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Special Focus Children in conflict

The lost children of Syria’s war
Damascus

S 

ham has been brought up 
by foster parents since her 
birth two years ago from the 
womb of her dying mother. 
Adnan has been nursed and 

cared for by a single mother since he 
was picked up in a street next to his 
mother’s dead body. Both will never 
know their parents and might not 
even know who they are and where 
they came from.

Sham and Adnan are among thou-
sands of Syrian children who be-
came orphans and lost links to their 
families due to Syria’s brutal con-
flict, which has claimed more than 
250,000 lives.

Youssef and his wife, a childless 
couple from Raqqa, have been mar-
ried for more than 25 years and had 
lost hope of having a child but the 
war unexpectedly made them fos-
ter parents of Sham. “We have not 
been blessed with children of our 
own and have given up on adopting 
a child due to social and tribal con-
straints,” said Youssef, who asked to 

be identified only by his first name.
Two years ago, a hospital worker 

and family friend asked for the cou-
ple’s assistance in caring for a new-
born girl who had lost her family. 
“The mother was rushed to hospi-
tal after the car in which the family 
was travelling was hit by a missile, 
killing the father and two children. 
Only the unborn baby could be 
saved after she was delivered from 
her dying mother. We could not 
find any identification papers in the 
charred car. All we know is that the 
vehicle was registered in Homs,” 
Youssef said.

“We have the vehicle’s plate num-
ber and hope that, once matters 
calm down, I can travel to Homs to 
trace the name of the car’s owner. 
Maybe we would be able to identify 
Sham’s family.”

While Sham has some hope of 
learning about her family one day, 
Adnan does not stand a chance. 
A year-and-a-half ago, during 
fierce fighting in Aleppo, the then 
8-month-old boy was rescued by a 
young unmarried woman.

“The shelling was heavy and peo-
ple fleeing the place were caught 
in the crossfire. The scene was ter-

rifying. Bloodied and dismembered 
bodies littered the street. I saw 
this baby crying near the body of a 
woman. So I picked him up and ran 
away… Since then he has been liv-
ing with me and my family,” said the 
woman, who asked to be identified 
as Samira.

“I named him Adnan, after my fa-
ther, and he calls me ‘mama’ though 
I am not married. I will never leave 
him. Even if I get married one day I 
will take him with me. Otherwise, I 
will not marry.”

As the war continues with no 
respite, young Syrians are paying a 
very heavy price with more than 5 
million children lacking basic hu-
man necessities and the chance at 
an education.

According to the UN Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), nearly 12,000 chil-

dren have been killed and an alarm-
ing number of unaccompanied chil-
dren have been making the difficult 
and dangerous journey from Syria 
to neighbouring countries.

Some arrive alone and others 
travel with extended family mem-
bers or friends. In 2014, UNICEF 
estimated that 8,000 children had 
fled Syria without their parents, a 
number that has likely surged as 
violence intensified.

Orphanages and child care cen-
tres are crammed with orphans and 
unaccompanied children, many of 
whom are not identified and might 
have been lost by family members 
in the mass exodus from the war.

In the Dar al-Rahma orphanage in 
Damascus, the number of orphans 
has doubled since the outbreak of 
the crisis in March 2011.

“We had some 180 children be-
fore the war, all females aged be-
tween several months and 13 years, 
but with the increase in the number 
of orphans, we started accepting 
males. We have 325 children now,” 
orphanage director Baraa Ayoubi 
said.

The children are often delivered 
to the orphanage by police or ex-

tended family members. Many do 
not have identification papers and 
often there is no information about 
their families, Ayoubi said.

“In one instance, three chil-
dren aged 4, 5 and 4 months were 
handed to a police station after the 
parents were killed in the shelling 
in Tadamon (a Damascus neigh-
bourhood). We tried to find their 
relatives but it was impossible since 
most residents of the neighbour-
hood had fled,” she said. “The eld-
est child could not speak for more 
than four months and when he did 
he could only say the name of his 
father.”

SOS Children’s Villages in Syria 
opened two new centres in rural Da-
mascus and one in Aleppo to cater 
for the growing numbers of children 
without families. “We have 250 chil-
dren under 13, including 54 without 
papers. They arrive in SOS villages 
through associations of civil society 
or official channels and the Syrian 
Red Crescent,” SOS Children’s Vil-
lages director Salma Hakki said.

Many orphaned children live with 
their extended families in Syria or 
in refugee camps in neighbouring 
countries.

SOS Children’s 
Villages in Syria 
opened two new 
centres in rural 
Damascus and
one in Aleppo.

Syrian children who lost one or both of their parents in Syria’s ongoing conflict, line up to attend a party organised for them by the local NGO Douma Society
in the rebel-held district of Douma, east of Damascus, last September.
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Children of the Arab world ‘under fire’

R 

aging war and 
political turmoil 
across the Middle 
East and North Africa 
have affected about 
27 million children, 

preventing more than 13 million 
of them from going to school. 
According to a recent UNICEF 
report, children have been 
mainly affected by conflicts in 
Syria, Yemen, Libya, Iraq, Sudan 
and the Palestinian territories.

Subsequently, children in the 
region are battling with deluge of 
conditions ranging from trauma 
and diseases linked to missing 
vaccinations through to being 
forced into early marriages in a re-
gion where the young have proved 
to be the main victims of wars, 
political ambitions and regional 
interests.

“The destructive impact of 
conflict is being felt by children 
right across the region,” said Peter 
Salama, regional director for 
UNICEF in the Middle East and 
North Africa in a statement. “It’s 
not just the physical damage being 
done to schools but the despair 
felt by a generation of school-

children who see their hopes and 
futures shattered.”

A UNICEF report, Education 
Under Fire, focuses on the effects 
of violence on schoolchildren and 
education systems in nine coun-
tries that have been directly or 
indirectly impacted by violence.

It tallies with a more recent 
study just published by Save 
the Children, which claims that 
700,000 children in neighbouring 
countries to Syria are not in school 
and that one-in-four children are 
at risk for mental health disorders.

An obvious area of concern is 
also vaccinations as, according 
to UNICEF, the United Nations’ 
Children’s Fund, polio hit Iraq 
and Syria. The disease returned to 
Syria after 14 years with the first 
case confirmed in October 2013. 
There have been 36 cases reported 
to date. In Iraq, polio also returned 
after 13 years with two cases 
reported, both in the Baghdad 
area. Cholera has infected more 
than 2,200 people across Iraq since 
September.

Child labour is also growing 
since the war in Syria intensified. 
Inside Syria, children are contrib-
uting to the family income in more 
than three-quarters of surveyed 
households.

“In Jordan, close to half of all 
Syrian refugee children are now 
the joint or sole family breadwin-
ners in surveyed households, 
while in some parts of Lebanon, 
children as young as 6 years old 
are reportedly working,” a UNICEF 
spokeswoman said.

According to a Save the Children 

study, “Millions of families cannot 
access adequate life-saving as-
sistance such as food, shelter and 
healthcare.

“Child labour and early mar-
riage, the lack of nutrition and 
medical care and acute tension 
and anxiety within their family 
units due to prolonged periods of 
displacement and untreated psy-
chological issues can have further, 
profound impacts on children’s 
development.”

“Early marriage” is another issue 
having serious effects. The rate 
of early marriage in the Zaatari 
refugee camp in Jordan has more 
than doubled since the influx of 
refugees began. UNICEF says one 
in every five registered marriages 
of Syrian refugee women in Jordan 
is a girl under the age of 18.

It’s a similar story in Lebanon. 
“Parents try to get their children 
married early for security reasons 
as living outside of their com-
munities is not safe and secure,” 
explains Sandy Maroun of Save the 
Children in Lebanon.

“Refugee children have huge 
needs in education, psycho-social 
support and child protection as 
well as shelter,” she adds, stress-
ing that bitter weather in Lebanon 
often takes lives each year.

“But education is a priority,” 
she explains. “There are around 
300,000 Syrian refugees in Leba-
non with no education and Save 
the Children is doing all it can to 
fill this gap.”

Attacks on schools and educa-
tion infrastructure — sometimes 
even deliberate — account for 

many children not attending 
classes in the region. In Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen and Libya, nearly 9,000 
schools are not being used as origi-
nally intended because they are 
now shelters for displaced civilians 
or have been taken over by parties 
to the conflict or destroyed during 
battles.

Another factor is the fear that 
drives thousands of teachers to 
flee or keeps parents from send-
ing children to school because of 
the dangers at school or along the 
route.

More often than not though, 
it’s about numbers. In Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey, more than 
700,000 Syrian refugee children 
are unable to attend school be-
cause the overburdened national 
education infrastructure cannot 
cope with the extra student load.

Armed conflict in Syria, Iraq, 
Libya, Yemen, Sudan and the 
Palestinian territories also claimed 
the lives of thousands of children. 
According to UN data, the number 
of children killed in Yemen since 
March 2015 is 637. In Syria, the lat-
est figure the United Nations has is 
10,000. In Iraq, violence claimed 
the lives of 1,256 (from 2011-15). 
While in Gaza, UNICEF was able to 
document more than 520 killings 
among children during the 2014 
conflict with Israel.

“From Syria to Sudan, from 
Libya to Iraq, from the state of 
Palestine to Yemen, children find 
themselves under attack. In no 
other part of the world have chil-
dren’s rights been violated on such 
a scale,” Salama of UNICEF said.
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In Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey, more than 700,000 
Syrian refugee children are 
unable to attend school.


