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The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is deeply concerned about the magnitude of the violations committed against girls in today’s conflicts.

Sexual violence is used against girls in wartime, as it is against women, for many different reasons: as a form of torture, to inflict injury, to extract information, to degrade and intimidate, as a form of punishment for actual or alleged actions committed by themselves or their families and to destroy the cohesion of their communities. Perpetrators also attack very young girls through the mistaken belief that raping a virgin will protect from, or cure, HIV infection.

Children’s vulnerability (and girls’ in particular) increases drastically when the traditional protection afforded them by their families and communities is disrupted by displacement or separation. In such circumstances, girls – but also boys - are all too often exposed to threats or acts of violence by parties to armed conflicts – military forces, armed groups or the police – and also by members of peacekeeping forces or humanitarian workers. Targeting girls, who symbolise the ability to procreate and survive, is a method of demonstrating that they cannot be protected in the absence of their fathers and of bringing ‘dishonour’ upon an entire family or community. Rape not only dims any prospect of marriage but can also have very frightening consequences that endure long after the assault: unwanted pregnancy, HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs), in addition to psychological trauma. 

Girls’ lives can be completely changed by armed conflict, particularly as regards their role in the family, community and public sphere. Girls are generally not prepared for the changes forced on them. The loss of relatives and the absence of men – because they have fled or gone missing, been killed or are fighting – can lead to the breakdown or disintegration of family and community networks. This obliges girls to take on new roles which often challenge and redefine their cultural and social identities. The lack of marriage possibilities (because of the absence of men or the social rejection of girls who have been abused or have played a role in hostilities) can have enormous implications. Conversely, armed conflict may lead to an increase in early and/or forced marriages which are sometimes used as a means of ‘protecting’ young girls from sexual harassment or recruitment by armed groups. 

Girls may be vulnerable to attack or threats from members of their own families or communities for not conforming to traditional roles. In other cases, girls may be targeted by the adversary in order to destroy or subvert those roles. Both phenomena are particularly acute where armed conflict has an ethnic dimension and a group is struggling to preserve its identity and traditions. As a result, age-old practices that discriminate against girls, such as dowry payments, early marriage and female genital mutilation (FGM) are further strengthened.

Girls in armed forces and groups

Girls may also be recruited into armed forces or armed groups to fulfill various functions – whether strictly ‘military’ functions or more ‘support’ functions. Girls are used as domestic workers, porters, fighters, spies, suicide bombers or as sexual slaves, or they may be forced to marry one of the commanders. In an environment where insecurity prevails and the protection normally provided by the family is absent, many girls are easily abducted by – or they may choose to join – the army or opposition group as a way of gaining a degree of protection and social status: bearing a gun can seem the only way to ensure access to security, food and protection. Armed with lethal weapons, plied with alcohol and drugs to incite them to violence and fearlessness, forced into dependence on the group that recruited them, unable or too fearful to find a way out, girls become a danger to themselves and others.

In ICRC interviews with girls from Uganda, Liberia and Sierra Leone, we found that many had been able to attain positions of command and perform leadership roles, demonstrating that a measure of equal status can be reached within armed opposition groups. However, the responsibilities given to them were often related to violations they had been forced to commit, sometimes in their own villages, or to the number of civilians they had killed.

Unmet health needs 

The medical needs of girls formerly associated with fighting forces or groups go beyond treatment for war wounds and endemic diseases such as malaria, cholera, diarrhoea and parasitic infections. In countries where female genital mutilation (FGM) is practiced, the threat of complications is magnified. Sexual activity increases for many girls in armed conflicts, owing to forced marriages, prostitution or policies of systematic rape and abuse that result in early pregnancy and a substantial increase in STIs. Lack of reproductive and antenatal health care for pregnant girls can lead to severe gynaecological complications, such as vasico-vaginal and vasico-rectal fistulas and a heightened risk of infant and maternal mortality and illness.

A growing body of research has shown significant correlations between child sexual abuse and behavioural and psychological problems, sexual dysfunction, relationship problems, low self-esteem, depression, suicidal thoughts, deliberate self-harm, alcohol and substance abuse and sexual risk taking. Since girls associated with fighting forces have usually been the victims of sexual violence, they need appropriate and comprehensive gender-specific support that can meet their physiological, psychological and spiritual needs and help them reintegrate into society.

Invisibility of girls in DDR processes 

When there is no formal disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) process, it is often difficult to gain access and offer protection and support to girls associated with fighting forces. Even if there is a DDR process, girls may shy away from the options it offers because they do not want to be known or registered as former fighters. In other cases, they stay away because they have not been released by their partners or abductors, because they believe – rightly or wrongly – that they do not meet the admission criteria or because they are dissuaded by the insecurity prevailing in the gathering centres. The fact that most formal DDR programmes are narrowly conceived as opportunities to disarm individual men and that the surrender of weapons is a criterion of eligibility often leads to the exclusion of children, especially girls. It took a long time and several disastrous experiences before the international community realised that addressing the problem of demobilised girls was crucial to their protection. The fact that girls associated with fighting forces are often absent in formal DDR processes stems from reasons such as: 

* reluctance to acknowledge involvement in the illegal and unethical practice of recruiting children by armed groups and armed forces

* discrimination and lack of gender analysis in armed conflicts

* the perception of female soldiers as outcasts

* poor planning and implementation of DDR processes

* DDR planners being unaware of the presence and roles of girls associated with fighting forces 

* the fact that communities deny or hide the problem.

* girls are reluctant to come forward in DDR processes out of shame or fear of being punished.

In almost all countries laws exist to protect girls but they often remain un-enforced. We must bridge the gap between the law on paper and the law in practice. The humanitarian community must increase efforts to:

* collect and disaggregate data to ensure identification of the most vulnerable members of a given population

* improve understanding of the socially constructed roles and specific experience of each demographic group during and after conflict

* ensure girls are eligible to enter a DDR process as persons in their own right – and not simply as family members or dependants – whether or not they surrender weapons

* make sure girls are informed about their rights in both formal and informal demobilisation processes. 

* ensure that girls are interviewed separately so that the roles they have played and their wishes for the future can be better understood 

* provide separate facilities for boys and girls in transit centres as girls are often at risk of  harassment, stigmatisation and sexual aggression which prevents them from starting a healing process, attending school or accessing health care

* provide tailored counselling programmes for girls who have suffered trauma, become addicted to drugs or alcohol or engaged in prostitution

* provide girls with non-gender related livelihoods training: girls should not be confined to low-paid skills but have access to training in traditional and/or non-traditional skills such as masonry or carpentry 

* ensure women are involved in defining and planning DDR processes and are represented on supervisory bodies.

* design DDR processes in a way that minimises shame and maximises security.

One of the biggest security threats at DDR sites is fights between the family members who have come to rescue captured girls and commanders who claim these children as wives: family members are often forced to retreat because of threats of violence against them.

For the ICRC the issue of protection of women and girls in armed conflict is part of a bigger challenge: how can we secure respect for the distinction between civilians and combatants in future wars and thus prevent the scope of violence from expanding ever further? This question has become all the more pressing given the security risks that even neutral and impartial humanitarian organisations such as the ICRC face when trying to bring protection and assistance to those in need.
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