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Introduction

The Syrian conflict has had a devastating effect on millions of people in more than one way. Thousands
have lost their lives and even more have lost their homes. However, an unspoken consequence of war is
the creation of the vulnerability to human trafficking and forced labour. This research aims to look in
depth into the lives of Syrian minor refugees living in Lebanon and how they are being subjected to child
labour. This country has some of the most discriminatory laws which affect refugees accessing basic
rights, such as education. Additionally, the U.S Department of Labour?! has reported that children in
Lebanon are being subjected to the worst forms of child labour and there is an alarming rate of Syrian
children who are in work instead of being in education.

This report will be separated into two main sections. The first will provide background knowledge on the
Syrian conflict and the effects it has had on Syrian children. The second will focus on the situation in
Lebanon, where the politics and societal circumstances that are pushing children into working instead of
education will be discussed. This section will explain in detail the types of child labour Syrian refugees
are being forced into and the damage it can have on them.

This research wants to clearly set out the challenges that Syrian children are facing even after they have
escaped conflict. Many Syrian children have been abandoned by governments and have been left to
experience more trauma and harm because of the exploitation that is happening. This research aims to
trigger awareness about this issue and hopes that more global leaders will realise the damaging effect
child labour has. The link between conflict and child labour is not one that is just relevant to the Syrian
conflict. It is an outcome that can be observed with any war and displacement, and with the rising
tensions of the world, this link is something that needs to be assessed.

The Syrian Conflict

The war in Syria stared on March 15, 2011. That year there was civil unrest sweeping the Arab world.
With the Arab Spring revolts in Tunisia and Egypt being a success, Syria was hoping to be next. Syrians
began demonstrating across the country after ten school children were arrested and tortured for using a
slogan “nizam (Down with the regime)”, borrowed from the Egyptian revolution. Their families seeking
to gain the release of their children took to the streets to protest, but several were met with an
unfortunate fate as security forces opened fire on them. Although smaller protests were occurring in
Syria weeks before, the funeral procession of these parents brought national attention and lit the match
for a revolution in Syria to happen. Twenty thousand demonstrators attended the procession, all
chanting anti-government slogans and attacking government buildings. It was clear that the Syrian
people were not letting these abuses of power go unseen anymore. During that March security forces
killed protesters in a mosque complex in Deraa, and then they later opened fired on hundreds of youths
who were marching in solidarity?. Thee acts of violence by the Syrian forces only fuelled the anger of the
population. Protests soon spread through villages and towns as residents demanded they wanted a Syria
where the values of democracy, social justice, the circulation of governmental and presidential
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authorities and freedoms are provided®. However, the situation in Syria did not play out like other
Middle Eastern countries. Although countries such as Tunisia and Egypt tried to combat their protests
using violence as well, they were not successful. In Tunisia security forces became overwhelmed by the
protests causing President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali to step down, and in Egypt President Hosni Mubarak
lost the support of the army when they refused to use force against protesters*. However, Assad was
able to maintain support from his security forces and had access to many resources due to outside
forces such as Russia and Iran, who provided money, arms and soldiers®. This gave Assad the means to
carry on using violence against protesters, which caused this peaceful counter-state protest against an
unfair government to turn into a prolonged civil war which would cause thousands of casualties.

An exact estimate of the total lives lost during this war is impossible to know due to issues with
recording and access to information. However, as of June 2022, the UN has estimated that there were
306,887 civil deaths from March 2011 to March 2021°. This highlights the destruction this war caused;
these people did not want a war; they wanted more freedom and an end to government corruption.
However, their government refused to give them this and instead caused millions to lose their families
and homes and thousands more to lose their lives. The pre-war population of Syria was 21 million,
however more than half of this population have been forced to leave their homes’. There are 6.9 million
people that have been internally displaced within Syria®, and nearly 80% have been displaced for at least
five years®. On top of that there are around 6.8 million Syrians who escaped Syria and became refugees
or registered asylum seekers?®. For the purpose of this report, refugees will be defined as someone who
was forced to flee their country because of persecution, war, or violence, and in most cases, they cannot
return home or are afraid to do so!!. Although some refugees travelled to Europe, many remained in
the Middle East. There are over 5.7 million Syrian refugees registered in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq
and Egypt? . These countries are struggling with their own political, security and social pressures and
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they do not appear to have adequate resources to support refugees. This has caused Syrian refugees to
face new challenges and vulnerabilities; for children this means not having access to education, being at
risk of forced labour and in the worse circumstances sexual exploitation and human trafficking. Even
after refugees have fled Syria their lives are still filled with hardships, and many have struggled to create
new lives in host countries. There are a high number of refugees who are still in need of help, 14.6
million people need humanitarian assistance, and 5.9 million people need help to secure safe
accommodation. For many, basic needs such as education and health care are still not being met®3.
Demonstrating that the suffering and challenges are ongoing even when refugees have escaped the war
zone.

Another effect of this war is that it has caused people's communities and social networks to break down.
Syrian refugees have experienced a vast amount of social isolation, as the conflict has caused a
distribution to individual's support systems and many families have been separated. Being cut off from
their community and family can exacerbate other risks, due to the lack of economic and psycho-social
support. These are both associated with creating a greater vulnerability of becoming a victim of human
trafficking'®, emphasising why it is important for host countries to try and create new communities for
these refugees. However, even in countries that have taken a proactive approach in helping Syrian
refugees, individuals can still face discrimination whilst living there. In some countries it may just be
racist remarks and issues getting jobs. However, other actions against Syrian refugees have been more
sinister, such as the burning of refugee camps and violent attacks in Lebanon. This only intensifies a
refugees' social isolation and leaves them with no one to depend on. Instead, as refugees do not have
their other family members or community to rely on for help, it has caused some families to start relying
on their children more. This means that many Syrian refugee children are now being depended on to
help with running the family home, such as being a breadwinner. This is causing children’s lives and
futures to be deeply affected even after they have escaped the violence.

Syrian children have arguably felt the effect of this war the most. They have lost parents, their homes,
their friends and so much more. There are nearly 10,000 Syrian refugee children who are either
unaccompanied or separated from their parents. This is an alarming number of children who are
extremely vulnerable, as with no adult looking after them, they are more likely to be trafficked or forced
into labour. This sinister scenario is already a reality, it has been reported that at least ten thousand
minor refugees are missing after reaching Europe. It is believed that these children have fallen victim to
trafficking and sexual exploitation®. This chilling reality provokes a question of how many children fall
victim to trafficking before reaching Europe. Countries in Europe are perceived as 'safer’ than other host
countries due to the laws, regulations and support for refugees in these countries, however they have
still managed to lose around ten thousand children. This highlights why human trafficking and the
protection given to Syrian refugee children needs to be a prime conversation when organisations and
countries talk about the refugee crisis.
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Syrian Children's Education

The Youth of Syria have been referred to as the ‘Lost Generation’ as throughout the Syrian conflict they
did not just lose their homes, family and friends;, but years of education too. Prior to the war, education
in Syria was undergoing fast improvements with nearly all children being enrolled in school and literacy
rates being over 90%®. However, the civil war changed all of that and schools were no longer safe for
children as they fell victim to airstrikes as well. Over 40% of schools in Syria have been destroyed or
damaged?’; some organisations estimate that there have been around 4000 attacks on schools over the
years of conflict'®. As schools became targets, they were forced to close, which gravely disturbed these
children's education. This can already be seen as in 2017 there were 5.8 million children aged 5-17 in
Syria who required education assistance. A study conducted by the International Rescue Committee the
same year looked at 2,846 children still in Syria and found that 59% of them who were 11-12 years old
could not read a simple 7-10 sentence story, which was equivalent to reading skills of a 7—8 years old
child®®. This demonstrates the effect the war had on these children, as their education has been set back
years and it will take a lot of effort to reverse these effects. However, this may not be achieved for
certain children, especially those who are displaced in the Middle East. This is because many children do
not have access to education or are forced to work instead. For example, in 2019, it was estimated that
800,000 displaced refugee children were out of education completely and more that 75% of Syrian
refugee children drop out before they reach secondary level?°. This emphasises how Syrian children are
still being left without their educational needs being met, which is leaving them to have a lower level of
education than other children their age due to circumstances that are not in their control. Although host
countries have tried to put schemes in place to help these children catch up on the years they have lost,
there are structural and legal issues that are preventing children from accessing education. One country
which appears to have the most flaws in their systems is Lebanon, which is why this report is focusing on
this country.

This report wants to highlight the importance of education, especially for these children who have had
high levels of educational disruption in these last 11 years. Education appears to be a key tool to
lowering the vulnerability of a child being exposed to exploitation. Anti-trafficking charities all around
the world appear to put a heavy focus on getting children into education in order to prevent them from
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being coerced into entering forced labour or sexual exploitation. The importance of education is further
highlighted in a UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Report, as they said that 171 million people could
be lifted out of extreme poverty if all children left school with basic reading skills?%. Therefore, if Syrian
children's education was focused on more it could stop a whole generation for living in extreme poverty
again and would not only improve their lives but the future of Syria. However, it can be observed that
there is a lack of engagement, particularly in the Middle East, to put Syrian children back into education.
This has had a devastating effect on Syrian children as it is detrimental for their future and has pushed
many into the labour market.

Child Labour

A devastating effect of war is that it increases the risk of human trafficking and exploitation due to the
mass displacement of people; however this risk is usually overlooked when discussing the hardships
refugees will face on their journey to safety. This was noted in the 2016 Trafficking in Persons (TIP)
report, as it recognised that labour trafficking is often omitted from evaluations of humanitarian and
emergency responses??. Many Syrian refugees have faced the threat of exploitation within Syrian and in
host countries; however Syrian refugee children are exceptionally vulnerable to this threat. With many
Syrian children being unaccompanied, illiterate and in poverty this leaves them vulnerable to being
trafficked into forced labour and controlled by employers. These children are being left vulnerable to
being subjected to more harm and trauma and there appears to be a lack of support in certain host
countries. The exploitation of Syrian children is one that needs to be discussed more in the global
conversation on how to support Syrian refugees.

Many terms are used when child labour is discussed, such as human trafficking, modern slavery, forced
labour and exploitation. There are academic debates over the definitions of the former terms, however,
without any doubt there are clear overlaps. The Palermo UN protocol definition of human trafficking
includes prostitution, sexual exploitation, forced labour, slavery like practices and the removal of
organs?®. Therefore, under this definition some Syrian working children are also trafficking victims; as
they are being subjected to forced labour or are working in slavery-like conditions. Highlighting the
overlap between child labour and human trafficking.

When discussing ‘child labour’ this report will refer to work that deprives a child of their childhood,
potential and their dignity?*. If the child has reached the minimum working age under the national law
but is still under 18, the work will still be classed as 'child labour’, if it is harmful to their emotional
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development and physical well-being?. There is a difference between ‘child labour’ and ‘children in
employment’. Child labour implies that a child is out of school, however the latter does not?®. Across the
globe children can work, even in the UK a child can work once they reach 13. However, their working
hours are restricted to not interfere with their education?’. For Syrian children who are still living in Syria
or in most of the Middle East countries this is not the case. Many refugee boys and girls will start
working before they turn 12, and this work infringes on their education?®.

A large amount of Syrian working children are employed in sectors such as agriculture, factory work,
street-based activities, and hospitality. However, some children have been found working in the ‘worst
forms of child labour’ (WFCH), which includes bonded labour, using children in armed conflict, trafficking
for exploitation, sexual exploitation, and illicit work. These forms of work harm a child’s health, safety
and morals, and Save the Children have argued that the elimination of these forms is a matter of
urgency®’. From the literature review it also appears that a large amount of Syrian working children are
in forced labour, which refers to work performed against a person’s will and under the threat of
punishment®. These threats are not always physical; they can appear in forms such as threats to evict
the child's family from their home?! or the use of debt bondage. There have been reports that children
were working as bonded labourers in exchange for their families to live in informal settlements®2. This
emphasises the role children are now playing in their families. They have a large amount of
responsibility put on them even at such a young age. It also demonstrates how controlling employers
are as they are leaving these children no way to escape child labour. As Syrian working children are
being subjected to forced labour and the WFCL this highlights that Syrian children in these
circumstances should be viewed as human trafficking victims. Therefore, more support should be given
to them by international bodies and the host countries they are living in. They are having their rights and
childhoods ripped away from them, however the work done by governments to combat this issue
appears to be insufficient.
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Although child labour has been an issue throughout history, Save the Children has commented that the
Syrian conflict has been associated with a rise of child labour within and outside Syria. This is because
the Syrian war has created circumstances that have caused many people to depend on child labour. The
Syrian crisis has dramatically reduced family livelihood opportunities and impoverished millions of
households®. Poverty is a complex term to define as it covers many factors. When this report talks
about refugees being in poverty it is referring to people who are experiencing a lack of food; ill health;
limited or no access to education and other basic services; homelessness and inadequate housing;
unsafe environments; social discrimination and exclusion; and lack of participation in the decision-
making process®. There is an alarming number of Syrian households that are living in poverty
throughout the Middle East, and it has been reported that harsh economic circumstances have been
linked to cultivate conditions where a child must work to ensure their families survival®®. This scenario
can already be observed in some Middle Eastern countries, for example in Jordan a study reported that
in the surveyed households close to half of all Syrian children were joint or sole breadwinners®. Syrian
children are now having major responsibilities put on them, as even at young ages they are working to
pay for food or rent, causing many children to give up their childhood. One major sacrifice is their access
to education, one child worker interviewed said ‘an education or feeding our family. That is a choice
everyone here must make’38. Highlighting that these children are now taking on roles in the family that
they are not ready for, and it is having a detrimental effect on their futures.

Not only does is child labour affecting the health and education of Syrian working children. It may affect
the future of Syria, if Syria becomes safe once again refugees will be able to return. However, Syria’s
younger generation have not been provided with an education, which may cause issues as they will be
the generation who will rebuild Syria. This is a concern of Ghida Ismail, who helped conduct a study on
child labour at the American University of Beirut. She also comments on how Syrian working children are
more vulnerable to joining extremist groups due to not attending school®. This highlights why global
leaders need to be concerned about the issue of child labour and the lack of education of Syrian
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children. As it is not only affecting children's lives today, but it may also contribute to creating a future
Syria that remains unstable.



Lebanon

The rest of this report will focus on the experiences of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. The laws and societal
views about Syrian refugees are important to understand here, as they are factors that are causing more
Syrian minor refugees to work. These will be explained and analysed throughout the remaining parts of
this paper and then suggestions on how Lebanon can decrease their issue of child labour will be
provided.

Background

Due to the geographical proximity and the historical and social relationship between the two countries,
Lebanon was one of the easiest countries for refugees to escape to. The exact number of Syrians
refugees in Lebanon is unknown as the Lebanese government requested the United Nations High
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) to stop registering refugees in May 2015%. However, it is estimated
that there are 1.5 million Syrian refugees living in Lebanon, with only around 950,000 being registered*

Lebanon itself is filled with instability and the refuge influx has only caused the situation to get worse.
There was a leadership gap from 2014 to 2016 and there has been an absence of parliamentary
elections for nine years. This highlights that this country may not be the most suited to dealing with such
a high number of refugees, literature has shown that there is a lack of support and policies been put in
place to support Syrian refugees. This may have been linked to the political instability Lebanon has
experienced in the past years. The country has also suffered from an ongoing economic crisis and the
Syrian conflict did not improve Lebanon’s economic situation as it affected cross-border trade and
damaged the tourism industry*?. The World Bank has said that Lebanon's economic situation is possibly
among the three worst crises the world has seen for 150 years. Every citizen in Lebanon is struggling, as
incomes have plummeting by half of what they were in 2018 and the cost of consumer goods doubling®.
This has caused all households to experience economic hardship no matter their ethnicity, and some
families have had to resort to using child labour. However, Syrian households can appear to be one of
the most disadvantaged groups in Lebanon. These refugees are struggling to afford to survive, 9 out of
10 refugees are living in extreme poverty and around 49% suffering from food insecurity*. This
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economic strain has caused Syrian children to being vulnerable to exploitation due to the desperation of
their families.

In order to live through this economic crisis, it appears that employers have turned to the method of
using child labour in order to cut business costs. The Freedom Fund found that Syrian or Palestine
children were in higher demand from employers due to them being cheaper and more compliant®. An
interview with Firas Saroufim, who is an owner of a Smart Phones Mobile and Accessories shop in
Zgharta, near Beirut, represents a common belief among employers. He said that “You can’t find a
Lebanese boy who wants to do this work. It’s hard”“®. This demonstrates that employers are taking
advantage of Syrian children's desperation and they would not be able to find labour so cheap
elsewhere. This employer also admits to paying a Syrian child $19 a week to sell lottery tickets and
merchandise, and run errands, however if it was an adult doing the same job, he said he would pay
around $350-$400%. This is a vast difference in wages when the only difference is age, highlighting how
much employers take advantage of these children. This also helps to explain why many businesses are
opting for using child labour, as lower wages help to cut business costs.

Policies set out by the Lebanese government do not help Syrian refugees’ economic situations. Work
permits are a major barrier for Syrian refugees to access work. A common belief among Lebanese
citizens is that refugees will take jobs away from them. Therefore, the government has created
restrictions meaning Syrians can only work in agriculture, construction and cleaning. These are all low-
paying and temporary job, which keep Syrians living in poverty. It is virtually impossible for them to
receive a work permit outside the previously stated sectors*, meaning that well-educated refugees that
were once doctors, engineers and lawyers are prevented from entering their field of expertise and
finding better jobs. This policy has made Syrian refugees accept jobs which often exploit them, as 92% of
economically active refugees are working in informal sectors where they receive less than minimum
wage and are deprived of social protection®. This highlights why many Syrian refugees cannot improve
their livelihood, which has had a causal affect that has forced parents to send their children to work in
order to survive.

Not only do the refugees have the economic instability to worry about, but the response they have
received from the Lebanese government and citizen is far from welcoming. There have been several
attacks, such as on the 5" of October 2022 when 65 tents were burnt in the Arsal Camp in the Begaa
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Valley®®, this rightfully instils fear in refugees living in Lebanon. Refugees have lost their lives in these
attacks, and what makes it worse is that these attacks were motivated by hate speeches and
incitements by political officials>!. These refugees have fled Syria where they were inadequately
protected by their government, only to enter another country where there is a lack of protection.

Literature has shown that there is a contradicting relationship between Lebanon and refugees, seen by
the discrepancies between Lebanon’s actions. The following actions make it hard to understand whether
Lebanon seeks to help the refugee crisis or not. With Lebanon taking in the highest number of refugees
in the world, in proportion to their population size, and actively engaging in the establishment of the
international refugee regime®2. Although Lebanon appears to be taking a proactive approach towards
the refugee crisis, it does not have the best approach in dealing with Syrian refugees receding in their
country. Their actions appear to be causing more harm than good and have cause many Syrian refugees
to suffer. In order to understand why Syrian refugees are struggling and why there has been a rise in
child labour in Lebanon there are political factors that need to be considered.

Firstly, Lebanon refuses that it is a country of asylum and refuses to become a party to key UN
conventions. Including the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol,
which are the two primary international legal instruments that provide protection for refugees. Lebanon
also refuses to identify people fleeing the Syrian conflict as ‘refugees’, instead they prefer to use the
term ‘displaced people’. This term means they have a less permanent status in Lebanon, and that
international law cannot be applicable to them®. This leaves refugees residing in Lebanon in an
uncertain state as they are not protected by international or national law. Meaning they receive
inadequate support, and they can also be deported out of Lebanon at any point, which is a current issue
Syrian refugees are facing.

Furthermore, the Lebanese government has appeared to reject the local integration of refugees. This
adverse approach may be understood by looking closer to the Lebanese Constitution of 1926 (amended
in 1990), as it appears to prohibit any permanent settlement of foreigners®*. Highlighting the interesting
relationship between Lebanon and refugees, as they appear to want to help people fleeing conflict,
which is shown by them accepting so many refugees. However, they don’t appear to want to help
refugees long term or offer them much support whilst they are receding in Lebanon. A causal effect of

%0 The New Arab Staff. (05 October 2022). Fire burns scored of tents at Syrian refugee camp on Lebanon.
[Online] Available at: https://english.alaraby.co.uk/news/fire-burns-scores-tents-syrian-refugee-camp-
lebanon

51 Reliefweb.int. (n.d.). Lebanon: Deporting Syrian refugees is inhumane, poses threat to their safety [EN/AR] -
Lebanon | ReliefWeb. [online] Available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-deporting-syrian-
refugees-inhumane-poses-threat-their-safety-
enar#t:~:text=Approximately%201.5%20million%20Syrian%20refugees,them%20live%20in%20extreme%20poverty.

52 Janmyr, M. (2017). No Country of Asylum: ‘Legitimizing’ Lebanon’s Rejection of the 1951 Refugee Convention.
[online] Available at: https://academic.oup.com/ijrl/article/29/3/438/4345649

53 Dallal E. Stevens, (2014) Shifting Conceptions of Refugee Identity and Protection: European and Middle Eastern
Approaches, Warwick School of Law Research Paper No. 2014/10

54 Janmyr, M. (2017). No Country of Asylum: ‘Legitimizing’ Lebanon’s Rejection of the 1951 Refugee Convention.
https://academic.oup.com/ijrl/article/29/3/438/4345649



https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-deporting-syrian-refugees-inhumane-poses-threat-their-safety-enar#:~:text=Approximately%201.5%20million%20Syrian%20refugees,them%20live%20in%20extreme%20poverty
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-deporting-syrian-refugees-inhumane-poses-threat-their-safety-enar#:~:text=Approximately%201.5%20million%20Syrian%20refugees,them%20live%20in%20extreme%20poverty
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-deporting-syrian-refugees-inhumane-poses-threat-their-safety-enar#:~:text=Approximately%201.5%20million%20Syrian%20refugees,them%20live%20in%20extreme%20poverty
https://academic.oup.com/ijrl/article/29/3/438/4345649
https://academic.oup.com/ijrl/article/29/3/438/4345649

the lack of support being offered to Syrian refugees has thrown most Syrian households into poverty
and left them without access to basic rights such as access to education, health and work.

In recent history, it is clear Lebanon is not changing their approach. In February 2014, the new
government, led by Tammam Salam,, took a less tolerant stance on refugees. It listened to local concern
that in previous years had been ignored and acted to close unofficial border crossing points®. This
action was successful in slowing down the flow of refugees entering the country, but these changes
caused more harm than good. The scholar Filippo Dionigi has highlighted that these policies have not
improved Lebanon’s stability or security®®. Instead, they have just condemned refugees to a worse fate,
as the new entrance and residency requirements are troublesome for Syrians. Therefore, many refugees
have now fallen into an illegal status, which has increased the exploitation and alienation of refugees®’.
In 2016, the Norwegian Refugee Council brought the shocking reality to light that 53-70% of Syrian
refugees did not have a legal stay permit®®. Refugees without legal status live in a state of uncertainty, as
they are vulnerable to deportation at any time>®. This fear of deportation has surprisingly influenced the
labour market, as many refugee adults are cautious about working as they want to limit their movement
and visibility. This has resulted in many families sending their children to work instead. There is heavy
policing and constraints enforced for unauthorized work by refugee adults, and it can result in
deportation®. However, child labour involving refugees receives less attention and is less likely to
attract retaliatory penalties from the state. The difficulty finding a job and the fear of deportation has
pushed many Syrian families to now rely on their children working in order to sustain even a minimally
acceptable livelihood®. The issues surrounding refugees obtaining legal status and how it further affects
children accessing education will be focused on more in the following section.

The changes this government made also means refugees are not provided with any other status, they
are just viewed as foreign nationals, which leads them to live in extremely harsh and marginalised
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conditions®?. There are no adequate laws to protect them, and the government appears to have invited
them in and then discarded them. The politics around whether displaced persons are refugees in
Lebanon has a devastating effect on the way they will live. There appears to be an effect on children in
particular, as the previously discussed actions of the Lebanese government are making Syrian minors
continue to live in a state of instability and danger. The policies preventing Syrian adults from working,
such as the lack of legal status, also effects Syrian children as they are then made responsible for
becoming a breadwinner in their family. The UNICEF Canada president, David Morley, has agreed that
poverty and these policies are stopping parents from working and have pushed parents to send their
children to work despite not wanting to%. This then influences their future, as working prevents them
from going to school.

UNICEFs situational analysis (2017) showed that child labour was not as widespread in Lebanon prior to
the Syrian crisis®, demonstrating the effect the Syrian war has had on its surrounding countries.
Although the presence of child labour has been concurrent throughout history in Lebanon, the influx of
Syrian refugees has made the issue worse. A study identified that social exclusion and household
vulnerability also causes children to work®. Considering everything above it is clear that most Syrian
refugee households are experiencing this, therefore the reality for most Syrian minor refugees living in
this country will be that they will have to work. Not only have these policies explained pushed more
children into labour but they have also affected Syrian children's access to education.

Education of Syrian Refugee’s in Lebanon:

Although Lebanon allows Syrian children to access school for free, the situation surrounding the
education provided and enrolment into schools is far from ideal. There are 660,000 school-aged Syrian
refugees in Lebanon, however a 2021 UN assessment revealed that 200,000 children have never been to
school®. This is a ridiculously high number of children to have an absolute lack of education, which will
have a damaging effect on these children's future. The situation in Lebanon does not look to be
improving as in recent years as 60% of children have not been enrolled in schools®’. These statistics
provoke the question that if these children are not in school then what are they doing and where are
they. It is clear there is a lack of action being taken by the Lebanese government to get these children
into school despite the negative effect it can have on them. These children are having their right to
education took of them by discriminatory requirements that block them from enrolling into schools and
it seems that many are entering the labour market instead.
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Lebanon does not appear to be moving towards a more inclusive educational system. The Human Rights
Watch have called on the education minister to extend the school registration deadline for Syrian
children and to end these policies blocking Syrian children from accessing education®. In 2021, the
Education Ministers' acts meant that many Syrian children would not be able to register into schools by
the deadline date, the 4th of December. Syrian children seem to be treated as the last priority in
Lebanon. They are not automatically enrolled in school each year and they must wait until Lebanese
children are enrolled so they can fill the unfilled spaces. The Lebanon government leaves helping
parents enrol their children into schools to humanitarian groups, rather than helping them themselves.
The government does not make this job easy for these groups either. These groups must wait until the
ministry publishes its official guidance document, which in 2021 was not published until the 29™ of
November. Giving these groups little time to reach out and support the Syrian communities enrol their
children. Furthermore, parents cannot enrol their children until a list of schools which will run second-
shift classes is released, which similarly did not get published until the 30" of November® All these
obstacles can explain why the enrolment rate in Lebanon is so low as the government is not making it
easy for these children to assess education. Furthermore, the above actions of the minister hints that
refugees are a last thought in the eyes of the government, and that they are treated with little
consideration.

Although this conflict has been ongoing for years, Lebanon has shown no effort in removing policies that
make it difficult for Syrian children to go to school. These policies appear to be illogical and
unreasonable, and the only explainable reason behind them appears to be that the Lebanese
government is actively trying to keep Syrian children out of school. For example, one unfair policy is that
certified educational records are required by schools, it is unrealistic to expect families to have
remembered this certain certification when they were fleeing a warzone. Many had to leave quickly and
only left with a few belongings, so it is unlikely that this certification was one of the top priorities to
bring with them. A major barrier some children may face is that some principals require a birth
certificate to be provided. However, a 2021 UN assessment found that 70% of Syrian children born in
Lebanon lack this certification’. This requirement prevents these children from being enrolled in certain
schools, which is an issue if this school is the only one in the area. As many refugees live in poverty it
may not be feasible for them to travel in order to access a school which is far away.

Another discriminatory requirement the Education Ministry introduced is that Syrian children must have
legal residency and show other official documents in order to enrol in secondary school. In both primary
and secondary school children are prevented from taking the national examinations unless they have
legal residency’®. This requirement is by far the most detrimental to Syrian children as according to a
UN assessment only 16% of Syrians have legal residency in Lebanon’®, meaning that many children will
struggle to access education. Also, obtaining legal residency in Lebanon contains onerous requirements
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which are unattainable to Syrian families, such as paying an annual fee of $200. Throughout the Syrian
crisis refugees have been living in poverty. In 2017, reports showed that 58% of Syrian refugees were
living in extreme poverty and could not access the basic needs for survival. For example, 75% of refugee
households had no access to basic food and shelter’®. In recent years, the situation has only grown
worse, as now nearly 90% of Syrian refugees are living in poverty”. Therefore, the requirement for legal
residency has damaged many refugees' lives as it is making it difficult for refugees to send their children
to school. It is unrealistic to believe Syrian families will have the means to pay this annual fee in order to
send their children to school. The human rights watch has agreed that the lack of residency was a key
barrier to children getting a formal education’. It can be predicted that the Lebanese government
knows that this fee is unattainable for Syrian households, which provokes suspicion that discrimination
could have come into play when this policy was introduced.

Another factor that also makes it harder for Syrian children to access school is that many of them are
now working, which prevents them from accessing education. Rima Habib conducted a study that
investigated children working in the Beqaa region. They interviewed 4377 children, and found that
50.5% did not attend school because they started working and a further 10.3% did not have time to go
to school”. This highlights the relationship between child labour and education, as if children work then
they are not able to access education. With the rise in Syrian children being involved in child labour in
Lebanon this is going to prevent this generation from accessing education, which only feeds more into
the fear of them becoming a ‘lost generation’. Their basic rights are being restricted due to factors out
of their control, such as lack of documentation and legal residency. However, these factors do not
appear to prevent them from working. The remainder of this report will investigate the lives of the many
Syrian children who have been forced out of education and are now working in child labour.

Child Labour

It has been highlighted through this report that child labour is something that is common in Lebanon.
This section will explain the experience and sectors Syrian working children have been found in and how
it is dangerous for them. Child labour is illegal in Lebanon, Article 22 of the Labour Code sets out the
minimum working age as 14 years of age for safe work’®. Meaning children under 18 are prohibited from
working in situations that may harm their physical or psychological well-being”. However, the law does
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not appear to be being enforced and there is no criminal penalty for using forced labour®. UNICEF has
estimated the number of Syrians in child labour in Lebanon is around 180,000%, and this number does
not appear to be decreasing. The economic and political factors previously discussed have created the
perfect environment for child labour to rise in Lebanon and in recent years this has become a reality. In
2020 the number of working children doubled®, which emphasises that this issue is only getting worse.

It is estimated that 85% of children working in Lebanon, with most of them being Syrian refugees but
not all, were employed in dangerous environments®. Children can be found working in agriculture,
welding, aluminium factories, slaughterhouses, sewage cleaning services and street work such as
begging or washing cars®*. Children face immediate threats, long-term health consequences and
psychological harm by doing this work. Injuries are common for these children; they suffer from
eyestrain, headache, gastrointestinal problems, musculoskeletal symptoms, and skin diseases, as well as
premature death®. Children appear to be being mistreated by employers, as even basic employees’
rights appear to be being infringed, which increase the risk of injury. For example, they are not provided
with the expected protective gear, abused in the workplace, are overworked and underpaid®. The
environments children are employed in are not suitable for them. Children who are employed in
factories are expected to use equipment and machines that are made for adults, which leaves them at
risk of physical harm®. Children have also reported being exposed to flammable and explosive
materials®®, this is an obvious safety hazard and highlights how the Lebanese government are failing to
monitor and check the safety of Lebanese businesses. Working children also face the risk of death in
Lebanon. The previously discussed study by Rima Hadid also found that 79% of children reported
knowing another child who died following a work accident, emphasising the alarming rate these
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accidents happen®. Despite escaping the Syrian warzone these children are still facing the risk of death
by working and are being subjected to more trauma.

Not only do these jobs contain a lot of danger, but Syrian working children are forced to work incredibly
long hours. It is common for Syrian working children to be forced to work 10 hours plus a day, and it has
been reported that one in four will work 11-15 hours each day. Children will work these hours nearly
every day with no rest in-between, as over two thirds of children work six days a week®. This can
exacerbate health risks as these children are in a cycle of exhaustion and fatigue. It does not only have a
massive effect on their health but their entire lives. These children will have little time to access any
form of education, develop friendships with people their own age or have any time to do activities that
children should be encouraged to do.

Studies have found that child labour is more prevalent for Syrian boys, as it is common for Syrian
families to send their male children to work from the ages of five®l. However, girls can be found in child
labour too, and when they are studies have found that they are given more labour-intensive activities
and are paid less than boys®2. There appears to be little respect from employers when a female Syrian
child is working, this is shown by how employers treat girls differently. There have been reports that
girls are less likely to receive their salary on time, are given less time off work, work longer in the sun
and cold. The risks of child labour appear to be higher for female Syrian working children as a study
found that girls were more likely to report having health symptoms at work®. Not only are they more
likely to have health issues, but girls are also involved in child labour that is usually less visible. Although
girls can be found in the agricultural sector, they are mostly involved in the type of more home-based
work such as childcare, domestic labour, and chores. As these forms of child labour are largely hidden it
increases the risk of abuse from employers, which can seriously affect the child's mental and physical
development.

Children in Lebanon are being subjected to the worse forms of child labour according to the US
Department of Labour®. The situation for Syrian refugee children appears to be getting worse as there
have been recent articles reporting how children are now being trafficked into bonded labour and
criminal gangs, used for sex work, and even used for organ trading®. The issue of sex work is arguably
the most horrific form of exploitation as it is not only physically damaging but it is detrimental for the
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child's emotional development, especially considering the young age of many working children. It has
been highlighted in literature that Syrian refugee children are vulnerable to being subjected to
commercial sexual exploitation. For example, Lebanon’s Modern Advancement reported that Syrian girls
have been trafficked into Lebanon under the guise of marriage, who will then be exploited for
commercial sex. It is not just girls that are vulnerable to this form of exploitation, they also reported that
Syrian boys, in particular Kurdish boys and working boys, are used in this form of exploitation as well®®.
The prevalence of WFCL is hard to establish as there is an absence of official statistics, but this is an area
of child labour that international organisations need to be looking into. The lack of information on this
issue highlights that not enough is being done to research into how many children are being subjected
to these forms of exploitation, despite the high risks attached to them. Trafficking from Syria into
Lebanon appears to be something governments are not addressing as well. Children, as well as men and
women, are being sold into bonded labour in exchange of accommodation, food and transportation into
Lebanon. The Begaa Valley, which will be discussed in more detail below, is a common place that these
organise groups traffic labourers to work. This situation may have gotten worse after 2014 when the
government closed unofficial crossing points from Syria into Lebanon. As refugees now may be relying
on traffickers to get into Lebanon, which then leaves them at risk of being controlled by traffickers and
subjected to more harm.

Girls are vulnerable to being trafficked in to Lebanon for the purpose of sexual exploitation and must
be highlighted that there is a lack of official statistic of how many Syrian refugees are human trafficking
victims due to the lack of research into this. The International Labour Organisation also reports poor
families in Syria giving up one or more of their children for them to work in Lebanon. Employers then
have full control of these children, they will control where they live and when they work, traffickers will
disperse these Syrian children into the streets of the urban areas of Lebanon and will collect money in
the evenings®. The question arises of how many Syrian working children are also victims of human
trafficking. This emphasises that these children need immediate help, and that the Lebanese
government needs to stop looking at them as a burden and start introducing policies to help them get
out of labour and back into education.

The Begaa Valley

The agricultural sector appears to be the most common industry where child labour is found, it is
estimated that 60% of working children in Lebanon are in this sector®®. A renowned region for
agricultural child labour is the Beqgaa Valley, which also hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees®.
The children living in this region are extremely vulnerable to being exploited and being forced into
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labour. Most children will be put into agricultural work, 75% of working children from the region were
involved in this sector in 2019,

Sixty-three percent of the working children in the Beqgaa region are between 13 and 18 years old*?,
however there have been reports of younger children working in this sector as well. Working at this age
has proven to be detrimental to these refugee children. Firstly, there is a shockingly low education rate
among these working children in the area, as only 18% of them were enrolled in some form of learning
in 2017%%2, This number can be predicted to have dropped in recent years due to Lebanon's economic
and social situations getting worse due to COVID 19. Another concern is that the agricultural sector is
filled with risks and hazards, and it has even been listed as one of the top three most dangerous sectors
of work®, The use of pesticides and fertilisers causes many health issues for children'®, while they are
also exposed to the sun for long hours, even when some workers are as young as threel®,

This region also hosts 75% of the informal tented settlements in Lebanon and these settlements have
been known to facilitate the mass recruitment of children into child labour®. Across these settlements
there are individuals who are known as the ’shawish’, they contract out children from the camps to
work for nearby farmers, restaurants, auto repair shops and other employers. These individuals operate
as the ‘gang master’, and they are profiting from the supply of child labour. The ‘shawish will receive the
wages from the employer but only return a portion of it to the child'?’. This is clearly exploitation of
children that is happening within these settlements. These settlements were meant to be a safe place to
stay when refugees have fled conflict, but children are facing equal danger here. This highlights that the
Lebanese government needs to make changes to the structure of these camps in order to ensure that
children are at a less risk of exploitation. The government also does not appear to be putting more
policies or regulations in place within the whole region to make refugees safer, even when this region
appears to be a hotspot for child labour. This is a major fault on the Lebanese government, and it is
causing many children to suffer in this region.
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Street-Based Work

Another sector that is common with child labour is street work. In 2016, it was estimated by the
International Rescue Committee that there are 1,500 Syrian children on the street of Lebanon that can
be found selling CD’s, tissues or gum on the streets in Beirut and Tripoli'®®. However, this number is
predicted to have increased with Lebanon's economic situation worsening and COVID 19. The ILO
investigated the work these children did and found that the main activities were begging (43%) and
street vending (37%). However, these children have been found to be working in illicit activities, which
includes prostitution. This highlights why children in this sector are extremely vulnerable as they may fall
into more dangerous sectors of work. Children can earn up to triple the pay doing this work compared
to if they were begging, which emphasises why these children may be forced into it either by the adult
controlling them or their economic situation.

The ILO investigation also revealed that over half of the children on the streets were between 10-14
years old®. However, children have also been reported to be working from as young as 7. These
children are too young to be out alone working on the streets, especially considering that some of them
are being used in prostitution. This highlights how these children are being abused, and there needs to
be serious intervention schemes put in for them by the government.

Syrian children appear to be a prime target for adults looking to exploit children. In 2015, it appeared
that there was a decline of Lebanese and Palestinian children being found working on the streets, while
at the same time the number of Syrian street-based children have been increasing. Syrian children
made up 79% of the total number of surveyed children in on study on street-based children*!, Similar to
agriculture, boys are more likely to be subjected to this, work with over two-thirds of street-based
children being male.

UNICEF have said that the number of street children is on a manageable scale, however the issue is
highly complex due to the links with trafficking and other illicit activities!2. It is apparent that Syrian
children who are found working in the streets may be trafficking victims, which emphasises the overlap
of child labour and human trafficking. Many of these children will be moved regularly to work or engage
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in petty crimes to earn money for their traffickers!3. This is extremely disruptive for the child as it
prevents them from creating long-lasting support systems and can lead them to become trappedin a
cycle of exploitation.

This work involves different dangers than agricultural work, as children are working with the public
more. This brings new risks, for example many have faced physical violence from passers-by. They are
also vulnerable to experiencing sexual harassment, an ILO survey revealed that 6% of surveyed children
reporting being victims of sexual assault or rape in the workplace!'4. These children are extremely
vulnerable, and in many cases, they do not have anyone to turn to. In the same survey over half of the
children said they had no one to report abuse to, which only adds to these children's isolation and
having no one to trust or rely on can keep them exposed to abuse. Officials in Lebanon do not appear to
be a trusting option for these children to confide in either, with nearly 30% reporting they have been
arrested or chased by law enforcement!®. It appears that Syrian children are also more likely to be
arrested their Lebanese counterparts. This emphasises how these children are looked at as being a
burden or a problem rather than victims.

Actions That Have Been Taken by Lebanon and the Improvements They Could Make

The above has highlighted that child labour is a massive issue in Lebanon, and it is affecting many
children. There are clear improvements that need to be made in Lebanon to ensure the safety of Syrian
refugee children. It cannot be denied that the Lebanese government have made some actions against
this issue of child labour. The Ministry of Labour (MoL) worked with ILO in 2013 to develop a National
Plan for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Labour. This set out a road map to end the worst forms of
labour by 2016, however this was later extended to 2019, By analysing the literature, it does not
appear that this road map was effective in decreasing child labour, while no comment on whether this
plan will be further revised and extended can be found. In 2017, Lebanon made more advancements in
efforts to eliminate the WFCL. The Mol released a Practitioners’ Guide on child labour in agriculture and
signed an agreement with the Farmers Union to prevent foreign children under 16 from working in this
sector'!” , Although these are steps in the right direction, the MoL’s operations budget was unable to
cover equipment and the costs of conducting inspections, which caused this intervention to not be as
effective as they wanted.

Another issue is that the Mol does not have the authority to access penalties, which means that
although regulations are being introduced, they are not being enforced. The policing of this issue
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appears to be lacking in Lebanon, and the acts of law enforcement have sometimes made the situation
worse for Syrian refugees. It appears that the actions of the Mol and other sections of the governments
have been counterintuitive. In 2017, when the Mol was taking action to decrease child labour in
agriculture, the Lebanese army were sent to evict approximately 10,000 Syrian refugees from their
informal dwellings in Begaa*®. This had a devastating effect on children, as it disrupted their schooling
and made them more vulnerable to child labour. This was not the best course of action in dealing with
the refugee crisis and likely made decreasing agricultural child labour in Begaa more difficult. This
highlights that there needs to be more collaboration between the departments of government when
deciding how to deal with refugees. Child labour is a complex issue that has many underlying factors,
therefore when the Lebanese government want to make changes to refugees housing, education and
labour they need consider if the changes increase refugees' vulnerabilities to exploitation.

Another flaw is that laws combating trafficking are not rights-based or protection centred. The current
laws do not stop the imprisonment and deportation of victims of trafficking and there is no adequate
protection for them®®, Although there has been an increase in the action to identify the trafficking of
children, there is a lack of qualified professionals and support services that can help rehabilitate these
children. The lack of adequate support when these situations arise has caused Internal Security Forces
to respond in ways that may not actually benefit the child. For example, there are reports that they are
reluctant to arrest parents who traffic their child into forced begging due to financial means, as there
are no social services or alternative care options to accommodate the child*?°. Therefore, children are
left in exploitation because the government does not have the right systems set up to help them. This
was also seen in 2011 when law enforcement successfully disbanded a major network that trafficked
street-based children into begging. However, these children did not receive appropriate care due to the
limited availability of safety houses and institutional care facilities. Even if a child is fortunate enough to
get a place in these care facilities the support they receive may not be adequate, as the employees are
not trained to handle traffic victims. These failures in providing support will likely force these children to
go back to working on the streets as they have no other means to survive. Here they are again
vulnerable to meeting adults who are looking to exploit or traffic them, and the cycle will begin again.
Although it is a productive step that Lebanon is investigating some child labour cases, they are not doing
enough afterwards to care for these children.

For Lebanon to truly eradicate their issue of child labour the government also needs to change their
views about Syrian refugees. Currently they view Syrian refugees as a security concern and a problem,
but these refugees are human beings with rights, skills, and dignity; and the Lebanese government
needs to recognise this. Syrian refugees have a productive potential to booster the Lebanese economy,
however, they are being stopped by the discriminatory policies that have been spoken about
throughout this paper. If Lebanon allowed adult refugees to participate lawfully and equally in the
labour market it would help their economic situations. This would then decrease the need for families to
rely on their children to work, as they will have the opportunities to improve their livelihoods.

118 | ebanon Moderate Advancement (2017) Findings on the Worst Forms of Child Labour. [online] Available at:
https://www.justice.gov/file/1105191/download

119 UNICEF (n.d.). The situation of children and young people in the Lebanese crisis. [online] Available at:
https://www.unicef.org/lebanon/media/8341/file/Lebanon%20Situational%20Analysis%20report%20EN%20.pdf

120 1bid


https://www.justice.gov/file/1105191/download
https://www.unicef.org/lebanon/media/8341/file/Lebanon%20Situational%20Analysis%20report%20EN%20.pdf

Employment opportunities need to be provided for refugees which allow them to earn a living wage,
only then will there be a stop in Syrian children being used in child labour and we will see them return
education. This formalisation of the economy and refugee integration into the workforce also has the
potential to stabilise Lebanon and improve conditions for all workers*?:. This is something that would be
beneficial for Lebanon due to their current economic state, therefore this solution should be highly
considered by the Lebanese government.

For the children who have been pushed into child labour because of their families' financial situation, an
effective intervention method would be social assistance. This is a vital method for ensuring children do
not have to return to work as their families will be in a better economic situation. UNICEF have been
looking into this solution and have taken steps towards it. They have provided 10,000 families with cash
payments to allow them to move their children away from labour and towards school*?2. This method
has support from Jackeline Atwi, a UNICEF national child protection coordinator in Lebanon, who stated
that this was the most effective program in combating child labour. Therefore, this emphasises that this
solution would be effective and has the potential to help thousands of Syrian households. It is
recognised that the Lebanese government does not have the funds to provide these families with
consistent grants, which emphasises why there needs to be more help from the international
community. The Syrian war was aided by the interference of third-party countries. Therefore, the least
they can do is now be a part of the solution in combating the issues Syrian refugees face in host
countries by offering greater financial support. This method is not a long-term solution, these grants
should be given until Syrian refugees are able to find jobs that provide them with a living wage.
Therefore, it would be best combined with the above recommendation of Lebanon changing their
polices on Syrian refugees working.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to demonstrate how the Syrian conflict has affected Syrian children in many ways and
how they are having their lives destroyed due to things that are out of their control. This is a generation
of children who are being ignored by their own government and by the host countries they are living in.
They are living in danger of exploitation, abuse and even death throughout the world, but children who
are living in Lebanon are extremely vulnerable. Even before they arrived in Lebanon these children had
their opportunities and education ripped away from them. As it has been explained, their schools were
targeted, which prevented many children from accessing education, which set these children’s
education years back. Rather than getting adequate help form their host countries, these children have
been left to face a worse fortune. Lebanon has not helped these children improve their futures, instead
they put in discriminatory policies in place to make it harder for children to access education. This report
wants to emphasise that not only does Lebanon need to take effective action against their issue of child
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labour, but they also need to ensure Syrian refugee children are getting the access to education they
deserve. Education is a vital tool to combat child labour and human trafficking, as it gives individuals
skills to improve their lives, emphasising why this report focused heavily on it.

In terms of child labour, it can be observed throughout this report that Syrian children are extremely
vulnerable in Lebanon. Employers know that Syrian children will be cheap labour, which has caused
there to be a demand for Syrian children, emphasising how these children are still vulnerable even after
they escaped Syria. It has been explained throughout this report how unfairly these children are treated.
They are paid less than adults for doing the same job, forced to work in unsafe environments and they
face experiencing many injuries and health problems. The risks and experiences of Syrian working
children that have been spoken about throughout this report emphasises why Lebanon urgently needs
to assess and change its policies in order to stop the exploitation of these children.

It must be emphasised that this report does respect that Lebanon is living through a harsh economic
crisis and that they have made some efforts to combat their issue of child labour. However, as it has
been discussed their efforts are clearly not working. Lebanon needs a change of attitude towards
refugees and must realise their potential to boost Lebanon’s economy, this change in ideology would
allow a more inclusive space for Syrian refugees throughout Lebanon. It would allow more adults to
access a wider variety of jobs and would allow them to improve their economic status, which would
then decrease parents’ dependency on their children working. The fight against child labour is urgent
and Lebanon needs to take immediate action. The COVID pandemic likely made this issue worse, so an
increase of child labour is likely to be observed in recent and upcoming years. This mistreatment of
children needs to be stopped, and the ignorance of this issue cannot go on any longer in the global
community or in Lebanon itself.



