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In my paper “Ticking Time Bombs’ or Victims First?: Children in the Former
Islamic State,” I sought to address the issue of foreign children—who were brought or born
in the former Islamic State—and who are presently detained in camps in northeast Syria.
These children now reside in overcrowded and dangerous detainment camps that are not
conducive to their health or wellbeing. While the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) who have been guarding the detainees since 2019 have pleaded with countries to
repatriate their citizens, many states—including Canada—have been slow to take action.!
To date, only three Canadians (including two children) have been released from the camps.?

Going into the project months ago, what interested me most was the dichotomy I
saw in my initial research, where children were frequently portrayed as either grave threats
to national security, or as victims of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Domestic
politicians and security analysts have often described these children as threats—or “ticking
time bombs.”® Portrayals of these children as threats to national security due to their
association with ISIS were used to justify their continued suffering. My paper explored the
concept of the extraterritorial application of international human rights law, as well as a
broader concept of the right for child victims of armed conflict to reintegration and
recovery.

Reflecting on my experience related to the research and writing done for my paper,
there are several things that come to mind. The first was the challenge of locating legal
arguments for repatriation, when repatriation is much more easily justified under security
or humanitarian considerations. From a humanitarian perspective, it is not difficult to make
the argument that these children should be returned to an environment that can better ensure
their wellbeing. Several UN Special rapporteurs, for example, have called not repatriating
these children a “moral failure.” From a security perspective, radicalization experts have
also called for repatriation, emphasizing that they may pose a greater long-term threat if
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they continue to be exposed to extremist ideologies.’ Locating legal arguments for
repatriation when there is no clear right to repatriation under international law, however,
proved more challenging. While states cannot deny their citizens entry or deprive a person
of nationality, they are under no obligation to take proactive steps to return them to their
country of origin.®

The second is a reflection on the evolving approach to the extraterritorial
application of human rights treaties. In November 2020, for example, the Committee on
the Rights of the Child made its decision on an internal communication procedure,
determining that France had jurisdiction over several children of French families who had
been brought to Syria by their parents and were now in detainment camps in the country.’

This is a fascinating area that has noble aspirations to expand human rights
protections, but also challenges the assumed universality of human rights, and raises
concerns related to arbitrariness or creating an undue burden for states.?

Lastly is the relevance of areas of the social sciences to providing context to my
paper. In my paper, I acknowledged that it would be a glaring omission to neglect to address
the underlying currents of Islamophobia and xenophobia that permeate the discussions
regarding foreign children detained in northeast Syria. This included acknowledging that
children who have joined armed groups considered to be ‘terrorist’ groups often face
stricter responses and are more likely to face detention and punishment than children who
join other armed groups.” Moreover, gendered analyses such as one offered by Fionnuala
Ni Aoléin (the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights
and Fundamental Freedoms While Countering Terrorism) helped to ensure that an
emphasis on the vulnerabilities of girls did not neglect the suffering of boys.”® These
reflections provided critical context and nuance to my paper, and I was grateful to the
interdisciplinary approach of the “To Look and to Play/Regards et Jeux” project for
allowing me the space to explore them.

I am very grateful to the “To Look and to Play/Regards et Jeux” project for all of
its support this summer, and for providing me the opportunity to explore this topic.
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