silence. And once in a while, sounds of bullets and people screaming.” 1
A child who lived through the Bombay riots that erupted in December 1992
There are nearly 40 ongoing wars around the world, and each of these has had a drastic effect on children. Children are often forced to fight as soldiers and forced to flee their homes and live as refugees. Many children are disabled by gunfire, landmines, and other war-related causes. Often times, children are raped, sexually abused, or forced to sexually abuse others. Many children contract sexually transmitted diseases, such as AIDS and others. Almost all children who live in conflict zones suffer from severe psychological trauma, and almost all miss out on schooling.

The New Peacemakers 

"For it isn't enough to talk about peace. One must believe in it. And it isn't enough to believe in it. One must work at it."

Eleanor Roosevelt 
Children, who are directly impacted by wars and the</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5348;left:463"><nobr>economic and social policies of adults, are refusing to</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5367;left:463"><nobr>accept the status quo as they search for alternative</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5385;left:463"><nobr>realities. Around the world children have become activists</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5404;left:463"><nobr>for change in the fight against exploitative child labour,</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5423;left:463"><nobr>for their right to education, against the debt which</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5442;left:463"><nobr>cripples their countries, and in movements for peace.</nobr></div> 

The right of children to participate actively is the foundation</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5615;left:95"><nobr>of children’s involvement in peace making. Children are</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5634;left:95"><nobr>potentially among the most powerful of peace builders,</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5652;left:95"><nobr>and we should listen to them, learn from them and support</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5670;left:95"><nobr>them in their endeavours. All around the world – Uganda,</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5688;left:95"><nobr>the Great Lakes, Colombia, the Balkans, Australia, the</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5706;left:95"><nobr>Philippines, Indonesia and elsewhere – children are</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5724;left:95"><nobr>challenging adults to resolve differences, confront the</nobr></div> <div style="position:absolute;top:5742;left:95"><nobr>causes of conflict and go forward in peace. 
 

Children’s participation in peacemaking is most often relegated to expressing ‘cute’ or ‘pleaful’ messages of peace. But as the Columbia example demonstrates, children are capable of doing much more to harbour peace. Children are persuasive and effective communicators. They actively desire peace. It is only through organised effort that their innate desire for peace can actually result in a constructive step towards it for the whole region. In all their efforts towards fostering peace witnessed by adults throughout the world, the following has been consistently observed. Children not only believe in peace, but they proactively take the first steps towards it by “talking to the enemy”, most often the children of the ‘enemy’. After reaching an understanding with the children of the ‘other side’, both these groups of children then, through organised effort, seek to bring the adults together at least to 

initiate a discussion on peace. 

Peace Education - A Missing Component of the Curriculum

Lasting peace requires a substantial process of ‘building’. Peace, justice and democracy, particularly in communities emerging from conflict, need to form part of an educational platform for both adults and children. In a number of countries around the world, NGOs and agencies such as UNICEF are focusing on peace building as a meaningful educational priority, of importance to both children and adults. In communities where conflict has been the norm, it will be difficult for children to inherit such concepts. But as armed conflict persists throughout the world, and as the changing nature of that conflict makes living with one’s former enemies an ongoing reality for so many, the significance of such education is increasingly imperative.

UNICEF’s Susan Fountain defines peace education as:

“The process of promoting the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values needed to bring about behaviour changes that will enable children, youth and adults to prevent conflict and violence, both overt and structural, to resolve conflict peacefully and to create the conditions conducive to peace, whether at an intrapersonal, interpersonal, intergroup, national or international level.”

Empowering children to participate in processes that promote peace is an essential part of their learning, ensuring children’s participation is multi-faceted, characterised by both learning and doing. Children in particular should be supported to build peace through education, active participation and ongoing discussion. Adults should also be encouraged to both teach and to learn from children. The importance of children’s participation in peace processes and of peace education for children cannot be over-exaggerated in today’s world of terrorism and unilateralism.
1 Working Children’s Report, 1998, Publisher: Books for Change


2 S. Cameron, ‘Voices of Colombian Children on War and Peace’





 Children's Peace Movement in Columbia


“Peace is most important because without it you cannot have other rights.” 2


Dilia, 12





Over 100,000 children have become active participants in the Children's Movement for Peace in Colombia, founded as a coalition of children's groups in different parts of the country protesting the high level of violence in the country. Ongoing civil conflict has displaced more than one million people in the last 10 years, 70% of whom are children and women, with murder the leading cause of death among Colombians over age 15. 


In response, Colombian children have assumed a leading role in building peace in their country. Following a national campaign led by the children's movement -- supported by Redepaz (a national peace network) with assistance from UNICEF -- 2.7 million children aged 7-18 voted for peace, producing the Children's Mandate for Peace and Rights which they presented to the national Congress. 10 million adults (twice the usual voter turnout) voted to endorse the children's mandate.


The children advertised the voting date through full-page ads in the daily papers and organised rallies in towns. Throughout the entire country, adults had put up voting booths and ballot boxes for the children to put their ballots in. The children appealed to both the army and the guerrillas to observe a truce during the day of voting.


Don't kill anyone when we vote for peace, they asked. And no one was killed during the day of voting in Colombia! The "candidates" in the election were the Children's own rights. Twelve rights were illustrated with a white hand of peace. When the votes were counted, 2.7 million children had participated in the election! As the most important rights the majority of the children voted for the right to live, the right to peace as well as the right to love and to have a family. 


The children's movement is credited with helping ensure that peace talks between the Government and a 35-year-old guerrilla insurgency were re-started. Also in 1998, in recognition of their achievements, 1996 Peace Prize laureate Jose Ramos-Horta of East Timor nominated the Colombian Children's Movement for Peace for the Nobel Peace Prize.











The Most Effective Advocates for Peace





In 1997, Mr. Olara Otunnu, an Undersecretary General of the United Nations, was named as the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict. His mandate is to protect children at every phase of conflict: preventively before conflict erupts, in the midst of conflict, and in post-conflict situations. Mr. Otunnu believes that young people can be the most effective advocates for their peers, and is thus working to create a "Children - to - Children" network. He believes that as young people gain a better understanding of their peers elsewhere, a movement of solidarity will grow and, ultimately, children will become outspoken advocates on behalf of those suffering as a result of armed conflict. 








� Partnering with Children for Peace, Melanie Gow





_1135495936.bin

