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The General Secretariat of the League of Arab States (Social 
Affairs Sector, Department of Women, Family, and Childhood), 
in collaboration with the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees organized a meeting on the “implementation of the Arab 
Strategy on Child Protection in Asylum and Displacement Contexts 
in the Arab Region: Providing Protection and Family/Educational 
Care to Refugee Children.” The meeting came in the wake of the 
adoption of the Arab Strategy on Child Protection in Asylum and 
Displacement Contexts in the Arab Region during the 4th  Session 
of the Arab Developmental Summit in 2019.

With around 50%1  of the total refugee population figures, taking note 
of the long-standing Palestinian refugee situation under UNRWA’s 
mandate, and with almost half of refugee population being under 
18 years old comprised of children, this vulnerable group is at 
heightened risks.

Considering the current challenges posed by the Corona virus 
pandemic and the repercussions it had by upending the lives of 
millions of children and disruption of services that were previously 
accessible to them, the meeting was of high pertinence to the 
current situation.

The meeting tackled diverse protection and assistance issues 
concerning children and youth, with a specific focus on family, 
education, mental health and psychosocial support. Focus and 

1   http://www.leagueofarabstates.net/ar/news/Pages/NewsDetails.
aspx?RID=2471

Executive Summary
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attention were also given to the most vulnerable groups, reiterating 
States’ commitment to child protection, provision of quality and 
equitable health and education services, and promotion of their 
overall well-being.

 The meeting took place virtually over two days, 9 - 10 December, and 
presented recommendations to pave the way for the implementation 
of the Arab Strategy on Child Protection in Asylum and Displacement 
Contexts, and its annexed plan of action. The meeting was attended 
by states member of the League of Arab States, as well as global 
and regional child protection agencies and entities, including United 
Nations Secretary General’s Special Representative on Children 
and Armed Conflicts, UNICEF, in addition to some Arab specialized 
Agencies, including ALECSO.

By the end of the virtual meeting, participants gained an increased 
understanding of the rights of forcibly displaced children and youth, 
became better informed of particular challenges they face including 
access to documentation, legal status, education, health care, 
and for mental health and psycho-social support. Participants also 
paid more attention to safeguard unaccompanied and separated 
children from violence, abuse and exploitation in asylum, and were 
familiarized with best interest procedures to ensure that the best 
interest of the refugee child is taken into consideration in all decisions 
and interventions taken in their regard. They reviewed measures in 
place or planned for prevention and response mechanisms of child 
protection.
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Opening Remarks
H.E. Ambassador Haifa AbuGhazaleh - Undersecretary General, 
Head of Social Affairs Sector, League of Arab States
Amb. AbuGhazaleh stated that this meeting comes in implementation 
of the resolution of the 38th session of the Council of Arab Social Affairs 
Ministers, and the decision of the 4th session of the Arab Development 
and Economic Summit (Beirut: January 2019). The summit stipulated 
the adoption of the Arab Strategy for Child Protection in asylum context 
in the Arab region as a guiding document to ensure the protection of 
children and the enforcement of their rights. She also added that the 
meeting comes in implementation of the recommendations of the 16th 

meeting of the follow-up committee to stop violence against children 
chaired by the Republic of Sudan in 2020. The meeting highlighted 
enhancing the cooperation and coordination with UNHCR and the office 
of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence 
Against Children, as well as the office of the Special Representative 
of the Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict in the field of 
protecting children in the Arab region. In the midst of the pandemic, the 
Member States strive to respect and protect the rights of children as 
mentioned in international charters and agreements, calling for more 
solidarity, exchange of experiences, and coordination of efforts.

She highlighted:
-  Agenda covers a list of priority for the League of Arab States 

especially for countries experiencing armed conflicts, faced with 
increasing risks for children as a result of forced displacement 
including separation from families and a lack of documentation.

-  Establishing a safe environment for refugee children by developing 
action plans to enhance the protection of children’s rights at the 
national level and ensuring every child has access, to a birth 
certificate. 
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Mr. Karim Atassi, Representative of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees to the Arab Republic of Egypt and 
to the League of Arab States

In his speech, Mr. Atassi commended the Member States’ 
effort towards the protection of children in asylum situations 
including: 1) the universal ratification of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, 2) widespread ratification of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and 3) accession to other 
international human rights conventions related to the protection 
and well-being of children. 

He highlighted:
• The Arab region has a strong and long-standing tradition of 

protecting children and families, which appears in the Charter on 
the Rights of the Child in Islam and the Arab Charter on Human 
Rights.

• The heightened risks faced by refugees, especially children.
• Separation from the family, difficulty in accessing basic services and 

worsening poverty increase risks of child marriage and labor before 
reaching the legal age under potentially dangerous conditions.

• Children are exposed to exploitation, domestic violence and 
violence within their communities and at school as well as detention 
and trafficking.

• UNHCR along with the Arab League has drafted the Arab Strategy 
for Child Protection aiming at addressing the conditions of refugee 
children in the Arab region. The Strategy dealt with their living 
conditions, requiring all partners to work jointly to find durable 
solutions and saving an entire generation by ensuring that priority 
is given to the best interest of refugee children in all decisions 
made. It also aimed at providing protection to refugee children by 
strengthening the capacities of national child protection systems, 
and addressing children affected by armed conflicts, especially 
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those who were recruited by armed groups. Last but not least, the 
Strategy clarified the importance of developing policies that criminalize 
child recruitment and their reintegration into a protective environment 
with health and educational services.

• The strong commitment of UNHCR to promote and protect children’s  
rights in asylum context, calling for strengthening cooperation with 
national authorities, other UN and regional organizations and civil 
society to ensure better treatment of children as full members of society 
and upholding their right.

Despite the progress made, following areas need to be addressed:
• limited educational opportunities in the context of asylum and 

displacement;
• addressing harmful coping strategies such as child marriage, child 

labor, trafficking in children, and their recruitment in armed conflicts;
• not prioritizing the rights of separated and unaccompanied children;
• lack of effective alternatives to detention;
• a lack of specific measures for children survivors/victims of violence.

• He proposed:
• strengthening national child protection systems that can prevent 

and respond to the special protection needs of refugee children;
• access to specialized services for refugee children, especially 

regarding registration and civil documentation at birth;
• providing mental health services and psychosocial support in 

asylum and displacement situations;
• inclusion of child protection issues within national systems, 

particularly by providing access to comprehensive, safe and quality 
education in addition to health services.
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Ms. Najat Maala, UN Special Representative on Violence against 
Children
• The Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum and 

Displacement Contexts sets out a clear vision:
 » It addresses the need for investment in national child protection 

systems and ensuring the best interests of displaced children;
 » It recognizes the key role of families, caregivers and 

communities as part of the protective environment for children;
 » It acknowledges the importance of child-friendly procedures 

and birth registration;
 » And the Strategy highlights the need to tackle specific forms 

of violence to which refugee and other displaced children 
are exposed such as child marriage, child labor and child 
recruitment.

• The challenge is turning this vision into reality: there were many 
barriers to effective implementation before the arrival of COVID-19 
but the pandemic has greatly magnified the challenge; but the 
impact of pandemic will be extreme for the millions of refugees and 
internally displaced persons hosted in the region, especially that 
many of them live in informal settlements, with inadequate access 
to critical health-care services, water or sanitation.

• The pandemic has heightened the risk of children experiencing or 
being exposed to violence, compounding the existing vulnerability of 
refugee and internally displaced children to abuse and exploitation. 
It has also had a detrimental impact on children’s mental wellbeing.

• Armed conflict in the region continues to act as a driver of violence, 
displacement, and economic devastation. It also acts as an 
impediment to responding effectively to Covid-19. It places millions 
of people in far more precarious situations than they otherwise 
might have been, from the health, humanitarian, human rights and 
socioeconomic perspectives. 

• Vulnerable groups like refugee and displaced children are at risk of 
becoming even poorer in the absence of universal social protection 



12

floors and continuing inequality. And increased poverty is linked with 
an increased risk of experiencing different forms of violence, like child 
labor, child marriage, sexual exploitation, trafficking and recruitment 
into armed groups or criminal activity. 

• The implementation of the Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children 
in Asylum and Displacement Contexts can make an invaluable 
contribution to addressing these challenges. It must be an integral part 
of building back better and should be linked to other initiatives taken in 
response to the pandemic, including those related to ending violence 
against women.

• We must use the development of immediate and longer-term responses 
to Covid-19 as an opportunity to reassess priorities, to advance human 
development and to reduce inequalities, especially for women and 
children.

• Child protection must be recognized as a life-saving and essential 
service - along with health, mental health and education - as part of a 
multisectoral and child rights-based response to the pandemic.

• National child protection systems must be truly accessible to refugee 
and displaced children without discrimination and must be committed 
to acting in their best interests, leaving no one behind. And crucially, 
child protection systems must be duly connected with permanent, 
properly resourced social protection systems, including universal 
health coverage. 

• Ongoing armed conflicts and violent extremism in the region will 
make it difficult to achieve these objectives. And she recalled the UN 
Secretary-General’s call for a global ceasefire to fight the Covid-19 
pandemic, to ensure humanitarian access and the continuity of life-
saving assistance.

• There is only 9 years to accomplish the 2030 agenda, and in order 
to realize its vision, strong multi-sectoral mobilization of all key 
stakeholders, including governments, the international community, 
civil society, faith-based organizations and the private sector is needed 
more than ever, bearing in mind that the most important stakeholders 
of all are children themselves.

• Children including refugee children are already taking an active role in 
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responding to the challenges they face. Indeed, we have seen an 
increase worldwide in children’s engagement by taking an active role 
to bridge the gaps, including in the Arab region. Children are raising 
awareness, supporting and encouraging each other, documenting 
and sharing their experiences. Children are helping their families 
and communities, reaching the most vulnerable and marginalized 
children in their communities. Children are suggesting solutions to 
ensure equal access for children to wellbeing and protection, as well 
as to provide support to families and members of communities, who 
had lost their livelihoods or are struggling to make ends meet. Thus, 
it is imperative to ensure safe and empowering pathways for them 
to continue acting as agents of change and to be part of the solution 
in building back better.
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Session 1: A brief about the heightened protection risks 
faced by the children in the Arab region due to conflict and 
displacement; and the Legal Frameworks and Strategies guiding 
their protection
Overview of Protection Challenges for Refugees and Displaced 
Children in the Arab Region
Speaker: UNHCR –Annalaura Sacco and Bola Han

They provided participants with an overview on the region and 
main priorities of children and youth. They highlighted key 
child protection issues including physical and sexual violence 
in homes, schools and communities, as well as harmful coping 
mechanisms that have increased due to growing socio-economic 
vulnerability. These include child marriage, child labor, child 
recruitment, family separation and the restriction of girls’ 
freedom of movement.
She gave a brief overview of the challenges in the first 18 years 
of life:

 Birth registration:
 Refugees face multiple challenges in registering new births, including 
the parents’ potential lack of documentation, births outside of hospital 
settings, and unfamiliar laws and procedures in countries of birth. Lack 
of documentation proving marital status is a particular concern. Legal 
proof of marriage is generally required to register new births in the 
region, but conflict and displacement are posing barriers to marriage 
registration and leading to more births out of wedlock, including those 
arising from gender-based violence (GBV). Children born out of wedlock, 
including from situations of GBV, not only face hardships in having 
their births registered, they are also at greater risk of stigmatization, 
isolation and statelessness.



15

 Education: 
Early childhood, primary, secondary, tertiary and vocational training 
is not taking place universally in the context of the armed conflicts, 
displacement, and drastic domestic economic declines. Nearly three 
million school-aged Syrian children are not enrolled in school. In 
some countries with ongoing conflicts, schools have been damaged 
or destroyed, and many other have been used to shelter displaced 
people. Girls, children with disabilities and children from families with 
extreme vulnerabilities face difficulties in resuming their education. 
The risk of dropping out or not learning for refugee children remains 
high, due to administrative barriers such as residency permits, as well 
as economic constraints often forcing families to resort to negative 
coping strategies, such as early marriage or child labor. The inclusion 
of refugee children from all nationalities largely remains challenging 
due to language, documentation and social cohesion related barriers.

 Gender-based violence:
 In both refugee and IDP situations, risks of GBV are exacerbated 
by discrimination, lack of livelihoods, family separation, multiple 
displacements and lack of privacy within accommodations. The risk 
of gender-based violence persists and may intensify as displacement 
becomes protracted. Domestic violence, forced and child marriage, 
and sexual violence, abuse and exploitation are main forms of SGBV 
reported by refugee girls, adolescent girls and sexual exploitation in 
the context of child labor and victimization affect boys and men.

 Mental health and psycho-social support:
 Pre-existing mental health conditions related to previous traumatic 
experiences due to conflict and displacement are exacerbated in 
displacement. The pandemic and associated economic instability as 
well as social isolation have profoundly affected the socio-ecological 
environment for adults and children. This toxic stress resulting from 
increasing levels of anxiety and uncertainty, can have damaging effects 
on learning and behavior.



16

 Adolescents and youth:
Displacement disrupts lives. It leaves adolescents and youth “in a 
state of limbo.” They are deprived of childhood in a safe and protective 
environment and an opportunity to prepare themselves for adulthood. 
They are shouldered with adult responsibilities and contribute to the 
household income while being exposed to possible exploitation and 
abuses at workplaces little safeguards or decision-making powers.

 Diversity and vulnerability:
Children with physical or mental disabilities have specific needs. 
Diversity and vulnerability of displaced children are wide-ranging.
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Rethinking the protection of refugee, displaced and 
migrant children in MENA:  from international obligations 
to practical solutions

Speaker: UNICEF – Mr. Javier Aguilar, Child Protection 
Advisor
In his presentation, Mr. Aguilar highlighted the change needed for children 
from the dominant narrative of the global north (Europe, US) to a much 
needed focus on what mixed migration flows mean for the Arab region; 
from a security imperative alone to a comprehensive response including 
protection, access to services and durable solutions; from a  victims’ 
discourse to recognition of the agency and aspirations of children/young 
people; and from a compassion led-response alone to the imperative of 
simultaneously addressing xenophobia and discrimination.
Mr. Aguilar spoke about the children on the move in MENA:
-  Forced migration and internal displacement as a result of acute and 

protracted crises in the region, particularly in Iraq, Libya, the Syrian Arab 
Republic and Yemen;

-  Mixed migration flows driven by diverse factors like economic 
opportunity and poverty, particularly from Sub-Saharan Africa towards 
North Africa, or through North Africa towards Europe, or through Yemen 
towards the Gulf Countries;

-  Movement of regular and irregular labor migrants both from the 
region and from outside of the region, mainly towards the Gulf countries.

He stated some priorities for children, most notably:
-  Ending child immigration detention (Protect and respect the rights and 

best interests of the child at all times, regardless of their migration status, 
by ensuring availability and accessibility of a viable range of alternatives 
to detention in non-custodial contexts, favoring community-based care 
arrangements, that ensure access to education and healthcare, and 
respect their right to family life and family unity, and by working to end 
the practice of child detention in the context of international migration).

-  Strengthening National Child Protection Systems and Promoting Cross-
Border & Cross-Regional Cooperation (child protection and welfare 
services take migrant and refugee children as their responsibility  with 
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special focus on unaccompanied and separated children; cross-border 
cooperation frameworks; establishing open and accessible information 
points along relevant migration routes that can refer migrants to child-
sensitive and gender-responsive support and counselling; implement 
child-sensitive border management policies; and developing gender-
responsive and child-sensitive consular protection, assistance and 
cooperation throughout the migration cycle).

-  Among the national responses, he stated that in Egypt, National Child 
Protection SOPs includes an annex related to children on the move.

-  Ensuring access to services (strengthening measures to reduce the 
number of people without legal identity, including by registering migrants’ 
births; ensuring all migrants have proof of legal identity; providing 
inclusive and equitable quality education to migrant children and youth; 
incorporating the health needs of migrants in national and local health 
care policies and plans; and establishing or mandating independent 
institutions at the national or local level, such as National Human 
Rights Institutions, to receive, investigate and monitor complaints about 
situations in which migrants’ access to basic services is systematically 
denied or hindered).

-  He stated that in the context of Syria crisis, host countries and donors 
have made major efforts to provide access to education to close to 2.5 
million school age refugee children though large numbers are still out of 
school.

His concluding remarks included that:
1-  A child is a child regardless of a status, including a migratory status;
2-  Violence against children on the move should be addressed through 

national child protection systems;
3-  Cross-national and cross-regional approaches are critically important, 

considering the global picture of the migration story – MENA is a good 
example.
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Overview of the Arab Strategy on Child Protection in 
Asylum and Displacement Contexts, and its annexed 
Plan of Action.
Speaker: Ms. Dina Douay, Director of the Woman, Family, 
and Childhood Department - League of Arab States

Ms. Dina Douay presented the Plan of Action annexed to the strategy, 
and reviewed its most important axes and the recommendations and 
procedures that came in it:

1-  The creation of national systems that protect children in situations 
of asylum and displacement, which include reviewing the legislation 
concerned, and implementing legislative amendments to remove 
obstacles that may prevent them from accessing various protection 
frameworks;

2-  Coordination between the various mechanisms and building their 
capacities to respond to the various protection risks of children and 
providing them with services remains a top priority that ensures an 
effective response and limits duplication of service provision. Capacity 
building also promotes the creation of national cadres capable of 
providing high-quality services to children in refugee and displacement 
contexts.

3-  Member States are working vigorously and effectively to formulate 
and activate child-friendly asylum-seeking mechanisms and systems 
concerned with legalizing the status of children in conflict with the law 
and affirming their right to seek asylum. It also provides for the right of 
refugee children to obtain identification papers, to be registered at birth, 
and to be granted citizenship, which guarantees their access to various 
services.

4-  The action plan also focuses on integrating the best interest of the 
child in all interventions, considering the different contexts, especially 
children in situations of armed conflict.
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5-  The action plan includes an important axis concerned with collecting 
and analyzing data and submitting reports that measure and assess 
the current conditions and deficiencies in service provision, whether in 
terms of availability or quality of these services.

6-  The services stipulated in the action plan involve the provision of 
educational services that take into account the age, background and 
language. It also indicates the need for health services for refugee and 
displaced children, which contribute to their protection, with special 
attention to mental and psychological health services.

7-  A special focus on family and community care for children: the action plan 
stipulated several measures to support family protection for children, 
including alternative care arrangements, especially for separated 
and unaccompanied children, support for community protection and 
organizing awareness campaigns for families and communities to 
ensure that they are familiar with positive alternatives.

8-  The action plan addresses several other central issues, including the 
exposure of children in refugee and displacement situations to gender-
based violence, especially abuse and exploitation, and focuses on 
eliminating child marriage, their recruitment in conflicts and armed 
groups, child labor, trafficking and smuggling across borders, taking into 
account the provision of positive alternatives to detention of children.
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Session 2: Best Interests of the Child as a foundation for 
providing Protection and Family/Educational Care to Refugee 
and Displaced Children - Laying the foundation for learning

Best Interest Procedure in Child Protection 
Speaker: UNHCR – Ms. Bola HAN

1.  Ms. Han recalled the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
which is one of the widely signed conventions in the world. Every 
Member State of the League of Arab States signed the Convention. It is 
a commitment to respect, protect, and fulfill its duties to any child who 
is on the territory “without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the 
child’s parents or legal guardian, race, color, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, poverty, 
disability, birth or other status,” and how the child entered the territory.

2.  She reiterated the four underlying principles of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child.
a. Article 2 on non-discrimination. 
b. Article 3 on children’s best interests. 
c. Article 6 on the right to life, survival and development. 
d. Article 12 on the right to be heard.

Any policy, program or decision concerning a child must be guided by 
these principles. She devoted the session to how Article 3 on children’s 
best interests should guide the actions of the government.

3.  First, she considered the who is the right-holder and entitled to the best 
interests’ considerations. A child could be a refugee, asylum-seeking, 
internally displaced, or without legal identity. A child could have entered 
the country with or without parents, guardian, through legal or irregular 
means. A child is a child first and foremost.
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4.  She also considered who is the duty-bearer.
“In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or 
private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities 
or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary 
consideration”.

 » Immigration and asylum authorities;
 » Civil registration authorities;
 » Judicial authorities, police and security actors;
 » Education, health and social welfare actors; and
 » People who make decisions on a daily basis for children, such as 

parents, guardians and teachers.
In other words, whether you work in border control, law enforcement, labor 
inspection, you have an obligation to ensure the displaced children’s best 
interests are served without discrimination with an objective to ensure 
children’s safety, wellbeing and development before determining the 
course of action. 

5.  In determining what would be in the best interests of the child, please 
consider the following:

 » The child’s views
 » The identity of the child, including sex, sexual orientation, national 

origin, religion and beliefs, cultural identity, personality; 
 » The family environment, family relations and contact (Quality and 

duration of the relationship and degree of attachment of the child 
to parents, siblings, other family members, other adults or children 
in the cultural community any potential caregiver; potential effect of 
separation from family or change in caregivers on the child); 

 » The care, protection and safety of the child, including the child’s 
well-being and development (availability of life-saving medical 
treatment for sick children; past harm (frequency, patterns, trends; 
ability to monitor; and whether root causes of past harm persist); 

 » Situations of vulnerability, including the risks that the child is facing 
and the sources of protection, resiliency and empowerment; and 

 » The child’s rights and needs with regard to health and education.
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Recognizing the diversity of children, their individual situation, identities, 
displacement history, past and current care arrangement, vulnerability, 
sources of resilience, and access to services.

6. Let us reflect on the national services which citizens take for granted. If 
you are a refugee or internally displaced or without legal identity chances 
are that they cannot be taken for granted:

 » Specific national service or procedure. Refugee children may be 
able to access social welfare case management services, but not 
formal foster placement;

 » Location of the refugee children. National child protection services 
may be available in capital cities, but disadvantaged or rural 
communities often have limited access to services; and

 » The age, nationality, legal status, or gender of the refugee children. 
Some nationalities may have more access to national systems 
than others.

7.  What are the procedural safeguards that need to be in place to ensure 
the best interests of child are protected? Procedural safeguards in the 
context of best interest procedures are a set of measures that adhere 
to laws and standards, which protect children from harm.

 » Right of the child to express their own views;
 » Child-friendly approach;
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Education as a priority intervention in refugee child 
protection

Speaker: UNHCR – Ms. Irina Isomova
In her presentation, Ms. Isomova emphasized the value of education as 
protection tool and solutions catalyst for refugee and forcibly displaced 
children and youth. Education is a fundamental human right enshrined in 
a wide range of internationally recognized conventions and declarations, 
including the UDHR, 1951 Refugee Convention and the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. In line with the aspirations of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4 and Agenda 2030 to leave no one behind, the New 
York Declaration and the Global Compact on Refugees, UNHCR aims 
to ensure that children and youth (constituting 52 per cent of the global 
refugee population) are able to access, safe, inclusive and equitable 
quality education that enables them to learn, to thrive and develop their 
potential, to build individual and collective resilience and peace.

•  At the corporate level, UNHCR has the 2030 Refugee Education 
strategy which was developed after a two-year consultative and 
collaborative process with stakeholders across UNHCR and partners, 
including other UN agencies, international organizations, multilateral 
organizations, governments, education networks, the private sector 
and refugee communities. Refugee Education 2030 sets out a vision 
for the inclusion of refugee children and youth in equitable 
quality education that contributes to resilience and prepares them for 
participation in cohesive societies. The strategic vision is formulated 
through specific objectives on promoting equitable and sustainable 
inclusion into national education systems; fostering safe, enabling 
environment that support learning for all and having learners use 
their education towards sustainable future. The progress on these 
objectives could only be achieved through partnership amongst the 
key education and protection stakeholders, collaborative learning, 
capacity development, innovation, evidence and growth. 

•  Education protects at all stages of displacement. Protecting 
refugees means ensuring that their rights, security, and welfare 
are recognized and safeguarded in accordance with international 
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standards, and their non-discriminatory right to assistance and 
services, including education, is realized. Providing quality educational 
opportunities in refugee context means that displaced children and 
youth can benefit from the protection of an accountable social service 
in which they have the time, opportunity and support to evolve into 
key actors in their own protection. Participation in education increases 
opportunities for self-determination and provides children and 
youth with a sense of purpose, normalcy and continuity in unstable 
environments of forcible displacement. Some refugee children might 
have participated in education programming prior to leaving their 
country, whereas others could have been unable to enroll in schools. 
The protective power of education could extend to both, as when one 
resumes education it gives him/her stability, a sense of normalcy and 
hope and through specific interventions on meaningful, predictable 
learning and recreational activities, many refugee children could heal, 
recover and hopefully, start a formal cycle of education. The knowledge, 
skills and experience acquired in educational programming are key 
to building resilience for all possible lasting solutions. Educated 
children and youth stand a better chance of becoming adults who 
can participate effectively in civil society in all contexts. To address 
the reality of protraction and the need to provide opportunities for 
refugees, supporting social cohesion, resilience and self-reliance, 
UNHCR’s protection interventions on enhancing inclusion in 
national education systems, are based on two components: firstly, 
by linking the education programmes to outreach activities and referral 
mechanisms and secondly, by supporting national programming in 
planning, budgeting and mobilizing additional resources to support 
the education needs of affected communities.

•  There exist numerous risks and barriers that may impact on or limit 
the protection power of education. Amongst them are unequal access 
( boys vs. girls, children with disabilities); when schools become a 
place where exploitation and abuse happens and there is a lack of 
reporting and referral mechanisms to report and address such negative 
occurrences; there are also risks that teachers and administrative 
staff are not adequately supported to facilitate learning in refugee 
contexts; when community is not engaged to ensure protection and 
safety of students, there might be social cohesion tension that is not 
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addressed by inclusive  or peace education programming. Finally, in 
some contexts we have to continuously address academic, procedural 
barriers such as recognition of prior qualifications and learning. 
Financial and social situation of persons of concern and communities 
may adversely impact access and retention.

•  COVID-19 pandemic might set back the learning and progress in 
enrolment of refugees, as refugees have been perhaps, the hardest 
hit. Even prior to the pandemic, refugee children globally were twice 
as likely to be out of school, if compared to non-refugee children. In 
the region, we had around 1.2 million Syrian children enrolled in formal 
and regulated non-formal education. There were also around 800,000 
Syrian children out of school prior the pandemic. The disruption of 
education caused by pandemic and its socio-economic impacts, are 
going to result in higher figures of out of school children, but also higher 
risks behind these figures. In many cases, access and retention in 
education are obstructed by barriers in the form of protection and socio-
economic channels leading to negative coping mechanisms such as 
early marriage, child labor and forcible recruitment practices. To that 
effect, throughout the pandemic our education response has focused 
not only on supporting national education systems with adapting to 
flexible approaches, including online and blended learning modalities 
relevant to the needs of all children at all levels, but also mitigating 
protection risks and addressing core obstacles to education beyond 
the COVID-19 lockdowns through strengthening child protection 
referral mechanisms, remedial education, psycho-social support and 
cash programmes. The value of engaging communities in response 
could not be underestimated. As COVID-19 pandemic clearly 
demonstrated, refugee and host communities themselves have been 
a backbone and source of the protective education interventions and 
during the school hiatus in the time of pandemic.

At the end of the presentation, Ms. Isomova expressed her appreciation 
to all LAS participants for re-affirming their commitment towards 
achieving quality and equitable education through the regional strategic 
framework. 
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Child-centered interventions in armed conflicts.

Speaker: Ms. Sharon Riggle, Chief of the Analysis and Outreach 
Branch - Office of the UN Special Representative for Children and 
Armed Conflicts.

In her intervention, Ms. Riggle stated that the office of the UN Special 
Representative for Children and Armed Conflicts has been focusing on 
the issue of reintegration of children, including child soldiers, for more than 
two years, and grappling with how they can best help these vulnerable 
young people receive the assistance they need to regain their lives. As 
part of these efforts, the Special Representative for CAAC, with UNICEF 
and other key actors, launched the Global Coalition for Reintegration of 
Child Soldiers in September 2018.

She added major points, most notably:
-  Experts stipulate that reintegration programming should last for at 

least three years. Children are lucky if they get a third of that support 
and, as noted above, 30% get no support at all. Not only this, but 
reintegration programmes should be long-term and sustainable, 
must be gender- and age-sensitive, and must provide children with 
access to health care, to psycho-social support, vocational training 
and reinforced education programmes to bring them up to speed for 
all the lost years without school.

-  The original problem the Global Coalition was created to tackle was 
the fact that more than 10,000 children emerge from armed groups 
or forces every year, and only some are receiving reintegration 
assistance. Very few are receiving the depth, breadth or length of 
assistance that child protection experts recommend, leaving this 
traumatized and needy population open to re-recruitment, criminal 
behavior, or life potential left unfulfilled.

-  Working at the global policy level, the office had been working in the 
field to innovate ways to bring a full range of services to war-affected 
children and their communities wherever they may be.

-  They also launched a new project that will take a closer look at existing 
funding mechanisms and convene groups of States, institutions and 
other stakeholders to create innovative solutions for this persistent, 
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and chronically underfunded, problem to ensure that funding is 
adequate, predictable and sustainable taking into account the volume 
of children that are used and abused by armed conflicts.

Ms. Riggle shared few key findings that are imperative to ensure the 
situation of these children is improved:

-  Engage governments early to prepare policies, to include or link 
reintegration programs into local services and national structures.

-  Prioritize community level leadership and ownership as critical 
through direct funding to local organizations and governments where 
possible. Engage local structures and community leaders immediately 
to allow for context-specific approaches based on community needs 
and capacities, and eventual handover. 

-  Prioritize the use and scale up of a comprehensive community-based 
child protection case management system approach. 

-  Equally prioritize social and economic reintegration interventions, 
with emphasis placed on aspects of social reintegration that support 
and engage parents, families and communities and that promote 
psychosocial recovery, prevention, and address stigma, and 
encourage social cohesion. 

-  Support local and national education systems to adapt and partner 
with other government agencies to support reintegration, including 
short term education programs, and provide funding to support 
education systems in countries in conflict to rebuild.

-  Local governments should incorporate reintegration programming 
into plans to achieve sustainable development goals (4, 5, 8, 10, 16, 
17) associated with the re-integration and prevention of child soldiers. 

-  Develop legislation and public policy to ensure reintegration 
programming and supports are effectively integrated into national 
and sub-national structures, policies and services for child protection, 
education, health and other aspects of social services and welfare. 
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ALECSO efforts to strengthen education opportunities for 
refugee children in the Arab region

Speaker: Mr. AlHashemi Al-Aradawi – Director of the Education 
Department (a.i) ALECSO

In his speech, Mr. Al-Aradawi stated that ALECSO efforts to incorporate 
education opportunities for the displaced and refugee children are within 
two larger frames: the regional framework at the level of the Arab States, 
within the League of Arab States, and an international framework in 
collaboration with the United Nations, and within the progress to achieve 
the Sustainable Development Goals. He added that within these two 
frameworks, ALECSO works to provide education opportunities for 
children in asylum and displacement contexts.

He also added that during last year, ALECSO has started an initiative 
to “educate Arab children in conflict situations, and the challenges of 
education in Palestine during occupation”. Through this initiative, ALECSO 
has started partnerships with formal and informal actors to draft an Arab 
Convention that guarantees the rights of children “The Arab Convention 
to guarantee the right of education for children victims of conflict 
and occupation in Arab countries”. A committee was held to discuss 
the comments received from Member States, UNHCR and the Technical 
Secretariat of the League of Arab States. Currently, the committee is 
working on developing the Convention for adoption.

Mr. Al-Aradawi added that in partnership with the private sector, ALECSO 
has also initiated an online platform to train educators and teachers 
remotely in conflict situations and providing materials for education within 
such humanitarian crises. Additionally, ALECSO has added behavioral 
curricula for parents and mothers to allow them to follow up with their 
children’s learning. This took place especially in camp settings, such as 
Zaa’tari Camp.

On another hand, ALECSO is working relentlessly to gather funding for 
education, since reports show that the enthusiasm that was once there 
has not receded and must be reignited. He concluded his speech by 
stating that this expert meeting is an indication that all actors intend to 
cooperate for such a cause; and that ALECSO is working with the League 
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of Arab States to organize a forum for donors from governments and other 
actors concerned with child education in the Arab region. He reiterated 
that ALECSO plan for the coming years takes into consideration primarily 
the right of children to receive education and return to schools when they 
are forced to flee. He also reminded the participants that in 2017, ALECSO 
in collaboration with UNHCR held a regional meeting that resulted in 
Tunis Declaration, a guiding document that is being followed until now for 
implementation.
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Day 02 – December 10th, 2020

Session 3 :  Mental Health and Psychosocial Well-being of 
Refugees and Displaced Children 

Guiding Document on the provision of MHPSS for refugees 
and other displaced children (Jointly between League of Arab 
States and UNHCR)
Speaker: UNHCR – Ms. Benedicte Duchesne

Ms. Duchesne started her presentation with defining mental health, 
according to WHO as the state of mental well-being in which people 
cope well with the many stresses of life, can realize their own potential, 
can function productively and fruitfully, and are able to contribute to their 
communities. She also defined MHPSS according to IASC as a composite 
term referring to any type of local or outside support that aims to protect or 
promote psychosocial well-being and/or prevent or treat mental disorder.

She highlighted few points among which:
-  Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) services play a 

particularly important role during armed conflict and in other situations 
of violence and emergencies. Violence, fear and uncertainty can 
create chaos and deplete community resources. As a result, people 
experience psychological distress that impairs their daily functioning 
and social interaction.

-  Rates of mental health problems often increase during these periods, 
and pre-existing disorders may also resurface or be exacerbated by 
conflict or violence. Although people with mental health disorders 
constitute a particularly vulnerable group, they are often neglected.
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-  The incidence of psychosocial problems also significantly increases 
during armed conflict, other situations of violence and emergencies, 
exposure to violence, the disruption of social networks, the loss of 
and/or separation from relatives and friends, deteriorating living 
conditions, poverty and limited access to support can have both a 
short and a long-term impact on the well-being of individuals, families 
and communities.

-  The term “mental health” in the presentation was used to denote 
psychological well-being. Mental health interventions aim to improve 
psychological well-being by reducing levels of psychological distress, 
improving daily functioning and ensuring effective coping strategies. 
Such interventions are overseen by mental health professionals and 
target individual, families and/or groups.

-  Emergencies and displacement erode normally protective supports, 
increase risks and tend to amplify pre-existing mental health problems.

-  Refugee children and adolescent are exposed to insecurity and 
protection risks impacting their well-being.

-  Restoring and strengthening family and community support and 
promoting positive coping mechanisms for affected children and their 
families are some of the most important psychosocial interventions.

-  Mental Health and Psychosocial Support is an integral part of UNHCR 
Protection and Solution mandate.

-  Mental health for children and adolescents is important because 
mental disorders affect 1 in 4 people around the world; half of all mental 
health conditions start by 14 years of age; suicide is the third leading 
cause of death in 15 -19 year-olds; the burden of mental disorders 
could be largely prevented with known, affordable treatments, but 
inadequate health systems limit progress; and because people with 
mental disorders have a heightened risk of suffering from physical 
illnesses because of diminished immune function.

-  UN calls for action on mental health by applying a whole-of-society 
approach to promote, protect and care for mental health; ensure 
widespread availability of emergency mental health and psychosocial 
support, and support recovery from covid-19 by building mental health 
services for the future.
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-  Most common mental health conditions among children: depression, 
anxiety, toxic stress leading to long-lasting acute psychological 
consequences. 

-  79% of children in Yemen demonstrating signs of severe psychological 
distress (IMC, 2019)

-  In Syria, 48% of adults have seen children who have lost the ability to 
speak or who have developed speech impediments (SCI, 2018)

-  Substance abuse, suicidality and life-threatening behaviours (Iraq, 
Lebanon, Yemen, Jordan)

-  Impact of Covid-19 in Jordan, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq 88% of displaced 
children report psychosocial distress related to the pandemic in their 
home environments (NRC, 2020)

Among the challenges identified around MHPSS in the MENA region:
-  Widespread stigma around mental illness;
-  Main barriers to help-seeking behavior: feelings of helplessness, lack 

of financial means, poor recognition of mental health problems;
-  Lack of access to specialized mental health services for refugees, 

IDPs and other forcibly displaced populations;
-  Shortage of qualified mental health professionals;
-  Very limited funding and de-prioritization or absence of MHPSS in 

national program.
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She explained guidance on MHPSS for children, in the form of a 4-layer 
IASC Pyramid of intervention on MHPSS:

� Layer 1:
Social considerations in basic services and security implies ensuring or 
advocating for basic services to be functional and accessible to children 
and their caregivers. Important activities are re-establishing a sense 
of safety, ensuring basic services such as water, food and shelter, and 
access to health services for the whole community, including child-friendly 
information on where to go for help. This should consider ‘hard to reach’ 
categories of children such as adolescent girls, younger children and 
children with disabilities.

� Layer 2:
Strengthening families’ and communities’ ability to support children’s 
learning and development. It is important to promote everyday activities 
such as attending play and social activities, going to school and options 
of participation in traditional and community events. Interventions could 
include child friendly spaces, support for family tracing and reunification, 
and other family, peer and community support initiatives.

� Layer 3:
Focused psychosocial support is specific assistance provided to children 
at risk of developing mental disorders. Interventions are not specialized 
but should be undertaken by staff with significant training and supervision. 
Examples could be support groups, peer-to-peer support programmes, 
and structured sessions aimed at strengthening resilience.

� Layer 4:
clinical services and professional mental health support for children under 
significant distress that disrupts their ability to function on a day-to-day 
basis. Interventions at this level should be undertaken by specialized 
mental health professionals and the treatment (example counselling or 
psychotherapy) is often more long-term and should not be disrupted. It is 
done via individual case management it is preferable to keep the child on 
site as long as proper treatment options are possible.
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On ways forward, she highlighted the below:
-  Reframe Mental Health and Psychosocial Support as an essential 

public good;
-  Use public policies to protect mental health;
- Invest far more on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support;
-  Ensure refugee, IDPs and other forcibly displaced populations have 

access to MHPSS services;
-  Use evidence-based interventions and lessons learned from countries 

in the region to guide implementation;
-  Education for children, adolescents and youth has a normalizing effect 

and may thus lessen the psychosocial effects of extreme stressors:
 » Foster collaboration with Child Protection, GBV, Education, 

Public Health by ensuring that their services are child-friendly; 
promoting access to education for refugee children including 
recreational activities; training teachers and community health 
workers in children’s mental health and to support parents.

 » Ensuring that response and referral mechanisms are adapted 
to the needs of children and link to Best Interests Procedure 
where necessary;

 » And promoting access to essential services including prevention, 
recovery and community-based reintegration support for 
children and adolescents involved in armed groups.

Key priority action areas regarding MHPSS for refugees include:
1.  Promoting mental health through social integration (for refugee children 

particularly if they are unaccompanied or separated from parents), 
school-based programmes should also be considered.

2.  Clarifying and sharing information on entitlements to care (in general, 
all communications should be designed in a culturally, gender and age 
sensitive fashion). 

3.  Mapping outreach services (outreach services may be considered 
in particular for very vulnerable populations such as unaccompanied 
children).

4.  Making interpreting services and/or cultural mediation services 
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available (this is of particular relevance in mental health care because 
of the confidentiality of the content discussed during mental health 
consultations and the need to translate language expressions with 
subtle nuances).

5.  Working towards integration of MHPSS, education and social care 
(ensuring that professionals working in different sectors such as law 
enforcement, education receive awareness training on MHPSS can 
help to increase access of refugees to mental health care interventions 
when required).

6.  Ensuring that the mental health workforce is trained to work with 
refugees (for instance medical doctors should be aware of the health 
care entitlements of refugees. They should also be competent and 
confident in diagnosing and managing unusual presentation of mental 
disorders and understand the dynamics related to different cultures, 
family and social structures).

7.  Investing in long-term follow-up research and service evaluations for 
service planning and provision (improving mental health care provided 
to refugees may require investment in research studies).

8.  Sharing principles of good practices across countries (may support 
the design and delivery of timely and effective interventions to reduce 
mental distress in refugees).

On the topic of voluntary repatriation:
Ms. Duchesne mentioned that recent studies show that returning home 
needs psychosocial preparation, during or upon return to country of origin.  
Ms. Han highlighted the importance of creating a preventive and responsive 
environment for mental health and psycho-social support in all phases of 
displacement. 
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 Closing Remarks  

Ms. Dina Douay, League of Arab States
Concluding the workshop which dealt with many important 
topics revolving around the implementation of the Arab 
Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum and 
Displacement contexts, which was adopted by the Arab 
Economic and Social Development Summit, its 4th Session 
(Beirut, 2019), according to Resolution C / 3 (0111-  (19/A 
(0480), the discussions during the virtual meeting highlighted 
the below points:

-  The importance of the mental health and psychosocial well-being of the 
child in line with SDG 3;

-  The right of children to receive a quality education stipulated in Article 
26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 28 of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child; emphasizing the rights of refugee, 
displaced and stateless children to have access to quality education, as 
stipulated in Article 22 of the 1951 Refugee Convention, Article 22 of 
the 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, Article 
24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and the 
Guiding Principles on Displacement for 1998; referred to also in the 2017 
Tunis Declaration on Refugee Education in the Arab Region: Challenges 
and Future Prospects, and the 2018 Arab Declaration on Belonging and 
Legal Identity;

-  States’ commitment to the International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and Goal 5 of the 
Sustainable Development Goals to promote equal access to services 
and opportunities and to «end all forms of sexual and gender-based 
violence»;

-  The importance of supporting children and identifying the phenomenon 
of child labor and human trafficking, referring to the Protocol to Prevent, 
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Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children (2000), United Nations Security Council Resolution 1539 
on Child Recruitment (2004), and Security Council Resolution 1612 
Concerning Children And Armed Conflict (2005); and International 
Labor Organization Convention No. 182 concerning the Prohibition and 
Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labor 
(1999).

Mrs. Dina Douay concluded some recommendations 
among which:
1.  The implementation of the Arab Strategy on Child Protection in Asylum 

and Displacement Contexts in the Arab Region at the national level.
2.  The Member States to consider accession to the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees as an expression of commitment to 
respect, protect, and fulfill Member States’ duties to refugees including 
refugee children.

3.  Revision of the national legislations and policies on child protection to 
ensure their alignment with the relevant international and regional legal 
standards and that child-relevant legislations are non-discriminatory 
and apply to all refugee and displaced children ensuring their protection 
from trafficking, exploitation, abuse and violence.

4.  Access to national education systems for refugees and forcibly 
displaced children ensuring that their education is not disrupted as a 
result of crises and conflicts.

5.  Consider urging the Secretariat of the League of Arab States to coordinate 
experience sharing among Member States through the establishment 
of the “Arab Network to Exchange Successful Experiences on the 
Protection of Refugee Children”.

6.  An emphasis on prevention-related activities supporting families 
and communities with economic empowerment and finding income-
generating job opportunities, along with enhanced and inclusive 
identification and response mechanisms to child-related risks.

7.  Applying the best interests’ procedures and capacity-building on the 
application of the procedures within the national interventions for 



40

displaced children.
8.  Ensuring the provision of civil status documentation, especially birth 

certificates, to children in asylum and displacement contexts, within 
camp and urban settings, to prevent childhood statelessness.

9.  Enhancing the identification mechanisms of unaccompanied/separated 
children for the provision of protection measures and strengthening 
alternative care arrangements were determined to be in the best 
interests of the children.

10.  Ensuring effective legislation and legal enforcement against the worst 
forms of child labor.

11.  Increasing awareness of the risk factors of child marriage.
12.  Improving the access of displaced children to mental health and 

psychosocial services based on the minimum standards and the main 
recommendations included in the guidance note.
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by
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Mr. Karim Atassi
Representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees to the Arab Republic of Egypt and to the League of 
Arab States
Mrs. Najat Al Mualla
The Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary-
General on Violence against Children

Ladies and gentlemen, generous attendance
On behalf of the League of Arab States, I am pleased to open with you the 
works of the regional meeting of experts on “Implementation of the Arab 
Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum / Displacement Contexts 
in the Arab Region and the Provision of Family / Educational Protection 
and Care for Refugee Children,” whose convening is a confirmation of 
our commitment as partners towards the advancement of Arab childhood 
issues. As a culmination of joint efforts and continuous cooperation 
between the Arab League represented by the Department of Women, 
Family and Childhood, and the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees ,,,, a meeting through which we renew our determination to 
support programs and plans that aim to guarantee the rights of refugee 
children and take care of their interests, which is the main purpose of our 
meeting today.
I take this opportunity to pay tribute to the efforts of representatives of 
governmental bodies, regional and international organizations, and civil 
society institutions concerned with children’s  issues, who participate with 
us today on this occasion, and I acknowledge the role played by these 
bodies, their outstanding contributions and their appreciated efforts to 
guarantee the basic rights of children and improve their conditions ,,,, 
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to greet them, appreciate and look forward to more of the efforts and 
contributions to achieve the noble goal for which we gathered today.

Esteemed Attendance,
Our meeting today comes in implementation of the resolution of the 38th 
session of the Council of Arab Social Affairs Ministers, and the decision 
of the fourth session of the Arab Development and Economic Summit 
(Beirut: January 2019), which stipulated the adoption of the Arab Strategy 
for the Protection of Children in Asylum and Displacement Contexts 
in the Arab Region as a guiding document to ensure the protection of 
children with regards to their status of asylum in the Arab region and the 
enforcement of their rights. This meeting also comes in implementation 
of the recommendations of the sixteenth meeting of the Follow-up 
Committee to Stop Violence against Children chaired by the Republic of 
Sudan in 2020, which stipulated: Cooperation and coordination with the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and the Office of the 
Special Representative of the Secretary-General of the United Nations on 
Violence Against Children, and the Office of the Special Representative of 
the United Nations Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict in 
the field of protecting children in the Arab region and enforcing their rights, 
given what the Arab region has gone through, especially in the past few 
years, with a dangerous curve in light of a set of crises that have negatively 
affected the status of the Arab child, such as the issue of refugee children, 
armed conflicts, forced displacement, and the exploitation of children in 
all activities prohibited by international conventions on the rights of the 
child in armed conflict, and its exploitation by the parties to the conflict, 
as well as in cross-border crimes such as crimes of child trafficking and 
crimes of child exploitation through social media, and recently the spread 
of the Covid-19 pandemic ,,, issues that put us in front of a national and 
humanitarian responsibility imposed on us. Striving to make the utmost 
effort to protect the Arab child, and to guarantee his rights that are 
mentioned in international charters and agreements. This calls for more 
solidarity, exchange of experiences, and coordination of efforts.
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Esteemed Guests,
The issues on our agenda today represent a priority for the Arab 
League, as it is one of the biggest development setbacks for countries 
experiencing armed conflicts, and it has become an issue that haunts our 
Arab community and the world at large to discuss the increasing risks that 
children face in light of armed conflicts and their repercussions of forced 
displacement, separation from families and lack of documentation. And I 
must point out that our meeting will give utmost importance to developing 
a roadmap based on establishing a safe environment for refugee children, 
and developing action plans that enhance the protection of children’s  
rights at the national level in view of the urgent need to protect the legal 
identity of all children in the Arab region to ensure that every child has 
access to a birth certificate at the beginning of his life in order to safeguard 
his future, ensure that educational services reach refugee children in a 
safe and supportive environment for their developmental needs, and 
monitor best practices in the Arab region to help protect refugee children.
We all hope that the discussions during the next two days, especially with 
this broad participation of organizations and presentations of experts and 
academics, concerned with childhood issues, will produce constructive 
visions and ideas to promote the development of safe systems for children 
in refugee status, representing the right direction in promoting their rights 
and protecting them from any form of violence and exploitation.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Perhaps reaching a world free from conflicts and diseases in which peace, 
stability and security prevail is an ambition, a dream and a goal that all 
societies seek in order to be able to manage the wheel of development 
at all social, economic and cultural levels, and I am fully confident that 
the determination with which we started this work will continue with the 
same diligence and seriousness. And that the efforts made to organize 
and prepare for this meeting in order to achieve its goals and objectives 
will be crowned with success, God willing,
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We ask God Almighty to inspire us in the right way to achieve what is 
good for Arab childhood in all parts of our Arab homeland, and we are 
confident that the decisions that will be issued from the meeting will have 
a great impact on pushing joint Arab action towards strengthening the 
protection of children in armed conflicts and the status of asylum in our 
region. In conclusion, on behalf of the League of Arab States, I reiterate 
my thanks and appreciation to our partners in this meeting from the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and thanks go to the 
women and gentlemen of the participants from regional and international 
organizations and experts specializing in childhood issues.

May God grant you success and guide your steps on the path of goodness.
Peace be upon you and the mercy of God.
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Speech of Mr. Karim Atassi
Representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees to the Arab Republic of Egypt and the League of 
Arab States

December 9, 2020
Cairo - Arab Republic of Egypt

Ambassador Haifa Abu Ghazaleh, Assistant Secretary General, Head of 
the Social Affairs Sector at the League of Arab States,
Mrs. Najat Al Mualla, Special Representative of the Secretary-General on 
Violence against Children,
Excellencies, Representatives of the distinguished delegations,
Representatives of International, Regional and Arab organizations,
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Ladies and Gentlemen,
At the outset, I would like to express my sincere thanks and gratitude 
to the General Secretariat of the League of Arab States - Social Affairs 
Sector for their tireless cooperation to come up with the Arab strategy 
for the protection of children in asylum and displacement contexts. I 
also extend my sincere thanks to the cadres of the ministries of social 
affairs, children and family in the Arab countries, and representatives of 
international and regional organizations for creating all the conditions 
that would contribute to the successful implementation of the action plan 
attached to the strategy.
It is also a pleasure for me to welcome you to the virtual meeting on 
the implementation of the Arab Strategy for Child Protection in asylum 
and displacement contexts, and the Provision of Family and Educational 
Protection and Care for Refugee Children, organized by the League of 
Arab States in cooperation with the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees. It is part of our continuous support to the countries of the 
Arab region that reflects the fact that we care about children’s issues, 
especially refugees among them.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees commends the 
efforts made by member states towards protecting children in refugee 
situations, as countries in the Arab region have adopted the main 
international standards related to the protection of children, including: 1) 
universal ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and 
2) wide spread ratification of the International Convenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, and 3) broad accession to other international human 
rights conventions related to the protection and well-being of children. 
Moreover, the Arab region is home to a strong and long-standing tradition 
of protecting children and families, which appears in a range of regional 
agreements including the Charter on the Rights of the Child in Islam and 
the Arab Charter on Human Rights.
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Ladies and Gentlemen,
In light of the recent developments in the region and with the increasing 
number of refugees and forcibly displaced persons, the risks facing 
refugees, especially children, are exacerbating; Refugee children in the 
region suffer greatly as a result of conflict and forced displacement, which 
leaves them vulnerable to the consequences of conflict, devastation and 
violence, separation from the family, difficulty in accessing basic services 
and exacerbating poverty often lead to an increase in children’s   exposure 
to early marriage and work before reaching the legal age under potentially 
dangerous conditions, and they may also be exposed to exploitation and 
drop out of education, as well as facing domestic violence and violence 
within their communities and within the school. Children may also be 
exposed to detention, trafficking and other forms of exploitation during 
their displacement from their home countries.
Therefore, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, in 
cooperation with the General Secretariat of the League of Arab States - 
Department of Women, Family and Childhood - in implementation of the 
recommendation issued by the 12th meeting of the Follow-up Committee 
to Stop Violence against Children - the General Secretariat in November 
2014, prepared the Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum 
Context in The Arab Region, which was adopted as an Arab document 
during the Economic and Social Development Summit, which was held in 
January 2019 in Beirut.
The strategy aims to address the conditions of refugee children in the 
Arab region and deal with their living conditions, which requires all 
partners to work together to find durable solutions and save an entire 
generation from being lost through a number of steps, the most important 
of which are: Ensuring that priority is given to the best interest of refugee 
children in all decisions made, and provide protection to refugee children 
by strengthening the capacities of national child protection systems. The 
strategy also addressed children affected by armed conflict, especially 
those who were recruited by armed groups, and clarified the importance of 
developing policies that criminalize child recruitment and the importance 
of reintegrating them into a protective environment and providing them 
with all health and educational services.
The strategy also aims to work on adopting a non-discriminatory approach 
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for protection that responds to all the needs of refugee children, and to 
work with host communities and families to provide protection to refugee 
children from violence, abuse, neglect, exploitation, labor and trafficking, 
in addition to taking into account the risks that refugee children face 
according to age, gender and special needs, including children with 
disabilities.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Before assessing the current situation and what needs to be done in the 
future, allow me to affirm the strong commitment of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees to promote and protect children’s  rights 
in asylum context; This calls for strengthening cooperation with national 
authorities, partner UN organizations, other regional organizations and 
civil society so that we can ensure better treatment of children as full 
members of society and the enforcement of their rights.
Although most Arab countries have adopted several regional and 
international conventions related to the protection of children, there are 
still many challenges regarding the rights and protection of children in the 
Arab region, especially those in asylum context. Although some progress 
has been made, there is still room for improvement when it comes to 
children’s   rights. And our concerns do not end there ... let me mention six 
other important areas that need to be addressed:

• Limited educational opportunities in the context of asylum and 
displacement;

• Addressing negative coping strategies, especially in times of crisis, such 
as child marriage, child labor, trafficking in children, and their recruitment 
in armed conflicts;

• Not prioritizing the rights of separated and unaccompanied children;
• Lack of effective alternatives to detention;
• Lack of specific measures for child survivors / victims of violence.
Whereas successful reform initiatives are those based on national 
priorities, and which enjoy full political commitment and national will, as well 
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as strengthened partnerships between civil society and decision-makers 
in each country separately, the Plan of Action attached to the strategy 
aimed at identifying those steps that need to be taken at the regional level 
to activate the Arab strategy for the protection of refugee children. The 
action plan proposes implementation indicators at the regional level and 
also at the national level.

Perhaps the most important points referred to in the action 
plan, which we propose to work on in the coming period, are the 
following:
• Strengthening national child protection systems that are able to prevent 

and respond to the protection needs of refugee children, especially 
through family reunification for separated and unaccompanied children;

• Access to high-quality specialized services for refugee children, 
especially with regard to registration and civil documentation at birth;

• Dealing with some special protection issues for refugee children, 
especially by providing mental health services and psychosocial support 
to children who suffer from psychological and social pressures, in asylum 
and displacement contexts, and during the stages of voluntary return;

• Inclusion of child protection issues within national systems, particularly 
by providing access to comprehensive, safe and quality education in 
addition to health services.

In order to move forward towards implementing the action plan attached 
to the strategy, we work together and value the efforts of member states 
in developing national action plans, and major activities that ensure the 
mainstreaming of child protection interventions in refugee situations in 
the national education and health systems, in addition to providing mental 
health services and psychosocial support.

Therefore, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees urges the 
member states of the League of Arab States to reform laws to promote and 
protect the rights of the child, particularly by encouraging and supporting 
the enactment and review of national legislation to ensure its compatibility 
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with international standards related to the rights of the child, especially the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. As well as strengthening the capacity 
of law enforcement agencies to investigate violations of children’s rights 
and develop appropriate procedures for children in their best interests. 
UNHCR also encourages the fight against violations of children’s rights, 
in particular by prohibiting violations of children’s  rights and abuse in law, 
and ending impunity for violations of children’s rights; and to take effective 
legislative, administrative, judicial and other measures to prevent these 
violations.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
UNHCR does not neglect in its responses and interventions the impact of 
the Coronavirus pandemic on all aspects of social life; the rapid spread of the 
pandemic has contributed to the emergence of new challenges. Although 
it is not yet clear whether children are as vulnerable to the pandemic as 
adults, the impact of related events may put them at increased risk as a 
result of closures, limited access to schools, and psychological distress.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Today we have the opportunity to discuss our achievements, but also 
what needs to be done and how, so that children can enjoy their rights 
and freedoms and nations can properly respond to their demands and 
expectations. This is the world we seek ... because children, especially 
those in refugee situations, deserve no less.

                                                                    Thank you,,
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Annalaura Sacco
UNHCR MENA Senior Protection Coordinator

Bola Han
Senior Child Protection Officer

Overview of Protection Challenges for Refugees and Displaced 
Children in the Arab Region

I would like to reflect on the challenges related to protection of children of 
concern in the Arab region. 

This year was not an easy one with the pandemic, protracted situations, 
emergency, and ongoing mixed-movements.

We welcome the attention to renewing and strengthening the Member 
States’ commitment to implement the Arab strategy on child protection in 
displacement context. Nearly half of the displaced population in the region 
are under 18 years of age.

Collective aim is to protect the children from negligence, violence, 
exploitation and abuse during flight, in emergency or protracted 
displacement, and upon return to the place of origin – i.e. wherever they 
find themselves in the Arab region. Displaced children are facing major 
disruptions to everyday life, separation from their families or caregivers, 
reduced access to educational or recreational activities. Children flee from 
war and persecution with or without family. They experience threatened 
childhood with less safeguards to ensure their physical, legal, and material 
safety.
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Nearly half of the displaced children remain out of school, child marriage 
rates have more than doubled among Syrian adolescent girls since the 
onset of the conflict. Approximately half of refugee households reportedly 
rely on the income generated by a child to meet basic needs in certain 
countries. Across the MENA region, refugee and asylum-seeking children 
contend with a lack of child-sensitive reception procedures, risks of 
detention, and significant risks of trafficking and exploitation, especially 
for unaccompanied and separated children (UASC).

Key child protection issues include physical and sexual violence in homes, 
schools and communities, as well as negative coping mechanisms that 
have increased due to growing socio-economic vulnerability. These 
include child marriage, child labour, child recruitment, family separation 
and the restriction of girls’ freedom of movement.  

What are the obstacles to the displaced children enjoying their right to 
safety, education, health, best interests, and to realizing their full potential? 
What are the harmful and detrimental environmental factors? Let us take 
a close look at challenges in the first 18 years of life:

1. Birth registration: 
It establishes the child’s identity and is critical to accessing the basic 
services and legal protection. Issuance of civil documentation, including 
birth certificates, to forcibly displaced populations is essential protection 
and instrumental in the prevention of statelessness.  Refugees face multiple 
challenges in registering new births, including the parents’ potential lack 
of documentation, births outside of hospital settings, and unfamiliar laws 
and procedures in countries of birth. Lack of documentation proving 
marital status is a particular concern.  Legal proof of marriage is generally 
required to register new births in the region, but conflict and displacement 
are posing barriers to marriage registration and leading to more births 
out of wedlock, including those arising from sexual and gender-based 
violence (SGBV). Children born out of wedlock, including from situations 
of SGBV, not only face hardships in having their births registered, they are 
also at greater risk of stigmatization, isolation and statelessness.
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2.Education: 
Early childhood, primary, secondary, tertiary and vocational training is not 
taking place universally in the context of the armed conflicts, displacement, 
and drastic domestic economic declines. One-third or nearly three million 
school-age Syrian children are not enrolled in school. In some countries 
with ongoing conflicts, schools have been damaged or destroyed, and 
many other have been used to shelter displaced people. Girls, children 
with disabilities and children from families with extreme vulnerabilities 
face difficulties in resuming their education. The risk of dropping out or not 
learning for refugee children remains high, due to administrative barriers 
such as residency permits, as well as economic constraints often forcing 
families to resort to negative coping strategies, such as early marriage or 
child labour. The inclusion of refugee children from all nationalities largely 
remains challenging due to language, documentation and social cohesion 
related barriers. 

3. Gender-based violence: 
In both refugee and IDP situations, risks of SGBV are exacerbated by 
discrimination, lack of livelihoods, family separation, multiple displacements 
and lack of privacy within accommodations. The risk of gender-based 
violence persists and may intensify as displacement becomes protracted. 
Domestic violence, forced and child marriage, and sexual violence, 
abuse and exploitation are main forms of SGBV reported by refugee girls, 
adolescent girls and sexual exploitation in the context of child labour and 
victimization affect boys and men.  

4. Mental health and psycho-social support:
Pre-existing mental health conditions related to previous traumatic 
experiences due to conflict and displacement are exacerbated in 
displacement. The pandemic and associated economic instability as 
well as social isolation have profoundly affected the socio-ecological 
environment for adults and children. This toxic stress resulting from 
increasing levels of anxiety and uncertainty, can have damaging effects 
on learning and behaviour.
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5. Adolescents and youth:

Displacement disrupts lives. It leaves adolescents and youth “in a 
state of limbo.” They are deprived of childhood in a safe and protective 
environment and an opportunity to prepare themselves for adulthood. 
They are shouldered with adult responsibilities and contribute to the 
household income while being exposed to possible exploitation and 
abuses at workplaces little safeguards or decision-making powers.

6. Diversity and vulnerability: 
Children with physical or mental disabilities have specific needs. An 
eight-year old refugee who lost the parents, a fourteen-year old who is 
the main breadwinner for the family, a seventeen-year old at the risk of 
being trafficked require different interventions and support. Diversity and 
vulnerability of displaced children are wide-ranging.
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The importance of following up on the implementation of the 
action plan attached to the strategy in the context of the current 
circumstances and conditions of closure due to the Covid-19 
pandemic

Action plan recommendations and procedures:
1. Creating national systems that protect children in situations of asylum 

and displacement;
2. Coordination between the various bodies and mechanisms;
3. Building the capacities of governmental and non-governmental actors 

in the fields of child protection and providing quality services;
4. Providing child-friendly asylum application systems;
5. Emphasizing the right of refugee and displaced children to obtain 

identification papers, register them at birth, and grant them citizenship;

Plan of Action annexed to the Arab 
Strategy on Child Protection in Asylum and 
Displacement Contexts

Dina Duoay 
Woman, Family and Childhood Department

Regional meeting on the implementation of the Plan of Action: 
Provision of Family and Educational Care
9 - 10 December 2020, Cairo, Egypt
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6. Creating systems for data collection and analysis, and for periodic 
reporting at the regional and national levels;

7. Providing educational services that take into account age, background 
and language for refugee and displaced children, and ensuring that 
they are not interrupted as a result of conflicts;

8. Providing the necessary medical services to refugee and displaced 
children, including psychological and mental health services;

9. Providing support for family and community care, especially for 
separated and unaccompanied children;

10. Reducing harmful coping mechanisms and negative phenomena such 
as child marriage, child labor, abuse and exploitation and gender-
based violence;

11. Reducing the recruitment of children in conflicts and armed groups, 
and their trafficking and smuggling across borders;

12. Finding positive alternatives to detaining children in conflict with the 
law.
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Regional Expert Meeting on
“Implementation of the Arab Strategy on Child Protection 
in Asylum and Displacement Context in the Arab Region”

Sharon Riggle
UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative
 for Children and Armed Conflict

Providing Protection and Family/Educational 
Care to Refugee and Displaced Children

Cairo, 9 - 10 December 2020

I would like to thank the organisers—the League and UNHCR—for this 
excellent opportunity to address an issue of importance for our office, 
and I am sure for this audience: helping children affected by conflict. And 
specifically for this particular meeting, how can we better assist them 
when they find themselves displaced and away from the protective and 
nurturing environment that they need and are indeed owed. 

Our office has been focusing on the issue of reintegration of children, 
including child soldiers, for more than two years, and grappling with how 
we can best help these vulnerable young people receive the assistance 
they need to regain their lives. As part of these efforts, the Special 
Representative for CAAC, with UNICEF and other key actors, launched 
the Global Coalition for Reintegration of Child Soldiers in September 2018. 

Experts stipulate that reintegration programming should last for at least three 
years, this has not been the case. Children are lucky if they get a third of 
that support and, as noted above, 30% get no support at all.  Moreover, we 
have now enough research in place to know that reintegration programmes 
should be long-term and sustainable, must be gender- and age-sensitive, 
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and must provide children with access to health care, to psycho-social 
support, vocational training and reinforced education programmes to bring 
them up to speed for all the lost years without school. 

The original problem the Global Coalition was created to tackle was 
the fact that more than 10,000 children emerge from armed groups or 
forces every year, and only some are receiving reintegration assistance. 
Very few are receiving the depth, breadth or length of assistance that 
child protection experts recommend, leaving this traumatised and needy 
population open to re-recruitment, criminal behaviour, or life potential left 
unfulfilled. They are not the only ones who suffer—those who are forced 
to flee across borders or elsewhere in their country are also left without 
education, health care and a sense of security.

Working at the global policy level, we have been discussing and working 
with our colleagues in the field to innovate ways to bring a full range of 
services to war-affected children and their communities—wherever they 
may be. Through the Global Coalition for Reintegration, we consulted a 
wide range of stakeholders, including NGOs, Member States, UN actors, 
academics, the World Bank and former child soldiers themselves, to draft 
three briefing papers that made recommendations on how to best do this. 
The areas we focused on were: 1) an analysis of the gaps and needs 
for reintegration programming and funding, 2) a reframing of the issue 
from just the humanitarian sphere to include the broader development, 
peacebuilding and prevention agendas, and 3) a dive into the financing 
and funding mechanisms needed to best ensure adequate and predictable 
funding for these children. 

On this last issue, funding, we are launching a new project that will take a 
closer look at existing funding mechanisms and convene groups of States, 
institutions and other stakeholders to create innovative solutions for this 
persistent, and chronically underfunded, problem. We need to ensure that 
funding is adequate, predictable and sustainable taking into account the 
volume of children that are used and abused by armed conflicts. We need 
to provide the best possible reintegration assistance to them if we hope 
to contribute to peacebuilding and conflict prevention from here on. Of 
course we hope that the League will join us in this exercise. 
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I would like to take this opportunity to share with you a few key findings 
from the studies as they have relevance for the issue at hand today. For 
more on this you can also go to our website for the full documents. 
• Engage governments early to prepare policies, to include or link 

reintegration programs into local services and national structures. 

• Prioritize community level leadership and ownership as critical through 
direct funding to local organizations and governments where possible. 
Engage local structures and community leaders immediately to allow for 
context-specific approaches based on community needs and capacities, 
and eventual handover. 

• Prioritize the use and scale up of a comprehensive community-based 
child protection case management system approach. 

• Equally prioritize social and economic reintegration interventions, 
with emphasis placed on aspects of social reintegration that support 
and engage parents, families and communities and that promote 
psychosocial recovery, prevention, and address stigma, and encourage 
social cohesion. 

• Support local and national education systems to adapt and partner with 
other government agencies to support reintegration, including short term 
education programs, and provide funding to support education systems 
in countries in conflict to rebuild.

• Local governments should incorporate reintegration programming into 
plans to achieve sustainable development goals (4, 5, 8, 10, 16, 17) 
associated with the re-integration and prevention of child soldiers. 

• Develop legislation and public policy to ensure reintegration programming 
and supports are effectively integrated into national and sub-national 
structures, policies and services for child protection, education, health 
and other aspects of social services and welfare. 

Taken together, these measures would go a long way in ensuring that not 
only the present, but also the future, of these children is improved. 
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In sum, we must ensure that education, as well as mental and physical 
health, and other aspects, is given high priority for the children we seek to 
help. Bringing this type of core support to vulnerable and often traumatised 
children will allow them to regain a sense of normalcy and begin the down 
the path towards a happy and productive future. I look forward to working 
with you in this important venture. 

                                                            Shukran jazeelan. 
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Rethinking	the	
protection	of	refugee,	
displaced	and	migrant	
children	in	MENA:	
from	international	
obligations	to	practical	
solutions	

Javier Aguilar 
Regional Child Protection Advisor
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© UNICEF/SUDA2014-XX228/Noorani

Rethinking	the	
protection	of	refugee,	
displaced	and	migrant	
children	in	MENA:	
from	international	
obligations	to	practical	
solutions	

Priorities for children
1. Ending Child Immigration Detention
Protect and respect the rights and best interests of the child at all 
times, regardless of their migration status, by ensuring availability and 
accessibility of a viable range of alternatives to detention in non-custodial 
contexts, favoring community-based care arrangements, that ensure 
access to education and healthcare, and respect their right to family life 
and family unity, and by working to end the practice of child detention in 
the context of international migration
• Japan, Mexico, Thailand have developed alternatives to child 

immigration detention
• Denmark: Unaccompanied children live for 8 to 10 weeks in a special 

‘receiving house’ where pedagogues develop with each child an 
individual education plan. 

• Across Europe, civil society organizations are also developing case 
management-based alternatives to detention and sharing information and 
best practices through the European alternatives to Detention Network.

2.  Strengthening National Child Protection Systems 
and Promoting Cross-Border & Cross-Regional 
Cooperation

• Child Protection and welfare services take migrant and refugee children 
as their responsibility  with special focus on unaccompanied and 
separated children

• Cross-border cooperation frameworks
• Establish open and accessible information points along relevant 

migration routes that can refer migrants to child-sensitive and gender-
responsive support and counselling, implement child-sensitive border 
management policies

• Develop gender-responsive and child-sensitive consular protection, 
assistance and cooperation throughout the migration cycle 
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National responses
• Egypt – National Child Protection SOPs includes an annex related to 

children on the move.
Cross-border cooperation and the role of regional organizations/
platforms:
West Africa Network – ECOWAS have created a regional case management 
system to protect children on the move across border. 

3. Ensuring Access to Services
• Strengthen measures to reduce statelessness, including by registering 

migrants’ births
• Ensure all migrants have proof of legal identity
• Provide inclusive and equitable quality education to migrant children 

and youth
• Incorporate the health needs of migrants in national and local health 

care policies and plans 
• Establish or mandate independent institutions at the national or local 

level, such as National Human Rights Institutions, to receive, investigate 
and monitor complaints about situations in which migrants’ access to 
basic services is systematically denied or hindered 

• Thailand recently extended access to public education and basic health 
for all migrant children, regardless of status.  It also  allows all children 
born in Thailand to be registered at birth even when their parents are 
not Thai nationals.  

• In the context of Syria crisis, host countries and donors have made major 
efforts to provide access to education to close to 2.5 million  school age 
refugee children though large numbers are still out of school

• Bulgaria grants free education and primary health care to all children 
regardless of status.

4. Child Rights-Compliant Returns & Reintegration
• Ensure that return and readmission processes involving children are 

carried out only after a determination of the best interests of the child, 
take into account the right to family life, family unity, ensuring that 
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appropriate reception, care and reintegration arrangements for children 
are in place in the country of origin upon return

• Facilitate the sustainable reintegration 
• Develop and implement bilateral, regional and multilateral cooperation 

frameworks and agreements, ensuring full compliance with international 
human rights law, including the rights of the child

• Honduras: To recover from the trauma and violence experienced 
by migrant children, a special psychosocial support methodology is 
developed, tailored for returned child migrants. Additional trainings for 
Ministry of Health social workers and psychologists.

• Honduras is providing educational bridge programmes to reintegrate 
children and adolescents into the country’s education system. 

• Myanmar and Thailand are working on expanding the cooperation 
previously focusing on returning victims of trafficking. Broadened focus 
will include cooperation on best interest assessment and possible return 
and reintegration of migrant children in general.

 

Concluding Messages

• A child is a child regardless of a status, 
including a migratory status. 

• Violence against children on the move 
should be addressed through national 
child protection systems

• Cross-national and cross-regional 
approaches are critically important, 
considering the global picture of the 
migration story – MENA is a good 
example. 
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Education as a priority intervention 
in refugee child protection

Regional Expert Meeting on Implementation of the 
Arab Strategy on Child Protection in  Asylum and 

Displacement Context in the Arab Region
 9-10 December 2020

Irina Isomova
Senior Education Officer
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Education as a Right
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Education 2030:
VISION: 
Inclusion in equitable quality education 
in national systems contributes to 
resilience, prepares children and youth 
for participation in cohesive societies

Education 2030: strategic objectives
• Promote equitable and sustainable inclusion in national education 

systems;
• Foster safe, enabling environments that support learning for all students;
• Enable learners to use their education toward sustainable future    

How does education protect in displacement?
• Stability and sense of normalcy;
• Content, language and experiential knowledge required for access to 

full-cycle formal education system;
• Life skills education that addresses self-protection from risks and threats;
• Meaningful, predictable learning and recreational activities;
• Preparedness for acquiring livelihoods skills and knowledge that can 

improve opportunities;
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• Link the existing outreach and referral mechanisms to education 
opportunities

• Advocacy with and support to national and regional education authorities

Protection Of Refugees Through Inclusion In 
National Education Systems

Refugee enrolment ( global)
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Education 2030: regional outlook
• Priority: Access to national education systems 
• Enrolment: 1.2 mln (65%) Syrian children (age 517-) enrolled in formal 

and regulated NF education
• 800,000 Syrian children are out of school
• Access to tertiary education: 17- % across the region. Barriers: protection 

and socio-economic challenges -> negative coping mechanisms

 Protection lens: risks and barriers
• Unequal access
• Exploitation  and abuse
• Attacks on schools
• Lack of qualifications/limited capacity
• Limited engagement of community
• Academic, institutional, financial and social

Protection through education is achieved when “schools 
are physically safe, psychologically and emotionally 
healing and cognitively transformative”
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THANK YOU!
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Regional Expert Meeting on
“Implementation of the Arab Strategy on Child 

Protection in Asylum and Displacement Context 
in the Arab Region”

Providing Protection and Family/Educational 
Care to Refugee and Displaced Children

Opening remarks by the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General on Violence against Children

Dr. Najat Maalla M’jid

Cairo, 9 December 2020
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Excellencies, distinguished participants,  

First of all, I would like to sincerely thank the League of Arab States and 
very specially Her Excellency Ambassador Haifa Abu Ghazaleh and Mr. 
Karim Atassi UNHCR Representative in Egypt, for inviting me to participate 
in this important regional meeting.

• The Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum and 
Displacement Contexts sets out a clear vision.  

• It addresses the need for investment in national child protection systems 
and guaranteeing best interests and accessibility to refugee and 
displaced children. 

• It recognizes the key role of families, caregivers and communities as 
part of the protective environment for children. 

• It acknowledges the importance of child-friendly procedures and birth 
registration. 

• And the Strategy highlights the need to tackle specific forms of violence 
to which refugee and other displaced children are exposed, like child 
marriage, child labour and child recruitment. 

The challenge is turning this vision into reality. There were many barriers to 
effective implementation before the arrival of COVID-19 but the pandemic 
has greatly magnified the challenge.  

As the Secretary-General of the United Nations highlighted in his 
Policy Brief on the Impact of COVID-19 on the Arab Region, the impact 
of pandemic will be extreme for the 26 million refugees and internally 
displaced persons hosted in the region. 

We know that many of them live in informal settlements or camps, with 
inadequate access to critical health-care services, water or sanitation. 

We know that the pandemic has heightened the risk of children experiencing 
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or being exposed to violence, compounding the existing vulnerability of 
refugee and internally displaced children to abuse and exploitation. 

We know that the pandemic has also had a detrimental impact on 
children’s mental wellbeing. In numerous consultations undertaken with 
children during the pandemic, they have expressed that they feel unsafe, 
insecure, scared, lonely and isolated.

We know that armed conflict in the region continues to act as a driver 
of violence, displacement, and economic devastation. It also acts as an 
impediment to responding effectively to COVID-19. It places millions of 
people in far more precarious situations than they otherwise might have 
been, from the health, humanitarian, human rights and socioeconomic 
perspectives. 

Vulnerable groups like refugee and displaced children are at risk of 
becoming even poorer in the absence of universal social protection 
floors and continuing inequality, and increased poverty is linked with an 
increased risk of experiencing different forms of violence, like child labour, 
child marriage, sexual exploitation, trafficking and recruitment into armed 
groups or criminal activity. 

The implementation of the Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in 
Asylum and Displacement Contexts can make an invaluable contribution 
to addressing these challenges. It must be an integral part of building 
back better and should be linked to other initiatives taken in response to 
the pandemic, including those related to ending violence against women. 

We must use the development of immediate and longer-term responses 
to COVID as an opportunity to reassess priorities, to advance human 
development and to reduce inequalities, especially for women and 
children.

Child protection for must be recognized as a life-saving and essential 
service - along with health, mental health and education - as part of a 
multisectoral and child rights-based response to the pandemic.

National child protection systems must be truly accessible to refugee and 
displaced children without discrimination and must be committed to acting 
in their best interests, leaving no one behind. 
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And crucially, child protection systems must be duly connected with 
permanent, properly resourced social protection systems, including 
universal health coverage. 

This should be seen as an essential investment that will not only allow 
children to live in dignity now, but also build safer, more resilient societies 
for the future.   

Ongoing armed conflicts and violent extremism in the region will make 
it difficult to achieve these objectives. Therefore, I want to recall the UN 
Secretary-General’s call for a global ceasefire to fight the COVID 19 
pandemic, to ensure humanitarian access and the continuity of life-saving 
assistance.   

Distinguished participants,
By adopting the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the 
international community made a promise to end violence against children.  

We have only 9 years until then. In order to realize the vision of the 
2030 Agenda, strong multi-sectoral mobilization of all key stakeholders, 
including governments, the international community, civil society, faith-
based organizations and the private sector is NEEDED now more than 
ever. 

And the most important stakeholders of all are children themselves. 

Children, INCLUDING REFUGEE CHILDREN are already taking an 
active role in responding to the challenges they face. Indeed, we have 
seen an increase worldwide in children’s engagement by taking an 
active role to bridge the gaps, including in the Arab region. Children are 
raising awareness, supporting and encouraging each other, documenting 
and sharing their experiences. Children are helping their families and 
communities, reaching the most vulnerable and marginalized children 
in their communities. Children are suggesting solutions to ensure equal 
access for children to wellbeing and protection, as well as to provide 
support to families and members of communities, who had lost their 
livelihoods or are struggling to make ends meet. 



76

We must ensure we provide safe and empowering pathways for children 
to continue acting as agents of change and to be part of the solution in 
building back better.

The 2030 Agenda places a special emphasis on leaving no one behind 
and on reaching the most marginalized and vulnerable, including refugee 
and displaced children. 

The Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in Asylum and Displacement 
Contexts, based on an inclusive, child-rights centered, multi-stakeholder 
and cross-sectoral approach,  is  an important tool to achieve this end. 

As the SRSG on Violence against Children, I want to reaffirm my 
commitment to work with all of you to support the full and effective 
implementation of the Arab Strategy for the Protection of Children in 
Asylum and Displacement Contexts

                                                             Thank you.
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UNHCR MENA - 15 December 2020

Regional Expert Meeting on 

“Providing Protection and Family/Educational 
Care to Refugee and Displaced Children”

Session 4: Mental Health and Psychosocial Well-being of 
Refugees and Displaced Children  

Cairo, 9 - 10 December 2020 

Benedicte Duchesne
Senior MHPSS Officer
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“It takes a village to raise a child”
African proverb

But what happens when the village is displaced ?
• Emergencies and displacement erode normally protective 

supports, increase risks and tend to amplify pre-existing mental 
health problems

• Refugee children and adolescent are exposed to insecurity and 
protection risks impacting their well-being

•  Restoring and strengthening family and community support 
and promoting positive coping mechanisms for affected children 
and their families are some of the most important psychosocial 
interventions

• Mental Health and Psychosocial Support is an an integral part of 
UNHCR protection and solution mandate

MHPSS is a cross-cutting issue

Child 
Protection

Education

MHPSS

Public Health 

GBV
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UN Sustainable Development Goals 
• SDG 3:  “Ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at 

all ages” 
• SDG 16: “Peace, Justice and strong institutions”  

- MHPSS is reflected as an aim to reduce children’s exposure to 
psychosocial violence

Top 5 cause of DALY’s lost among 1019- years old 
in the MENA region (WHO)

• Most common mental health conditions among children: 
depression, anxiety, toxic stress leading to long-lasting acute 
psychological consequences. 

• 79% of children in Yemen demonstrating signs of severe 
psychological distress (IMC, 2019)

• In Syria, 48% of adults have seen children who have lost the ability 
to speak or who have developed speech impediments (SCI, 2018)
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• Substance abuse, suicidality 
and life-threatening behaviours 
(Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen, 
Jordan)

• Impact of COVID-19 : In Jordan, 
Yemen, Syria, Iraq and Jordan  
88% of displaced children 
report psychosocial distress 
related to the pandemic in their 
home environments  (NRC, 
2020)

Why Is Child Mental Health Important ?
Toxic stress increases the likelihood of children experiencing 
developmental delays or health problems later in life. 

There is still time to act !
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Challenges identified around MHPSS in the MENA 
region
•  Widespread stigma around mental illness
• Main barriers to help-seeking behavior: feelings of helplessness, 

lack of financial means, poor recognition of mental health problems
• Lack of access to specialized mental health services for refugees, 

IDPs and other forcibly displaced populations
• Shortage of qualified mental health professionals 
• Very limited fundings and deprioritization or absence of MHPSS in 

national program
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How To Move Forward ?
• Reframe Mental Health and Psychosocial Support as an essential 

public good 
• Use public policies to protect mental health
• Invest far more on  Mental Health and Psychosocial Support
• Ensure refugee, IDPs and other forcibly displaced populations 

have access to MHPSS services 
• Use evidence-based interventions and lessons learned from 

countries in the region to guide implementation

How To Move Forward ?
Education for children, adolescents and youth has a normalizing 
effect and may thus lessen the psychosocial effects of extreme 
stressors :
• Foster collaboration with Child Protection, GBV, Education, Public 

Health  :
1. Ensure that their services are child-friendly 
2. Promote access to education for refugee children including 
recreational activities
3. Train teachers and community health workers in children’s 
mental health and to support parents  

• Ensure that response and referral mechanisms are adapted to 
the needs of children and link to Best Interests Procedure where 
necessary;

• Promote access to essential services including prevention, 
recovery and community-based reintegration support for children 
and adolescents involved in armed groups;
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Interventions Packages On Mhpss
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The Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
accredited to the Arab Republic of 

Egypt and to the League of Arab Sates

Email: areca@unhcr.org
https://www.unhcr.org/egypt.html

Phone: 0227285600
Fax: 0227370265

Address: 5 Michel Lotfallah - 
Zamalek - Cairo

League of Arab States
Social Affairs Sector

Women, Family and Childhood 
Directorate

Email: WFC@las.int
www.leagueofarabstates.net
Phone: 25752966 - 25750511

Fax: 25761017 - 25740331
Address: 1 Tahrir Square - Cairo

For more information and inquiries:




