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Children Associated with Armed Forces and Groups (CAAFAG):
The defnition commonly applied to children associated with armed forces
and groups in prevention, demobilization and reintegration programs
derives from the Cape Town Principles and Best Practices (1997), in which
the term “child soldier” refers to: “Any person under 18 years of age who
is part of any kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in
any capacity, including, but not limited to: cooks, porters, messengers
and anyone accompanying such groups, other than family members.
The defnition includes girls recruited for sexual purposes and for forced
marriage. It does not, therefore, only refer to a child who is carrying or has
carried arms.”

In his February 2000 report to the UN Security Council, the Secretary-General
defned a child soldier “as any person under the age 18 years of age who
forms part of an armed force in any capacity and those accompanying such
groups, other than purely as family members, as well as girls recruited for
sexual purposes and forced marriage.” The CRC specifes that a child is every
human below the age of 18.

The term “children associated with armed forces and groups,” although more
cumbersome, is now used to avoid the perception that the only children of
concern are combatant boys. It points out that children eligible for release
and reintegration programs are both those associated with armed forces and
groups and those who fed armed forces and groups (often considered as
deserters and therefore requiring support and protection), children who were
abducted, those forcibly married and those in detention.

Access to demobilization does not depend on a child’s level of involvement
in armed forces and groups. No distinction is made between combatants and
non-combatants for fear of unfair treatment, oversight or exclusion (mainly
of girls). Nevertheless, the child’s personal history and activities in the
armed conTFict can help decide on the kind of support he/she needs in the
reintegration phase (www.unddr.org/iddrs/01/20.php).

Child Reintegration:
According to article 39 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, “States
Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote ... social reintegration
of a child victim of ... armed conficts.”
Reintegration includes family reunifcation, mobilizing and enabling the
child’s existing care system, medical screening and health care, schooling
and/or vocational training, psychosocial support, and social and community-
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based reintegration. Reintegration programs need to be sustainable and to
take into account children’s aspirations (www.unddr.org/iddrs/01/20.php).

Community-Based Participatory Action Research (CBPAR):
CBPAR seeks to generate knowledge and practice that is of genuine benetft
to the community. It is highly-collaborative, bringing together cultural
insiders with expert outsiders to develop all phases of the research.
Common elements include jointly identifying research priorities within
the community; promoting social change; guiding partnerships across
sites; generating instrumental and practical knowledge; increasing focus
on process rather than tangible outputs; and power sharing between
researchers and communities.

Community-Based Reintegration:
Community-based reintegration is internally driven and is a reciprocal
process wherein communities accept and support former CAAFAG and
other vulnerable children to achieve a place and meaningful role within
communities.

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR):
A process that contributes to security and stability in a post-confict recovery
context by removing weapons from the hands of combatants, taking the
combatants out of military structures and helping them to integrate socially
and economically into society by fnding civilian livelihoods (www.unddr.org/
iddrs/01/20.php).

Gender Relations:

The social relationships among men, women, girls and boys. Gender
relations shape how power is distributed among women, men, girls and boys
and how it is translated into different positions in society. Gender relations
are generally fuid and vary depending on other social relations, such as
class, race, ethnicity, etc. (www.unddr.org/iddrs/01/20.php).

Girl Mother:

For the original purpose of the study, a girl mother is defned as having
been pregnant or given birth prior to the age of 18. (See defnition of young
mother below).

Psvchosocial:

Refers to the close connection between psychological aspects of our
experience (e.g., our thoughts, emotions, and behavior) and our wider social
experience (e.g., our relationships, traditions and culture).
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Violence Against Women / Gender-Based Violence:
Defned as “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely
to result in physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women,
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or in private. Violence against women shall be
understood to encompass, but not be limited to, the following:

“(a) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the
family, including battering, sexual abuse of female children in the
household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital
mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women, non-
spousal violence and violence related to exploitation;

“(b) Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within
the general community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual
harassment and intimidation at work, in educational institutions
and elsewhere, traffcking in women and forced prostitution;

“(c) Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or
condoned by the State, wherever it occurs” (UN General Assembly
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, 1993)
(www.unddr.org/iddrs/01/20.php).

Young Mother:

For purposes of this report, young mother refers to youth between 15 and
30 years of age who are mothers, including former CAAFAG and other
vulnerable young mothers in the community.
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During the past decade, the international community has come to recognize
that girls participate in armed groups and forces in substantial numbers. The
majority of girls associated with armed forces or armed groups (CAAFAG) do
not go through formal or informal disarmament, demobilization, reintegration
(DDR) processes. This is particularly the case for girls who became pregnant
or had children during their time associated with armed forces or groups (i.e.
young mothers). These pregnancies are often the result of rape or forced
motherhood from “bush marriages” with male combatants. These young
mothers' most often return to communities on their own, where they and their
children frequently experience marginalization and stigmatization by their
families and communities and are vulnerable to gender-specifc discrimination
and rights’ violations.

In the ten-year interval (1997 to 2007) following the issuance of the Cape
Town Principles, problems with formal DDR processes for children became
more apparent and better practices in supporting children’s reintegration were
identifed. While the Cape Town Principles only briefy mention problems facing
women and girls formerly associated with armed forces and armed groups, the
Paris Principles specifcally call for improved supports for girl CAAFAG. Indeed,
the Paris Principles, the Machel Study 10-Year Strategic Review and the IDDRS
Standards all recognize girl mothers as a particularly vulnerable group, needing
explicit attention within the context of their community. At the same time,
the Paris Principles caution against excessively targeting specifc groups for
assistance and recommend instead providing community-based support for all
children affected by armed confict.

To date, good exemplars do not exist for how to meet both of these
demands and create programming that addresses the specifc concerns of
young mothers and their children without excessively targeting this group.
The project described in this report seeks to do just that by developing a
reintegration project that includes young mothers formerly CAAFAG with
other vulnerable young mothers in the community. Consistent with the
Paris Principles’ caution against excessive targeting, the project included
approximately two-thirds young mothers who were former CAAFAG and one-
third young mothers considered vulnerable but who were not CAAFAG.

: The study was designed to include girl mothers, both formerly associated with armed groups and other vulnerable

young mothers who became pregnant or gave birth when they were under 18 years. Over a three-year period as
the study progressed, females were enrolled who were older than our original criteria. Thus, in most of this report,
we refer to young mothers instead of girl mothers. One exception is quotes from the young mothers who refer to
themselves as “girl mothers.”
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In this report, we describe a community-based participatory action research
(PAR) project involving approximately 658 young mothers and over 1200 of
their children living in the three war-torn countries of Liberia, Sierra Leone,
and Northern Uganda. Instead of using internationally-defned notions and
adult-centric statements about what reintegration is, we sought to understand
reintegration from the young mothers’ perspectives, learning from them about
what constitutes successful reintegration for themselves and their children.
The project supported the young mothers in implementing actions that they
thought would assist them in achieving their notion of successful reintegration.
The project was implemented through an academic-NGO partnership that
brought together a team from 10 non-governmental organizations, three
African academics and four Western academics collaborating on the project
over the course of nearly four years.

A central goal of the project was to support the implementation of the Paris
Principles by providing inputs from the feld about how to do reintegration
with a strong emphasis on participation in different country contexts. The
project centrally involves young mothers as highly-active participants who
take leadership roles in program development, implementation, monitoring
and evaluation, working to reduce the powerful stigma they face through their
garnering of local resources. The project works to develop organizational
capacity to implement programs using highly participatory approaches.
Underpinning all our work was the principle of “Do No Harm.”

Operationally, the project took place in twenty feld sites in the three
countries. At each feld site, agency partners established groups of
approximately thirty young mothers who joined together to work collaboratively
to identify the problems they and their children were facing and implement
initiatives to try and mitigate those problems. Problems identifed across the
twenty sites were remarkably similar, refecting diffculties with social stigma,
access to education for the participants and their children, access to affordable
medical care, and sustainable livelihoods. With local supports and social action
funds, young mothers’ groups prioritized their problems and came up with
ways of addressing these challenges. Creative social action initiatives included
hiring a nurse to teach about hygiene and sanitation, micro-credit to support
individual petty trading, opening group businesses like a restaurant or a
weaving cooperative, and building a collective groundnut farm on land donated
by community members.

2 Community-based participatory action research (CBPAR) is described in Minkler, M. & Wallerstein, N. (2008) and
Worthen, Veale, McKay, & Wessells (2010).
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In addition to the support experienced through the group process, these
actions worked to increase the well being of the young mothers and their
children and to bring them into the fold of the community. The fndings of this
multi-year project are highlighted below, followed by recommendations to
practitioners, donors, and policy makers operating in the feld of reintegration
and post-conTict child protection. Multi-media presentations are available on
the project’s website: www.pargirlmothers.com

The meaning of social (re)integration for young mothers is that they and
their children are accepted, respected, and included as contributing family
and community members.

Young mothers identifed being responsible, respected, and taken
seriously as key elements of social reintegration. They described
the importance of participating in reciprocal support relationships
within the community, including within their family. Being engaged
in actively improving their lives, showing good mothering and
self-care skills, and demonstrating behaviors consistent with
community and gender norms were all critical to reintegration.
These changes, in turn, led to greater community acceptance and
decreased stigma and discrimination for them and their children.

To facilitate social reintegration that is community based and highly
participatory, communities should be involved from the outset and should
take ownership of the process.

Young mothers benefted from support of key community
stakeholders because of the slow, deliberate engagement with
community members initiated by all PAR team members from

the beginning of the PAR. These supportive community members
were critical in helping participants identify challenges in their
communities, mobilizing resources to support their social actions,
and motivating other community members to include the young
mothers and their children within the life of the community.

Peer groups for young mothers are instrumental in providing psychosocial
support for positive coping and social reintegration.

Group processes were the foundation of social reintegration as it
was within the group that formerly associated young mothers and
other vulnerable young mothers in the community learned to talk
with and listen to each other in respectful ways, manage conTict,
engage in collective problem solving, and give each other support.
They were able to extend these behaviors, in turn, to their families
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and communities as changes in one domain of young mothers’
lives — such as building friendships — then stimulated changes in
other areas.

Young mothers’ peer groups are fostered by organizing, structuring, and
expert facilitation by agency staff, whose ongoing aim is to shift decision
making to the young mothers.

Highly-participatory reintegration is a long, decentralized process
that requires substantial attention to its ongoing development in
the feld. Critical components include close mentoring by a caring
facilitator, cultivation of young mothers’ agency through the
development of their decision-making power, and development

of relationships between young mothers, community-members,
and agency focal people. The facilitation skills required to

support young mothers through this process are different, but
complementary to, traditional child protection programming skills.

Young mothers’ group work facilitates their reintegration through
increasing their strength and improving their capacity to be seen and heard
in communities.

When organized in groups, young mothers were more visible,

had a stronger voice, and were better able to access community
resources and withstand external threats. Groups were better
positioned than loosely-associated individuals to request support
from community members, such as access to land for farming

or support with childcare or scholarships for their children. As
groups, young mothers were also more comfortable seeking aid
for individual group members from district leaders in cases of
abandonment or abuse.

J

Economic livelihood supports are instrumental in improving young mothers
family and community status and relationships. Sustainability is strongly
related to flexibility and diversification in income generating activities.

Young mothers identifed locally feasible livelihood opportunities
that required few external inputs. Individual and group small
businesses that were fexible and suited to the needs of the
community thrived best, often providing ample funds to pay for
school fees for the participant and her children and allowing

the young mother to contribute fnancially to her family. When
businesses failed, group savings helped give young mothers the
opportunity to start again. In urban areas in particular, the global



economic downturn proved particularly harmful to young mothers’
businesses.

Family relationships are significantly improved through young mothers’
participation in the PAR project.

Young mothers’ relationships with their families improved as they
became able to provide support, not just receive support. As young
mothers increasingly fulflled role expectations of a good mother,
daughter, and girlfriend or wife, they experienced enhanced status,
acceptance, love, belonging, and respect within their families.

Young mothers show improved physical & psychological well being.

Young mothers’ emotional and behavioral problems were reduced
over the course of the project. Participants exhibited better self-
care and psychological well being and showed greater confdence
and self-effcacy. However, medical crises for young mothers or
their children often provoked fnancial hardship, and some young
mothers lost their businesses after using the capital to pay medical
expenses.

Unwanted pregnancies remain a challenging issue for many young mothers.

Despite trainings that many groups received about pregnancy
prevention, approximately a quarter of young mothers still
encountered diffculty preventing unwanted pregnancies. This
was especially problematic in Liberia, where almost two-thirds
of young mothers continued to experience some diffculty
preventing unwanted pregnancies. Across the three countries,
the most common explanations for why they had diffculty
preventing pregnancy were that they could not afford birth control,
oral contraceptives failed, that their husbands did not support
them using any form of birth control, or that they did not have
knowledge about how to prevent pregnancy.

Children of young mothers show improved well being, which facilitates their
social reintegration.

As young mothers’ ability to provide food, clothing, and care for
their children increased, the children became increasingly accepted
by their families and communities. In many sites, the children were
reportedly being treated no different from other children in the
community.
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Gender relations are complex. While some young mothers report supportive
relationships, the majority say they do not experience their boyfriends/
husbands as supportive of them or their children.

Abuse by male partners was a problem in all three countries.
Although in some cases, participants reported that their increased
economic status enabled them to leave violent relationships or

to get support from community members, in other instances
economic independence seems to have exacerbated conTfict with
male partners. The majority of young mothers reported that their
male partners were not supportive of their children. Participants
found assistance in negotiating these complicated relationships
from the group and community advocates.

Young mothers developed tools to address sexual exploitation and violence,
often with the support of group members. However, shame is still a barrier
to seeking help.

Although participants reported that shame might prevent them
from seeking help in the case of sexual exploitation and violence,
in several instances, young mothers mobilized as a group to
support a young mother or her child who had been the victim of
such crimes. Young mothers in Sierra Leone seemed to prefer using
community-based resources such as chiefs or community elders,
to handle such cases, while those in Liberia and Uganda favored
reporting the cases to the police.

Participation in sex work decreases as young mothers gain confidence and
self respect and develop alternative livelihood strategies.

Young mothers reported that they decreased or ended their
reliance on transactional sex or relationships with boyfriends

for economic security as they developed alternative livelihood
strategies. Young mothers and community members viewed this
movement out of sex work with pride. Community members in
particular viewed this shift as a crucial step in reintegration, as girls
transitioned into more socially desirable roles. However, there were
still some communities where young mothers continued to engage
in transactional sex as supplementary income support.
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Recommendations for Practitioners

1.

Enable meaningful participation, building reintegration supports around
young mothers’ own understandings and agency.

Facilitate group support among the girls.

Encourage effective mentoring and advocacy by respected community
members.

Take a longer, slower approach to integration that builds a sense of
ownership by the communities and the young mothers.

Build staff capacities for taking a more fexible, facilitative, young
mother-centered approach.

Recommendations for Donors & Policy Makers

1.

Programming for the integration of CAAFAG should include specifc
attention to young women and their children without targeting them
excessively.

Economic reintegration is key for the successful integration of young
mothers, including former CAAFAG.

Provide long-term, fexible, inclusive funding for the integration of
formerly recruited young mothers.

Support young mothers’ and women’s rights as part of post-confict
transformation for development and peace.
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During the past decade, a remarkable shift has occurred as the international
community has come to recognize that substantial numbers of girls participate
in armed groups and forces.” Now, instead of conceptualizing children
associated with armed forces or armed groups (CAAFAG) as being solely boys,
the presence of girls is known to be a global phenomenon. A key learning that
has emerged is that after being separated or having left armed forces and
groups, most formerly associated girls do not receive dedicated assistance such
as disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR).“"° Figures estimated
from national DDR programs show very low levels of participation of eligible
girls that range between 8 and 15 percent.’

The majority of girls — and particularly young mothers — self-demobilize,*
settling in communities where they are typically marginalized and stigmatized
by their families and communities and experience gender-specifc
discrimination and rights’ violations.’ Isolated because of community rejection,
lacking a livelihood, and fnding survival diffcult, many girls turn to sex work.
Engaging in transactional sex or prostitution makes them vulnerable to HIV/
AIDS and recurring sexual violence in communities or internally displaced
persons’ (IDP) camps.'* With children to care for and extremely limited
resources, few social and economic opportunities are available to improve
their desperate situations.' Support, if given, may not be appropriate for their
ages, developmental, and gender-specifc needs — for example, girls enroll in
tailoring training courses when many people buy ready-made clothes and the
training is too brief to gain suffcient expertise. As noted by Brett and Specht,"”
girls have more limited economic activities available and when they have
children, they have added problems of access to work. In northern Uganda,
the most common economic activity reported by women is alcohol brewing
and distilling because it is relatively proftable and can be performed alongside

See for example, Veale, A. (2003); McKay, S. & Mazurana, D. (2004); Wessells, M. (2006, 2010); and Denov, M.
(2010).

UN Integrated DDR Standards Sections 5.3. www.unddr.org/iddrs/05/30.php

The Paris Principles: Principles and guidelines on children associated with armed forces or armed groups. www.
un.org/children/confict/_documents/parisprinciples/ParisPrinciples_EN.pdf

Machel Study 10-Year Strategic Review: Children and ConTict in a Changing World.. www.unicef.org/publications/
index_49985.html

Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers (2008).

United Nations (2002); Farr, V. (2003).

McKay, S., Burman, M., Gonsalves, M., & Worthen, M. (2004); UNICEF (2007); UNICEF (2009); McKay, S. (2004).

10 McKay & Mazurana, (2004); Coulter, C. (2009).

' Robinson, M., & McKay, S. (2005); UNICEF. (2007).

°  Brett, R., & Specht, I. (2004); Annan, J., Blattman, C., Carlson, K., Mazurana, D. (2008).
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childcare and household responsibilities.”” Further, their children are likely to
face numerous child protection problems such as neglect, rejection, abuse, and
high level of vulnerability.

The root cause of this inattention to young mothers’ situations is gender
discrimination in micro and macro societal structures, both traditional and
contemporary, which privilege males over females and profoundly limits
the attainment of the rights of girls and young women.'* The international
community also contributed to this discrimination by taking male-friendly,
adult developed approaches to DDR rather than being sensitive to the
presence of girls in armed forces and groups and identifying patterns of their
participation and return. To be most effective, the reintegration of girls and
young women should be developed within the context of the communities to
which they and their children return — reintegration remaining a community-
based process. In contrast, donor assistance has often excessively targeted
formerly-recruited children, addressing them separate from their communities
instead of looking more holistically at the community and attending to all
vulnerable groups — a process which contributes to social divisions and fails to
create sustainable change.”

In the ten years following the 1997 adoption of the Cape Town Principles,
challenges with formal DDR processes for children became more apparent and
better practices in supporting children’s reintegration have been identifed.
This led to the development of the Paris Principles, which inter alia highlight the
need for improved supports for girl CAAFAG. At the same time, they cautioned
against excessive targeting of specifc groups for assistance and recommended
instead the provision of community-based support for all children affected
by armed conTfict. However, the Machel Study 10-Year Strategic Review
(hereafter called the Machel Review) observed that certain groups continue to
require specifc services and cited young mothers as an example. The Paris
Principles similarly call for specifc assistance within a supportive environment
in negotiating emotional and practical challenges girl mothers face. Notably,
in the Machel Review and other reports, girls returning from armed groups
are recognized as resilient with the ability to recover when given proper help,
support and encouragement at the community level.

The Machel Review advocated that broader and comprehensive reintegration
programs that include girls should seek durable solutions using approaches
that are inclusive, fexible, grounded in the community, based on child

> Blattman et al. (2008). McKay, S. (2006).
" Wworthen, M., Veale, A., McKay, S., & Wessells, M. (2010).
1> UNICEF (2007).



rights, and outside of or in addition to formal DDR processes.'* An inclusive
approach means that a program can provide services tailored to a specifc
group of children with special circumstances while also responding to a wider
range of vulnerabilities."” A critical ingredient for successful reintegration is
that programs for girls consult with and encourage young mothers’ active
involvement in planning and implementation.

The Integrated DDR Standards identifed reintegration as the most complex
phase of any DDR process. The Standards recommended that girls be involved
in participatory discussions about programs designed for their reintegration
and that the capacity of families and communities be developed so that they
can take care of and encourage girls. These standards (IDDRS, 6.3) state:

...the plans for the reintegration of girls should be decided with
their full participation, should be shaped by what they want to
do with their lives, and if applicable, should build on any skills
they developed during their time in the armed force or group.
Throughout, there should be a focus on encouraging girls to

be independent, and developing their ability to make decisions
and build up their self esteem. Girls need to be shown respect
and given responsibilities and tasks valued by the community,
and should be provided with education and professional training
activities adapted to their situation and appropriate to the local
economy. Relationships between girls and older women in the
community should be encouraged if this is helpful to the girl.*

Although these key standards and reports are remarkably consistent
in their recommendations, important questions remain about whether the
recommendations are practical and how to implement them in the feld. Few
strong exemplars of community-based reintegration programs for girls and
young mothers exist that support and encourage their active participation, are
sustainable, and have been evaluated for effectiveness. This report provides
such an exemplar.

1o UNICEF (2009).
7 UNICEF (2009).
¥ UN Integrated DDR Standards Sections 6.3. http://www.unddr.org/iddrs/05/30.php#18
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The purpose of this project was to learn about the views of young mothers,
two thirds of whom were former CAAFAG, about reintegration and to enable
the young mothers to plan, implement, and evaluate their own self-designed
steps to achieve their reintegration. The emphasis on mothers is timely because
young mothers have been an underserved population. Although they have
distinctive needs associated with their gender, reproductive status, and role
as mothers, not to mention the conficts associated with mothering outside
of marriage, they have received relatively little attention in the literature on
reintegration or in programming to support reintegration.

A central goal of this community-based participatory action research (PAR)
project is to support the implementation of the Paris Principles by providing
inputs from the feld about how to do reintegration with a strong emphasis
on gender and participation in different country contexts. Consistent with the
Paris Principles’ recommendations that girls and women should participate in
program development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, this project
centrally involves girls as highly-active participants who take leadership roles in
reducing the powerful stigma they face through garnering local resources, and
develops organizations’ capacities to use participatory methods. As noted in the
Paris Principles, a key to successful participation is the development of strong
networks of peer support that bring young people together to “solve problems,
develop social competencies appropriate to civilian life, and defne their roles
and responsibilities in their community.”” By involving young mothers as key
actors in changing their situations and building broad community support for
this process, this PAR project has paved the way for social change of cultural
attitudes and has enabled the social transformation that is part of effective
reintegration. It contrasts sharply with the more widely used approach of
regarding former CAAFAG as “benefciaries” or recipients of program supports.
In fact, this project was founded on the young mothers’ leadership, resilience,
and ability to envision what reintegration consists of and to work collectively
with each other and their communities towards its achievement.

The PAR project was implemented through an academic-NGO partnership
that brought together a team of 10 non-governmental organizations, three
in-country academics and four Western academics. This approach is consistent
with the Machel Review’s recommendation that collaboration with academic
institutions is a useful means of collecting the systematic evidence needed
to strengthen global efforts on child protection and reintegration. Such
partnerships can be instrumental in devising future strategies with greater

19" UNICEF, 7.75 (2007).



emphasis on research and evaluation about reintegration support and informal
and formal DDR, giving particular attention to children who did not participate
in formal demobilization.” We discuss the project methods, the fndings of
this PAR, and the challenges to using a highly participatory process that is girl
centered rather than orchestrated by agencies to achieve organizational or
donor-defned objectives and outputs. Finally, we provide practice and policy
recommendations based upon evidence gathered during and at the conclusion
of the PAR.

In this report, we describe a community-based participatory-action research
(PAR) project involving 658 young mothers with over 1200 children living in
three war-torn countries of sub-Saharan Africa — Liberia, Sierra Leone, and
northern Uganda. Sixty-seven percent of the girl mother participants were
formerly associated with armed forces or groups and 33 percent were other
vulnerable young mothers in the community. At the time of the study, all
lived in 20 communities that ranged from urban to rural sites. A substantial
percentage of participants were located in communities where they had not
lived previously (35% in Liberia, 44% in Sierra Leone, and 21% in Uganda). In
fact, many were integrating into unfamiliar communities instead of returning to
homes which may no longer exist or where they may not feel accepted. Others
were living in camps for internally displaced people — especially in Uganda

In most of this report, we use the terminology “young mothers” rather than
“girl mothers.” Initially, our intended study population was pregnant girls and
young mothers who conceived or gave birth prior to 18 years of age, both
former CAAFAG and vulnerable mothers in their communities. However, the
participants’ average age at the beginning of the project was 21 years, with 80%
of the participants between 16 and 24 years of age (range was 8 to 36 years).
From a human development perspective, this somewhat older group may have
had greater capacity for full participation than most mothers under the age of
18 years would have had.

Notably, many of these mothers did not know their birth dates, and verifying
ages proved challenging. A small number of very young girls who were not
mothers were included because they were considered highly vulnerable in the
community, as were a small number of older mothers.

20" UNICEF (2009).



Demographics of PAR Participants

Country Site Urbat:/ % For.merly % Originally .
Rural* associated | from community
Liserie Bong Rural 100% 94%
Buchanan Rural 71% 61%
Pipeline Urban 69% 23%
Slipway Urban 80% 69%
& ierr# Le %e | Binkolo Rural 94% 71%
Freetown City Centre | Urban 77% 12%
Goderich Urban 80% 57%
Kailahun Rural 94% 62%
Mamudia-Kabala Rural 100% 67%
Massam Kpaka Rural 89% 58%
Makeni Urban 79% 42%
Pujehun Town Urban 89% 70%
11 3* e Apala Rural 15% 100%
Kalongo Rural 63% 100%
Obalanga Rural 30% 55%
Odek Rural 69% 92%
Otuboi Rural 0% 24%
Pader Town Council | Urban 56% 94%
11::::];:11: E:;n & Rural | 19% 97%
Railways Urban 38% 69%

*The urban/rural classifcation imperfectly describes the differences between communities,
as some urban areas are primarily agricultural and some rural areas still are heavily market
based. This blunt distinction should be used with care. Also, Western classifcations of
urban/rural may not be consistent with local meanings.



Child participation is a cornerstone of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child,”" yet high levels of participation have been diffcult to achieve in practice.
How diffcult it is to enable meaningful participation was evident in a 2009
review” of 160 evaluation documents regarding community-based groups
working on child protection and well being. Only a small number of programs
achieved genuine child participation and enjoyed improvement in child
protection as a result. Child participation was usually low to moderate and often
overridden by adults — especially male adults — who dominated meetings
and decision making. Further, children wanted more voice and infuence in
decisions. This report underscores how the idea of child participation, while
embraced as desirable by the international community, is rarely implemented
except at a token level. Even more unusual, is participation that gives female
children voice. Participation, therefore, should be understood as a challenging
learning process that requires training and mobilizing adults so they respect
children’s views and are prepared to give children opportunities to freely and
increasingly participate in society.

At present, different child protection agencies use the term “participation”
to mean different things. It may mean being given information about what is
planned by the agency, as in a process of light consultation. It may also mean
membership in a committee, speaking during an agency-directed focus group,
or answering a questionnaire. We consider these forms to be on the low end
of meaningful or genuine participation. However, some agreement does exist
about what meaningful participation is:

It involves local populations in the creation, content, and conduct
of a program or policy designed to change their lives. Participation
requires recognition and use of local capacities and avoids the
imposition of priorities from the outside. It increases the odds
that a program will be on target and its results will more likely be
sustainable.”

Going one step further, participation may be viewed as an institutional
commitment to participation as a core value that cuts across all policies and
programs and vests power in the hands of local actors in decentralized, locally
driven processes. Fundamentally, full participation requires faith in the capacity
of people to change if they are given “wings,” support in making choices on

2L UNICEF Fact Sheet: The right to participation. http://www.unicef.org/crc/fles/Right-to-Participation.pdf

*> Wessells, M. (2009).
’ Jennings, R. (2000).
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their own behalf, and the willingness to divest power. Yet, as noted by Jennings,

There is a steady temptation to interfere and distrust. Half
measures and ersatz participation are often the result. Practitioners
who have learned lessons the hard way warn against doing
anything for people they can manage for themselves.*

To enable meaningful participation, we took the approach of Community-
Based Participatory Action Research, which is not a recipe but a family of
approaches. The core of PAR approaches is that groups of people, in this case
young mothers, organize themselves and defne the social problem they face,
develop and implement a plan for addressing the problem, and evaluate what
they have accomplished. Implemented through academic-NGO partnership, this
project embodied the principles that PAR:

= Enables high levels of participation.

= |s cooperative and engages community members and researchers in a
joint process in which both contribute equally.

e Entails co-learning.
= Develops local systems and builds local community capacities.

= Is an empowering process through which participants can increase
control over their lives.

e Achieves a balance between research and action.

Fundamental to the implementation of the PAR was a set of guiding ethical
principles of “Do No Harm” that we collaboratively developed prior to the
beginning of the study. During each yearly team meeting, we reviewed these
principles to refect on whether we were adhering to them and to discuss
diffcult situations such as community jealousies and exploitation and violence
that arose at some feld sites.

24
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Do No Harm Principles

We understand PAR as research with the intent of community
mobilization and distinctly separate from implementation of
externally driven programs. We will not conduct research without
planning and taking action to address local needs identifed in that
research. We seek to promote community participation with a focus
on young mothers (formerly associated with armed groups) and
their children and other vulnerable groups/girls. We will enable the
empowerment of young mothers within communities in order to
inspire communities to engage in social change which can impact
authoritative bodies to positively infuence young mothers and,
ultimately, the community. We will adhere to international human
rights standards. We support community consultation to develop and
implement Participation, Action, and Research. We support:

< Local level committees to assist in respect for culture.

= Strengthening healthy and supportive cultural values but with
no acceptance of cultural values that are oppressive to women
and children.

= Feedback to communities with regard to research.

< Adherence to informed consent, ethical interviewing, codes of
conduct, and confdentiality.

= Awareness of child protection issues and incorporation of child
protection strategies.

In the PAR project described below, we found that enabling decision making
by young mothers involved a highly-challenging paradigm shift from agency-
centered to young mother-centered processes. Building upon participation of
young mothers as central to supporting their reintegration within the context
of their communities, we developed a “collaborative approach to research
that equitably involved all partners in the research process and recognized
the unique strengths that each brings.”” As a team, we aimed to combine

% Minkler & Wallerstein, p. 6.



knowledge and action for social change to improve the situations of returning
young mothers and their children by putting young mothers at the center of
the work. These young mothers were responsible for identifying problems and
seeking solutions, with the support and facilitation of agency partners.

At all sites, the essential frst step was for young mothers to come together
as a group in organized and regular meetings, share experiences, analyze and
refect upon their situations, and grow together in self confdence and self
esteem. Providing space and time for these relationships to develop among the
young mothers was very important. The PAR initially unfolded slowly because
they needed to develop their capacities and come to trust each other, and
agency partners were learning a new approach to working with communities. In
each country and feld site, distinct processes arose which was consistent with
the project aim of encouraging culturally-appropriate and diverse approaches
to implementation.

Agency partners came to understand that the “PAR [project] offered access,
ownership, and control and will last longer because it started with the girls™
and that underlying participatory methods is an assumption of a principle
of support for young mothers’ empowerment and an appreciation of their
resilience and capacity to solve their own problems. As the project developed,
agency partners remarked upon the fundamental shift in how they worked with
this population: “We got used to doing it their way.”

During this process, beliefs about young mothers’ limited capacity were put
aside, as were tendencies to guide them too much by telling them what to do
and how to do it. Ultimately, agency partners came to understand that the core
of authentic participation is to “look at the best interests of the participants —
not imposing something on them.” The oft-quoted motto to remind ourselves
about who led the design, problem solving, and decision making was, “If it
doesn’t come from the girls, it’s not PAR.”

By not imposing agency agendas and by having staff refect collectively on
their appropriate roles, agency partners changed and adopted more facilitative
roles aimed at helping the young mothers understand diverse options and
explore the consequences of their choices: “The process of change has not just
been for the girls but also has been in the way we do our work, which is quite
profound.” Later in this report, we discuss some challenges in making this
shift and disincentives for doing so, including the time and capacity building
involved, preference for pre-conceived programming that donors and agencies
deem more appropriate, and an excessive focus upon pre-determined outputs
and immediate results.

6" Quotes are from agency PAR partners during a meeting in Kampala, Uganda in September 2009.
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In an unusual partnership, we developed myriad academic and agency
collaborative relationships both internationally and within Uganda, Sierra Leone
and Liberia. Four international academics, three from the United States and one
from Ireland organized, coordinated, and mentored the overall study process,
working closely via e-mail, phone, and in person during site visits with agency
partners, national academics, feld personnel, community members, community
advisory committees, and young mother participants. Three African academics
worked with in-country partners to oversee data collection and meet with
young mothers to learn about project development at various feld sites. The
University of Wyoming, USA, was the lead institution responsible for fscal and
organizational oversight and assuring the protection of human subjects and
adherence to ethical standards.

To lay the groundwork for this study of young mothers, two meetings
(May 2005, October 2006) were held at the Rockefeller Conference Center in
Bellagio, Italy”” and a third meeting took place in Freetown, Sierra Leone in
December 2006.* During the implementation process, we met three times as
a team in Kampala, Uganda. At two of these meetings, in 2007 and 2008,” we
were joined by girl mother delegates who came from each country and had
been selected by their peers. The fnal meeting held in September 2009 brought
together the PAR team and key government and UNICEF offcials from the three
African countries. Also, the academics, African and Western, met for three days
in Dakar, Senegal in February 2009 to discuss data gathering and analysis. The
project implementation began in November 2006 and ended in June 2009. The
funding for the initial year came from the Oak Foundation, Geneva, with the
fnal two years of funding given by Oak and Pro Victimis Foundations, Geneva.

Initially, each partner agency” identifed communities where a substantial
number of young mothers lived, both former CAAFAG and other vulnerable
young mothers in the community. Next, agency partners began working with
these communities through local leaders and stakeholders — both men and
women. Explanations of the purpose of the PAR were given, and communities
that were supportive of the study were invited to participate. Community

° Funded by the Rockefeller Foundation

Funded by UNICEF West Africa

Funded in part by the Compton Foundation, California, USA

We began with 11 partner agencies with one Uganda NGO dropping out early in the PAR. This report draws upon data
gathered at 20 feld sites of the 10 agencies that participated during the entire grant period. Four of our partners
came from Uganda (Caritas, CPA Lira, TPO, and World Vision) four from Sierra Leone (Child Fund, Christian Brothers,
Council of Churches of Sierra Leone, and National Network for Psychosocial Care) and two from Liberia (Save the
Children UK in Liberia and THINK).

-11 -



members along with agency personnel then began the process of identifying
young mothers who were formerly associated or particularly vulnerable. When
these young mothers were invited to join, the PAR was explained to them. In
some Teld sites, after the initial young mothers became part of the PAR, they
then became instrumental in enrolling other community girls in a snowball
process. Approximately 30 young mothers were initially enrolled at each site,
although this number expanded at many sites. All participants went through
an informed consent process according to a detailed protocol developed by
the academic organizers and approved through the University of Wyoming’s
Institutional Review Board.

Once enrolled in the PAR, a key organizational component at each site was
for young mothers to come together in regular meetings that were facilitated
by agency personnel. Community advisory committees — including both men
and women — were established and proved of critical importance in involving
the community from the onset. In some sites, community advisory committee
members revolved until advisors whose interest in the project was related to
possible compensation gave way to those whose primary concerns were in
supporting the girls in their initiatives, sharing the wisdom of their experience
(for example, advising about parenting and in decision making), and serving
as liaisons with the larger community. In many sites, girl mother participants
selected community advisors.

The early emphasis of the PAR was on peer group support through
regularly- scheduled group meetings and activities that were facilitated by
agency staff and often attended by advisors. Considerable time was needed
for young mothers to come to trust each other and learn to work together.
Creating space for the group to develop cohesion, to think, and to share
their problems set the stage for a participatory framework because girls
began to grow together and developed a sense of ownership and greater self
confdence. Gradually, the young mothers developed understanding that they
had responsibility for the success of the project, and ownership and control
were in their hands. In addition to these formal meetings, young mothers came
together informally, often cooking meals or doing washing together. As this
group process unfolded, so did young mothers’ empowerment to change their
situations and make decisions, and leaders emerged out of the groups. Also,
during the time, many sites held trainings such as in parenting, reproductive
health, how to do research about their problems, literacy, and human rights.

Importantly, group development was not linear but an iterative process
with many detours along the way. The guidance at these junctures provided by
agency personnel and community advisory committees was critically important
to support the young mothers’ decision making. As the young mothers’ groups
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developed, agency partners simultaneously learned what participation looks
like if it is nurtured. Agency partners and feld workers found that a key to
facilitating young mothers’ empowerment was relinquishing power and control
to the young mothers and having confdence that, with guidance, they could
and would make sound decisions.

In the PAR sites in all three countries, young mothers worked together to
learn to gather data such as by participating in focus groups, sharing what
was learned, and identifying problems young mothers face. Key areas of
concern included stigma, marginalization, and perceived lack of social support
from family and community as barriers to their reintegration. Young mothers
targeted livelihoods, health, and education as critical areas for social action. For
many groups, initial efforts to change their situations began with sensitizing
communities to better understand their situations. They developed dramas
and songs that contained rich details about their lives in armed groups, about
early pregnancy and their present situations. The dramas were a catalyst for
community members to interact with the young mothers as they gathered in
large numbers to listen and watch the girls act out the diffculties they faced. As
communities came to better understand these challenges, they began to lend
support — both emotional and practical.

“We did a drama about what it was like when we came back
from the bush and people shied away from us. The drama
also reflected the alienation that we felt when we came
back.... We did our play to the community and they said
that they wanted to join us and join in our activities. Before,
others were shy of us, and now, they talk upright to us. We
used the drama to bring those who were shy of us closer
again.”

Young mother, Sierra Leone
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With small funds to support each girl and for group initiatives, young
mothers began developing social actions which emphasized livelihoods.
Community advisors were often infuential in working with the young mothers’
groups to discuss livelihoods that were most likely to be sustainable within the
context of their communities. Many helped the young mothers learn skills such
as bookkeeping and shared their own skills. Thus, their actions were guided
by young mothers’ own refections and learning but with important input
from community members. The choices they made also varied by feld sites
and according to rural versus more urban environments — for example, rural
sites were more likely to engage in agricultural activities and group livelihood
schemes. These included farming ground nuts or cassava on land provided by
the community, soap making, gara tie dyeing, and rearing goats. In at least one
site, girls hired boys to do the farming work while they themselves managed
the business including the selling of cash crops. Several groups hired teachers
to provide literacy training. Other groups began petty trading businesses
funded through micro-credit. A few groups staggered projects depending
upon the season of the year — for example, alternating agricultural work with
marketing projects so that income was consistent. In many sites, girls used
funds or income earned through petty trading or small businesses to pay for
skills training and/or school fees for themselves and their children. Because
of their livelihoods, they were able to feed and clothe their children so that
the well being of their children was markedly enhanced. Girls at two northern
Uganda sites refected upon the fndings of this report and observed that “Now
that we can afford the basic needs, our children no longer suffer and are much
healthier now.”

Most groups maintained funds available to the entire group or sub-groups
to carry out social actions. They also used group funds for emergencies such as
medical crises and gifts to families suffering bereavement and to provide small
loans — including to new participants. Importantly, young mothers continued
with “no cost” social actions such as organizing cleaning in the community,
sponsoring community gatherings, and fxing a well. These activities
contributed to community well being, reduced jealousies, facilitated young
mothers’ sense of belonging, fostered a sense of acceptance from community
towards the girls, and, in some cases, helped bring war-affected communities
together. For example, in a village in Sierra Leone, community gatherings were
instrumental in helping people forget the past and beneftted everyone — not
just the PAR young mothers. Also, in this same community, neighboring villages
were invited to participate which brought together a region headed by the same
paramount chief. The young mother organizers wrote invitations and asked
community members for donations to pay for dances. They then organized
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the events, including food preparation. An uncle of a young mother observed
that “PAR is a good program because the literacy class was very important, the
picnic was very important. We all got together and we ate and danced together,
and it beneftted the whole community.”

Because we were interested in what young mothers were learning and doing
as a result of their participation in the PAR project, in each country young
mother representatives from each site came together periodically to meet in a
rotating fashion at different feld sites with in-country academics facilitating
these data analysis workshops. They shared experiences contributed data from
their sites, and participated in trainings. These young mothers’ gatherings
also provided new opportunities for participants to meet each other, develop
leadership skills, and learn from one another. For some who had never left their
communities, the experience of traveling to other parts of the country was new
and exciting.
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Verbatim transcripts from the three Kampala meetings, monthly reports
from the feld sites — sometimes written by young mothers — regular reports
from in-country academics, and reports by the PAR organby rab-ctby tarts
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The distinctive conditions under which this project was conducted limit one’s
ability to generalize to other contexts in which DDR programs are implemented.
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Getting Started in the PAR:
Year One in Massam Kpaka, Sierra Leone

When Christian Brothers decided to begin the PAR project in
Massam Kpaka, Pujehun District, Sierra Leone, the organization
had no presence in the district. This largely rural district bordering
Liberia had been heavily impacted