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About Together (Scottish Alliance for Children’s Rights)
Together (Scottish Alliance for Children’s Rights) is an alliance that works to improve the awareness,
understanding and implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and other
international human rights treaties across Scotland. We have over 450 members ranging from large
international and national non-governmental organisations (NGOs) through to small volunteer-led after
school clubs. Our activities include collating an annual State of Children's Rights report to set out the
progress made to implement the UNCRC in Scotland. The views expressed in this submission are based
on wide consultation with our members but may not necessarily reflect the specific views of every one of
our member organisations.
Introduction
Together welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to the Select Committee on the Armed Forces
Bill. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) sets out the rights that everyone under the
age of 18 has, including: the right to life, survival and development (Article 6); to have their best interests
at the centre of all decisions and actions (Article 3); the right to education (Articles 28-29); freedom of
expression and access to information (Article 13); right to health (Article 24); and to have their views
respected and taken into account (Article 12). Recruitment into the armed forces has a significant impact
on all of these rights.
We regret the Armed Forces Bill as currently drafted does not address children’s human rights issues namely the need to increase the minimum age of recruitment to 18 and to protect the rights and welfare
of under 18s.
We encourage the Select Committee to address these notable omissions in its consideration of the
Armed Forces Bill.
Raising the minimum age of recruitment
The UK is one of only 16 countries in the world to recruit children from age 16 into the armed forces.1 It
is the only state in Europe and the only Permanent Member of the UN Security Council to do so.2 The
British armed forces recruit approximately 2,400 16- and 17-year-olds each year, three-quarters of whom
join the army.3
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The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (‘UN Committee’) has repeatedly criticised the UK’s low
recruitment age and called for this to be increased to 18.4 5 Concerns around children’s rights and the
recruitment age have been echoed by other countries during the Universal Periodic Review,6 the Joint
Committee on Human Rights,7 the Commons Defence Committee,8 the Equality and Human Rights
Commission,9 the four Children’s Commissioners for Scotland, England, Wales and Northern Ireland10 and
a wide range of Together’s members.11 A majority of members of the public believe people should not be
able to join the Army until they are 18 years old.12
Education and socioeconomic issues
Armed forces recruiters disproportionately target children from disadvantaged backgrounds.13 As four
out of five of the most disadvantaged 16-year-olds now continue in full-time education,14 recruiting
children pulls them out of full-time education. This directly impacts children’s right to education (Articles
28-29 UNCRC) and socioeconomic outcomes, as education in the armed forces does not offer the same
opportunities that are available to other children. The armed forces do not provide full-time education,
GCSE-resits with support, a wide range of courses and unrestricted freedom to leave or change college at
any time.15 This falls short of UNCRC Article 29 which sets out children’s right to an education which
develops their personality, talents and abilities to the full. Moreover, the education drop-out rate in the
armed forces is three times as high at 32%, in contrast to the drop-out rate of nine percent in a civilian
college for the same age group. 16 17
These shortcomings leave army recruits socioeconomically disadvantaged relative to their civilian peers
who remain in full-time education beyond the age of 16.
Physical and mental health risks from military training
Recruitment of under 18s is contrary to children’s right to life, survival and development; the right to
health and the right to be protected from all forms of harm. Those with experience of working in the
armed forces are at increased risk of negative health outcomes such as fatality, PTSD, alcohol misuse and
self-harm, and those who enlist at a young age are at particular risk.18
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Those who enlist aged 16 and 16½ must be given jobs in combat roles (or join as drivers in the logistics
corps) which carry the highest risk of fatality over the course of their military career.19 For example, in
Afghanistan, British infantry troops were six times as likely to be killed as personnel in the rest of the
army,20 and in the Iraq and Afghanistan era, they were twice as likely to experience post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD).21
Recruiting under 18s to the armed forces subjects them to substantial mental and physical health risks
which has a detrimental impact on a wide range of their rights under the UNCRC.
Safeguarding issues
The UK ratified the Optional Protocol to the UNCRC on Children Involved in Armed Conflict (OPAC) in
June 2003, accepting the additional human rights obligations in the Optional Protocol as being binding on
the UK. OPAC is clear that when a person under the age of 18 is recruited to the armed forces it is
necessary for them to provide consent that is both voluntary and informed.22 There are reasons to
believe that recruitment of children into the armed forces is often not based on voluntary and fully
informed consent, such as: recruitment information emphasises benefits while downplaying risks,23
seeks to exploit adolescent vulnerabilities and targets those in lower income groups;24 parental consent
safeguards are inadequate as information for parents/carers is deficient and there is no requirement to
meet recruiters prior to the child enlisting; 25 and written consent from a parent/guardian cannot later be
withdrawn.26 These issues are contrary to the safeguarding provisions set out in Article 3.3 of OPAC and
infringe children’s rights under the UNCRC, including Articles 3, 13 and 17.
Ending discriminatory terms of service
After an initial voluntary discharge window, enlisted minors are obliged from the day they turn 18 to
remain in the army to the age of 22, having completed an obligatory minimum service period up to two
years longer than is required for adult recruits.27 This is contrary to the non-discrimination principle as it
means the minimum period of service is longer for those who enlist as children than it is for those who
enlist as adults
Other terms of service applied to the armed forces restrict children’s freedom to associate and express
themselves. As the Queen’s Regulations for the Armed Forces state that personnel may not express their
views publicly or contribute in any way to public discourse if this ‘create[s] the possibility of
embarrassment to the Government’.28 The effect of the Regulation is to allow the state to prevent
military personnel from speaking in public (including to researchers or the media) if this is to express
critical views of the armed forces and military operations, but allow the expression of supportive views.
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As such, the Regulation allows the state ‘unfettered discretion’ in restricting the freedom of expression;
this is noted as forbidden in General Comment 34 of the Human Rights Committee.29
Recommendations
The UK’s low minimum age of recruitment and discriminatory minimum terms of service significantly and
detrimentally impact upon the realisation of children’s human rights under the UNCRC. Until these
issues are rectified, the UK Government’s approach continues to hinder global efforts to end all
recruitment of children for military purposes. We urge the Select Committee to ensure the above
children’s rights concerns are addressed through its consideration of the Armed Forces Bill.
Together encourages the Select Committee to take a children’s rights-based approach in its review of the
Armed Forces Bill. In particular we ask the Select Committee to amend the Bill so as to:
•

•
•

Raise the minimum age for recruitment into the armed forces to 18 years old; and to meet the
standards required by Article 3 of the Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed
conflict.
Change the minimum terms of service for army recruits, to end the current discrimination
against those who enlist as children.
Ensure that recruitment into the armed forces supports voluntary and informed consent and
ensures children are provided with accurate and balanced information.
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