
Desert locust upsurge in the 
Greater Horn of Africa

Child protection is the 
prevention of and response 
to abuse, neglect, exploitation 
and violence against children.

Context

Since the beginning of 2020, a serious and widespread desert locust 
upsurge continues to threaten crops and pasture across Ethiopia, 
Somalia and Kenya, with the potential to cause deterioration in the food 
security situation across the East Africa region – threatening the livelihoods 
of 20 million people. Further affected countries include Eritrea, Djibouti, 
Pakistan, Oman, Saudi Arabia, the Sudan, South Sudan, Uganda and 
Yemen, where more than half of the population are children.

Child protection in the humanitarian context

According to Child Protection Minimum Standards, child protection is 
“the prevention of and response to abuse, neglect, exploitation and 
violence against children”, the objectives of which include to:
•	 save lives, alleviate suffering and maintain human dignity during and 

after disasters;
•	 ensure that girls and boys are safe where they live, learn and play;
•	 strengthen the capacity of children to participate in their own 

protection; and
•	 ensure that girls and boys with specific needs receive targeted 

support within the context of the response.

Child protection issues that may arise during a desert locust 
upsurge and control operation

•	 Separation from family or care because they or their caregivers are 
lost, their caregivers have died, or are incapacitated due to food 
insecurity and malnutrition worsened by desert locust invasion            
in the fields.

•	 Exposure or subjection to child labour, particularly hazardous work, 
including sexual exploitation, use and application of hazardous 
pesticides, because children are on their own or because caregivers 
are not as observant as normal, or are under economic distress.

•	 Physical injury or harm because of hazards posed by numerous 
stressors (conflict, hunger, floods, desert locust) within the region.

•	 Attending school may no longer be possible due to restricted access 
and limited mobility within the area and unsafe conditions.

•	 Psychosocial distress.
•	 Reputational risks, including exploitation.
•	 Harvest failure increases the chances that children will be needed to 

support household income and production (FAO, 2017).

Control operations with a child protection lens
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A child is any person 

under the age of 18  

– as determined by the 

United Nations Convention  

on the Rights of the Child and 

International Labour Organization 

(ILO) Conventions No. 182 

(ILO, 1999) on the worst forms  

of child labour (including hazardous 

work) and No. 138 (ILO, 1973) on 

the minimum age for admission to 

employment or work.



Importance of addressing child protection in desert locust   
control operations

•	 The international humanitarian system recognizes child protection 
as a life-saving priority. Child protection prevention and response 
mechanisms must be established from the start of an emergency,       
or else children’s lives and well-being will be put at risk. 

•	 According to 2012–2016 global child labour estimates, child labour 
is concentrated primarily in agriculture (71 percent), which includes 
fishing, forestry, livestock herding and aquaculture, and comprises 
both subsistence and commercial farming. In Africa, over 61.2 million 
children are involved in agriculture. Moreover, the coronavirus   
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and its prevention measures, 
including school closures, as well as the disruption of livelihoods,  
food supply chains, access to food and basic services, are likely to 
further push children into child labour. Since desert locust swarms 
destroy agricultural resources, any programming towards addressing 
its impact must be child sensitive.

•	 With the high number of children involved in agricultural work 
(farming and pastoralism) in the region, children are at a higher risk 
of pesticides exposure. They are more likely to experience adverse 
health effects due to their age, body capacity and behaviour.

•	 Child protection risks are closely linked with the work of other 
sectors because children have specific needs and capacities that 
are relevant across the breadth of this response. According to Child 
Protection Minimum Standards (Pillar 4) and Sphere Standards 
(programming tools), child protection is placed at the centre of the 
humanitarian response and provides sector-specific guidance on 
integrated approaches, joint programming and/or child protection 
mainstreaming. Such approaches rely heavily on coordination, 
complementarity and mutual respect. 

Key child protection guiding principles

•	 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child which 
includes the child’s survival and development, best interests of the 
child, non-discrimination and children’s participation.  

•	 Sphere Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian 
Action and its core principles and standards for child protection work.

•	 “Do no harm principle” to promote the rights and well-being of 
children and promote their protection (FAO, 2017).

•	 Rights-based approaches, including age, gender and diversity 
mainstreaming.

•	 Integration/mainstreaming of child protection issues across other 
sectors, in the context of emergencies and humanitarian crises      
(child labour, abuse, sexual exploitation, etc.).
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Desert locust swarms 
destroy agricultural 
resources – any programming 
addressing its impact must 
be child sensitive. 

https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/80339?lang=en_US
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/80339?lang=en_US


How to ensure child protection is mainstreamed and integrated 
in desert locust response

When an emergency or humanitarian crisis strikes, such as the ongoing 
desert locust upsurge, there is a high likelihood that children’s lives will be 
negatively affected. These changes modify their role within the household 
and in the community. Multisectoral approaches reflect the interconnected 
needs of children and emphasize all humanitarian actors’ collective 
responsibility to protect children and their families. This can be achieved 
through the following actions:
•	 Adapt existing FAO response and child protection assessment 

and monitoring tools, methodologies and indicators for joint 
identification, analysis, monitoring of and response to targeted areas 
for desert locust control.

•	 Coordinate with desert locust control operations actors, partners, 
line ministries and community members to include child protection 
in the preparedness, design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of response plan interventions. Disaggregate indicators 
about vulnerable children by gender, age, disability and other relevant 
diversity factors. This should be the basis of working together with 
FAO and other response actors. 

•	 Gather data and information on child labour issues and integrate 
them into different stages of assessment before any training, briefings 
and other interventions take place. Profile and identify families with 
high levels of vulnerability that may resort to child labour. Target 
and integrate child labour-sensitive activities in the design and 
implementation of desert locust response plans.

•	 Develop prevention messages tailored for children on child protection 
issues in formal and informal education activities and programmes, 
involving schools, line ministries, community members, etc.

•	 Broadly raise awareness and engage with families and agricultural 
actors, underlining the incidence of child labour and its impact 
on agriculture. Include radio messages in community awareness 
activities on the dangers of pesticides and risks linked to pesticide 
exposure and hazardous work.

•	 Work with partners and the government to create awareness in 
communities on the ongoing desert locust control operations across 
affected regions. These messages should include information about 
the desert locust, measures to combat the surge and safety measures 
before, during and after spraying, including advice to farmers about 
how to protect children from exposure to pesticides.

•	 Train and strengthen capacities of field officers, technical experts from 
international non-governmental organizations, community-based 
organizations, and local government representatives on safe and 
sustainable agricultural practices, pest and pesticide management 
and child labour prevention through the use of guidance and tools, 
such as the facilitator’s visual tool “Pesticide management and child 
labour prevention” (FAO, 2020) and the e-learning course “Child 
labour prevention and pesticide management” (FAO and ILO, 2015).
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Multisectoral approaches 
reflect the interconnected 
needs of children and 
emphasize all humanitarian 
actors’ collective 
responsibility to protect 
children and their families.
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Food and Agriculture Organization  
of the United Nations

Office of Emergencies and Resilience 

OER-Director@fao.org 

fao.org/emergencies  |  @FAOemergencies

Rome, Italy

Resilience Team for Eastern Africa

SFE-RTEA@fao.org

Nairobi, Kenya
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•	 Provide safe work opportunities for caregivers and children of working 
age, whose families are vulnerable to child labour. For children who 
are above the minimum working age and below the age of 18, access 
to safe and decent work and training opportunities is crucial and can 
help alleviate financial difficulties. Additional opportunities provided 
by the programme (employment/training) should not force children 
into labour.

•	 Support community members to develop and lead community-level 
initiatives and monitoring mechanisms to prevent and respond to 
child labour. Ensure the voices of children, especially those engaged 
in or at high risk of child labour, are taken into account in the process. 
Promote community codes of conduct to prevent child labour and 
sexual exploitation and abuse.

•	 When working with partners to design and implement response, 
training sessions should include the core concepts of child protection 
and the prevention of child labour. FAO’s certificate e-learning course  
“Introduction to child labour in agriculture” is recommended for it’s 
modules on age-appropriate work for children above and below 
the minimum legal age, child labour and hazardous work, how to 
analyse potentially negative impacts of programmes on children,                   
age-verification techniques, referral pathways to child protection,   
and other services.

•	 Advocate for the inclusion of child protection aspects in cluster 
wide assessments, response strategies and plans, and relevant 
humanitarian funding mechanisms where appropriate.
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