
CHILDREN IN WAR ZONES 

“Every war is a war against children.” - Eglantyne Jebb 

 

War zones are conflict areas of political instability , 

that disrupts essential services of transportation, 

communication, sanitation, water, and health care 

which require the services of people outside of the 

community affected.  

Children living in war zones are subject to direct 

attack. A research by Save The Children reveals 

that around 415 million children worldwide were 

living in such areas in 2018.  The number of children 

in high intensity conflict areas stands at a staggering 

149 million, double the number of children in the US. 

They are used as human shields, killed, maimed, 

abducted, sexually abused, recruited and involved in 

terrorism-related activities. Rape and forced 

marriage are standard tactics in conflicts from Syria 

to Yemen, and from the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo to Nigeria, South Sudan and Myanmar . 

 

Health Endangerment 
 

While thousands of children die annually as the direct result of war, millions more die from its 

indirect consequences – lack of food supplies, health services, water and sanitation. In poor 

countries with children already vulnerable to malnutrition and disease, the onset of armed conflict 

increases death rates by up to 24 times. (National Centre for Biotechnology Information - NCBI) 

Thus, malaria, acute respiratory infections, 

diarrhoeal diseases, vaccine-preventable and 

other infectious diseases are the main causes 

of morbidities, disability and early mortality 

among children. “Hunger can be used as a 

weapon: herds, crops and the tools for food 

production can be looted or destroyed during 

combat. Siege warfare can involve the blocking 

of access to markets and food relief, the 

poisoning of wells and forced abandonment 

of farms.”  (NCBI)   

            

                                                          

 

 



Psychological Impact 

A child’s right to a safe, stable 

and nurturing environment is an 

important public health goal. 

Adverse childhood experiences 

thwart a child’s development, 

undermining his or her sense of 

safety, security and being 

nurtured. A ground-breaking 

national public health study, the 

CDC-Kaiser Adverse Childhood 

Experiences Study, found that 

trauma in childhood is linked 

with chronic diseases, depression and other mental illnesses in adulthood (The Olympian). 

When children feel threatened, stress hormones are released in their bodies, which negatively 

impact their developing brains, impairing the connection between brain circuits. Toxic levels of 

stress hormones during early childhood result in a low threshold for managing stress, in adult life. 

They also suppress the body’s immune response, leaving the child vulnerable to infections and 

chronic health problems. 

Children who grow up in war and terrorism zones are routinely exposed to life-threatening 

dangerous events that effect their mental health and normative age-related transitions. Growing 

up in these perilous environments is linked to psychological problems among children and 

adolescents. (Betancourt and Khan, 2008; Slone and Shoshani, 2008). Depending on the severity of 

exposure, the incidence rates of psychiatric disorders in children may vary from 3% to 60%. 

* Post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD):  

Describing children’s responses to trauma, Terr, presents four specific symptoms characteristic 

of childhood PTSD: repeated vivid visualization of the shocking event; engaging in behavioral re-

enactments and repetitive play related to the latter, fears related to the trauma and pessimistic 

attitudes reflecting a sense of hopelessness about the future and life in general.  PTSD symptoms 

also result in sleep problems, nightmares and waking early, flashbacks and replays, impaired memory, 

forgetfulness, inability to concentrate, hyper vigilance, irritability, panic attacks, hypersensitivity, 

obsessiveness and low self-esteem. 

Attempts to Live in Normalcy  

Over 34 wars are on-going in the world. One out of four children globally live in these war zones. 

In World War I, civilians accounted for 5% of the casualties. In World War II, the figure rose to 48%. 

Today up to 90% of casualties of war are civilians – the majority being women and children. Since 

1990, about 17 million children have been displaced by war, more than 2 million have been killed; 

three times as many have been seriously injured or permanently disabled and more than 1 million 

have been separated from their parents or orphaned (NCBI). 

 

 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01397/full#B12
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01397/full#B51


Most of us take for granted our comfortable lives. Think about it - if you’re feeling lazy, you’re 

able to order food to your home. But people living in war zones, risk getting bombed while queuing 

up all day for a bag of rice! Living in an area of conflict  

is hardly a black and white matter of displacement. 

Those impacted include local residents on whom the 

war situation is dumped, aid-workers who have 

travelled there to help end the conflict, and of course 

the culprits who fuel the flames (BTRtoday). 

 
Wars will not disappear overnight, but their effects can 

be mitigated, through some vital measures like 

removing child soldiers from battlefields and banning 

the manufacture of weapons such as anti-personnel 

land mines targeting civilians. Further child protection 

can be a means of opening up dialogue between 

warring sides.  The idea of children as ‘zones of 

peace’ has proved beneficial, with temporary 

ceasefires that permit vaccination of children and food 

supplies to pass through enemy lines.  
 

However, rehabilitation of children through providing 

essentials of food, shelter and psychosocial support 

need to be addressed. It is indeed sad that in long-

lasting disputes, violence does not cease, it merely 

subsides - sustained by weapons of war and the 

pervasive military ethos. 
 

But the more important question is: What are we doing 

to prevent war? Aren’t we, as adults, the 

perpetrators? No child’s life should be devastated by 

the actions and decisions of people they don’t know 

and didn’t put in power. Even if the war stops, children 

carry horrific lifelong memories; of their homes being 

razed to the ground, their schools attacked, family killed in front of their eyes, snatching their 

childhood, and mercilessly left to face and fight the big world all alone. We talk about this, post on 

social media, create a frenzy for a week or two, then we forget and move on, living our privileged, 

comfortable lives. And what about the little child? What about the more than 400 million other 

children living in war zones?  
 

What have you done to help them today? 
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