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Taliban Child Soldier Recruitment Surges

(New York) – Taliban forces in Afghanistan have added scores of children to their ranks since mid-2015 in 
violation of the international prohibition on the use of child soldiers, Human Rights Watch said today.

New Human Rights Watch research shows that the Taliban have been training and deploying children for 
various military operations including the production and planting of improvised explosive devices (IED). In 
Kunduz province, the Taliban have increasingly used madrasas, or Islamic religious schools, to provide military 
training to children between the ages of 13 and 17, many of whom have been deployed in combat.

“The Taliban’s apparent strategy to throw increasing numbers of children into battle is as cynical and cruel as it 
is unlawful,” said Patricia Gossman, senior Afghanistan researcher. “Afghan children should be at school and at 
home with their parents, not exploited as cannon fodder for the Taliban insurgency.”

Human Rights Watch interviewed relatives of 13 children recruited as Taliban soldiers over the past year, and 
verified these claims through interviews with civil society activists, political analysts, and the United Nations. 
Despite Taliban claims that they only enlist fighters who have achieved “mental and physical maturity,” and do 
not use “boys with no beards” in military operations, some of the children recruited from madrasas in Kunduz, 
Takhar, and Badakhshan provinces are 13 or younger. The Taliban have previously denied “the use of children 
and adolescents in Jihadic Operations,” but its deployment of individuals under the age of 18 violates 
international law applicable in Afghanistan and in cases involving children under 15 is a war crime.

Kunduz residents and analysts say that the increase in recruitment and deployment of child fighters coincided 
with the Taliban’s major offensive in northern Afghanistan that began in April 2015. Human Rights Watch 
interviews with activists and analysts indicate that the Taliban-run madrasas have been functioning in Kunduz, 
as well as other northern provinces, since at least 2012. As the Taliban made substantial inroads in 2013-2014, 
gaining ground in Kunduz’s Chahardara and Dasht-e Archi districts, they gained more influence over education 
in the province. Taliban commanders increasingly used madrasas not only for indoctrination, but also for 
military training of children. Previously, Taliban commanders sent boys selected for military training to North 
Waziristan in Pakistan, where despite Pakistan’s military operations, the Taliban operates freely in large 
swathes of territory. While such training still occurs, the Taliban has solidified its control over at least three 
districts in Kunduz and residents and analysts told Human Rights Watch that the group is carrying out more of 
the military training locally.

The Taliban recruit and train children in age-specific stages. Boys begin indoctrination as young as six years 
old, and continue to study religious subjects under Taliban teachers for up to seven years. According to 
relatives of boys recruited by the Taliban, by the time they are 13, Taliban-educated children have learned 
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military skills including use of firearms, and the production and deployment of IEDs. Taliban teachers then 
introduce those trained child soldiers to specific Taliban groups in that district.

“The Taliban’s increasing use of children as soldiers only adds to the horrors of Afghanistan’s long conflict both 
for the children and their families,” Gossman said. “The Taliban should immediately stop recruiting children and 
release all children in their ranks, even those who claim to have joined willingly.”

Please see below for additional information including accounts from relatives and friends of Taliban 
child soldiers.

Taliban Recruitment and Training of Children

The Taliban have recruited and used children as fighters since the 1990s, but Kunduz residents whose sons 
have been among those recruited, together with analysts who have monitored the recruitment drive, believe 
that recruitment increased in 2015 due to expanded Taliban operations against Afghan government forces. The 
establishment of training centers in madrasas in the Taliban’s expanded zone of control in Kunduz also led to 
increases in child soldier recruitment. Kunduz residents told Human Rights Watch that the Taliban had recruited 
and deployed more than 100 children from Chahardara district alone in 2015.

Because the Taliban begin the indoctrination of children from an early age, they are easily persuaded to fight. 
Relatives of child soldiers in Kunduz told Human Rights Watch that the Taliban target children because it is 
easy to convince them of the righteousness of jihad, and because they are at an age where they do not feel 
responsible for providing for a family and so are easily persuaded to take on dangerous tasks. In general, 
children are not recruited by force. However parents who have tried to retrieve their children are usually unable 
to do so because the Taliban claim that the boys are of age, or are committed to jihad regardless of their age.

The Taliban madrasas attract many poor families because the Taliban cover their expenses and provide food 
and clothing for the children. In some cases they offer cash to families for sending their boys to the madrasas. 
An expert on Kunduz told Human Rights Watch that traditionally, even before the Taliban established madrasas 
in these areas, rural and village families sent at least one son to the local madrasa because of the prestige 
associated with the status of becoming a mullah (someone educated in the basics of Islamic law). In the cases 
of child soldiers Human Rights Watch investigated, some boys attended the madrasas in the early morning 
hours and then attended government schools later in the day. Other boys who had been recruited attended the 
madrasas full time. For example, “Razeq,” (a pseudonym) 16, a resident of Chahardara district in Kunduz 
province, is a student in Class 6 at a government-run school, which he attends between 8 a.m. and noon every 
day. Between 5 a.m. and 8 a.m. he attends a madrasa controlled by Malawi Abdul Haq, a Taliban commander 
in the district. As of late 2015, the madrasa had about 80 students, most of them children between the ages of 
13 and 17. All of them are vulnerable to recruitment.

According to some reports, children as young as 10 years old fought with Taliban forces in the battles that led to 
the Taliban’s temporary takeover of Kunduz. Leila Zerrougui, the UN special representative of the Secretary-
General for children and armed conflict, told Al-Jazeera that “children between the ages of 10 and 15 were used 
by the Taliban and dozens of them were deployed” during the fighting in Kunduz in September and October 
2015.

International Law

International humanitarian law, or the laws of war, prohibits the recruitment or use of children under 15 by 
parties to a conflict. “Conscripting or enlisting children under the age of fifteen years into armed forces or 
groups or using them to participate actively in hostilities” is a war crime under the Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), to which Afghanistan belongs. Those who commit, order, assist, or have 
command responsibility for war crimes are subject to prosecution by the ICC or national courts.

The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed 
Conflict (“the Optional Protocol”), which Afghanistan ratified in 2003, states that non-state armed groups may 
not, under any circumstances, recruit persons under 18 or use them in hostilities. The Optional Protocol also 
places obligations on governments to “take all feasible measures to prevent such recruitment and use, including 
the adoption of legal measures necessary to prohibit and criminalize such practices.” Military forces also have 
an obligation to provide children with special respect and attention. The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
requires that governments “take all feasible measures to ensure protection and care of children who are 
affected by armed conflict.”

Relatives and Friends of Taliban Child Soldiers Speak Out 

The following accounts are based on Human Rights Watch interviews with the relatives of 13 boys recruited into 
the Taliban in 2015, and interviews with community elders who have worked with the families to try to get the 
boys released. The names of the boys and other identifying details have been changed for their families’ 
security. In all cases, the parents tried unsuccessfully to secure the return of their sons. In some cases the 
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children were killed during the fighting in Kunduz in 2015. In each of these cases the Taliban commanders 
responsible for recruiting the boys were based in Kunduz. Because it was not possible to contact the Taliban for 
their views on these allegations, we have not referred to these commanders by name. 

-Qasem, 15, was a resident of Chahardara district, Kunduz province, where he attended a local madrasa. In 
June or July 2015, a Taliban military unit recruited him as a soldier. A community elder who has been assisting 
the families of boys who have been recruited told Human Rights Watch:

On three occasions in July, August, and September 2015, Qasem’s parents contacted Taliban Commander A 
who was in charge of the unit, begging to have their son returned to them, but they were refused. They told 
Commander A: “We will send him to you after three years when he is of age. He should study until that time and 
be with his parents,” but the commander refused to release their son.

-Ahmad was the son of a merchant in Chahardara district. In May 2015, when he was 14 years old, Taliban 
forces under a senior Taliban commander, Commander B, recruited Ahmad as a soldier. According to members 
of the family, about a week after her son was recruited, Ahmad’s mother appealed to Commander B to release 
her son, but he refused.

In June 2015 Afghan government forces launched a clearing operation in Chahardara district, and both Qasem 
and Ahmad were deployed. According to a source close to the family who lived in the village where the 
operation took place:

When the government forces counter-attacked, both Qasem and Ahmad, along with a civilian woman named 
Zahra who was living nearby, were killed. The boys’ families recovered their bodies.

-Mohammad, 15, was a resident of Chahardara district, Kunduz province. He was in Class 7 at the local 
government school, but also attended a local madrasa. In June 2015 an armed group under Taliban 
Commander A recruited him as a child soldier. Mohammad’s parents have said that when they went to 
Commander A and asked for the return of their son, he refused to release him.

-Farhad, 17, is from a village in Chahardara district of Kunduz province. A family source said:

Farhad joined the Taliban over his father’s objections. He is currently a fighter in Commander B’s group. His 
parents together with local elders went to the Taliban several times and asked another commander in this 
group, Commander C, to free Qari [an honorific bestowed on someone who has learned to read the Quran ] 
Farhad. Commander C then asked Farhad if he wanted to go back to his family, but as Qari Farhad wanted to 
stay, Commander C told his parents and other local elders that “your sons are better Muslims than yourselves. 
They don’t leave jihad.”

-Atar, 17, is from Chahardara district. He was a student at a local madrasa, which he had attended from the 
time he was 6 years old. In May or June 2015, forces under Taliban Commander B recruited him as a soldier. 
His parents have unsuccessfully tried to secure his release.

-Mati, 15, was also the resident of a village in Chahardara district. In June 2015, after his father died, the 
Taliban recruited him into an armed group under the command of Commander D. A relative said:

They cheated him. Mati’s uncle went to bring him back, but the Taliban would not let him go with his uncle. 
Then fighting [with Afghan government forces] erupted [in July 2015], and in the fighting Mati was killed in an 
airstrike. Friends who lived in Khotagert, the area he died, found the body and told his uncle, who came and 
buried him.

-Mansur, 15, was a resident of a village in Chahardara district, Kunduz province. In May 2015 he was recruited 
into an armed group. A relative said:

Commander A sent him to Waziristan in Pakistan for training in making explosives. His responsibility in the 
armed group is to plant IEDs in government agencies and government cars. The family has been unable to 
secure his release.

-Najib, 16, is from a village, in Chahardara district. A relative said that the Taliban recruited him against the 
family’s wishes:

His father is not alive and his grandfather sent him to Turkey to avoid Taliban recruitment, but he came back 
and the Taliban recruited him into the group of commander B.

-Hesam, 16, is also from Chahardara district. Forces under Taliban commander A recruited him when he was 
14 or 15. On May 5, 2015, he was injured in Kunduz while fighting for the Taliban, and treated in a clinic in 
Kunduz. When his father tried to bring him home after his treatment, he ran away and joined commander A’s 
group again.
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-Malek, 14, a student at a local madrasa, was recruited by his teacher, Commander E, one of the Taliban’s 
principal recruiters in Chahardara district. A relative said:

Before recruiting Malek, the Taliban took his cousin Esmat by force over his father’s objections. However, 
Esmat’s father succeeded in getting Esmat released and sent him to Iran to save him. Currently Qari Malek is 
tasked with carrying RPGs [rocket-propelled grenades] in Commander B’s unit.

-Burhan, 14, is also from Chahardara district. A relative told Human Rights Watch:

Qari Burhan was recruited in March or April 2015 into Commander B’s armed group, where he is armed with a 
Kalashnikov [assault rifle]. After he was recruited, he was sent to Waziristan [in Pakistan] to be trained in using 
explosive materials. He came back to the front after three months training in July 2015 and is active in 
Commander B’s armed group. Two of Burhan’s uncles are with the Taliban.

-Emad, 16, is a resident of a village near Kunduz city center. He was a student in a local government-run school 
until he was recruited into commander E’s armed group, over his family’s objections. According to a family 
member, “Emad’s widowed mother requested that the Taliban release him from their group, but they refused.”

-Navid, 16, is a resident of Kunduz center. According to his family, he has been made part of commander B’s 
bodyguard. He sits at the back of a Taliban commander’s motorcycle and rides with him, carrying a 
Kalashnikov.
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