
 
 

  
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  
 
 UN: State Actors Drive 19 Percent Increase in Child Casualties, Overtaking Armed 
Groups as the Main Threat to Children in War 
  
UN Secretary-General Releases Record-Breaking Number of Children Affected by Grave 
Violations in 2025 
  
New York, 18 June 2026 – The United Nations has reported the highest ever number of 
children affected by grave violations in armed conflicts in 2025. These violations unfolded 
as global funding cuts restricted child protection responses, hostilities intensified in 
densely populated areas, often marked by the use of explosive weapons and destruction of 
critical civilian infrastructure, and impunity remained widespread.  
 
On June 17, the Secretary-General released his latest Annual Report on Children and 
Armed Conflict, detailing 38,558 grave violations affecting 24,174 children as verified by 
UN monitors in 23 conflict situations from January to December 2025. This number 
represents a 7.5 percent increase in the number of affected children compared to 2024 – 
even as the total number of conflicts covered by the report decreased by three. For the first 
time, government actors were responsible for the majority of grave violations and remained 
the main perpetrators of killing and maiming children, attacks on schools and hospitals, 
and the denial of humanitarian access for children.  
 
“Yet another year of record-breaking violence against children in war, marked not only by 
disregard for their protection but deliberate strategies to inflict harm, should shock us all to 
our core,” said Bethany Ellis, Director of Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict. “It is far 
past time to put children’s lives and futures ahead of political calculations, to urgently 
ensure perpetrators of grave violations – whomever they may be – face meaningful 
consequences, and to recommit political and financial resources to the protection 
systems that work for children.” 
 
Killing and maiming of children rose by 19 percent compared to 2024. Air strikes, artillery, 
and the use of explosive armed drones took a relentless toll on children. The report points 
to the rapid evolution of military technologies – including unmanned aerial systems and the 
use of artificial intelligence in targeting systems – and military strategies that disregard the 
special protections afforded to children in international law as key concerns. 
 

https://alliancecpha.org/en/technical-materials/impact-funding-cuts-children-and-their-protection


Despite sexual violence remaining among the most underreported grave violations, 2025 
saw an increase in documented cases of gang rape against children, suggesting its 
widespread use as a deliberate tactic.  
 
Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory remained the situation with the highest 
number of grave violations in 2025 with staggering 12,445 total violations verified – or 32.3 
percent of the global total. Among these grave violations were 2,730 children killed (five 
children in Israel, 2,725 Palestinian children) and 2,930 children maimed (nine Israeli 
children, 2,921 Palestinian children), two Palestinian children used as human shields by 
Israeli armed and security forces, and 10 incidents of sexual violence against children. 609 
schools and 219 hospitals came under attack, and the UN documented 5,946 incidents 
where humanitarian access was denied for children. Israeli armed and security forces were 
by far the most prominent perpetrator committing 9,465 grave violations.  
 
Other conflicts topping the numbers this year were the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(4,114 grave violations), followed by Nigeria (2,560), Myanmar (2,203), and Somalia (2,195). 
The Secretary-General raised concerns about reports of grave violations in Iran in 2025 and 
“will continue to monitor with concern the situation of children.” The Secretary-General 
noted significant monitoring challenges – particularly in Burkina Faso and Ethiopia and 
reduced capacity in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali, and Sudan – clarifying as 
usual that the report’s numbers do not represent the full scale of grave violations and 
noting “persistent efforts by some Member States to undermine independent human rights 
monitoring.”  
 
Secretary-General Guterres added new parties to the “list of shame” this year in Haiti (Gran 
Grif, Kraze Barye, and 400 Mawozo), Niger (Islamic State Sahel Province and Jama’atu Ahlis 
Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad), and in Sudan (Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-North 
Abdelaziz al Hilu faction). Guterres also warned that without “meaningful improvement” or 
should situations be “repeated in 2026” several parties should be listed, including the 
Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo for killing and maiming, the Haitian 
National Police and Special Security Task Force for killing and maiming, Israeli settlers for 
grave violations, and Israeli armed and security forces for killing and maiming in Lebanon. 
He also raised concerns about recruitment and use by the Sudanese Armed Forces.  
 
Also evading the “list of shame” were Pakistan security forces for killing and maiming (103) 
in Afghanistan and Yemeni Armed Forces and affiliated forces and groups for child 
recruitment and use (135). Yemeni Armed Forces were previously listed for this violation 
and removed from the list in 2022. The report also documents United States authorized air 



strikes as responsible for killing 30 children and maiming 27 others, and attacks on three 
schools and hospitals in Yemen. 
 
The Secretary-General’s annual report and its annexed list of perpetrators have served as a 
unique and largely effective tool for identifying perpetrators and pressuring them to end 
violations and protect children in war. The report’s impact and credibility rely largely on the 
application of the same standards to all parties across all armed conflicts – which civil 
society groups have consistently called on Secretary-General Guterres to ensure.  
 
On a positive note, some governments took steps to better protect children in 2025. In 
Niger, the Transitional Government integrated its Handover Protocol for children associated 
with armed forces and armed groups into its DDR strategy. The Syrian Government 
committed to engage with the UN on a plan to end and prevent grave violations against 
children. The Government of National Unity in Libya adopted Guidelines for the Protection 
of Children Associated with Armed Conflict for the handover of children to child protection 
actors and prevention of child recruitment. The Colombian Government adopted the 
prevention strategy of the Intersectoral Commission for the Prevention of Recruitment, 
Use, Exploitation, and Sexual Violence against Children and Adolescents.  
 
Global funding cuts continue to threaten UN monitoring and child protection systems, as 
well as vital civil society partners. Available data and analysis on grave violations may be 
scarcer in the coming years – making understanding the impact of war on children, holding 
perpetrators accountable, responding to harms, and allocating resources appropriately 
much more challenging.  
   
For more information, please contact:   
Bethany Ellis, Director, Watchlist – bethanye@watchlist.org, +1 401 339 4483 
 
See also:   

• Open Letter from 17 Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs) to the UN Secretary-
General Calling for a Credible, Evidence-based List of Perpetrators, May 2026  

• “A Credible List”: Recommendations for the Secretary-General’s 2026 Annual 
Report on Children and Armed Conflict, April 2026 

  
Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict is a New York-based coalition of 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that seeks to end violations against children in 
armed conflict and guarantee their rights. For more information, please visit: 
https://watchlist.org/.  
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