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Inputs of the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict (OSRSG CAAC) to the Study of the OHCHR on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on human rights of young people 
In response to the call of the OHCHR for inputs into their study on “The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on human rights of young people”, the Office of the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict (OSRSG CAAC) is submitting the following information. Given the nature of the mandate of the SRSG CAAC, the information provided is in relation to children and youth under the age of 18 years old in armed conflict situations.

The COVID-19 pandemic increased the vulnerability of conflict-affected children and youth, as well as that of their families and communities. It also added to the challenges already facing child protection actors. Confinement measures and movement restrictions disrupted many activities relating to the protection of children and had an adverse effect them. Access to education, health care and social services were disrupted and additional stressors were put on parents, guardians and caregivers. The economic situation, combined with the closing of schools and child-friendly spaces, also made children more susceptible to recruitment and use by parties to the conflict, while stigma and discrimination relating to COVID-19 increased children’s vulnerability to violence and psychosocial distress. 
Different COVID-19-related measures directly impacted children and youth, such as: confinement measures and social distancing; a shift in budgetary priorities; difficulties in accessing health, social and justice services; increased number of violations in areas where armed groups took control due to the withdrawal of the State, especially from remote areas; closure of schools and other safe spaces; insufficient information/misinformation on COVID; and loss of individual/family incomes.
1) Can you provide information on any programs or activities your agency has implemented regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on young people?
In April 2020, the OSRSG CAAC joined, together with 50 UN entities and 168 youth entities, a Statement on COVID-19 and Youth, stressing that “youth under 18 years old are at risk of increased poverty and of being exposed to child labour, sexual exploitation and child marriage. Child marriages are also likely to increase, as families look for means to sustain themselves”.
 On the occasion of World Humanitarian Day in 2020, the SRSG issued a statement to underscore that the full, safe and unhindered access for the timely delivery of humanitarian assistance was fundamental for the protection of boys and girls in armed conflict, and even more so in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Since the beginning of the pandemic, the SRSG also provided the UN Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict with two briefings regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children affected by armed conflict.
In May 2021, the OSRSG CAAC published a study on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on grave violations against children that was presented during an Arria Formula meeting organized by Estonia and 14 co-sponsors
. The report is based on information collected in 2020 mostly from UN Country Task Forces on Monitoring and Reporting on Grave Violations against Children (CTFMRs), NGOs and other UN sources. The research focuses on five of the 21 situations of armed conflict on the CAAC agenda, namely: Afghanistan, the Central African Republic (CAR), Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and the Sudan. The study highlighted push and pull factors brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, which threatened the increase of certain violations, most notably recruitment and use, sexual violence and attacks on schools and hospitals. The study further encouraged consideration of the long-term socio-economic impacts of the pandemic and continued monitoring to adapt programmatic and advocacy responses accordingly. A follow-up study is planned in 2022.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is also included in the SRSG’s systematic reporting, advocacy, information gathering and analysis of country situations.
 Country reports also contain some information on the impact of regulatory, administrative or legal measures undertaken in response to the pandemic, such as lockdowns and travel restrictions, on the protection of children and their non-discrimination (i.e. preventing the release of children from detention due to COVID-19 risks on national security concerns).
CTFMRs and country teams faced difficulties in accessing conflict-affected areas due to security challenges and movement restrictions amplified by the pandemic. Despite that, the monitoring continued in accordance with the verification standards of the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism thanks to the mitigation measures put in place in collaboration with local partners. 
The OSRSG CAAC also engaged with actors in the field and supported capacity-building initiatives for child protection actors. The OSRSG delivered virtual capacity-building training to child protection organizations to strengthen existing monitoring and reporting capacities on grave violations, as well as contributed to high-level and technical webinars.
 The newly created Academic Advisory Group on Child Reintegration  (AAG) has been tasked to consider the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children and adolescents in its work, as well as how to adapt activities, for example, with the use of new technologies and non-contact activities. 
Finally, in 2021, the OSRSG CAAC enhanced its engagement with youth agencies by joining the Clearinghouse on Meaningful Youth Engagement, within the Inter-Agency Network on Youth Development (IANYD), which also provides support to the different agencies on how to better protect children and youth during a pandemic. 
2) Based on your work, what are the main challenges that young people face in connection with the COVID-19 pandemic and the response to it? If any age-disaggregated data has been collected in this regard, please include it in your response. 
I. Access to health care
The lockdowns, the national policies restricting movement, and the continued operation of armed groups in territories under their control, made the monitoring, prevention of violations and the delivery of assistance, including health care services especially difficult for conflict-affected children, in particular those with disabilities and those  deprived of their liberty. Meanwhile, new mental health and psychological needs arose due to isolation and reduced availability of services. In addition, armed groups reportedly perpetrated attacks against health facilities and personnel.
II. Access to education
The closure of schools, coupled with insufficient access to online learning, resulted in serious disturbances for children’s education. There was also an increased risk that armed forces and armed groups would occupy closed schools. Girls were particularly affected since they are often the last ones to resume education after a school’s closure. Barriers to education for children with disabilities were further intensified and compounded where infrastructure, services and systems were compromised or made inaccessible.
III. Exacerbation of pre-existing vulnerabilities 
Children deprived of their liberty for alleged or actual association with parties to conflict were particularly at risk, because they were often held in crowded, unsanitary conditions, with little information on the virus including how to protect themselves from it, and with extremely limited access to health care. The pandemic also affected their access to justice, with trials against child recruiters being suspended and the work of the investigation committees slowed.
IV. Disruption in the release and reintegration of children formerly associated with armed groups and armed forces
The release and separation of children from armed groups and armed forces was often delayed, and in some cases suspended. Lockdowns and travel restrictions delayed, inter alia: high-level political engagement with governments as well as with parties to conflict, verification activities, and the signing and implementation of Action Plans. Family reunification for released children and youth was deferred in many situations due to COVID restrictions, with some parents and communities concerned about the risk of returning children spreading COVID in the community. Finally, economic reintegration support for children formerly associated with armed forces and armed groups was significantly delayed as agencies were unable to set up new reintegration projects and needed supplies such as livestock, seeds and sewing machines could not reach the targetted children. 

V. Trends in grave violations against children and youth
It is complex to evaluate the true impact of the pandemic on grave violations
 committed against children as access to primary sources was severely constrained. An increase in incidents for all six grave violations was reported in areas that armed groups had taken control of, often following the withdrawal of the State. The pandemic exacerbated the impact on already vulnerable groups, such as girls and children with disabilities. Conversely, a downward trend was noted in areas vacated by armed forces or armed groups, or where these groups confined themselves to their barracks during national lockdowns. 
Regrettably, an increase in killing and maiming committed by armed groups was recorded against people who they deemed “failed to comply” with COVID-19-related prevention measures. Girls were further exposed to sexual abuse, exploitation and forced marriage. 
The closure of schools and child-friendly spaces, the reduced presence of protection and humanitarian actors, and the loss of family income, increased the risk of the recruitment and use of children and other grave violations against children by armed groups.
Measures to stop the spread of the virus and protect the population resulted in reduced movement of humanitarian goods and personnel, both nationally and internationally, and significantly reduced timely access to humanitarian assistance for conflict-affected children. It impacted the capacity of UN missions in the field and NGOs to deliver and led to the cancellation of events and trainings, led to delays in implementing national commitments and laws protecting children and youth, and delays in signing Action Plans with parties to conflict. The suspension of community-based child protection and essential services, reduced mobility, and increased isolation,disproportionately affecting girls, were likely to have physically prevented many victims and survivors from reaching out and seeking services.  
3) Can you share any good practices to support young people and ensure the full implementation of their rights during and after the pandemic, including the following rights:
To better capture the impact of the pandemic, the OSRSG CAAC adapted the template of its quarterly Global Horizontal Notes on grave violations against children drafted for the Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict of the Security Council to better highlight the information related to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
· right to work and social security (including, for example, to address the job loss, reduction of working hours, wage cut, etc.);
The limitation of activities supporting children is related to the reality that child protection was not recognized as a life-saving activity. In conflict contexts, one of the best good practices is full reintegration back into society of children who have emerged from armed groups and armed forces. Programming needs to be adequately financed for a period of at least 3-5 years, which permits a continuum of support and an ability to adjust to the evolving needs of these young people, such as vocational training and education. Resources need to be allocated in national budgets, creating sustainable frameworks and institutions resilient to pandemics and other crises, and avoiding that funds are diverted from essential child protection activities to finance shorter-term crisis response. At the same time, efforts to coordinate the mobilisation and distribution of emergency funds (e.g. the Global Humanitarian Response Plan), should continue to include and channel support directly to child and youth protection agencies, based on mandates and capacities.
· right to education (including in the context of the closure of educational institutions and transition to online learning);
To end the instrumentalization of schools as part of hostilities and preserve their civilian character, including during school closures, States should endorse and implement the Safe Schools Declaration. In addition, parties to conflict must respect the civilian nature of schools and associated protected personnel and school buildings that are empty should not be used for military purposes. 
· right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health (including with the increase in domestic violence and abuse, anxiety and depression, stress caused by social isolation, etc.);
Child physical and mental health must be taken into account when designing and enforcing measures to contain the pandemic. Duty bearers must ensure that child protection services can continue amid a pandemic, including unimpeded access to children, safe environments for child protection actors and allocating adequate resources to child protection. In conflict contexts, all parties to conflict need to remove impediments to providing access to humanitarian services for children. Access to internet and digital communication services in conflict-affected communities should be strengthened, in order to facilitate the work of community-based organisations and improve access to victims and survivors. Where this is not possible, the use of satellite phones could be considered.

· other rights or freedoms
· Right to peace and development 
Processes such as ceasefires, peace negotiations and security sector reforms must be seized as opportunities to strengthen mechanisms to protect children. Parties to conflict are called upon to adhere to the Secretary-General’s appeal for a global ceasefire issued on 23 March 2020. 
· Protection of privacy 
As technological solutions are adopted to overcome access barriers, it is crucial to ensure data protection and safe data sharing while delivering programming remotely. It applies to public authorities as well as international organizations and NGOs providing support and assistance.
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� � HYPERLINK "https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2020/04/IAYND-Statement-COVID19-Youth.pdf" �IAYND-Statement-COVID19-Youth.pdf (un.org)�.


� � HYPERLINK "https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/virtual-library/documents/publications" ��https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/virtual-library/documents/publications�


� The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on ending and preventing grave violations as well as the recommendations to Member States and parties to conflict are included in, inter alia, reports for the Human Rights Council � HYPERLINK "https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/49/58&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC" ��A/HRC/49/58� and the SG’s � HYPERLINK "https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2021/437&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC" ��Annual Report to the Security Council on CAAC for 2020�. �


� In July 2020, the OSRSG CAAC participated in a webinar organized by the non-governmental organizations Panel for the Global Study on Children Deprived of Liberty, Human Rights Watch and Defence for Children International, entitled United Nations global study on children deprived of liberty: The implications of COVID-19, good practices and next steps, and in December 2020, the SRSG CAAC participated in a webinar entitled, Children and armed conflict: The effect of COVID-19 on conflict dynamics, organized by Sweden and Save the Children. The Office’s Staff also participated in meetings and webinars to raise their knowledge of the issue, i.e. a webinar organized by The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action and CAAFAG Task Force on  Adapting CAAFAG Programing in the Context of COVID-19: One Year On.  


� The six grave violations against children are: killing and maiming, recruitment and use, rape and other forms of sexual violence, abduction, attacks on schools and hospitals, denial of humanitarian access.
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