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Security Now: Addressing the Needs of Darfur’s Children
By Nicole Judd
In the Darfur region of Sudan, over 2.3 million children have been affected by the ongoing
genocide (UNICEF 2008). Unlike their adult counterparts, children are impacted more severely by
the consequences of warfare as they are undergoing a fragile developmental process. While each one
of the affected children has had their basic human rights violated in some form, the narrative of
trauma differs between groups. Sexually-exploited girls, boy soldiers, unaccompanied children, and
those who remain in under-resourced camps have experienced the protracted violence in unique
ways. To mitigate the effects of war, each group should receive individualized humanitarian
assistance as pertaining to their particular needs. However, as the conflict wages on, the one unifying
factor that would benefit all of the children is the immediate and lasting promise of security.
In April 2003, the Government of Sudan (GoS) enacted an organized campaign to destroy
native black Africans of Darfur’s Fur, Zaghawa, and Masalit tribes in response to a rebel attack. 1
Manipulating tensions caused by poverty and ethnic divide, Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir
armed and abetted Arab militia groups known as the Janjawiid, and provided orders to “change the
demography of Darfur and empty it of African tribes” (Flint and de Waal 2007, 128). Following
aerial bombardment by the Sudanese army, the “Devil on Horseback” (a common name for the
Janjawiid) would commonly surround and charge the smoldering village, kill adult males, rape women
and girls, and abduct boys for later use as child soldiers. Cattle and other critical foodstuffs would
either be looted or destroyed, and wells were often poisoned by the bodies of the dead. Although
particular details may vary, this scenario serves as a consistent and general pattern of attack; one
which reflects the very definition of genocide. The impact of such terror on a child is exponential.
During the height of the Darfur genocide, from 2003-2004, the attacks on villages subjected
children to each and every type of the United Nation’s Six Grave Violations Against Children
During Armed Conflict. Though not an exhaustive list of grievances, these six violations are
considered by the Security Council to “warrant priority attention” and include: killing or maiming of
children; recruitment or use of child soldiers; rape and other forms of sexual violence against
children; abduction of children; attacks against schools or hospitals; and the denial of humanitarian
access to children (Office of the Special Representative 2009). In cruel irony, Sudan has ratified both
the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Optional Protocol to the Convention on
the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict.
After the majority of rural villages were razed and their inhabitants displaced, the Khartoum
regime shifted its genocidal strategy. Since 2005, the GoS has ordered the tactical relocation of
citizens into displacement camps, the manipulation of inadequate humanitarian aid provisions, and
the maintenance of a disjointed Janjawiid presence. In doing so, the GoS hasinstilled just enough
fear to prevent people from returning home. In what has been labeled “genocide by attrition,”
insidious state policies facilitate new forms of rights abuses that harm children’s long-term
development. Most detrimental to the growth of young minds and bodies is the lack of access to
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For the purpose of this publication, a more complete history of the conflict could not be presented. The reader
should note, however, that entire books have been dedicated to the precursors of the genocide and that the
events of April 2003 served as the spark to an historical powder keg. For more information, please reference Daly (
2010); Prunier (2007); Flint (2008); and Steidle (2007).
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food, water, education, housing, medical care, basic physical security, participation in cultural life,
and necessary social services. Currently, there are an estimated 4.9 million internally displaced
persons (IDPs) in Sudan with over 2.7 million of them languishing in overcrowded, unsanitary
camps (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2010).
As an act of defiance to external pressure, Omar al-Bashir expelled thirteen international,
and dissolved four national, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in March 2009, leaving
millions of children exposed to starvation, malnutrition, and slow death. Even when food is
available, certain youth may be unable to access aid due to their status as unaccompanied minors.
These children may have crossed the hostile terrain of Africa’s largest country alone, and the
absence of family often compounds the stress of displacement. An intact family unit is one of the
most important predictors for a child’s psychosocial well-being during complex emergencies.
Separated youth lack the enormous benefit of family guardianship, including: emotional solace; the
ability to navigate access to humanitarian aid; and shelter from predatory recruitment into armed
services.
In 2007, the United Nations (UN) reported that 7,000 to 10,000 Darfuri children were
forcefully conscripted from refugee camps on the eastern border of Chad (Waging Peace 2008). As
the conflict has deteriorated, the two main rebel groups have fragmented into what are now over 30
individual factions. Paramilitaries like the Janjawiid grow increasingly alienated from government
sponsorship. In need of operational resources, these groups patrol the borders of refugee and IDP
camps. Vulnerable children, whose hunger necessitates a life-or-death trip to collect firewood, are
abducted to fill the dwindling ranks of both Janjawiid and rebel troops. Forced conscription violates
children’s rights as articulated in the minimum military recruitment age of Article 38 of the CRC and
Articles 1- 4 of the Optional Protocol. In addition, the everyday life of a child soldier is wrought
with abuses that violate the right to be cared for by family, to be protected from physical and mental
violence, to freedom from torture and cruel treatment, to education, and the inherent right to life.
Child soldiers face an ongoing assault on human rights which, even amongst the high level of
suffering, is particularly deplorable.
The plight of female children warrants unique attention as well. Rape has been a “dominant
characteristic of the humanitarian crisis” (Watson 2007, 1), and the abduction of girls by the Janjawiid
for bondage as sexual slaves and service as ‘wives’ is rampant. During village raids, Arab militiamen
used rape as a weapon to ‘purify’ the race and to extinguish African viability, compounding the
trauma of abuse with the possibility of HIV infection and the likelihood of pregnancy. Along with
the severe psychological harm of gang or multiple-episode rapes to young girls, children born of
wartime rape will undoubtedly suffer myriad developmental complications. Heightened stress and
malnutrition during pregnancy may cause neurological disabilities for the child, while mother-tochild HIV transmission is a direct threat to life. After birth, the maternal bond necessary for a child’s
healthy emotional growth may be severed by feelings of resentment. Finally, in a culture where
sexual relations out of wedlock are considered reprehensible, rape victims may be driven from their
communities and deprived of a critical social support network.
Confronting the horrific accounts of abuse, what are we to expect for the future of Darfur?
Over 700,000 children have grown up knowing nothing but a life of war (UNICEF 2008), and a
“refugee-camp childhood” can rob young boys and girls of critical life-skills, such as formal
education or learning the trade of their agricultural heritage. The capacity for a child’s resilience
should not, however, be underestimated. Young brains are malleable -- a characteristic that generates
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proclivity to adaptation and healing-- but in order for positive results to prevail, certain interventions
must be implemented at once. First, children in displacement camps deserve a sense of security that
is tangible and intractable. Family tracking programs must be put in operation to reunite children
with their most essential safety structure. Schools can also serve as a multifaceted system of
protection, particularly during emergencies. Education actively combats the detrimental effects of
war, even as it is waged just outside the walls of the camp. School serves as a source of consistency
in a chaotic environment; it is an important feature of a child’s ability to trust and feel secure. A
holistic educational program can distribute nutritional supplements to combat malnutrition and to
equip adolescents with vocational skills for a viable future. Most importantly, children in classrooms
are children out of danger. Opportunities within the camp must inspire substantial promise to
outweigh the lure of military recruitment.
The government of Sudan bears the responsibility to protect children, yet is simultaneously
responsible for acts of violence against them. Inability to implement the suggested protections is not
for lack of initiative by NGOs. In addition to the 2009 mass expulsion, al-Bashir recently ordered
the removal of top leadership staff from the International Organization for Migration, the UN High
Commission for Refugees, and the famously neutral International Committee of the Red Cross-among others (Reeve 2010). Scant remaining agencies are restricted from accessing entire regions of
Darfur 2 and are inadequate to provide the necessary humanitarian aid even to those within their
reach. Despite the presence of the world’s most expensive peacekeeping mission, the African
Union/United Nations Hybrid operation in Darfur (UNAMID) has been unable to deter attacks by
uniformed GoS soldiers on its own UN forces, let alone safeguard Darfur’s vulnerable populations.
For Darfur’s children, a long-term humanitarian goal is to provide psychosocial assistance to
each group, tailored to the unique ways in which they have suffered. Yet the immediate need to be
safe and protected from re-traumatization is a short-term remedy that can benefit children of all
kinds, regardless of background. The international community must dismantle Sudan’s shelter of
impunity and demand the presence and unfettered operation of humanitarian aid and peacekeeping
troops on the ground. The future and very existence of Darfur’s children depend on it.
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Specifically the Eastern Jebel Marra mountain range of Darfur, currently under the control of the Sudanese
Liberation Army (SLA); a rebel group considered to be an enemy of the GoS.
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conjunction with the works of Flint & De Waal, Daly, and Steidle. These publications
provide a wide array of interpretations on the domestic and regional events leading up to the
April 2003 rebel attack that is widely seen as the beginning of the Darfur conflict. Prunier's
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Military Commission, the author was hired in 2004 as a patrol leader to monitor the NorthSouth ceasefire. Although he was not assigned to report on happenings in Darfur, the
American soldier incidentally found himself witness to government attacks on the rural
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affected regions to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. According to the authors, in
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