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The Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children welcomes the first report by Canada on its implementation of the Optional Protocol to the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict.  We are especially encouraged to see in the text a firm reiteration of the Canadian Forces’ (CF) legislated comittment not to deploy a member under the age of 18 to any area where combat or weapon use may even be a possibility: this principle was one of the driving forces behind the creation of this instrument and Canada has, in keeping with its respect for the rule of law, managed to uphold the spirit of the Protocol inspite of the watering down by certain other countries of the age limit to sixteen for voluntary recruitment.





We are concerned, however, that certain other actions of the CF are going against the purpose of the Protocol in other ways:





Incentives for Voluntary Recruitment: 


Firstly, while those young Canadians who voluntarily enlist in the CF at age 16 are protected from exposure to combat, the incentives for them to volunteer are increasing, particularly for reservists.  The Government’s Defence Policy Statement released in May 2005 announced a considerable expansion in the number of Regular and Reserve personnel. To attract a total of at least 8000 new members to join the CF will no doubt require a broad range of incentives and more conspicuous, if not more aggressive, recruiting campaigns. The details of previous advertising campaigns are posted on the website of the Department of Public Works and Government Services report on the Government of Canada’s advertising (http://www.pwgsc.gc.ca/advrptpub/text/argca_rapgc_2004_10-e.html) and give some indication of the basic methods that will be used to attract the new batch of recruits: 





The objective of the 2003-04 recruiting campaign is clear that special measures would be needed to attract the increasing numbers of members: …





”To achieve this objective, at least 100,000 people would have to be enticed to contact the CF for more information”(italics added). 





The target audience is also clear: 16-34 year olds, youth who are looking for a career, and those who “influence” them: “parents, teachers, guidance counsellors, friends, community leaders and so on”. One 30-second, program-specific spot ran on 66 radio stations, to entice high school students to attend Navy recruiting events at their schools (italics added). Recruiting centres and detachments used print, radio, and outdoor advertisements to promote local attraction events.





Monetary and economic incentives are also of concern. Canada’s report on the Protocol at Article 3: Voluntary Recruitment  states:





“The CF provide valuable education , training and employment opportunities to these young Canadians”. 





There are also summer camps that offer marksmanship training for Cadets and even pay them 60$ at the end of the session for completing their training. The Cadet programme also offers $1000 scholarships for post-secondary education.





With youth unemployment rates rising 0.5 percentage points last month alone to 12.7%, according to the Government’s own data (Statistics Canada, Latest Release from the Labour Force Survey, 7 October 2005, http://www.statcan.ca/english/Subjects/Labour/LFS/lfs-en.htm), the attraction to recruit is even greater, especially for part-time reservists who can attend school at the same time. 





There are some who argue that, given that young people under age 18 are not be allowed participate in hostilities, the CF should be entitled to the same right to entice and recruit members like any other employer that does not put its employees in harms’ way. Other employers do not, though, including police forces, give training to 16-year olds in the use of weapons.  Weapons training comprises 11% of the Basic Military Qualification program of the Canadian Forces Leadership and Recruit School (which is exempt from raising the age of minimum age of voluntary recruitment as specified in the Convention on the Rights of the Child at art. 38(3)). 





Others will offer the more basic argument that monetary incentives to voluntarily join the military are beneficial for economically disadvantaged groups and that the profession of arms does not in and of itself create violent citizens; the all-pervasive violence in the media which Canadian children watch and play on a daily basis would not make them any more prone to wanton violence on the battlefield. However, the Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children has no hesitation in stating its moral opposition to placing weapons in the hands of 16-year olds. As an organization committed to upholding and defending the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and all related instruments to protect the rights of children, we recall Art. 29(d) of the Convention, which states “The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, …” . Inculcating a culture of peace, especially among young people,  is not a misguided, unrealistic objective in the face of the unique security challenges facing the world and facing Canadians; it is in fact key to ensuring that impressionable, vulnerable young minds are not further desensitized or indoctrinated to the resort to arms as the default method of resolving global disputes.





Measures for children in Canada affected by armed conflict


The peaceful resolution of conflicts is a critical issue for certain populations of youth in Canada who in addition to being economically disadvantaged have other risk factors that make them even more vulnerable to enticement campaigns. Our Coalition is particularly concerned about those populations of young people  in Canada that have been consistently singled out as the most vulnerable in Canada by the Committee on the Rights of the Child during its examinations of Canada’s reporting on the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 





Whereas the Preamble of the Optional Protocol commits States Parties to 





“Reaffirming that the rights of children require special protection, and calling for continuous improvement of the situation of children without distinction, as well as for their development and education in conditions of peace and security…” 





and also 





“Recognizing the special needs of those children who are particularly vulnerable to recruitment or use in hostilities contrary to the present Protocol owing to their economic or social status or gender…”, 





the Coalition finds it disturbing that the previous recruitment campaign included television spots aired on Aboriginal and multilingual stations.





The government’s own research clearly demonstrates that rates weapons use among Aboriginal youth is increasing, and the most common uses to which First Nations youth put guns is to commit crime or to commit suicide. Failed communities and family violence are among the factors increasing the risk of suicide among young Aboriginals: is it beneficial, then, to the welfare of young Aboriginal Canadians, regardless of whether they are aged 16 or 18, to encourage them to join the Forces which will then place them in an environment which further exposes them to weapons (through training) and which eventually will send them to conflict zones where they will witness further violence (or participate in it, “hunting down” suspects in the war on terror, as described in the Defence Policy Statement)? There have already been instances where Aboriginal members of the CF deployed to conflict zones  have suffered breakdowns and post-traumatic stress disorder and vent their unresolved inner conflicts on soldiers or civilians of the other side, or on their families or themselves when they are sent back to their communities.





The targeting of ethnic communities in recruitment campaigns is also insensitive to those young Canadians who have escaped countries where they were affected by armed conflicts. Like many Aboriginal youth, they have been exposed to armed violence and many have not resolved or addressed the psychological impact of witnessing or participating in that violence.





Furthermore, while the Government’s report on the Optional Protocol at art. 7 describes the comprehensive efforts towards prevention, rehabilitation and social integration that Canada is contributing towards or funding directly, there is no mention of specific assistance to the provinces, through the educational or health jurisdictions, for addressing the psychological health of immigrant or refugee children living in Canada who have come from countries where they were affected by or involved directly in armed conflict. The Government’s Periodic Reports on the Implementation of the Convention discuss settlement programmes for women and children at risk, in the context of art. 22, and state that once refugee claims are accepted, that the claimants are entitled to full health, dental and other services from the provinces, but does not address the gradual decrease in funding to the provinces and by the provinces for mental health programs for refugee children that has continued since the last report was submitted.





Canada’s new military role in the world and child prisoners of war:


Our final concern with the Report of Canada on the Optional Protocol is with regard to the lack of detail provided on the treatment of children who are caught engaging in conflict. The Defence Policy Statement makes it clear that CF missions will now take on a more confrontational approach and proactively “respond to potential threats to Canadian security before they reach our shores”. With the increased deployment of Canadian troops to Afghanistan, the combat operations alongside allied forces, involving “hunting down members of the Taliban and al-Qaeda in the Afghan mountains” will continue and intensify. 





Prior to the 2002 invasion, Afghanistan had one of the highest rates of child soldier use in the world. Since then, there has been a massive effort and significant success in demobilising and reintegrating these young people. However, UNICEF continues to report that despite the progress, there are still some children embedded with local commanders in rural areas of the north, northeast and central regions. US coalition forces report that Taliban-led rebels were being forced to recruit children following the demise of their command structure and the ages of the recruits are as young as 14 (quote from Maj. General Jason Kamiya, in a news report of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, IRIN 26 July 2005, at http://www.irinnews.org/report.asp?ReportID=48291&SelectRegion=Asia). 





The last time Canadian Forces and JTF-2 captured Afghan fighters, in 2002, they turned over those whom they did not kill to the US forces. One of the prisoners of war captured by the Americans included a 15-year old Ottawa-born Canadian citizen, Omar Khadr, who remains entombed in Guantanamo Bay to this day. Omar, now 18, has never been formally charged and the allegations against him relate to events that occurred when Omar was 15. He has had no contact with his family since his capture three years ago and did not have access to his lawyer until 2004. Because Omar’s access to the world outside Guantánamo is severely restricted, full information about his living conditions, his treatment at the hands of his captors and the combined effects on his physical and mental health is not available. 





With the new deployment of Canada’s special counter-terrorism unit, JTF-2, in Afghanistan, whose mission will be to “work with our allies in counter-insurgency operations”, it is likely that they will come across some of these new young fighters in their operations. Given the highly secretive nature of JTF-2 operations, no information is made public by the Department of Defence on the identity of the people captured or killed by this special unit. The Canadian public, in whose name Canada commits to uphold the articles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, including art. 38 requiring States Parties to respect and ensure respect for the rules of international humanitarian law applicable to them in armed conflicts which are relevant to the child, rules which include protections for the treatment of prisoners of war who are under the age of 15, therefore has no way of knowing when the JTF-2 captures a prisoner of war who is a child and whether the JTF-2 will turn them over to the American forces, for whom the rules of international humanitarian law relating to prisoners of war do not apply to the “war on terror”.  It would be morally and legally unacceptable, in the view of the Coalition, for Canadian Forces to turn over another child, particularly one aged 16 or under, to languish in a detention camp under conditions that are harsh even for adult inmates, and not be able to see his or her family for years on end. We believe that any child, whether a Canadian citizen or not, is entitled to the kind of treatment for children affected by armed conflict that the Government of Canada has professed to upholding in this report on the Optional Protocol. We therefore request the Government to specify what will be its rules of engagement with regard to the apprehension of underage prisoners of war in the Afghanistan theatre of hostilities. 














This concludes our presentation. We would like to thank the Committee for affording us the opportunity to present our concerns.





Sincerely,





Tara Ashtakala,


President,


Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children,


Ottawa.
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