“Empowering Syrian Refugee Women for a Better Future: Challenges and Innovative Solutions in Early Childhood Development” was an event at CSW60 organized by the NGO Committee on Migration and the World Organization of Early Childhood Education, co-sponsored by UNHCR, PEACE Foundation and FAWCO. UN Rep Jane McCall Politi, PhD, member of the NGO Committee on Migration, helped organize this important and timely event. Over 70 people attended on the final day of CSW60 (March 24, 2016), including FAWCO UN Reps Erica Higbie, Jane Politi and Laurie Richardson, plus Sallie Chaballier, Kathleen Simon, and Leslie Charbonnel.
Agnès Hurwitz, Senior Policy Advisor, UNHCR, spoke about the UNHCR priority to make education available to refugees at every age. Of 4.8 million registered refugees from Syria, 2.7 million are in Turkey, only a small percentage in camp settings. Over four million refugees live in urban settings. Over 50% are children. School enrollment in non-camp settings is less than 30%. The UNHCR's Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) partners with over 200 humanitarian organizations and host communities in Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq and Egypt to promote social cohesion. They hope to enroll 350,000 children in early childhood education. The problems refugees face include destitute women heading households, and children begging or dropping out of school, at risk of sex and labor slavery, child marriage or recruitment into armed groups. Host communities are also strained.
Ambreen Qureshi of the Arab-American Family Support Center described their Arabic-speaking trauma-informed neighborhood settlement houses with 6,000 clients at four sites in NY. They build community, facilitate integration and decrease isolation. Faith and feminism are promoted in culturally sensitive ways to combat illiteracy and inequality.
Patricia Talisse, UN Youth Representative of Close the Gap and a student at Fordham University migrated from Syria three years ago. She remains traumatized by what is happening in her home country. She is safe here, but said, “we see our homes destroyed, our friends and families dying.” She explained that misery drives people to seek new lives, and that “we want to go home and restore the peace.” 

Eline Caillaud from INSAN Association spoke about the needs of Syrian refugees who are 25% of the population of Lebanon. Half are children. Public schools have afternoon shifts for Syrian children, but only half (200,000) can attend because schools are full. INSAN prepares children for school with language classes and psycho-social support. They offer English and IT classes and legal counsel for women and a play center for children under 5. Their staff travels to remote areas to provide recreation for children and psycho-social services to mothers.
Selcuk Sirin, PhD from the Migration Policy Institute and New York University's Department of Applied Psychology reported on his research in Jordan and Istanbul. According to UNICEF, 109 million children between 6 and 15 live in crisis zones, and nearly 24 million are out of school. Eighty percent of children under 18 experienced a death in the family and 45% of children met the criteria for PTSD. About 50% are clinically depressed. There is hope; children are resilient. They draw pictures of war, but dream of becoming doctors and nurses when they grow up. 

In Turkey, education, integration and psycho-social problems remain unaddressed.  Half a million children are not enrolled in early childhood education. Refugees are leaving for Europe because their children cannot go to school, so they see no hope for the future. Since refugees reached Europe, there is greater awareness of the need for increased resources. Recently, Jordan announced a $300 million investment in early childhood education.

In the lively discussion, participants raised the need for early childhood education to give children a sense of cultural identity, belonging and home. We must empower mothers to be protagonists for their children’s right to education and a future of opportunity and hope. Women should be supported in their role of transmitting cultural values, behaviors and language to their children, so mothers and children can be agents of peace.  
Further Information:  
UNHCR's Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan
www.3rpsyria.crisis.org
Save the Children and UNESCO report “Children under Fire” (http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/resources/online-library/childhood-under-fire) 
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