Ten Years On:

Syrian children in
Lebanon are holding
onto hope for a better
future
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A displaced Syrian girl stands in front of her house EPA-EFE/SEDAT SUNA

63

HUMAN RIGHTS

Syrian refugee children face many challenges to access education in
Lebanon, a country where daily life has become a struggle for survival.
Nicole Loehr writes.

L

ebanon is a small, geographically
varied country on the east coast of the
Mediterranean Sea. It is a place of
searing natural and architectural beauty
with a people known for their warmth,
hospitality and fortitude in the face of
a litany of crises that have gripped the country over many
decades. Many people who call Lebanon home harbour a
long history of collective and personal traumas.
Lebanon suffered its own drawn-out civil war from
1975 to 1990, with a stream of political assassinations in
the years that followed. Today Lebanon is in the grip of
a crippling economic crisis. Since October 2019 the
Lebanese pound has lost 95 per cent of its value, decimating
people’s life savings. Half the population, including more
than 1.5 million refugees, experiences food insecurity.
The UN estimates that nine out of 10 Syrian refugees
live in extreme poverty. Hospitals are overwhelmed by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Power cuts last most of the day
for those who can’t afford private generators. There is
widespread fury toward the political class over corruption,
worsening living standards, economic mismanagement
and the failure to hold high level bureaucrats to account
for the August 2020 Beirut blast.
With a history of Syrian occupation ending as recently
as April 2005, relations between Lebanese and Syrian
nationals are complex. However, despite Lebanon not
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being a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention,
Lebanon still extended their hospitality to Syrian refugees
when the crisis erupted in 2011, when many wealthier
countries closed their doors to them.
Lebanon is no stranger to hosting refugees for
protracted periods. With a population of 6.8 million, more
than 1.5 million are refugees (mostly Syrian), making
Lebanon the highest per capita host country of refugees.
Currently, admission to Lebanon is more restrictive and
seeking refuge is no longer a valid reason for entry, save
for exceptions approved by the Ministry of Social Affairs.
Over 470,000 Palestinian refugees are registered with the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
in the Near East (UNRWA). About 45 per cent of these
people live across 12 refugee camps in Lebanon, most of
which were erected in the 1940s and 1950s, with two
dating back to 1936-37 when they were built to
accommodate refugees from Armenia.
While many Lebanese remain sympathetic to Syrian
refugees, according to RESTART (the Lebanon-based
Center for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence and
Torture), scapegoating of refugees by politicians and
political party-aligned media outlets, fuels intolerance and
social tensions. In 2020, two major violent incidents against
Syrian communities in Minieh and in the town of Bsharri,
highlighted the precariousness of a country steeped in
economic and political problems.

Newly arrived Syrian refugee women and children queue for registration
and aid distribution in the town of Arsal, Lebanon. Photo — UNHCR
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A student stands in front of others as they attend a class inside a school
(REUTERS/Bassam Khabieh)
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...the main reasons for 15 to
18-year-old Syrian refugees
not being enrolled in formal
education were the cost of
education materials, work,
cost of transportation to
school and marriage.

Despite this, in 2019 and 2020, most Syrian refugees
rated their relationship with the host Lebanese
community as positive or very positive (54 per cent in
2020 and 56 per cent in 2019) with only five and four
per cent rating relations as negative or very negative in
2019 and 2020 respectively. In both years, competition
for jobs was cited as the main driver for tensions between
the two communities.
According to Human Rights Watch, in May 2015,
the Lebanese government directed the UNHCR to stop
registering Syrians as refugees in Lebanon, meaning that
refugees who arrived after that time and now wish to
return to Syria may miss out on UNHCR support to do
so and cannot be considered for resettlement in third
countries. The restrictions on registration with the
UNHCR has made it all but impossible for Syrian
refugees to renew their residency permits – which, at
US$300, are unaffordable for most and fees are only
waived on account of being a registered refugee.
Unsurprisingly, in 2020 only 20 per cent of Syrian
refugees aged 15 and over had legal residency.
Thirteen-year-old Nisrene was interviewed for the
podcast “Syria’s Lost Generation.” She fled Homs in Syria

with her family when she was five and travelled to Lebanon
on foot. Today, Nisrene, her parents and her two brothers
live in a so called “Informal Tented Settlement” in the
Bekaa Valley, near the border with Syria. The Lebanese
government prevents settlements within building walls
higher than one meter in an effort to avoid the creation
of permanent settlements, which they fear could harbour
militant groups. So, despite the wind and harsh winters,
they live in tents.
Lebanon is one of the 171 States that have ratified
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which recognises the right
of everyone to free primary school education and the
progressive introduction of free secondary and higher
education, without discrimination. Despite this, only 45
per cent of the 488,000 school-age Syrian children were
enrolled in school in February 2021. It appears that a
number of factors contribute to this low rate of school
enrolment, including a lack of access to free education,
transportation costs, child labour, child marriage, and the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Despite UN agencies co-developing an education
program for Syrian children with the Lebanese government,
29 per cent of children surveyed in 2019 reported that
they were denied access to a school. Even before the
COVID-19 pandemic pushed most Syrian students in
Lebanon out of formal education, the economic crisis had
started driving Lebanese children from private schools to
public schools. In the 2020-21 academic year almost
40,000 Lebanese school students transferred to public
schools, leaving even less spaces for Syrian children.
According to Human Rights Watch, since school closures
started in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Syrian
children have received almost no education at all as
schools haven’t provided affordable or practical distance
learning options.
The barriers to education extend to obstacles to
completion of national high school exams. A United
Nations Q&A reference document for parents in Lebanon
states that all students in grades 9 and 12 may sit for the
Lebanese national exams, because each year the Lebanese
Ministry of Education and Higher Education requests
that the Council of Ministers waive the prerequisite for
“required documents.” However, it appears that in reality,
insufficient documentation continues to prevent Syrian
students from sitting for these exams. In March 2021, the
director of the Centre for Lebanese Studies at the Lebanese
American University, Maha Shuayb, said that Lebanese
regulations stipulate that students sitting for 9th and 12th
grade exams must have either a residency permit or a
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… the courage and
strength of children
yearning to learn and the
determination of adults,
who persistently pursue
their right to an education,
have resulted in some
tenacious initiatives to keep
children moving forward
with their education.
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stamped, valid passport, and because most Syrian students
over 15 have neither, they are denied this opportunity.
Indeed, Human Rights Watch and the World Food
Programme have reported that in 2019, 70 per cent of
Syrian refugees cannot afford or qualify for a residency
permit.
For those Syrian students who have managed to secure
enrolment at a public school, most are assigned to the
afternoon-shift, which was introduced in an effort to
double the capacity of public schools with an additional
offering of classes in the late afternoon, as they struggled
to meet the learning needs of Syrian students.
While this system has made education available to
thousands of Syrian children and many dedicated teachers
are going above and beyond to teach a double shift in
support of their Syrian students, there are concerns about
teacher exhaustion, lack of training in trauma-sensitive
teaching and the restricted curriculum offered during the
afternoon-shift. While the morning-shift is open to
children of all nationalities, priority for a morning-shift
enrolment is given to Lebanese students who have recently
transferred from private to public schools due to the
economic crisis.
Rayan Kabbara from RESTART noted that many Syrians
who were more financially stable were in the morning-shift
and therefore received higher quality education, but then
had to deal with a lot of bullying and racism.
Human Rights Watch has reported that despite
humanitarian groups offering to provide schooling to
refugee communities in Lebanon, the Education Ministry
has prohibited these groups from teaching the normal
school curriculum to seven-to-nine-year-olds, and only
allows the provision of early childhood education and
basic numeracy and literacy. In 2020, nine unlicensed
private schools attended by 5000 Syrian students were
shut down by the Education Ministry and only 800 of
these students were provided with a space at a public
school. Humanitarian groups paid for a further 3000
students to enrol in private schools, but 1200 children
were still left without any formal education as a result of
these closures. EU director of Human Rights Watch Lotte
Leicht said that after years of donors’ promises to support
quality education for all Syrian refugee children, the
majority are getting nothing, the government’s plan is a
mystery, and it is tying humanitarian groups’ hands with
red tape and inexcusable obstacles.
The economic collapse in Lebanon has meant that
child labour and child marriage present a further barrier
to education for Syrian students. In 2020, the UN reported
that the number of Syrian children aged five to 17 engaged

A displaced Syrian girl sits outside her family’s tent at a refugee camp in Bar Elias, Bekaa Valley Lebanon. (AP Photo/ )

in child labour almost doubled from 2.6 per cent in 2019
to 4.4 per cent in 2020. The same report listed the main
reasons for 15- to 18-year-old Syrian refugees not being
enrolled in formal education were the cost of education
materials, work, cost of transportation to school and
marriage. However, the latter applied to girls and young
women only and was the main reason that females in this
age group (25 per cent of 15 to 18 year-old females) were
not enrolled in formal education.
Fifteen year old Ayoub, who lives in the same camp
as Nisrene, is still managing to contain his working hours
in agriculture to the summer holiday period, but he spoke
about his friend who works year-round in lieu of attending
school. Ruba outlined the pressure that girls face to end
their education early and either earn an income or get
married: “A lot of people who live here say ‘You are a girl.
Where are you going? You’re a girl. You should study to
grade seven and then stop school.’ So there are girls here
that when they become 14, 15, 16 years old, immediately
they leave school. Either go work in the land or get married.

If a girl doesn’t want to work in the land, she gets married
and ends her life.”
However, the courage and strength of children yearning
to learn and the determination of adults, who persistently
pursue their right to an education, have resulted in some
tenacious initiatives to keep children moving forward with
their education. The Al Amal Teaching Centres (aka Hope
Schools) in the Bekaa Valley are living up to their name
of providing Syrian students with opportunities to build
their sense of agency and see a future beyond the refugee
camps. They are a network of mobile shipping caravans
that can accommodate up to 30 students for each class.
In addition to the Lebanese curriculum, the schools teach
art, sports, life skills and extra-curricular activities such as
robotics. The schools are mobile so that they can travel
with the camps if they need to shift location, and when
possible, the schools may be transported to Syria.
With respect to special needs education, Rayan
explained: “We did an assessment last year … and we
realised it was mainly special needs children already facing
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Female students at the school in Arsal, which is running a second shift of classes in the afternoon to accommodate Syrian
refugees. © UNHCR/G.Beals

challenges in a normal class-setting to keep up with the
curriculum, that stopped registering for enrolment at
school when the modality changed to online teaching,
because this would only increase the challenges they were
already facing,” he said. “How much trouble is it going to
be for them online? The parents got really overwhelmed
trying to teach special needs children, considering all the
stressors they are currently facing; be it economic or health
stressors, increased responsibilities and teaching
requirements in addition to everything else was too much.”
A RESTART Education Project funded by the
UNHCR last year focused on 4-12-year-olds with special
needs from refugee and host communities. It involved
RESTART staff training orphanage and school staff on
how to identify children with special needs and refer
them to RESTART for therapeutic supports, including
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psychomotor therapy, speech and language therapy, and
special education intervention. While the project wasn’t
refunded in 2021, senior project coordinator, Grace
Jabbour explained that RESTART continues to provide
therapeutic interventions to children with mild to
moderate ADHD or learning difficulties while engaging
in regular internal and external case conferences with
their teachers.
Director of the Centre for Lebanese Studies at the
Lebanese American University, Maha Shuayb recently
lamented that Ahmad, a 17-year-old refugee from Syria
recently gave up on his education in Lebanon as he could
no longer afford it and felt he was “a burden”. Instead, he
turned his focus to children in a refugee camp in the Bekaa
Valley, where he now runs a voluntary school to which
everyone is welcome and no documents are required.

Shadows on the wall
Noises down the hall
Life doesn’t frighten me at all
Bad dogs barking loud
Big ghosts in a cloud
Life doesn’t frighten me at all
Tall guys fight
All alone at night
Life doesn’t frighten me at all.
Panthers in the park
Strangers in the dark
No, they don’t frighten me at all.
Don’t show me frogs and snakes
And listen for my scream,
If I’m afraid at all
It’s only in my dreams.
Life doesn’t frighten me at all
Nisrene’s adapted recital of Maya
Angelou’s poem, narrated for “Syria’s
lost generation” podcast, speaks volumes
of the tenacity and bravery of a group
of children who deserve so much better
from this world”.

I’ve got a magic charm
That I keep up my sleeve
I can walk the ocean floor
And never have to breathe.
Life doesn’t frighten me at all
Not at all
Not at all.
Life doesn’t frighten me at all.
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