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                                      BY CAROL BELLAMY

The anguished face of a child appeared on my television screen one night – a girl, no more than 6 or 7 –  tearfully describing how her father had been left behind in the merciless evacuation of Kosovo Province. 

As she spoke, the grandmother beside her motioned hopelessly to the interviewer, conveying something that the child had yet to learn: that her father had not merely been left behind, but was dead.

It was a moment that seemed to me a perfect distillation of the overwhelming misery of the situation. What will it take for a child to recover from such a trauma? How many lifetimes before her psyche is made whole again? And how many scenes of equivalent horror are being played out elsewhere in the Balkans?

There is a human face to every war – and more and more, they are the faces of  children. 

Indeed, it has become an axiom of armed conflict that the suffering of children is always disproportionate and immense. Given the systematic targeting and slaughter of civilian populations that increasingly characterizes war in our time, this should come as no surprise. 


In the past decade alone, more than 2 million children have been killed in armed conflict. Another 6 million have been seriously injured or permanently disabled. And countless others have been forced to witness or even to take part in horrifying acts of violence. 

In the Balkans, children and women account for 8 out of 10 civilians caught up in the crisis in and around Kosovo. Regionwide, as many as a quarter of a million children are affected.

These human beings, transformed over night into casualties and refugees and the internally displaced, defy the anonymity of numbers. They are why the whole world is engaged, why the United Nations is engaged, why the United Nations Children’s Fund and many other multilateral and non-governmental humanitarian relief agencies are engaged.

In its ongoing work in the Balkans, UNICEF is working hand in hand with the lead UN agency in the crisis, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),  to ensure the most comprehensive and humane response possible. 

UNICEF is focusing on providing immediate relief for children and women in form of clothing, blankets and shelter materials; protecting health through essential medical supplies, particularly for use against respiratory infections and diarrhoea, and through food supplements for young children; ensuring the safety of drinking water; and immunising refugee children on arrival – an urgent objective given the fact that more that half of Kosovar children under the age of 5 have not been fully immunised in the recent year because of the ongoing conflict, which could threaten public health in countries of refuge.

At the same time, we are working to assure the right of children to intellectual growth through education and play as well as their need for stabilisation and normalisation. As part of this effort, UNICEF is supporting the enrolment of children in schools in their places of refuge, even if only for a short time. The aim is to create some normalcy for traumatised children whose world has been turned upside down. 
Flagrant violations of human rights and humanitarian law – whether by direct attack, silent starvation or forcible displacement – are not experiences that children easily grow out of. We know from long experience that the trauma of war causes wounds in children that fester for generations.

That is why it is folly to think that any sustained, long-term effort to promote peace and resolve conflict can possibly succeed unless children are recognised as a distinct and priority concern. 

Only four years ago, UNICEF was working in some 15 countries gripped by such crises. Today that number has risen to more than 55 countries, most gripped by civil conflict – and all involving situations that profoundly threaten the lives and welfare of children and women – and, by extension, the future of the very societies in which they are struggling.

In our efforts to protect children caught up in armed conflict, we are guided by the standards and norms embodied in international human rights instruments and humanitarian law. Indeed, these principles are set forth in a single document: the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. It is not only history’s most universally embraced human rights treaty – ratified by every country on earth but Somalia and the United States – but the only one that explicitly incorporates humanitarian law.

The wounds inflicted on children in armed conflict – physical injury, gender-based violence, psychosocial distress – are an affront to every impulse that inspired the Convention. And that is why the international community must loudly proclaim these horrific violations of child rights for what they are: intolerable and unacceptable. 
UNICEF’s mission in the Balkans, humanitarian in nature, is to reduce the suffering – and to move as quickly as possible to reconstruction and development. 

Our hope is for a process that leads to an early, comprehensive peace – and to a better future for all the children of the region, regardless of  ethnicity or religion.
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