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This report focuses on the gendered experiences of minors in disarmament, demobilization and 
reintegration (DDR) processes, and contains findings from case studies in Colombia and Nepal. 
The objective of the report is to contribute new insight into how the minors themselves have 
experienced the implementation of the UN Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reinte-
gration Standards (IDDRS). These standards contain specific recommendations for minors from 
armed groups. The focus in this report is in particular on the IDDRS’ recommendations to sepa-
rate minors under 18 years of age from the adult soldiers and on the recommendations to reunite 
the minors with their families and take them back to their local communities.

A total of 47 interviews have been conducted during the case studies: 22 with minors from 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejercito del Pueblo (FARC-EP) in Colombia and 
25 with minors from People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in Nepal. The interviews revealed that 
43 of the minors had joined the armed groups voluntarily, many of them actively approaching 
the armed group to request to join, whereas four of them (in Nepal) had been indirectly forced. 
Many of the interviewees referred to poverty and marginalization as their reasons for joining the 
armed group, and several of them had also experienced political persecution of someone in their 
family. All the interviewed emphasized that there had been gender equality within the armed 
groups during the war, and that girls and women had been protected against rape or any kind of 
gendered violence. The interviews revealed that for those minors who became separated from the 
adult soldiers during the DDR process, this was a very difficult experience, and for some it was 
traumatizing.

Findings from the case studies furthermore showed that, in most cases, family reunification and 
return to the local communities did not work for the minors. The returning minors from FARC-
EP and PLA were met with different kinds of problems, such as stigmatization, insults and con-
demnation by the local communities, lack of security, and lack of education facilities in the area. 
The female minors faced the worst problems and those pregnant or with children did not receive 
any kind of support. Returning without cash or any resources to invest in projects in the local 
community made the situation worse. Finally, returning to very gender-traditional villages, the 
female minors also missed the gender equality that they had experienced in the armed groups.

A frequently repeated comment by minors from FARC-EP and minors from PLA who were 
separated from the adult soldiers was that they were never listened to, and that nobody actually 
wanted to hear their opinion or their story. Many quotes from the interviews in this report show 
that the minors had a strong agency. Unfortunately, their agency was neglected both by the UN, 
international organizations, national authorities and other actors in the DDR process.

The report ends with a series of recommendations based on the findings from the case studies. 
Several of the recommendations are aimed at improving the UN standards for DDR processes, 
particularly the chapter on Children and DDR. It is suggested that this be done through a better 

Executive Summary
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inclusion of the gender perspective in DDR processes of minors, through respect for the minors’ 
own choices and articulations of their needs, and by taking the particular context of the conflict 
into consideration. Some of the recommendations are also aimed at minimizing the role of the 
state in the DDR process, as the case studies revealed that when the government constitutes one 
of the conflicting parties, the minors lack confidence and trust in state institutions and actors. 
Thus, it is important to make sure that the minors are met with objective attitudes, and that they 
are respected and listened to.
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There has been much debate about how to get children out of armed groups, but there has been 

far less focus on the quality of their transition phase and on the minors’ post-conflict lives. In ad-

dition, there has been a total absence of a gendered perspective in this. This report builds on the 

PRIO project Minors in DDR Processes – The Gender Dimension and includes case studies from 

Colombia and Nepal. The report is based on 47 semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted 

with minors in these two countries in 2016 and 2019–2021. The report takes the international 

framework on minors in armed conflict as the point of departure – that is, the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (CRC), UN resolutions and in particular the UN Operational Guide to 

the Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards (IDDRS) (UN, 2014). It 

looks into the IDDRS’ main regulations and recommendations for children and adolescents com-

ing out of armed conflict and holds these regulations up against the minors’ experiences from 

DDR processes. However, the report does not only focus on the DDR processes, but also on why 

the minors joined the guerrilla groups in the first place and how they experienced their time 

there. The particular conflict contexts and the minors’ experiences from their time as members 

of the armed groups are important in order to understand how they experienced the DDR pro-

cess, not least from a gendered perspective.

1. Introduction
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In 1997, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution mandating the establishment of the Of-
fice of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflicts (UN 
General Assembly, 1997). Since then, Children and Armed Conflict (CAC) has become a formal 
agenda item also of the UN Security Council. Annual reports on CAC are presented to the Secu-
rity Council by the UN Secretary-General. In total, nine UN Security Council Resolutions have 
been adopted on CAC. The first resolution was adopted in 1999 (UN Security Council, 1999). It 
urged parties to armed conflict to protect children and requested states to facilitate child-sensitive 
DDR processes. A further important step was taken in 2005, when the Security Council adopted 
a resolution (UN Security Council, 2005) requesting the Secretary-General to implement a moni-
toring and reporting mechanism (“naming and shaming list”) and set up a working group on 
children and armed conflict. This resolution set an important standard.

The international discussion on child soldiers has been very much focused on age, and various 
documents and actors are central here. The UN convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
from 1989 is the most comprehensive international convention on children’s rights, and it de-
fines a child as being a person under the age of 18 (UN, 1989). However, the cut-off age for child 
soldiers is set to 15, with a comprehensive ban on the participation of any person under the age 
of 15, in any type of conflict (UN, 1989, article 38; Francis, 2007). Likewise, the Rome Statute of 
the International Criminal Court from 1998 uses the age of 15 as the cut-off mark for participa-
tion in armed conflict. It also defines the recruitment and use of child soldiers as a war crime 
in both intrastate and interstate conflict (Francis, 2007; Rosen, 2007). However, many parties 
involved in the drafting of the CRC have strongly advocated for a comprehensive ban of any per-
son under the age of 18 (Lee, 2009; Rosen, 2007). Also the UN Integrated Disarmament, Demo-
bilization and Reintegration Standards applies the age of 18 as the limit for illegal recruitment to 
armed groups and armies. The UN Operational Guide to the Integrated Disarmament, Demobiliza-
tion and Reintegration Standards (IDDRS) refers to the Cape Town Principles and Best Practices 
from 1997 to define a child soldier. In Box 5.30.2 on “Key terms and definitions for child-specific 
DDR”, a child soldier is defined as:

“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, mes-
sengers and anyone accompanying such groups, other than purely as family members. The 
definition includes girls recruited for sexual purposes and forced marriage. It does not there-
fore, only refer to a child who is carrying or has carried arms” (UN, 2014, p. 226).

The UN standards for DDR processes are generally adhered to by UN agencies and international 
organizations involved in DDR and they are also respected by most actors facilitating peace pro-
cesses and DDR processes. These standards therefore have a great impact. In the following, some 
of their recommendations will be discussed more in detail.

2. The International Framework on Minors 
    in Armed Conflict – A Short Introduction
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The UN Operational Guide to the Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Stan-
dards (IDDRS) has specific recommendations for minors coming out of armed conflict. Chapter 
5.3 on “Children and DDR” in the guide states that “the time spent in cantonment sites should 
be as short as possible. Where possible, children should be identified before arrival, so that the 
documentation process (identification, verification, registration, ascertaining of medical needs) 
and other procedures that apply to them in the reception and care phases last no longer than 48 
hours, after which they should be transferred to an interim care centre (ICC) or to another loca-
tion of civilian control” (UN, 2014, p. 229). The guide also recommends family reunification and 
reintegration back into the local community for the minors. It states that “emphasis should be on 
reunifying children with their families and communities as soon as possible” (UN, 2014, p. 230). 
Behind this recommendation lies the assumption that the minors have mainly been recruited to 
the armed groups by force, and that the best solution for them will be to return to the family and 
to reintegrate into the local community. However, neither context nor gender dimensions are suf-
ficiently taken into account in the UN guide. With regard to gender, the guide refers the reader 
to the chapter on “Women, Gender and DDR”. Thus, in Chapter 5.3 on “Children and DDR”, 
it says: “For more specific guidance on how to support the DDR of girls associated with armed 
forces and groups, see OG 5.10 on Women, Gender and DDR” (UN, 2014, p. 226). The problem 
with this is that detailed recommendations are already given in Chapter 5.3 on “Children and 
DDR”, without questioning the gendered effects of these recommendations, for example, of fam-
ily reunification and return to the local communities. As will be seen in this report, the lack of 
gender and context analysis of minors in DDR processes have led to several serious problems for 
the minors.

3. The UN Integrated Disarmament,  
Demobilization and Reintegration Standards
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A short overview of academic research on minors in DDR processes (most often referred to as 
“child soldiers”) reveals two central tendencies. The first is that the majority of the case studies 
are conducted in African countries, particularly south of Sahara (Annan et al., 2009; Denov, 2011; 
McMullin, 2011; Mazurana and McKay, 2004; Macdonald, 2008; Tonheim, 2017; Özerdem and 
Podder, 2011; Woodbury, 2011). As a consequence, the academic analysis and discussions around 
minors in DDR processes have been heavily dominated by African experiences, particularly from 
countries such as Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Uganda. Several of the case studies of minors in 
armed conflict emphasize the practice of forced recruitment. This has influenced the discourse 
and it has left readers with the impression that most minors in armed groups have been victims 
of forced recruitment. This may be questioned, as this particular impression may be a reflection 
of the selection of cases. There is a strong need to balance the picture by widening the selection 
of cases to encompass a larger variety of contexts, including from other continents and regions. 
There is also a need to focus on state neglect of many of the poor and marginalized children 
who join armed forces, and on the repression of girls in many societies where a complete lack of 
gender equality is the reality. The second tendency revealed by the overview of literature on mi-
nors in armed groups is that policy and practice on minors in DDR processes – such as UN and 
NGO documents and programs – are also based on contexts and experiences of minors in armed 
groups from the aforementioned African countries. These two tendencies point to a research gap 
on minors in DDR processes, and invite more case studies from Latin America and Asia. This 
can widen the rather unbalanced geographical and context-specific representation of minors in 
conflict and DDR processes in the current academic discourse as well as in policy development. 
Thus, in presenting case studies from Colombia and Nepal, this research report makes an impor-
tant step in this direction.

4. The Importance of Case Studies from  
    Colombia and Nepal
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In Colombia and Nepal many minors joined the guerrilla groups Fuerzas Armadas Revoluciona-
rias de Colombia (FARC) and People’s Liberation Army (PLA), respectively. The DDR processes 
in these two countries differed considerably in character and duration. In addition, in each of 
these two countries, the minors had different experiences of the DDR process depending on 
whether they were still younger than 18 years of age at the time of the DDR process, and there-
fore were separated from the adult soldiers, or had turned 18 during the war and thus were 
allowed to stay in the cantonments together with the adult soldiers. The project took these dif-
ferences into account and therefore organized two groups of interviewees in both Colombia and 
Nepal: Group 1) those who became separated from the adult members of the armed group, and 
Group 2) those who were allowed to stay with the adults during the DDR process. Altogether, 47 
interviews were conducted in Colombia and Nepal.

In Colombia, 22 interviews were conducted with minors who joined FARC. The interviewees 
came from almost all the different regions of Colombia, resulting in a wide geographical spread 
within the group. Likewise, in Nepal a group of 25 persons who were minors when they joined 
the Maoist guerrilla, PLA, were selected for interviews. As in Colombia, the interviewees in 
Nepal came from many different regions of the country. In Nepal, those who became separated 
from the adult soldiers were termed “disqualified”. The use of this special expression also had 
particular social and psychological consequences, which will be discussed in more detail in the 
case study of Nepal.

In both Colombia and Nepal, the snowball method1 was used to get access to the minors. This 
method was particularly well suited for the study, as the minors lived so far away from each other 
that each of them would only know/be able to give the contact details for one or two other minors 
from their armed group. This, for example, means that interviewee number three would not 
know who interviewee number one was. The use of the snowball method in these cases therefore 
helped constitute a solid basis for the variety of backgrounds within the group of interviewees.

The main research question in this study relates to the stringency of the regulations and recom-
mendations of the IDDRS for minors in DDR processes. How well are the recommendations of 
the IDDRS’ operational guide adapted to the variety of contexts of armed conflicts globally? This 
study also addresses an important secondary research question: Is it always in the best interests 
of the child to have two separate DDR processes – one for adults and one for children/youth?

5. Methodology and Research Questions

1. The snowball sampling method is a technique where individuals from the studied context recruit future interviewees 
for the study from among their acquaintances. From this, the sample group is said to grow like a rolling snowball. This 
method is argued to be particularly well-suited for use in conflict environments, since it directly addresses the fears and 
mistrust normally found in such conflict contexts, and increases the likelihood of trust in the researcher, as she or he 
becomes introduced through a trusted social network (Cohen and Arieli, 2011).
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The IDDRS also insists on family reunification, but some of the limited numbers of existing 

case studies with a gender dimension reveal that, for female minors, this has been particularly 

problematic (Tonheim, 2017). A third research question is therefore: Does the insistence on fam-

ily reunification and reintegration back into the local community work for the minors, and in 

particular for the female minors who are normally more stigmatized than the males? Finally, the 

project critically addresses the role of the state in the management of minors in cases where the 

state constitutes one of the conflicting parties, as in both Colombia and Nepal.

When it comes to the frequently used expression “DDR”, where the R stands for reintegration, it 

should be noted that FARC-EP has insisted on using the term “reincorporation” rather than rein-

tegration. FARC-EP has wanted this to differentiate their own process from previous processes in 

Colombia, particularly the reintegration of the paramilitaries from Autodefensas Unidas de Co-

lombia (United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC)). Although with full respect for this dif-

ferentiation, the term reintegration will be applied in this report, since it contains a comparison 

of two DDR processes for minors, that of Colombia and that of Nepal. Thus, the use of the term 

reintegration is more convenient.
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6.1. Institutional Framework for the DDR Process of Minors in Colombia

In August 2016 a peace agreement was signed between the Government of Colombia and 
FARC-EP. The peace agreement was ratified by Congress in late November 2016 (Government 
of Colombia and FARC-EP, 2016). The DDR process began in 2017, when close to 7,000 FARC-
EP combatants gathered across 26 zones and points, the so-called Transitional Local Zones for 
Normalization (Zonas Veredales Transitorias de Normalización (ZVTN)), to lay down their arms 
(UNSC, 2017; 2019a; 2019b). In August 2017, the demobilization and disarmament process was 
completed, and after this, the ZVTNs were transformed into Special Territories for Education 
and Reincorporation (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación (ETCR)). The 
intention was that the ETCRs should be temporary and exist only until August 2019 (Ibid). How-
ever, the government later announced that there would be a two-year transition period, lasting 
until August 2021. During this process, and soon after the arrival to the ZVTNs, 124 minors2 
were separated from FARC and escorted by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
to nine different pre-decided interim care centers (Lugares Ttransitorios de Acogida (LTA)). 
Representatives from UNICEF and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) received 
them at the interim care centers. A special program had been developed for these minors, titled 
Camino Diferencial de Vida (CDV) (“A Differentiated Path of Life”), of which they now became 
part. After three months in the interim care centers, the minors again had to leave and were 
faced with three different options: a) to go back to their family; b) to go to a substitute family; or 
3) to go to a house of protection.

According to a government publication (Government of Colombia, 2018, p. 53), “UNICEF, with 
the assistance of IOM, will fund the functioning of the interim care centers (LTAs) and their 
operators. These centers will rely on ICBF licensing for the functioning of protection services.” 
Furthermore, it is added that the interim care centers will be “previously approved of” by the 
National Council for Reincorporation (Consejo Nacional de Reincorporación (CNR) (Ibid). UNI-
CEF was thus given the responsibility of installing the 10 interim care centers, and also paid for 
them (only 9 of them became operational). In addition, UNICEF contracted operators, psycholo-
gists, doctors, nutritionists, social workers and teachers to work for the centers. However, once 
installed, UNICEF personnel were not given permission to talk with the minors at the centers. 
(This has been confirmed by several of the organizations and agencies consulted for this study, 
see list at the end of this report). The CDV program began and was ongoing while the minors 
were in the interim care centers. While the processes included in the CDV program have a juridi-
cal framework and are based on a series of laws, decrees and resolutions (Government of Colom-
bia, 2018, p. 21–23), the interim care centers as such do not have any legal status.

6. Colombia Case Study

2. Some of the minors were handed over by FARC-EP before arrival to the ZVTNs.
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The Camino Diferencial de Vida (CDV) program involved the following four processes:

1. The exit protocol and the plan for transition to interim care centers (“Protocolo de salida y 
plan transitorio de acogida”)

2. Reestablishment of rights (“Reestablecimiento de derechos”)

3. Integral reparation (“Reparación Integral”)

4. Reincorporation and social inclusion (“Reincorporación e inclusion social”) 
(Government of Colombia, 2018).

Whereas different agencies/institutions were responsible for the different processes of the CDV 
program, including the ICRC and UNICEF (process 1); family lawyers/advisers (“defensores de 
familia”); the operating teams of the interim care centers (“equipo operador”); the Ministry of 
Health; Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familial (the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare) 
(ICBF); Unidad para la Atención y Reparación Integral a las Victimas (Victim’s Unit) (UARIV); 
and the Agencia para la Reincorporación y Normalización (The Agency for Reincorporation and 
Normalization) (ARN), the overall coordinating responsibility was with La Consejeria Presiden-
cial para los Derechos Humanos (CPDH) (The Presidential Adviser on Human Rights) (Gov-
ernment of Colombia, 2018). It had been decided that CPDH should lead the implementation of 
the CDV program for the minors, under the guidelines, orientation, follow-up and evaluation of 
Consejo Nacional de Reincorporación (the National Council for Reincorporation (CNR)). As the 
different processes of the CDV program began or were ongoing while the minors were in the in-
terim care centers, many of the different actors mentioned above were involved in the day-to-day 
life at the interim care centers.  My interviews with several institutions and organizations, as well 
as with the minors themselves, also suggest that the ICBF was heavily involved in the manage-
ment of several of the interim care centers.

Figure 1: The DDR process for minors in Colombia

The DDR Process for Minors in Colombia

Interim care 
centers (LTAs)

Back to family

To substitute home

To house of protection

Arrival at the 
cantonments (ZVTNs)
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In addition to the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare (ICBF), the Agency for Reincorporation 
and Normalization (ARN) has played an important role in the caretaking of the minors, as the re-
sponsibility for each minor was automatically transferred to the ARN at the point at which the mi-
nor turned 18 years old. Many of the minors turned 18 while they were in the interim care centers, 
and some a short time afterwards. The last of the 124 minors turned 18 in October 2019. Thus, 
CPDH handed over the full responsibility for the CDV program to ARN on 12 December 2019.

6.2. Methodology and Selection of Interviewees in Colombia

For the Colombia case study, a total of 22 persons, who were minors when they joined FARC, 
have been interviewed. As one of the research questions in the project is whether it has been an 
advantage or a disadvantage for the minors socially, psychologically and with regard to education 
and job facilities to be separated from the armed group, two groups of interviewees were selected. 
One group comprised of 10 minors who were separated from FARC when they came to the zonas 
veredales (ZVTN) (cantonments). The other group comprised of 11 minors who had turned 18 
years old when the DDR process began and were thus allowed to stay with FARC. Finally, one 
minor who had left FARC on his own initiative before the peace agreement was signed was also 
interviewed. The selection of the two main groups of interviewees has established a good basis 
for comparison. Among the total number of 22 interviewees, there is also a good gender balance, 
as 11 are female and 11 are male. This is important to get to know how the gendered experiences 
of the DDR process have been within the two groups of interviewees. It was a challenging pro-
cess to get access to the group of minors who became separated from FARC. They are now spread 
across 55 different municipalities of Colombia. However, once contact was established, the mi-
nors were quite interested in telling their stories, and each interview lasted for about three hours. 
These were in-depth, semi-structured interviews.

6.3. Key Findings from Interviews

6.3.1. Recruitment and Reasons for Joining FARC

To understand how the minors experienced the DDR process, it is important to know why they 
joined the armed group in the first place, and how they experienced their time within FARC. 
This section therefore explores the minors’ reasons for joining FARC. In doing so, it also pro-
vides some insight into the Colombian context and reality that these minors were living in before 
they became FARC members.

All the 22 interviewed joined FARC voluntarily, and most of them also actively approached FARC 
and asked if they could become members. Five of the interviewees even approached FARC sever-
al times before they were allowed to join. FARC considered these five to be very young and asked 
them to wait and think more about it. The five were living in extremely difficult situations when 
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they approached FARC, and three of them (females) insisted strongly until FARC let them join. 
The main reasons the 22 minors gave for joining FARC were the following (and often a combina-
tion of these):

a. Army bombing of their village and/or army persecution of someone in their family;

b. Escaping from the captivity of paramilitaries;

c. Poverty and lack of state presence in their area, meaning no possibility for health services 
and education – often combined with admiration of the work that FARC was doing in an 
area;

One of the interviewed female minors had been displaced together with her family. They 
were 10 siblings: five girls and five boys. When they were forced to flee, they could not 
bring anything with them, and they had no food. “We had to beg to survive.” She was 
now 8 years old and could not go to school, so she started working to survive. 

“I had to do all kinds of housework. It was very hard for me. So, I took a decision and 
asked if I could become a FARC member. However, FARC did not let me. I asked them 
repeatedly for a year, but they did not accept me as a girl who was a minor.” She then 
told FARC that she suffered a lot at home and begged them to accept her. The com-
mander said that she was very young, “just a small girl.” He said she rather should study 
and that she needed to think about it. 

Finally, when she was 10 years old, she approached FARC again, and said that she was 
ready. They still asked her to think about it for six more months and told her that it was 
very difficult – that it was a tough life to be a FARC member. There were rules and regu-
lations to follow. When she still insisted six months later, they accepted her. “I was quite 
ready.” The commander told her that normally they would not accept persons below 
15 years of age. He also told her that they would give her six months to try out life as a 
FARC member. If she did not manage or did not like it, she could leave. They talked at 
length and explained things to her in detail. But she was convinced. She had such a hard 
life at home. Her father was dead, and her mother had lost three children. 

After six months, FARC members asked her how she felt. She said that she wanted to 
continue. “FARC did not force us. On the contrary. Because of the violence and repres-
sion, they had to take care of us.” With FARC, she learned to read and write.

The Story of One Female Minor



21

d. Someone in their family was already a member of FARC;

e. Contact with FARC through education institutions; and

f. Fleeing from violent and abusive parents.

The most frequent explanations were a and c. Only one of the 22 interviewed said that she came 
from a wealthy family and joined FARC for ideological reasons. Another special case was a young 
female whose mother was a guerrilla member who gave birth to her during the war. She was 
placed with a civilian family after her birth. This young female did not thrive with the civilian 
family and found her way back to FARC when she was 10 years old, requesting to stay. As for the 
reasons given for joining FARC, there was no particular gender pattern.

The reasons given for joining FARC among the minors coincides very much with what the 
Commission for the Understanding of the Colombian Conflict refers to as the most prevalent 
causes of the conflict: economic inequalities and poverty; limited access to land and a sustain-
able income (particularly for the poorer part of the peasantry); social and cultural injustices; and 
the lack of political inclusion (Comisión Histórica del Conflicto Armado y sus Víctimas, 2015). 
Despite their young age, many of the interviewees had already felt the consequences of these 
realities in very destructive ways. The 22 minors interviewed joined FARC at the following ages: 
8 years (1 person), 10 years (3 persons), 11 years (2 persons), 12 years (2 persons), 13 years (5 
persons), 14 years (4 persons), 15 years (3 persons), 16 years (1 person), and 17 years (1 person). 
There was a gender pattern with regard to the age of the minors when they joined FARC: The 
girls in general were the youngest.

6.3.2. Gender Relations within FARC

All the 22 interviewees coincided in their description of the gender relations within FARC. They 
characterized the gender relations in FARC as very positive and emphasized that there was equal-
ity between the genders in the armed group. Furthermore, they pointed to a strict regulation of 
sexual relationships in FARC, and of sanctions against persons who violated these regulations. 
One of the interviewed females used this expression about the relationship between the two gen-
ders: “It is very healthy.” A male interviewee said: “When it comes to rape – there was an intense 
condemnation of this. It was sanctioned against.”

Some points were mentioned by almost all the interviewed:

• They all referred to a process whereby two persons who fell in love first had to spend some 
time proving that they really loved and respected each other before they were allowed to 
live and sleep together in the camp. They had to ask the commander for permission, and 
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they were also asked about their health, as FARC did not want to see any diseases spread 
among its members.

• A frequent change of partner was not accepted. There was an atmosphere of fidelity.

• All of the interviewed emphasized the degree of gender equality that there was within 
FARC. Men and women had to perform the same tasks. Men who discriminated against 
women were punished. Rape or gendered violence was very strongly punished.

Two of the interviewees referred to a “Consejo de Guerra” (War Council), which handled cases of 
rape and crime. If anybody was accused of rape, he (or she) would have to stand trial before this 
War Council. According to the interviewees, the trial involved “a judge, a legal official and a de-
fense, and 25 FARC members voted in favor or against the accused.” Furthermore, if the accused 
was found guilty – in the words of the interviewee – “Should the person be shot or not? Then the 
case was sent over to the secretariat. Most often they gave the accused some other type of pun-
ishment.” However, one of the interviewees said that some also were likely to have been shot, in 
particular if the rape was committed by FARC members against civilians outside of the guerrilla. 
He said that they were instructed to respect the civilian population:

“If today I rape a young girl, this is a crime. There is a war council that handles these 
types of cases. If a person has done something wrong, the information is sent to the 
Council, which devotes some time to handling it. There is voting, discussions, analysis and 
so on. There is no escape for a rape. This person is likely to be shot. Sometimes 
even the local population did not inform about the crime, because they feared that the 
guilty would be killed.”

Some of the interviewees also mentioned a couple of other characteristics with regard to gender 
relations:

• They were informed early on about central issues with regard to life as a guerrilla soldier. 
One of these was pregnancy. The young females were given contraceptives, and females 
and males were informed that FARC did not want pregnancies, as it would be too difficult 
and dangerous to take care of small children in the mountains and in the jungle in the 
midst of war and battles. In the case of pregnancies, there would be two options: abortion, 
or to give birth and hand over the baby to a civilian family. The youngest females could 
also see a doctor when they had their first period and, because of their young age, they 
received information, pads and painkillers (when needed).

The issue of pregnancy has obviously been challenging both for the FARC leadership and for 
the FARC soldiers in general. The arguments against pregnancy are understandable, given that 
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the guerrilla soldiers are in constant danger. However, the young guerrilla soldiers spent most 
of their fertile years in the jungle and in the mountains. Thus, pregnancies occurred, and many 
babies were born and placed with civilian families. The problem is that no written documenta-
tion on where these babies have been placed seems to exist. Many of the guerrilla soldiers who 
handed over babies or remembered where those babies had been placed later died in battles. In 
such cases, no record has thus been kept. Of the 22 interviewees in the Colombia case study, two 

Comments from a female minor

When asked about gender relations in FARC, one young female interviewee said:  
“I remember this as something beautiful. There was no discrimination.”

When she turned 17, and was still with FARC, she met her first boyfriend. Before this 
age, nobody had touched her, and everybody had helped her.

“If I had been raped, I would just have left the guerrilla. They were quite strict. You 
could not first have one partner, and then another and another. The relationships were 
respectful. We had a collective conscience. There was no discrimination.” She added that 
they were like brothers and sisters, and that things were more natural with FARC: “You 
could sleep without clothes and nobody would touch you. This was the most beautiful – 
the respect. You could sleep naked.” Sometimes, when she was wet and had to take off 
her clothes, a male soldier would offer her his shirt. She ended the interview stating that 
it was not easy for her now, living in the “machista” Colombian society.

Comments from a male minor

“We were equal. If women were the only ones who had to cook, ‘es ser machista’ (this 
was considered as being macho). We fell in love, but being together was with the per-
mission of the commander. We also had to have ‘good behavior’ to be allowed to be 
together. Everything was the same for men and women: As a man, you also had to wash 
your clothes and your place. I understand that we have a new malehood, ‘no machista,’ 
(not macho) but living in a machista society.”

Comments from another male minor

This young boy was 14 years old when he joined FARC. He said:  
“When persons fell in love, they first had to spend some time together, before they 
were allowed to sleep together. Then they had to ask for permission to stay together. 
All kinds of relations were respected, also gay and lesbian. The only thing that was not 
respected was if a person had too many different relations.”

Comments from Interviewees on Gender Relations in Colombia
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had given birth during the war. Their babies had been placed with civilian families. These two 
ex-minors had turned 18 some years before the DDR process began, and they stayed in ETCRs 
with FARC. One of them had been reunited with her child, while the other had not. (More about 
this in Section 6.4).

It is quite interesting that also some of the male minors express their appreciation of increased 
gender equality. They have their background from a society where macho attitudes are quite en-
trenched, as for example described by Theidon (2009) in an article where she discusses the chal-
lenges of reconstructing masculinities in DDR processes in Colombia.

One of the female minors who was interviewed said that when she was with FARC during the 
war, she had a boyfriend who after some time began to beat her. She reported this to the FARC 
leadership, and her boyfriend was punished and moved to a different guerrilla front, far away 
from her. She was satisfied with this. Some researchers have pointed out that despite FARC regu-
lations of gender relations and prohibition of rape, there have been reports of sexual violence and 
sexual harassment within FARC (Warren et al., 2017). However, the 22 interviews conducted for 
this study suggest that there is no culture of sexual violence within FARC, rather the opposite, 
and that mostly – if and when such cases occur – the males are punished.

6.3.3. The Separation from the Adult Soldiers – Exit from the Cantonments (Zonas 
Veredales)

(This section and the next focus on the ten interviewees who became separated from FARC). 
As all the interviewees had joined FARC voluntarily, and as they also had positive experiences 
from their time with FARC, the separation from the adult soldiers after the arrival to the zonas 
veredales (cantonments) came as a shock to most of them. Their confidence was with FARC and 
they were quite skeptical towards and distrustful of the UN and international organizations, and 
in particular towards government representatives and institutions. Although some of them had 
been informed about a special process for minors, including expected separation from the adult 
soldiers, they did not fully understand what that would mean. Three of the interviewees said that 
they had not received any prior information about the coming separation from FARC, while sev-
en stated that they had been informed by FARC some time in advance. However, even the seven 
who had been informed about the impending separation admitted that they actually did not un-
derstand what it meant. One of them said:

“Earlier, we studied the Peace Accord, and we knew that there would be a special pro-
cess for the minors, and that it would be voluntary. However, we did not really under-
stand it. The ICRC came two days before we had to leave the ZVTN and introduced the 
program Camino Diferencial de Vida for us. Our commander tried to explain this to us 
in a positive way. However, only one of the 20 minors there wanted to leave.”
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All of the interviewees – except one3 – described the separation from FARC as difficult, and some 
of them described it as a traumatic event. They were very scared. Some of them thought they 
were going to get killed. One explained that the ICRC had to use three days to convince them 
to go, as none of them wanted to leave. He also said that there was “a lot of pressure, not from 
FARC, but from the organizations” and that “we felt that we did not have a choice.” Another in-
terviewee said this:

“When they told us that we had to leave, we were shocked and scared. Where were 
they planning to take us? And to become divided from the others after so many years 
together was very difficult. We did not receive any information. This happened overnight. 
We were not informed. They should at least have given us a month! We cried, panicked 
and were confused.”

With regard to FARC’s attitude, one interviewee said this: “FARC said to us: ‘You can stay with us, 
but you will lose advantages like access to education. But if you want to stay, the doors are open.’”

Several of the organizations and agencies consulted for this study also confirmed that the separa-
tion of the minors from the adult FARC soldiers had been very brutal and difficult. Many of the 
minors had not wanted to leave and they cried and tried to hide. Some of the female minors were 
pregnant and did not want to be separated from their FARC partners. The minors were afraid, 
and they did not trust the government or government institutions.

6.3.4. The Interim Care Centers (Zonas de Acogida)

The interviewees described the arrival at the interim care centers – or “zonas de acogida” – as dif-
ficult for several reasons:

“In the beginning we stayed in our rooms and we did not talk. It was extremely difficult. 
I cried for a long time and asked myself why this was happening. In addition, it was dif-
ficult because the people from the organizations asked too many questions. The only 
thing they achieved was to make us nervous. It would also have been better if there had 
been more youth there. The people from the organizations asked adult questions.”

The interviewees also complained about the psychologists who were placed at the interim care 
centers. One of them said:

3. This person said that he had been thinking a lot about his mother, and that he looked forward to seeing her again, as 
he had been told that there would be a possibility for this in the interim care centers. This made him think less about 
other aspects of the situation.
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“And the psychologists. We really disliked some of them! It was very difficult. They asked 
for names. We were afraid that they wanted information to kill us later. And they were 
urban psychologists who did not understand the life in rural areas. It was more like an 
interrogation.”

Another of the interviewed said this about the psychologists: “They tried to impose their views 
on us.” One of the interviewees also complained about the teachers at the interim care center. 
He described how one teacher at the center where he had been taken had said that “FARC only 
killed for the pleasure of killing.” The interviewee, who had positive experiences with FARC, felt 
so insulted that he cried for several weeks afterwards. Several of the organizations consulted for 
this study also stated that many at the interim centers seemed to demonize FARC and to give the 
impression that FARC had done a lot of damage to the minors.

None of the interviewed had visits from FARC during their time in the interim care centers. 
FARC was only allowed to visit four of the nine interim care centers (interviews with organiza-
tions). Seven of the ten interviewees had contact with FARC via their cellphones. However, three 
of them were not even allowed to speak with FARC on their cellphone. These were centers where 
the ICBF had a very strong influence. During the time in the interim care centers, much empha-
sis was placed on reuniting the minors with their families. Thus, travel costs for family members 
to visit the interim care centers were covered by the state. However, despite this, many of the mi-
nors did not want to go to their families when they left the interim care centers.

During their stay in the interim care centers, the ten interviewees had to sign a declaration that 
they were victims. This was part of the establishment of rights in the Camino Diferencial de Vida 
program. However, they found this to be quite a difficult experience, as they had to cross out “re-
cruitment by FARC” as the victim category. The ten minors argued that when they joined FARC, 
it had been voluntary, and that they did not see themselves as victims. Some initially refused to 
sign, and when they finally did (which they had to, in order to receive economic compensation) 
they felt bad about it. The experience was the same for both genders.

In general, seven of the ten interviewed had a negative experience of the interim care centers, 
and as seen from the above, for some of them, it was extremely negative. Two persons said that 
it had been ok, and that the people in the interim care centers had been helpful and friendly to 
them. One person had a very mixed experience. Obviously, in some of the interim care centers, 
policies have been very strict, where any contact with FARC has been denied, and where psychol-
ogists and teachers have been speaking negatively about FARC, whereas a few centers appear to 
have been more open and dialogue oriented. Only two of the interviewees had been at the same 
interim care center. The other eight minors in this group of interviewees had all stayed at differ-
ent centers. Thus, their experiences represent a wide coverage of the centers.
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6.3.5. Returning to the Family and the Local Community

Leaving the interim care centers (“zonas de acogida”), there were three alternatives (see Figure 1): 
1) to go back to the family; 2) to go to a substitute home (for example, to the house of an uncle or 
aunt, a sibling, or somebody else); or 3) to go to a house of protection (“casa de protección”).

Of the ten interviewed who had been separated from FARC, six were sent directly to their fami-
lies after their stay in the interim care centers, while three contacted their families later. One 
did not want to go to his family but stayed with friends. Their experiences with the family re-
unification were quite mixed. Some stayed a very short time with their family: one of them only 
for three days, and others only for some months. The ten interviewees revealed that it can be 
quite difficult to go back to the family, for several different reasons, including lack of security, 
traditional parents who do not accept their teenagers as independent individuals in charge of 
their own decisions, and finally, a lack of possibilities to study or work in many rural areas where 
the families of these minors live. The females experienced more problems than the males. One 
young woman experienced that her sisters and brothers neglected her and that other relatives 
tried to humiliate her, and another female experienced that her family did not respect her choice 
of boyfriend, as they had other ideas about who she should marry. One male and one female had 
serious security problems related to the activities of paramilitaries and of other armed groups 
and to coca production. As a result, they could not stay in their home regions. Only two of these 
10 interviewees ended up having very good relations with their families, but notably these two 
individuals no longer lived with their families.

According to some of the organizations consulted for the study, many families did not want to 
receive their returning children/adolescents because it represented a high risk to them. In some 
cases, it was also not the family that rejected the returning minors, but the community (and 
often for security reasons). The minors came back to areas where other armed groups were also 
operating. Some minors began working in coca production to earn a living. According to organi-
zations consulted, it also represented a problem that a returning minor could receive some state 
support, whereas the family received nothing. This meant that it actually became the minor who 
worried about the family and how to support the family members, instead of the opposite. In 
the interviews with organizations, the loneliness of many of the minors was also emphasized, as 
the minors were set to return to local communities all over Colombia, far away from each other. 
Some of the minors also finally chose to return to an ETCR, as they knew that there they would 
receive free housing and their living costs would be covered.

None of the interviewees in this study stayed in houses of protection. However, in one of the 
very few studies conducted on minors in DDR in Colombia, Torres Hernández (2017) relates the 
stories of three young females who stayed in such foster homes. They all had what they needed 
of food and shelter and the overall living conditions were good. However, they had very limited 
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freedom and were not allowed to be outside of their homes after 7 p.m. and could not have cell-
phones or Facebook pages. The foster mothers also had a strong influence over who they could 
see and have as friends, and which people they could be in relationship with. Some of the foster 
mothers also demanded that the girls cook and take on very gender-traditional roles in the house. 
Torres Hernández (2017, p. 28) writes that: “According to the testimonies, it might be said that 
the attention in some of the cases, seemed to be based on gender stereotypes to define the needs 
of girls. So, the reintegration process, in words of Tonheim (2017) seems to be ‘re-directing the 
girls towards acceptable female behaviour and roles’ (Tonheim 2017: 440) that has been the root 
of their subordination.”4

Two of the interviewees in the PRIO study also had quite troubling stories. They both stayed at 
the interim care center for only two months. Afterwards, they were sent to institutions run by 
the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare (ICBF). One of the two interviewed stated that he had 
agreed to go there because he was told that all his costs would be covered, and he was eager to 
continue his education. However, his experiences with the institution were not good. He gradu-
ated and stayed there until he was 18 years old. Only then was he allowed to leave. Children with 
various kinds of problems, and from several different groups, including paramilitaries, as well as 
children with drug problems were housed at this institution. The interviewee stated:

“I felt imprisoned in this institution. They screamed at us there. There were times when I 
could not stand it anymore.”

The other person who was sent to a similar type of institution had the same type of comments. 
After a while, he wanted to leave the institution, but they would not let him. If he left, they would 
not give him any money. He was not allowed to leave before he turned 18 years old. He had been 
at this institution for three years. He did not like the teachers. One of them would scream at him, 
saying that he was “babosa” (babosa means having a low I.Q. or being intellectually disabled).

Of the ten interviewees who stayed in the interim care centers, three had graduated some time 
before the interview, and one was about to graduate. Two of the females experienced particular 
problems in the relationship with their families, and this also made it harder for them to study. 
One of the two received assistance from a Norwegian NGO, which was the only reason she man-
aged to graduate. The other female who had family problems had not graduated. As for these 
ten interviewees, only two of them had jobs at the time the interviews took place, while two 
others had had a job previously, but were no longer employed. Some of the jobs were offered to 
them with the assistance of the IOM, but these jobs implied several problems. One such job, for 

4. Hernández’ study builds on the narratives of the life stories of five female minors and one male minor who were ex-
combatants from FARC and ELN. They entered the guerrilla groups between 2001 and 2009. Their average age when 
they joined the guerrilla groups was 13 years (Torres Hernández, 2017).  
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example, lasted only for 14 days and was offered under a false premise in order to persuade the 
person involved to leave her base and travel far away to a new place for a short-term job. The ex-
ception in this group of interviewees was one person who had managed to enter university stud-
ies; he was content.

In comparison, of the 11 interviewees who remained with FARC, four had good relationships 
and frequent contact with their families, even though they did not live together with them. Of 
the remaining seven, few had any contact with their families for the following reasons: two (fe-
males) had been beaten and mistreated by their parents, and had no reason to go back, and one 
came from a wealthy family that did not respect her choice to join FARC. The others came from 
extremely poor families and had many siblings, and some of these families were also displaced. 
Of the 11 interviewees who remained with FARC, six had graduated, two were going to graduate 
within a month and one would graduate before the end of 2020. Two had not graduated and were 
in the early stages of their studies. However, both of them had jobs. Of these 11 interviewees, 
four lived in larger cities and seven lived in the Special Territories for Education and Reincorpo-
ration (ETCRs). The four individuals living in larger cities all had jobs, and some of them were 
also politically active in FARC. The seven persons living in the ETCRs all participated in some 
kind of work in the community, for example agriculture, animal raising, work with textiles and 
eco-tourism. They were also active in political meetings and many were members of the gender 
committees in their ETCRs. The last person in the group of 22 interviewees, who left FARC of 
his own accord before the peace agreement was signed, had graduated. His family helped him. 
He has had a few jobs, but is currently unemployed.

6.4. The Minors Who Stayed With FARC and the Minors Who Were 
Separated from FARC – A Comparison of Their Social and Economic 
Conditions

The ex-FARC combatants living in the ETCRs do not have to pay for housing, electricity, food or 
water, as the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN) covers these costs. The same 
conditions also apply to former minors from FARC living in the ETCRs. (These are mainly the 
minors who were 18 years of age when the peace agreement was signed and who were therefore 
not separated from FARC). The ex-combatants do not own the houses in the ETCR. These are 
rented, but the government pays the rent. Every month, they receive cooking oil, meat, “panela” 
(unrefined cane sugar) and some other food items that are distributed among them in the ETCR. 
With regard to health services, while consultation is free, people living in the ETCRs have to 
pay for their own medicine. In addition, every demobilized ex-FARC member receives 90% of 
the minimum wage, which is 740,000 COP (192 USD) per month. However, this monthly pay 
is halted if and when a demobilized person finds employment. This amount is received by any 
demobilized FARC member, whether living in an ETCR or not; minors who were separated from 
FARC also received this monthly sum after they left the interim care centers. In addition, those 
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Poster hanging in the ETCR of Icononzo, illustrating different kinds of gendered maltreatment and abuse. The last 
drawing features a hand with “la paz” (peace) written across it.5 Photo: Wenche Iren Hauge / PRIO
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living in the ETCR work with some projects that help them improve their livelihood. They grow 
fruits and vegetables and they also have other types of projects, such as work with textiles and 
eco-tourism. Young women with children in the ETCRs have various types of support, through 
daycare centers in the ETCRs and husbands who do their share of looking after the children – 
as gender equality is emphasized and practiced within the ETCRs. This also gives these young 
women (including former minors of FARC) the possibility to continue their education. Several of 
the ETCRs have their own gender committees, which also influence, for example, how projects 
in the ETCR are designed and carried out.6 This emphasis on gender equality in the ETCR rep-
resents a stark contrast to gender relations in Colombia in general, where traditional gender roles 
continue to prevail and where the level of violence against women is high.

Although the ex-minors living in the ETCRs appeared to be content and balanced psychologi-
cally, with a strong network around them and many types of economic and practical support, 
there were a few women who had some particular challenges to contend with. Among the inter-
viewed who lived in the ETCRs, there were two female soldiers who gave birth during the war, 
and whose children had been placed with civilians. One woman had been reunited with her 
child after the DDR process, and she appeared to be fine. It had been difficult for her to be sepa-
rated from the child, but she did not appear to be badly affected by it, since she had been able to 
eventually reconnect with her child. However, the other woman was not able to find her child 
and was very sad. According to her, FARC was working on the case, to try to help her, as was the 
Red Cross, but nothing had come of these investigations. This woman said that she had deliber-
ately wanted to become pregnant and have children, but obviously she had not imagined that she 
would not be able to find her child when the war was over. The two women said that they knew 
about more female and male soldiers who were not able to find their children. Despite their expe-
riences, these two women chose to continue to stay with FARC in the ETCRs. The theme of guer-
rilla babies is obviously a challenging one, which needs much more attention and research.7

Among the interviewed (former) minors who did not become separated from FARC were four 
persons, two women and two men, who did not settle in any ETCR but had settled in some larger 
cities. As these persons did not have housing, electricity and food covered for them, as it was in 
the ETCRs, it is interesting to see how they managed economically. Clearly, they had benefit-
ted from staying in touch with other demobilized FARC members. Some of them participated 
in courses to become “escoltas” (security guards), and had their income from jobs as security 

6. This, for example, happened during one meeting in the gender committee of an ETCR where the researcher Hauge 
was present and had the possibility to observe.

5. Author’s translation: Heading: Types of maltreatment. The different types: Type 1) Physical maltreatment; type 2) family 
violence; type 3) economic maltreatment/abuse; type 4) psychological abuse; type 5) institutional abuse; type 6) gender-
based violence; type 7) sexual abuse; type 8) symbolic abuse; type 9) racial discrimination.

7. The author of this report has also written a Policy Brief with a focus on the “guerrilla babies” (Hauge, 2020). See ref-
erences.
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guards, and others worked directly for FARC. They also described a larger group of demobilized 
FARC members in Medellín, which had been able to negotiate some projects with ARN. By their 
estimations, there were about 200 ex-combatants that had arrived and settled in Medellín. This 
group was able to gather and unite, and the members of the group now had several ongoing and 
planned projects. The women had three projects: “Minimercado” (minimarket for about 30 per-
sons), “Estampación” (make t-shirts with prints) and “Taller de confección” (textile workshop). In 
addition, they had recently been able to negotiate an agreement with the University of Antioquia 
(UoA). According to this agreement, 21 former FARC members would soon be allowed to enter 
the University of Antioquia. The university would first give them four months to get accustomed 
to the study situation, offering them mentoring during this period. In the agreement, the UoA is 
also committed to covering transport and administration fees. After this four-month period, they 
would be admitted to study, and the studies would be free, in accordance with the agreement 
with the UoA.

In comparison, with regard to the minors who became separated from FARC, the assumption 
was that most of them would go back to their families and stay there. However, as already dis-
cussed, for most of those interviewed in this group, family reunification did not work out well. 
As the minors in the latter group therefore had to manage on their own, without any network to 
help them, they had to find a place to stay and to pay for the housing as well as for food, electric-
ity and water. They received a one-off support grant when they left the interim care centers. The 
amount received varied among the interviewed. Some received about 1.5 million COP (about 393 
USD); others received around 2.5 million COP (about 655 USD). However, as most of them did 

Mural from the ETCR in Icononzo. Photo: Wenche Iren Hauge / PRIO
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not stay with their families, this money was quickly spent on living costs. Although these former 
minors of FARC also began receiving 90% of the monthly minimum salary after they had left 
the interim care centers and had turned 18, this was not enough to cover their monthly living 
costs. Some of them receive support for education from the ARN, but this only covers education-
related costs, and not housing, electricity and food. This economic situation has made it difficult 
for several of them to continue their education, as they needed to work to cover living costs. Even 
those who have been lucky enough to find a job for some months have only had low- paid jobs 
and have remained in a difficult economic situation. For the females, the situation becomes fur-
ther complicated if they get pregnant. One of the interviewees had a child, and she only managed 
with the help of a Norwegian NGO.
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It has been very difficult to get access to the minors who became separated from FARC during 
the DDR process, as those 124 minors are now spread across 55 different municipalities all over 
Colombia. The 22 interviews conducted in this project with minors from FARC reveal that they 
all joined FARC voluntarily and that most of them also actively approached FARC. Some even in-
sisted strongly to become a FARC member, and approached FARC several times before they were 
finally allowed in. For those 10 of the interviewees who became separated from FARC after the 
arrival to the zonas veredales, this separation was very difficult (with the exception of one) and 
for some of them it was traumatic. The experiences that these 10 minors who were taken to the 
interim care centers by the ICRC had, varied somewhat depending on the particular center they 
stayed at. However, several of them had very bad experiences with the psychologists placed there. 
The exit from the interim care centers was also particularly difficult for some of the minors, 
because of problematic relationships with their families, and for security reasons. The females 
encountered more problems than the males, and this also affected the possibilities for them to 
continue their education.

For those 11 interviewees who had turned 18 when the DDR process began and were allowed to 
stay with FARC, conditions were different. These individuals also experienced certain challenges, 
but in general they were better off psychologically, socially and economically than the minors 
who became separated from FARC. However, nearly all the 22 interviewed had limited contact 
with their families, and some had no contact with their family at all. This demonstrates that, for 
minors from armed groups, the idea of family reunification after a war is more problematic than 
anticipated by many champions of minors’ human rights, as codified in international law. As for 
several of the ex-minors from FARC who now lived together with other FARC members in an 
ETCR, or who remain in close contact with FARC, they responded to questions about their fami-
lies with the words: “this is my family.”

7. Summary of the Case Study of Colombia
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8.1. The Framework for the DDR Process of Minors in Nepal

A comprehensive peace agreement between the Maoist Communist Party of Nepal (CPN-M) 
and the government was signed on 21 November 2006 (Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction, 
Nepal, 2006). Another accord between the parties was signed on 8 December 2006. This was the 
Agreement on the Monitoring of the Management of Arms and Armies (AMMAA) (Government 
of Nepal, 2007). The government also established a Special Committee (SC) for Supervision, 
Integration and Rehabilitation of Maoist Army Combatants (Upreti and Shivakoti, 2017). The 
verification process was conducted by the United Nations Mission in Nepal (UNMIN). At the ini-
tial process of registration in 2007, altogether 32,250 Maoist ex-combatants were registered (Rob-
ins and Bhandari, 2016). However, 8,636 of these did not show up for the verification process.8 
Thus, 23,610 PLA members went through the verification process. Of these, 19,602 were labelled 
“qualified ex-combatants” by UNMIN (Ibid). The verification process by UNMIN aimed at ensur-
ing that all those who were going to stay in the cantonments were a) not minors and b) recruited 
before the signing of the peace agreement in 2006 (that is, not late recruits). Those who did not 
fulfill these requirements were disqualified – in Nepali language, they were labelled ayoga: liter-
ally, “unqualified” (Robins and Bhandari, 2016, p.16).

In total, 4,008 ex-combatants were disqualified by UNMIN (Robins and Bhandari, 2016). Of 
these, 2,973 were minors and 1,035 were late recruits. After some time, the UN realized that the 
term “disqualified” had a stigmatizing effect and began applying the more technical term “veri-
fied minors and late recruits” (VMLR) (Ibid). The options given the qualified ex-combatants were 
the following:

a. Integration into Nepal’s army;

b. Voluntary retirement, including cash compensation; or

c. Rehabilitation, including educational support and possibilities for vocational training.

The disqualified did not have access to any of these types of compensations and options.

The DDR process in Nepal had originally been planned to take place within a timeframe of six 
months, but it ended up taking six years to complete the process. Discharge of the minors who 
became disqualified formally took place between January and February 2010 (Bhandari, 2012). 
However, of the 2,973 minors, only about half participated in the formal discharge process. The re-
maining disqualified minors had already left the cantonments. This means that the DDR process 

8. The fate and destination of this group of 8,636 registered persons remains largely unknown. It is often referred to as 
“self-integration” (Robins and Bhandari, 2016).

8. Nepal Case Study
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for the minors was not particularly well organized. Unlike in Colombia, the disqualified minors in 
Nepal thus stayed some years in the cantonments together with the adult soldiers before they were 
discharged (Ibid.). There are quite big differences with regard to the duration of time that each mi-
nor stayed in her or his cantonment. In addition, many of the minors did not receive any informa-
tion about what was going to happen to them or how long they could stay in the cantonment.

The United Nations Integrated Rehabilitation Program (UNIRP), established under the UNDP, 
carried out the formal rehabilitation program for the minors from the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA), with the partnership of the Government of Nepal and various organizations such as the 
Underprivileged Children’s Education Program (UCEP), Child Workers in Nepal (CWIN), and 
local NGOs that were working for the protection of children (Bhandari, 2012). However, because 
of a relatively chaotic discharge process, through which some minors had already left and settled 
in different places around the country, these organizations mainly had to try to reach out to the 
minors after they had already left the cantonments. Regional centers were established in five 
regions of Nepal. The implementing organizations worked in many different districts in these re-
gions, but it was often difficult to reach out to many of the minors. The minors could contact the 
rehabilitation office through a toll-free number and would then be asked to come to the nearest 
regional center where they would be introduced to various programs such as vocational training, 
educational support and small business initiatives, which they could choose from. However, as 
will be seen from this case study, most of the interviewed minors did not receive any informa-
tion about these possibilities, and therefore did not benefit from any of these courses or sup-
port. According to some sources, those disqualified minors and late recruits who were formally 
discharged from the cantonments in February 2010 should have received cash payment from 
both the CPN-M and the UN amounting to the total sum of NRS 22,000 (285 USD) (Robins and 
Bhandari, 2016). However, none of the interviewed minors in this study who participated in the 
formal discharge process had received this payment. Thus, this reflects a disorganized process in 
which some might have been lucky and others not.

In Nepal, there were no interim care centers such as there had been in Colombia. After being 
separated from the adult soldiers and discharged from the cantonments, many of the minors 
tried to go back to their home communities, to relatives outside of their home community, or to 
other places, and had to settle into a new place alone.

8.2. Methodology and Selection of Interviewees in Nepal

The study of Nepal is based on two sets of interviews. The first set of interviews was conducted 
in 2016. This study was focused on the gender dimensions of DDR and was not particularly 
targeted at minors. However, ten of the interviewed were minors when they joined the Mao-
ist guerrilla, PLA, and these interviews are therefore relevant for this report. The remaining 15 
interviews with minors from the PLA were conducted in 2020–21.9 Thus, the Nepal study relies 
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on altogether 25 interviews with minors from the PLA. Of the interviewees, 14 are female and 
11 male. Although all 25 interviewees joined the Maoists as minors, only eight of them qualified 
for the compensation arrangements and support options given to the adult soldiers. The other 17 
were disqualified; they became separated from the adult soldiers and were discharged from the 
cantonments without compensation.

As with the case study of Colombia, the case study of Nepal compares the lives of those who 
joined the armed groups as minors but became disqualified during the DDR process with those 
who also joined the Maoist Army as minors but had turned 18 when the DDR process began and 
were thus allowed to stay with the adult soldiers and have access to the compensation possibili-
ties.  The Nepal study has a larger group of disqualified than qualified. It also has a larger group 
of female minors than of male minors. Although this is not ideal methodologically, the group of 
qualified is large enough to justify the comparison. On the positive side, this selection gives the 
report an extra solid basis for conclusions on the situation of the disqualified minors, particularly 
on the situation of the females.

8.3 Key Findings from Interviews

8.3.1. Recruitment and Reasons for Joining the Maoist Army (PLA)

Of the 25 interviewed, 21 minors joined the Maoist Army (PLA) voluntarily, whereas four experi-
enced the recruitment as indirectly forced (see below for explanation). Several of the minors be-
came familiar with the ideas of the Maoists through political meetings and visits to their schools, 
as the Maoists also had their own legal political party and could carry out this kind of political 
activism. However, for some minors, this was also how they got to know about the armed branch, 
PLA, which they later joined. The reasons the 25 minors gave for joining the Maoists were main-
ly the following (and often a combination of these):

a. They were living in poverty and liked the ideas of the Maoists who wanted to change the 
society and create more socio-economic equality;

b. They experienced discrimination based on their caste (particularly those who came from 
the low-caste Dalits); this was combined with enthusiasm for the Maoists’ fight for non-
discrimination;

c. Political persecution of Maoists by the army in the area created fear among the youth, 

9. The 10 interviews from 2016 were conducted by Wenche Iren Hauge during her fieldwork in Nepal together with 
Nepalese researcher Debendra Prasad Adhikari, who is based in Kathmandu. Due to COVID-19 travel restrictions in 
2020–21, Debendra Prasad Adhikari conducted the last 15 interviews.
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combined with their sympathy for Maoist ideas (one female minor had been tortured by the 
army before she joined the Maoists);

d. Another family member (often the father) was already a member of the PLA or close 
friends were members; and

e. Indirect forced recruitment: a feeling of duty to join the Maoists, as the Maoists had called 
for enrollment of one member from each family. This call from the Maoists was obviously 
taken very seriously in some areas and villages, whereas in other places not so much.

The most frequent reasons for joining the Maoists were a, c and d, and there was no particular 
gender pattern in this. In total, the 25 minors joined the Maoists at the following ages: 12 years 
(2 persons); 13 years (6 persons); 14 years (11 persons); 15 years (2 persons); 16 years (1 person); 
and 17 years (3 persons). Contrary to what was found in the Colombian case with regard to a gen-
der pattern in the age of joining, in Nepal, the males were the youngest.

8.3.2. Gender Relations within the Maoist Army

The interviewed all described the gender relations within the PLA as very positive and characterized 
by gender equality. Men and women had to perform the same tasks, including cleaning and cooking. 
The female participants also performed all kinds of tasks, from playing political roles and working in 
communication to being porters and first-aid workers and participating in battles. In the PLA, women 
also achieved ranks of brigadiers, captains and commanders. One of the male interviewees explained 
that he had been working under a female commander. One of the female interviewees reached the 
rank of platoon commander, which means that you have 45 soldiers under your command.

Comments from a female minor

“When I joined the PLA, there were few women. Although we were guerrilla soldiers, 
we lived in people’s houses. We had to stay in someone’s house, although the story is 
that we were in the jungle. We knocked on people’s doors, and they were surprised to 
see a woman in military uniform. I had to convince them that I did this for their own 
good. At that time, the government used to say that if a woman touched a gun, it would 
not work. It was a difficult time. However, after the women began joining the Maoist 
movement, I felt that the situation began to change for women. In my village, no one 
used to talk about violence in the home or in the family. It would be regarded as a sin to 
speak about it. But now, after the Maoists came there, now they can talk about it.”

Comments from Interviewees on Gender Relations in Nepal
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The focus on non-discrimination in the PLA went beyond the issue of gender and also encom-
passed non-discrimination regarding ethnicities and castes. Within the movement, they prac-
ticed inter-caste marriages during the war. The ceremony was the same for all regardless of their 
ethnicity or caste background. The consciousness about the need for equal respect for both gen-
ders and for all ethnicities and castes went as far as punishment for the use of slang that could 
insult one of the genders or representatives from different castes or ethnicities. Thus, the Maoists 
operated with strict social rules to prevent discrimination.

The consciousness about the need for equal respect for both genders and for all ethnici-
ties and castes went as far as punishment for the use of slang that could insult one of 
the genders or representatives from different castes or ethnicities.

There were strict rules and high respect with regard to intimate relationships. If men violated 
women, they would be punished by the leaders. In general, intimate relationships were reserved 
for married couples. It was not allowed/well regarded to have intercourse without being married. 
This could lead to punishment involving demotion and the loss of their current position within 
the PLA. The marriage had to be approved of by the commander. Even when married, couples 
were advised not to become pregnant because of the war situation. If they became pregnant, they 
were taken to a separate place where the young mothers were protected by elder women. Preg-
nancy without being married was punished with demotion and the loss of position in the PLA.

Thus, in spite of the particular conditions of the war, the Maoists tried to provide the females and 
males some decency. When they took a bath in the river, the females went to one side and the 
males to the other side, or one group waited until the other group was done. During the night, 
they often slept in villages in civilian houses, and it could be difficult to keep a distance between 
females and males. However, according to the interviewees, respect between the genders prevailed.

According to the interviews with the minors, several of them also had one or two adult soldiers 
that helped them and supported them in particular. In the girls’ cases, many of these adult sup-
port figures were female. With regard to the male minors, the support figures consisted of both 
females and males.

8.3.3. The Cantonments

The minors who participated in the PLA did not experience the same type of sudden separation 
from the adult soldiers that the minors from FARC in Colombia did. Minors from the PLA in 
Nepal remained in the cantonments for several years before they became discharged/separated 
from the adult soldiers. Some of them stayed for up to three or four years in the cantonments. As 
mentioned earlier, the formal discharge of the minors from the cantonments took place between 
January and February 2010 (Bhandari, 2012), although some of the minors left earlier. One of the 
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interviewed minors stated that he remained in the cantonment for two more years even after he 
had been verified as a minor (according to the language used, he had become “disqualified”).

According to the interviewees, the time in the cantonments was good. The same gender equal-
ity that they had experienced during the war continued to prevail in the camp, for example with 
females and males making food and cleaning on rotation. The minors expressed that they felt 
part of the community in the cantonment and were not treated differently than the adult persons 
there. They participated in everything, also in the physical training. However, those minors who 
became “disqualified” in the verification process because of their age (under 18) had complaints. 
They were discontent and angry about the way in which the verification process took place. Fur-
ther, and as a consequence of having been verified as minors (“disqualified”), many of them 
complained about not receiving any economic allowance in the cantonment and no economic 
compensation when they left. Several of the disqualified female minors in particular complained 
about lack of information from UNMIN. Although some courses and vocational training were 
available at the cantonments, many of the disqualified minors did not benefit from these re-
sources as they were simply not informed about them. Some of the minors had only heard about 
these opportunities a long time after they had left the cantonment, and they expressed regret that 
they had not been informed. Two of the interviewed disqualified female minors became preg-
nant while in the cantonment. They were both married and expressed good feelings about their 
partners. However, with regard to pregnancies, one might observe that gender equality was not 
practiced in the cantonments, as the mothers were placed in houses outside of the cantonment, 
whereas the males could stay within the cantonment. (The husband of one of the two inter-
viewed mothers stayed in the cantonment, while the other husband stayed with his wife outside 
of the cantonment). Because of this practice, the pregnant soldiers missed out on the activities in 
the cantonment. The problems that the baby boom in the cantonments led to for many female ex-
combatants in Nepal have also been described and highlighted by other researchers (Bleie, 2012; 
Upreti, Shivakoti and Bharati, 2018).

8.3.4. The Separation from the Adult Soldiers – Exit from the Cantonments

(This section and the next focus on the interviewees who became separated from the Maoists). 
Although the minors who were disqualified during the verification process in the cantonments 
knew early on that the separation from the adults would take place one day, they did not really 
understand what was going to happen to them or when the changes would come about. There 
was a lack of formal information in several of the cantonments. Thus, the disqualified minors 
enjoyed their time in the cantonments together with the adults, and when the day of separation 
came, it was experienced as bewildering and very painful.

The verification process also seems to have been quite arbitrary, as none of the disqualified were 
aged below 18 when they left the cantonment. Since they had lived in the cantonment for 3–4 
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years, they were between 18 and 21 years old when they were discharged. The disqualified were 
left with almost nothing. They were given 10,000 Nepalese Rupees (NPR) (85 USD), and some of 
them were given a pair of shoes and a bag to carry their things in. This was all they had when they 
left the cantonments, most of them without almost any education and with bleak possibilities of 
finding a job. They left in sadness, and many of them were also extremely angry. Some of them 
said that the Maoist leaders had promised to contact them later, but that this did not happen.

In addition to the pain of separation and the problems that the lack of economic compensation 
caused, the minors who became separated from the Maoists and discharged from the canton-
ments had to cope with the burden of having the label “disqualified” attached to them. First of 
all, most of them did not understand why they had become disqualified. Second, this label cre-
ated a feeling of shame and worthlessness. This was very clearly expressed during the interviews.

8.3.5. Returning to the Family and the Local Community

All the interviewees who were disqualified and sent back to their families and local communi-
ties experienced problems. Neither female nor male minors were respected in their communi-
ties, and they were all harassed. Some of the female minors were treated particularly badly, with 

Comments from a male minor

“When we stayed in the cantonment, there was a good coordination and collaboration 
to solve each other’s problems. I was so nervous when I knew that I had to leave the 
cantonment. I felt sad and even cried during that period. It was a very hard time for me 
… We were humiliated. They labelled us ‘disqualified’ and left us on the road without 
asking for our opinion.”

Comments from another male minor

“It was a sad period. And all the comrades were crying during the discharge period … 
We were angry at that time and broke tables and chairs, but nobody heard us. The day 
of discharge from the cantonment was a black day for us.”

Comments from a female minor

“The verification process and the questions asked by UNMIN were not scientific and not 
practical for me. For example, one question was: What was your age when the massacre 
happened in the Royal Palace in Nepal? It was not possible for me to remember and to 
answer quickly … The separation from the adult soldiers was painful.”

Comments from Interviewees on the Separation
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stigmatization and hatred towards them clearly expressed by villagers (see the comments in 
boxes below). In addition, many of them did not feel safe in the local community. Most of the 
disqualified minors also encountered problems with their families, although for some very few 
(mainly male), it worked out in a more or less acceptable way. However, even for those who got 
along well with their family, circumstances became so difficult because of harassment in their 
local communities that they had to leave. The problem was that, as they had been labelled “dis-
qualified”, they had received no economic compensation. Most of them therefore had nowhere 

Comments from a female minor

“I was not welcomed by my family. My parents asked me why I came home. I lied to 
them and said that I came there for a short period and would go back again. Nobody 
respected me in the community. They used to harass me and say that I was from the 
disqualified army of the CPN Maoists. They hated me.”

Comments from another female minor

“I did not feel welcome in my home community. They hated me and told me that I was 
no longer the daughter of the community. My school friends did not talk to me when 
I met them on the road. They did not greet me. They blamed me for returning to the 
village after (in their words) “Killing the people”. They said I was a perpetrator. I did 
not have enough food …and I did not feel safe. I felt insecurity even with regard to my 
former colleagues in the village. They did not talk to me, so I felt insecure. I worked in 
agriculture on a farm in the village. I did not take any education. The villagers did not 
like to see me study.”

Comments from a third female minor

“I spent six months at home and did not do anything during that period. I did not take 
any education courses. I had fallen in love in the cantonment and got inter-caste mar-
riage. My parents did not accept my marriage, so I left my birthplace and went to my 
uncle’s home together with my husband in Kathmandu.”

Comments from a male minor

“I worked on the agricultural fields and I was not able to stay in my village for a long 
time. I was not able to continue my education there. If there had been a positive envi-
ronment in my community, I would have continued my education. Since the atmosphere 
towards me was hostile, I felt it like I was in another war there.”

Comments from Interviewees on Their Reception in Local Communities
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else to go, with no money, no job and no education. Two of the female minors also said that their 
husbands had gone to Qatar to work. These were female minors who came from extremely poor 
families and had poor husbands. Going abroad represented a possibility for their husbands to 
earn some money. However, guest workers in the Middle East often do dangerous and low-paid 
work, and reality does not meet expectations. This is a burden on many of the poor male ex-com-
batants. One of the male minors also said that he had experienced pressure from his family to go 
to the Middle East, although in the end he chose not to give in. In addition to the burden on the 
male minors who leave Nepal to work, there is the added burden on their wives left alone with all 
the responsibilities for the children and the day-to day survival.

As seen from some of the interviewees’ comments, it has been difficult for those who became 
disqualified to get any education. Most of them described a hard fight to make ends meet every 
day, working as day-laborers in agriculture or elsewhere. For the females, day laboring often 
meant cleaning and kitchen work. Since they came back to their local communities without any 
cash or compensation, the villagers also harassed the disqualified about this, and in general they 
have been trapped in a fight to survive. In addition, there has been no encouragement for the 
minors to seek education, as the local communities in general have been hostile towards them 
and have not wanted to see them advance in any kind of way. Education institutions beyond basic 
education are also mainly localized far away from their local communities. Only four of the dis-
qualified reported that they were able to continue their education, and for special reasons. One 
received assistance from an NGO and the other had a father who was a businessman and politi-
cian and supported her. Yet another started her education in the cantonment, but all possibilities 
closed off when she was disqualified and discharged from the cantonment. She had to struggle 
alone to be able to complete high school, and she said that she heard nothing from UNMIN about 
courses or vocational training until a long time after she had left the cantonment. She was not 
able to pass her bachelor’s degree. The fourth minor was a male who came from a family that 
was well off economically and he was able to continue his education after he became disqualified. 
Three of the disqualified interviewees tried to start up small businesses, such as opening a tea 
shop, or making handicrafts, gifts and decorations to sell in the local market. However, they all 
had to close down when the COVID-19 lockdown began.

Some studies focusing on the gender dimension of the DDR process in Nepal also conclude that 
very few female ex-combatants are engaged in income generation. These studies are not focused 
on minors in particular, but are informative with regard to female ex-combatants’ experiences with 
the DDR process in Nepal in general. These women are now primarily taking care of their fami-
lies, while their male counterparts are providing the family income. The studies point out that the 
female ex-combatants face the challenge of dealing with rejection from their communities while 
at the same time struggling to accept the return to traditional subordinate female roles after their 
time in the PLA, where they were treated as equals (Bhandari, 2015; Bleie, 2012; Upreti, Shivakoti, 
and Bharati, 2018). In addition to the challenges that these studies refer to, the female minors who 
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became disqualified have carried the extra burden of returning to their home community without 
any money or resources to offer their family or to invest in projects in the local community.

8.3.6. Group of Politically Active Minors – Exerting Pressure

In Nepal, the disqualified ex-minors from PLA have formed their own organization, Discharged 
People’s Liberation Army Nepal (DPLAN), to exert pressure on the government and to attract 
international attention to their needs for economic compensation. Around 500 ex-minors par-
ticipate in the organization. Six of the disqualified among the interviewees stated that they were 
active in DPLAN. According to the interviewed, the CPN Maoist leader had expressed solidar-
ity with them. The DPLAN has conducted a series of dialogue meetings with the government, 
demanding financial compensation and vocational training for the disqualified minors. It took 
a long time to convince the government to provide compensation. After heavy protests with long-
lasting demonstrations in Kathmandu, and constant pressure by the minors, the Government of 
Nepal finally decided to provide compensation of NPR 200,000 (USD 1,873) to each disqualified 
minor from the Maoist guerrilla. However, the leader of the opposition in Nepali Congress (NC) 
filed a case against the decision of the government in the Supreme Court, as he did not want 
to give compensation to the disqualified minors. The NC leader also had personal contacts and 

Labelled “Disqualified”: Comments from Interviewees

Comments from a female minor

“I was always wondering why I became ‘disqualified’. The question makes me tense and I 
am still trying to get the answer, but it is difficult.”

Comments from another female minor

“Just one suggestion to UN/UNMIN: If they can please remove the label of ‘disquali-
fied’!”

Comments from a male minor

“The label of ‘disqualified’ always burns my heart.”

Comments from another male minor

“I felt that what happened in my life during the war is a good lesson learnt because I 
contributed to change the political system and to raise awareness in our backward com-
munity. However, when the government labelled us ‘disqualified’, it was not justified and 
it became a shame for us. So, I would like to request to the UN agencies to remove the 
label and to provide education to our children just like other people’s children.”
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influence in the Supreme Court. His argument was that the disqualified minors from the PLA 
had participated in killings and torture of villagers and that they should be punished rather than 
receive any compensation. He also argued that if the disqualified minors were to receive compen-
sation, then civilian victims of the war should also receive compensation. Thus, the disqualified 
minors have still not received any economic compensation.

Altogether six of the interviewed were active members of DPLAN, three of them females and 
three males. Two of the females were very active in DPLAN, including one who served as a mem-
ber of its board. Although these two young women lived outside of Kathmandu, they came to the 
capital with the express purpose of participating in the protests and one of the two stayed a whole 
month for the sake of the protests. One of the male members of DPLAN also had a story that fur-
ther illustrates the importance of this organization. He had worked very hard and even borrowed 
money from some friends to open a small restaurant. However, when he heard about the dem-
onstrations, he sold the restaurant and went to Kathmandu to participate in the protests. He was 
very angry and sad about the label “disqualified,” and would do anything to get rid of it.

8.4. The Minors Who Stayed With PLA and the Minors Who Were Separated 
from PLA – A Comparison of Their Social and Economic Conditions

Although most of the minors who became disqualified stayed in the cantonments for around 
three years before they were discharged, some small differences between those labelled quali-
fied and those labelled disqualified were felt even in the cantonments, as the interviewees who 
were qualified received a monthly payment of about 600 NPR (5 USD) while they were staying 
there, whereas the disqualified interviewees did not. The disqualified did, however, benefit from 
food, health services and physical training while they were in the cantonments. Most of the inter-
viewed qualified ex-combatants stayed in the cantonments for about 5 years and one of them sim-
ply settled there. Whereas the qualified received between 500,000 (about 4230 USD) and 600,000 
(about 5076 USD) in cash compensation, the disqualified minors’ lack of compensation more or 
less forced them to go back to their local communities to stay with their families after they had 
been discharged from the cantonments. As already explained, they were generally not welcome at 
home, and their local communities harassed them. The females were in particular harassed and 
stigmatized. Without any education and with no cash, most of the disqualified had to become 
low-paid day-laborers. Several of them worked in agriculture, but some of the females had to take 
on gender-traditional jobs such as cleaning and kitchen work.

Among the qualified, some were lucky enough to get jobs working for the UN, and they did 
in general benefit from more networks and good contacts established during the long time in 
the cantonments. One qualified interviewee also said that now the villagers in his home com-
munity respected him because he came back with a good job. Thus, positive chain reactions of 
being qualified can be observed. Some of the qualified minors also managed to start their own 
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businesses. Of the qualified interviewees, some went to Kathmandu, while some settled perma-
nently in the cantonment area. Although the 28 cantonments in Nepal were formally closed six 
years after the peace agreement, around 20 of them still have ex-Maoist guerrilla fighters living 
in the area. Mostly they have bought land there, as land in these areas close to the jungle and 
mountain areas is cheaper than in more densely populated areas in Nepal. In these remote areas, 
where other former Maoist guerrilla soldiers live, those who had inter-caste marriages during 
the war could live without the stigmatization that those who had to go to their home villages ex-
perienced. Inter-caste marriage is in general not accepted in Nepal and particularly not in rural 
villages.

Some of the qualified females married and left the cantonments voluntarily after three years, 
together with their husbands. Their husbands had jobs, such as working as taxi drivers or for 
NGOs. Even some of these qualified females took on more traditional gender roles again, after 
they had left the cantonments, and stayed home to do housework and look after their children. 
However, these females had more of a choice than the disqualified females, as the qualified 
young women had social networks and as some of them were politically active.

In general, there is a significant difference between the interviewees of the two groups with 
regard to their psychological wellbeing. Most of the qualified felt that their contribution during 
the war was worthwhile, and some even said they were proud of their efforts during the war, 
and that they had learnt a lot. Most of them were also politically active. The disqualified, on the 
other hand, expressed anger and sadness. It was particularly the label “disqualified” that made 
them feel uncomfortable. For some, it even led to psychological problems.

One of the interviewed said that there had been suicides among the disqualified minors, and that 
she knew of about seven cases of persons who had committed suicide. It has not been possible 
to verify this, but given the extremely difficult situation of many of the disqualified, it is not un-
likely. In general, Nepal has a high rate of suicide, which also increases the likeliness that such 
an option may have been preferred by some of the most desperate disqualified minors in Nepal.
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In general, it was easier to get access to the minors from PLA in Nepal than it was to get access 
to minors from FARC in Colombia. Networks and the snowball method were used to identify 
and access interviewees for this case study. Of the 25 interviewees, 21 joined the Maoists volun-
tarily. Four felt compelled to join, as in their local communities there was a strong emphasis on 
the need to recruit one member from each family. One might say they were indirectly forced. 
However, even these four said that there had been emphasis on gender equality and no discrimi-
nation when they were with the Maoists. All the interviewed minors enjoyed the time in the 
cantonments, although those who became disqualified began to worry and ask themselves why 
this had happened to them. The real challenge came during the verification process, when they 
were labelled as disqualified and had to leave the cantonment. For the disqualified, there were 
several problems, but the heaviest burden mentally was to carry the label “disqualified.” They felt 
humiliated and that their efforts during the war were of no value. In addition, they left the can-
tonments without any cash compensation, and did not have any other choices than to go back to 
their home village. They arrived there without any money, without education and knowing that 
they had become disqualified. Many of the disqualified minors, particularly the females, were 
extremely badly received and treated by the local community. Many of the females again had to 
accept very traditional gender roles and became day-laborers doing housework, such as cleaning 
and cooking.

The qualified could stay in the cantonments for longer than three years, and some stayed for 
five to six years. During this period, many of them established good contacts within the Maoist 
network, which later helped them to find a job. Two of the interviewed were allowed to work for 
the UN during their time in the cantonment. These also received a salary from the UN for their 
work. Leaving the cantonments, the qualified brought with them their economic compensation, 
which gave them more of a choice regarding where to go than the disqualified had been faced 
with. Several of them went to Kathmandu. The qualified females were better off than the dis-
qualified, both because of the economic compensation they received and because of the honor 
they felt at being qualified. As most of them lived in Kathmandu, they also avoided the strong 
stigmatization that the female disqualified experienced in their villages. However, even some of 
the qualified female soldiers ended up in relatively traditional gender roles when they got mar-
ried and had to live in the midst of the more gender-traditional Nepalese society.

9. Summary of the Case Study of Nepal
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There are some marked differences in how the minors from FARC in Colombia and the minors 
from PLA in Nepal experienced the DDR process and the separation from the adult soldiers. Sev-
eral of the minors from Nepal are today organized in the group DPLAN, which exerts pressure 
on the government for their rights, whereas there is nothing like this in Colombia. The Nepalese 
minors were left to themselves after the discharge from the cantonments, whereas in Colombia, 
the minors who became separated from FARC were enrolled in a state program which exerted 
strong control over them. There were additional and different challenges for the minors in the 
two countries. In Nepal, the minors participating in PLA came from different castes, and when 
they were discharged from the cantonments, they came back to a society which would still judge 
them by their caste. The Colombian minors did not have this problem. On the other hand, the 
minors in Colombia had security problems, as several armed groups, paramilitaries and drug 
dealers operate in many of the rural areas to which they returned. Security represented less of 
a problem in Nepal. However, what is common for the two cases is that traditional gender roles 
and traditional gender relations prevail in both countries. Thus, female soldiers from Colombia 
and Nepal who had experienced years with an emphasis on, and practice of, gender equality 
within FARC and PLA now had to return to societies that were lagging considerably behind on 
these issues. The post-conflict political situations in Colombia and Nepal are also quite different. 
Whereas FARC’s political influence is quite limited, with only a few representatives in the Con-
gress, the Maoists have had considerable political power in Nepal. In the following, the similari-
ties and differences between the two case countries – and the particular challenges inherent to 
each – will be discussed in more detail, and with a gender perspective.

The general impression from the interviews with the minors in Colombia who became separated 
from FARC is that many of them felt sad and lonely. They were spread over large distances in 
Colombia and were not able to maintain a network with the others from their group. In contrast, 
many of the disqualified minors from Nepal were angry and outspoken, and several of them 
were also organized in DPLAN. What can explain this difference? There are a couple of obvious 
explanations. First, the minors in Colombia had a very short time in the cantonments before they 
became separated from FARC and were taken away to interim care centers. Second, the child 
protection agency ICBF and the reincorporation agency ARN have wielded a very strong and 
authoritarian control over the minors, even after they turned 18 years old. The ex-minors from 
FARC have mainly had to meet under the aegis of ARN or ICBF for seminars and workshops, 
and they have had few possibilities and little leeway to organize their own platforms for coopera-
tion. In addition, their geographical spread all over Colombia has made it difficult and expensive 
to meet and organize. In contrast, in Nepal, the disqualified minors were left almost completely 
to themselves after they had left the cantonments. Most of them went back to their villages, since 
they did not have any money and they had nowhere else to stay. However, some of them went to 
stay with relatives in Kathmandu, because it was unbearable for them to stay in their home vil-
lage. Some of the females also got married to men who had family in Kathmandu. Obviously, 
they have been able to link up with each other and share their frustrations, since DPLAN now 

10. Comparison of the Two Cases: 
      Colombia and Nepal
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has about 500 members. Thus, many of the disqualified did at least find an outlet for their anger 
and frustrations. Also, in Nepal, the label “disqualified” in particular provoked anger and dis-
content. The interviews revealed that this label made the minors feel as though their efforts dur-
ing the war were not appreciated. They were not “qualified,” and it was humiliating. Thus, this 
label has provoked much anger and has certainly also inspired the minors to organize to fight 
for their rights. The disqualified minors in Nepal blamed both the UN and the government for 
their situation, and several of them also blamed their Maoist leaders for having agreed to this ar-
rangement. Since the Maoists held considerable political power after the conflict, the disqualified 
minors expected their own leaders to do more for them. In contrast, none of those minors who 
became separated from FARC blamed the FARC leaders for this or for their post-conflict condi-
tions. They blamed the UN and international organizations, and they blamed the Colombian 
child protection agency ICBF in particular. Several also blamed ARN for the way they had been 
treated.

The socio-economic situation for the minors who became separated from the adult soldiers 
was difficult both in Colombia and Nepal, but it was particularly difficult for the disqualified in 
Nepal, as most of them were left with absolutely nothing – only a bus ticket home and a pair of 
shoes. In practice, they had no other choice than to stay at home and take badly paid jobs as day-
laborers. In this situation, several of the female minors returned to gender-traditional jobs such 
as kitchen work and cleaning. Moreover, the female minors from PLA were extremely stigma-
tized. The male minors in Nepal were also in general badly received in their local communities, 
but they did not experience such extremely hostile attitudes to the same degree as the females. 
The local communities in Nepal also harassed the minors for coming back without economic 
resources or support. The minors from Colombia did receive some economic support when they 
left the interim care centers, but the small amount they were granted did not help them for long. 
Some of them did receive some support for education-related costs from the ARN, but this did 
not cover their living costs. The female minors of this group who became pregnant were without 
support and had to carry an additional burden. In the end, those young FARC members who 
were allowed to stay with FARC were better off both socio-economically and emotionally than the 
minors who were separated from FARC.

In Nepal, there were many inter-caste marriages within PLA. All kinds of marriages had the 
same ceremony, and there was no discrimination in this respect. However, when those persons 
who had entered into inter-caste marriages in the guerrilla reintegrated back into the traditional 
Nepalese society, they encountered problems. This was also the case with some of the minors 
who had fallen in love while in PLA and had entered into an inter-caste marriage. Becoming 
disqualified further intensified their problems. When these persons came back to their villages, 
without any money or resources to contribute, and in an inter-caste marriage, they were not re-
spected, either by their parents, or by the local community. They were extremely badly harassed. 
In some cases, in Nepal as in Colombia, the heaviest burden fell on the females. In the case of 
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one interviewee, the husband went abroad to a Gulf state to earn a living for the couple, and the 
mother was left alone in the local community with her children. She and also her children had a 
very bad time. Nobody respected them and she felt extremely lonely and humiliated.

In Colombia, many of the minors who were separated from FARC and had to go back to their 
local communities also had to face serious security problems. Several of them spoke of other 
armed groups and paramilitaries operating in nearby communities. Some also said that there 
were drug dealers in the area. The paramilitaries were dangerous for the minors, since the mi-
nors were former guerrilla members and thus potential targets for capture, revenge and killings 
by the paramilitaries. They were also nervous about other armed groups operating in the area, 
such as the ELN. Finally, some also said that to earn money, one option was to get involved in 
coca production. Although they tried to avoid this option, with this avenue of potential income 
so close to hand, and lacking financial security and education, it could be difficult to avoid. This 
dilemma was mentioned in particular by some of the male minors.

The situations of the minors who were allowed to stay with FARC, as they had turned 18, and the 
qualified ex-minors in Nepal share some similarities. Yet, the conditions of these groups also dif-
fer on some important aspects. The former minors of FARC who stayed in the ETCRs had a well-
organized life, with safe housing, access to food and a social and political life. The young females 
also expressed that there was gender equality in the ETCRs. Even the ex-minors who stayed out-
side of the ETCRs but kept contact with FARC via social and political life were fine socially and 
psychologically, although some of them struggled to make ends meet, as they did not have free 
housing as in the ETCRs.

In comparison, there were no specially organized zones for the qualified minors or the adult 
Maoist soldiers after the cantonments were closed in Nepal, although many qualified ex-combat-
ants settled around the old cantonments. As the adults and minors who were qualified received a 
one-off cash payment of between 500 and 600,000 NPR in Nepal, this made it possible for them 
to buy land and settle around the cantonments and to continue living together. Some of them 
also used their money elsewhere and went to Kathmandu or to other cities. Life around the can-
tonment zones was especially preferable for those who would potentially experience high stigma-
tization in their home village, particularly those who had entered into an inter-caste marriage. 
Some of the young female minors who became qualified continued to be politically active. There 
was a relatively large group of adult females from the PLA who entered political and administra-
tive positions, and so these young females also had role models for the future. It is hard to con-
clude which of these two groups fared best: the minors in Colombia who stayed with FARC, or 
the qualified minors in Nepal. As for now, it seems that those in the ETCRs in Colombia are the 
best off in many respects, but this also depends on the future of the ETCRs, and whether these 
will continue to receive economic support.
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This report has looked at how minors who joined the guerrillas in Colombia and Nepal fared 
in the DDR processes in the respective countries. The study has applied a gender perspective. 
Based on the recommendations of the IDDRS to separate minors below 18 years of age from the 
adult soldiers within 48 hours of arrival to a demobilization zone, this report has investigated 
and analyzed how those minors who were separated from the adults have fared in their reintegra-
tion process and post-conflict lives. This is then compared with the experiences of those minors 
who had turned 18 years of age at the time of the peace agreement and demobilization process 
and were thus allowed to remain together with the adult soldiers. The UN’s as well as many in-
ternational organizations’ arguments for separation are largely based on the assumption that the 
minors are victims of forced recruitment and abuse, that they are deprived of their rights as chil-
dren, and that it will be good for them to be reunited with their families and local communities 
once they are separated from the armed group. Whereas this may be true for minors in armed 
conflict in some contexts and conflicts globally, these assumptions fail completely with regard to 
the contexts in Colombia and Nepal. Of the 47 interviewees in this project, only four minors had 
felt indirectly forced to join, and only in Nepal. Many of the interviewed minors had actively ap-
proached the guerrillas to become members, fleeing from extreme poverty, maltreatment by par-
ents, persecution of their families by the army and generally unbearable living conditions. Thus, 
one might say that they joined the guerrillas as a result of a situation in which they were already 
deprived of their human, social and economic rights. 

Moreover, the separation from the adult soldiers was experienced by the majority as traumatiz-
ing and humiliating, and as depriving them of their political agency and economic rights for 
compensation as active guerrilla members. In both countries, some of the minors who were 
separated from the adults even had serious security problems after they were sent home to their 
villages. A general comment from the minors was also that nobody listened to them and nobody 
was interested in hearing their stories. The recommendation to reunite minors with their fami-
lies is thus based on assumptions that do not take into account the reality of these children and 
the conditions they come from. Most of them fled from unbearable conditions at home and in 
their villages when they joined the guerrilla, and then, during the DDR process, they were sent 
back there, without money, education or anything to offer the community – with only the extra 
burden and stigmatization that often follows being a former guerrilla member. The situation was 
particularly bad for the female minors.

In comparison, those who joined the guerrillas as minors in Colombia and Nepal but had turned 
18 when the DDR processes began, and were thus allowed to stay with the adults, had a different 
experience. They were in general much more stable psychologically and several of them were also 
proud of what they had achieved. They had social networks within the guerrilla that they could 
rely on in their daily lives, and the females experienced continued respect and equality in the 
cases where they lived in camps together with the adult soldiers. In Nepal, those who had entered 
into inter-caste marriages during the war and stayed with the adults also had a much better life 

11. Conclusion
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and were respected by their guerrilla companions. In general, those who had turned 18 were also 
better off economically, although for somewhat different reasons in Nepal than in Colombia. In 
Nepal, they received a one-off cash sum in economic compensation, which gave them more flex-
ibility. In Colombia, it was the support given to the ETCRs in terms of housing and food which 
particularly benefitted the ex-minors. The experiences of minors from Colombia and Nepal are 
important reminders that separation from the adult soldiers and return to families and local 
communities should not be a general recommendation for minors from armed groups. What 
may work well for minors in some contexts may represent a catastrophic solution for minors in 
another context. The decision on how to assist minors from armed groups in each specific con-
flict needs to be based on a thorough context analysis, in which the minors’ experiences from the 
armed group and their own opinions and choices are taken properly into account. The positive 
experiences that some minors have with guerrilla networks, and the support that these may rep-
resent for their post-conflict lives, should be taken properly into consideration.

The experiences from Colombia and Nepal also constitute an important reminder of the need 
for more discussions about the role of the state in taking care of minors coming out of armed 
conflicts. When the government represents one of the conflicting parties in a civil war, there is 
reason to doubt the neutrality and objectivity of state institutions towards the minors. As the case 
studies revealed, there was a large difference in the role of the state towards the minors in Co-
lombia and Nepal. Whereas the state in Colombia was quite active through agencies and institu-
tions such as the ARN, the ICBF and the program Camino Diferencial de Vida, the state in Nepal 
took very little responsibility for the minors. Many of the minors in Colombia also strongly dis-
liked the psychologists placed at state institutions. The Nepalese state can be blamed for not sup-
porting many of the minors economically, or at best with very small amounts of money and in 
an arbitrary way. The interviewed had received their bus ticket: that was all. On the other hand, 
the Colombian minors have been far too much controlled by state institutions. It is symptomatic 
that the Nepalese minors are very badly off economically, but are angry and organized, while the 
Colombian minors are sad, rigidly controlled and disorganized.

These experiences give arguments for a stronger role of the UN and international organizations 
in the caretaking of minors after armed conflict, and less of a role for the state. However, the case 
studies also reveal that even organizations like UNICEF, the ICRC and IOM need to pay much 
more attention to the agency of the minors. A crucial and general experience of the minors from 
both Colombia and Nepal is that they were not listened to. This is particularly serious consider-
ing that, at the moment of demobilization, many of the minors had reached the age of 16 or 17 
and were no longer children but adolescents. Some were even only a few months away from turn-
ing 18. They felt that their experiences and their opinions were not valued, and this was humili-
ating for them. Most of them were quite mature mentally and intellectually and had more life 
experience than the average adult person outside of a guerrilla army would have.
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11.1. Recommendations

• The chapter on minors in DDR processes in the UN operational guide should be revised 
based on new research findings of minors coming out of different conflict contexts.

• The UN operational guide on DDR processes should have a stronger emphasis on the 
gender perspective, including in the chapter on minors in DDR processes.

• When DDR processes are planned, these should include proper assessments of the needs 
and interests of the minors.

• Minors in DDR processes should be given a real choice on whether or not to stay with the 
adult soldiers of the armed group, and their choices should be respected.

• Particular attention should be paid to the situation of female minors, so that they do not 
become pressured to return to a home community where they may become stigmatized 
and disrespected.

• Minors in DDR processes should be given the following types of economic support, inde-
pendently of whether they choose to stay with the adult soldiers or to leave the group:

 ▪ Support for housing

 ▪ Support for food costs

 ▪ Support for education.

This support should be provided for a period long enough to allow them the possibility to 
finish, as a minimum, secondary school, and for those who want to, to graduate. The sup-
port should also continue until they have secured a job with an income that can sustain 
their living costs.

• Whether they choose to remain with or to leave the armed group, female minors who 
are pregnant, as well as female and male minors with children, should be given socio-
economic support.

• Minors who are mothers and fathers of disabled or sick children should be given extra 
socio-economic support and follow-up.

• Male minors who come from poor families and feel pressured to go abroad for work, for 



54

example to Middle Eastern countries, should be given alternative socio-economic support, 
as well as education and job opportunities within their own country.

• In countries where the government has represented one of the parties to a conflict, the 
role of the state in the DDR process for the minors should be minimal, as the minors 
often do not have confidence in the government and in state institutions, and state institu-
tions may not be neutral in how they treat the minors from the armed group. In such 
cases, the UN and international organizations should play the main role, and over a con-
siderable length of time – for example, 10 years.

• Psychologists involved in the work with minors in DDR processes must be neutral to the 
minors’ stories, experiences and preferences. The psychologists should preferably be inter-
national, not national.

• If minors from armed groups want to organize to fight for their rights, they should be 
given the opportunity – and also the support – to do so, but with the freedom to organize 
in their own way: not under the aegis of state institutions or child protection institutions, 
and not under the aegis of the armed group. Female minors should be encouraged to take 
part in this.

• In societies with ethnic, racial or caste discrimination, adolescents that have entered into 
mixed marriages or inter-caste marriages while participating in a guerrilla group should 
be given extra social and economic support and follow-up to avoid a situation in which 
they have to settle in their home area or in an area with continued stigmatization and 
discrimination.

• The UN and international organizations should pay particular attention to the use of 
language with regard to minors in armed groups. As realized by the UN, the expression 
of “disqualified” applied to minors from PLA in Nepal caused extreme harm. Thus, the 
UN and international organizations should emphasize this as a lesson learned, and work 
against – and also warn against – such use of language or “labelling”.

• It should be acknowledged that the minors from armed groups – females and males – 
have their own agency. The minors should be asked about their opinions with regard to all 
types of choices, they should be asked about what they want and need for their future, and 
they should be listened to and, not least, respected.  
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Acronyms

AMMAA: Agreement on the Monitoring of the Management of Arms and Armies

ARN: Agencia para la Reincorporación y la Normalización (Agency for Reincorporation and 
Normalization)

AUC: Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia)

CDV: Camino Diferencial de Vida (A Differentiated Path of Life)

CNR: Consejo Nacional de Reincorporación (The National Council for Reincorporation)

COP: Colombian Peso

CPN-M: Communist Party of Nepal – Maoists

CPDH: Consejería Presidencial para los Derechos Humanos (Presidential Adviser on Human 
Rights)

CWIN: Child Workers in Nepal

DDR: Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration

DPLAN: Discharged People’s Liberation Army Nepal

ETCR: Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación (Special Territories for Edu-
cation and Reincorporation)

FARC-EP: Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejercito del Pueblo (Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia-People’s Army)

ICBF: Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familial (The Colombian Institute of Family Wel-
fare)

ICC: Interim Care Centers

ICRC: International Committee of the Red Cross

IDDRS: Integrated Disarmament Demobilization and Reintegration Standards

IOM: International Organization for Migration

NC: Nepali Congress
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NPR: Nepalese Rupee

PLA: People’s Liberation Army

UARIV: Unidad para la Atención y Reparación Integral a las Víctimas (Victim’s Unit)

UCEP: Underprivileged Children’s Education Program

UNMIN: United Nations Mission in Nepal

UNIRP: United Nations Integrated Rehabilitation Program

VLMR: Verified Minors and Late Recruits

ZVTN: Zonas Veredales Transitorias de Normalización (Transitional Local Zones for Normal-
ization)
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Agencia para la Reincorporación y la Normalización

Alta Consejería de Derechos Humanos

Consejo Noruego para Refugiados

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejercito del Pueblo

Oficina del Coordinador Residente de las Naciones Unidas

International Organization for Migration

UNICEF

United Nations Verification Mission in Colombia

Krox Institute for International Peace Studies (Bogotá)

List of Consulted Organizations,  
Agencies and Institutes in Colombia
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“Nobody Listens to Us”:  
Minors in DDR Processes –  
The Gender Dimension

Minors in armed groups 
represent a challenging issue 
in peace and DDR processes. 
This report takes the interna-
tional framework on children 
in armed groups as its point 
of departure – particularly 
the UN operational guide 
to the integrated disarma-
ment, demobilization and 
reintegration standards 
(IDDRS). It looks into the 
main recommendations in 
the UN guide and holds these 
recommendations up against 
the gendered experiences of 
female and male minors in 

DDR processes.Research and 
case studies on the gender 
dimension of DDR processes 
are increasing, but gendered 
case studies of minors in 
DDR processes are still very 
rare. This report builds on 
two new case studies from 
Colombia and Nepal and 
includes interviews with a 
total of 47 minors – females 
and males – from FARC-EP 
in Colombia (22) and 
PLA in Nepal (25). A key 
research question in the 
project on which this report 
is based concerns whether 

the international DDR 
framework, particularly the 
IDDRS, is sufficiently gender 
sensitive, and whether it 
serves the best interests of 
the minors in DDR processes 
in Colombia and Nepal, as 
well as in the large variety of 
conflict contexts globally.

Wenche Iren Hauge
Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)

Case Studies from Colombia and Nepal




