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	 We are in the midst of a profound  
‘returns-first’ shift in the global politics  
of child displacement. In response to soaring 
numbers of displaced worldwide – of which  
more than half are children – governments 
around the world are increasingly pursuing 
strategies that promote returns over  
other alternatives such as resettlement  
and local integration. 

	

	 Any return processes, wherever undertaken, should 
meet certain core standards and in a safe and dignified 
manner for the child, providing continuous sustainable 
protection and best interest of children both during,  
and after, returning to their country of origin. This 
includes working to improve the environments facing 
child returnees on their arrival, to help make them 
better places for children’s growth and development.  
If not, returnees may, at best, become a deprived  
and discriminated group – and at worst, contribute  
to increasing instability in countries of origin. 

	 Save the Children is engaged with child returnees 
across multiple contexts worldwide, and accountable  
to these children all the way home. We work in a  
range of return countries, including the ones described 
in the illustrative cases of the following report, to 
improve the general environment for children and 
support reintegration of child returnees and their 
families. In several multilateral or global contexts,  
at the UN and EU levels, we also promote that  
states commit to child safe guards and child sensitive 
provisions in return practices. 

	 In this, Save the Children is profoundly engaged  
in promoting child sensitive durable and sustainable 
solutions, as well as necessary provisions in  
return processes – where and when appropriate.  

	 If returns processes follow the wishes and ambitions  
of children, and remain humane and supportive not  
only during, but also after their physical return, children 
may experience positive and prosperous reintegration 
in their home countries. At the same time, for those 
children and their families who cannot return, we are 
equally committed to encouraging regular pathways  
to resettlement and integration. 

	 Our work, however, is limited by the dual challenge  
of key knowledge gaps and lack of coordination  
around child return standards. 

	 First, while there is increasing awareness on needed 
practices in return facilitation of children, be it 
unaccompanied minors or children in families, in most 
return contexts we are missing even baseline data  
on the state of environmental conditions conducive  
to a child’s successful reintegration.

	 Second, there remains a lack of agreement on  
sufficient standards for children’s returns in the various 
contexts. It is essential that we collectively establish 
standards that are in the best interest of all children, 
and in particular those who are unaccompanied.

	 This report addresses both priorities. Drawing  
on the best currently available data, the report offers  
one of the first comparative child focused analyses  
of reintegration conditions across four priority returns 
contexts: Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, and Syria. From 
these findings, we offer a series of recommendations 
that we hope will improve our collective knowledge 
base and improve standards of programming, policy 
and advocacy in support of child returnees and  
their families. 

	

	 	 Steve Morgan 
	 Director, Migration and Displacement Initiative 
	 Save the Children International
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	 When refugee and internally displaced  
children return home, they rarely return  
to the life they used to know. Instead, they  
must regularly reintegrate into societies  
that are not sufficiently resourced to  
support them, or that even infringes on  
their human rights. As returns reach record 
highs, two fundamental questions arise: 

zz how do we guarantee minimum  
standards for safe and dignified returns,  
and equally important 

zz how do we measure the extent to which 
children have successfully reintegrated  
into their communities? 

	 There is very little data available on the subject,  
partly because the existing tools used to answer these 
questions are ‘child blind.’ Consequently, to address this 
gap, Save the Children’s Migration and Displacement 
Initiative (MDI) built upon existing return and 
reintegration frameworks and incorporated what  
we believe are particularly relevant child-specific 
indicators. We then piloted this indicator framework  
in four major return contexts: Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Somalia and Syria. This study is the first to use these 
child sensitive durable solutions indicators and generate 
a preliminary set of data, and provides the first 
comparative analysis of return conditions using this 
data. With the ‘baseline’ analysis provided in this 
report, stakeholders can make more informed 
programming decisions for returnees and commission 
more in-depth and longitudinal research into this  
vital area of study. 
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	 This report demonstrates the clear value of viewing 
durable solutions frameworks through a child-focused 
lens. Initial data show us that, across the four return 
contexts, core elements of a safe and dignified return 
are typically missing. There is a widespread lack  
of focus on child mental health, and returnee children 
appear to suffer comparative disadvantages in access 
to legal safety – including access to legal identity,  
a functional judiciary, and freedom of movement. 
Additionally, whilst this preliminary data suggests,  
for the most part, little difference in the physical and 
material safety of both returnees and non-returnees, 
this lack of difference cannot be invoked to justify  
the return of children if a return context remains  
unsafe in the first place. 

	 These findings underscore the need for better data  
and evidence around children’s return and reintegration 
environments to accurately understand both the 
challenges, and potential future opportunities,  
which face children, unaccompanied or within families, 
returning to their countries of origin. At the same time, 
the study provides a call to action for all migration-
mandated actors and child protection agencies  
to work together in establishing minimum standards  
for rights-based returns and reintegration cognisant  
of the risks and potential vulnerabilities that surround 
children, and in particular unaccompanied minors. 

	 Context

	 The need for this data and comparative analysis  
is an urgent issue in today’s world, when forced 
displacement and returns have reached record  
highs. Over 68 million people were forcibly displaced  
as of 2017, over half of whom were below 18 years  
of age; in that same year, close to 670,000 refugees,  
and 4.2 million IDPs, returned to their places of origin.1

	 These returns represent a key focus of the global 
migration agenda and debate. Re-entering one’s  
place of origin after a period of displacement should 
mark a return to normality. Return is often a preferred 
solution next to integration and resettlement –  
and appropriate when adequate enabling conditions  
for successful return are met and parties agree. 

	 In practice, however, the return and reintegration 
process for displaced children unaccompanied or  
within their families is fraught with serious challenges. 
States are increasingly pushing for ‘return-first’ 
approaches, but often before conditions for a safe  
and dignified return are met. This approach has  
focused on the initial physical relocation of a child  
back to her/his country of origin, but overlooked  
the longer-term challenges of reintegrating that  
child back into their host society – a complex process 
requiring support over many months, or years.

	 Rationale for this study

	 The lack of data regarding return conditions for 
children compounds these challenges. There are  
several established tools that allow us to measure  
and analyze return and reintegration contexts  
and progress towards a durable solution. These  
include, among others, the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) framework. Yet despite the  
fact that over 50% of displaced are children, these 
existing tools do not easily allow for focusing  
on children journeying alone or with care givers. 

	 What this study contributes

	 To address this data gap, Save the Children has  
built upon existing durable solutions frameworks to 
incorporate child-specific indicators. Our resulting 
CSDF used indicators aligned with UNCHR’s three  
core safety dimensions for return – material, legal and 
physical – and closely references Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC), Joint IDP Profiling Service (JIPS)  
and Regional Durable Solutions Secretariat’s durable 
solutions indicator frameworks. To these it adds  
a fourth, mental health and psychosocial safety 
(MHPSS), which we increasingly view as a key 
dimension in children’s safety, as traumatic incidents  
in childhood can lead to poor mental health throughout 
adulthood. All dimensions contain household level  
and child-specific indicators. 

	 While the child sensitive indicators are designed  
to capture the degree to which both returning and 
displaced children have access to key dimensions  
of safety, the following study specifically focuses  
on returnees. We piloted the CSDF in 4 of the most 
important current return contexts – Afghanistan,  
Iraq, Somalia and Syria – to develop a baseline  
of what is known (and what is not) about return 
conditions for displaced children in each country.

	 Collecting data has been challenging, and often  
data, if age disaggregated does not easily distinguish 
between IDPs, refugee or IDP returnees and  
does also not easily allow for a specific highlight of 
particular risks and vulnerabilities for unaccompanied 
minors. We attempt to flag this when relevant 
throughout the report. 

	

	 1 
UNHCR, 2018. Global trends in forced displacement in 2017.  
Retrieved from http://www.unhcr.org/5b27be547
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	 Executive Summary

	 What rights are at stake,  
and how are they under threat? 

	 Returnees benefit from the protection of human rights 
under international law instruments. Beyond the 
international bill of human rights, and in recognition of 
their particular emotional, physical and psychological 
vulnerability, children have a set of human rights 
specific to them. The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) indicates that: “States shall not return  
a child to a country where there are substantial 
grounds for believing that there is a real risk of 
irreparable harm to the child.” This definition is more 
protective than other definitions of non-refoulement.

	 Despite these stated protections, many child returnees 
arrive back in countries of origin which are not safe,  
in which basic humanitarian standards are not met,  
in which their rights are not respected, and their 
psycho-social well-being not guaranteed, and without 
sufficient information on the contexts and without  
the means to plan for their own reintegration. There 
are several well-established frameworks to assess  
these situations, but this study is the first to make  
those assessments through a child-focused lens.

	 Evaluating return conditions: Building  
and applying child sensitive indicators

	 Initial data and new insights generated by the child 
sensitive indicator pilot and discussed in this study show 
the value of building upon existing durable solutions 
frameworks with a specific emphasis on children.  
The study is envisioned as complementary to the other 
assessment tools discussed above, but expressly does 
not replace existing mandated processes to determine 
return and protection concerns. Rather, the main 
purpose is to enable child rights and child protection-
mandated stakeholders to better engage with  
children within displaced and migrant populations.

	 The child sensitive solutions indicators, in tandem with 
additional sources from the evidence base and existing 
frameworks, were used to analyze gaps in reintegration 
outcomes. The results are presented through four 
individual country case studies, and a policy brief which 
presents a concise comparative overview of the rights 
of child returnees across all four contexts of return. 
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Executive Summary

	 Findings
	 The rights of returnee children are not 

being met in all four contexts

	 This report strongly confirms that across all dimensions 
of safety captured by the indicators, children’s rights 
are not currently met in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia  
and Syria. Children in these countries cannot universally 
be considered safe, a key obstacle to the fostering  
of durable solutions of any kind. 

	 At the same time, findings offer several important 
nuances to this point.

zz Even though child rights are not guaranteed, 
spontaneous returns still take place even in unsafe 
conditions. In addition, voluntary repatriations  
and deportations occur frequently both from 
neighboring countries and the Global North. 

zz Baseline data generated by the Child Sensitive 
Durable Solutions indicator pilot suggests returned 
and non-displaced children share many conditions  
of material and physical safety. However, returnee 
children and their families face a number of distinct 
disadvantages compared to host communities,  
often related to difficulties in accessing housing,  
land and property. 

zz Children unable to return to their original  
dwellings and forced to turn to temporary shelters 
or urban slums, or otherwise affected by housing, 
land and property issues, often struggle to  
access safe water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
compared to non-returnees. Comparatively  
lower nutrition indicators are frequently a result  
of inability to access agricultural land. 

zzReturnee children also face substantial challenges  
in accessing education – there might be insufficient 
places available, fees might be too high, they  
lack identification documentation required for 
registration, or they suffer discrimination. Only  
half of refugee children attend school, and upon 
return, these figures are even lower.

zz In all four locations, returnee children appear  
to suffer clear comparative disadvantages in access 
to legal safety, higher levels of separation from 
families or guardians, access to legal identity,  
a functional judiciary, and freedom of movement. 
Specifically, none of these contexts are conducive  
to the return of unaccompanied minors.

zz Returnee children face comparative disadvantages 
in mental health safety, although the impact  
of this gap on their psychological development  
is insufficiently measured or understood at present. 
Returnee children are consistently unable to access 
a nurturing and supportive social network or  
safe play environments. Many child returnees face 
psychosocial challenges which make reintegration 
difficult and pose fundamental challenges to  
their well-being, and professional support for  
these challenges is scarce to non-existent. These 
disadvantages can have a substantial impact on 
their life chances. 

		 Implications
	 Standards are insufficient to guide rights-

based returns and reintegration work

zz If basic protection standards cannot be guaranteed 
upon return by states (in absolute, rather than 
relative terms), state-facilitated returns should  
be avoided. Child rights stakeholders must also 
work to continually improve return conditions  
for the significant numbers of displaced who 
voluntarily repatriate. Yet current measurable 
returns standards to guide such work, including 
crucial indicators such as education, safety,  
legal documentation and health, are insufficient 
across the four realms covered by the child-sensitive 
durable solutions indicator framework, as well  
as specific indicators for unaccompanied minors  
are lacking 

	 Limited accountability: reintegration 
outcomes are not being adequately 
measured

zz The research sheds light on glaring data gaps  
in return conditions and the measurement of 
reintegration outcomes, particularly a dearth  
of age-disaggregated data. The absence of such 
reliable data challenges migration-mandated 
actors, including NGOs and government ministries, 
to fulfil their important agendas as duty bearers  
for children by designing and implementing effective 
programming for the safe return and, in particular, 
sustainable reintegration and maximized potential 
benefit of child returnees. This gap warrants 
investment in improved data collection systems.

zz At the same time, initial data and new insights 
generated by the child sensitive indicators show  
the value of building upon existing durable solutions 
frameworks through a child-focused lens. This 
evidence base of children’s return and reintegration 
environments stands to improve further as it is 
replicated in other contexts beyond Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Somalia and Syria. 
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	 Recommendations
	 Our recommendations fall into three main categories, 

all of which validate emerging best practice from  
return situations. 

	1	Embedding the principles of child-sensitive 
programming in all returnee contexts; 

	2	Establishing minimum standards and guaranteeing  
the rights of children through the return journey,  
from preparation through to integration; and 

	3	Closing the data gap and setting the goalposts  
for research, using the CSDF indicators.

	 Embed the principles of child-sensitive 
programming in all returnee contexts 

zz Ignoring the unique needs of over half the 
population of returnees only leads to unique 
problems for those returnees. Stakeholders  
devising and executing policy must embed  
child-sensitive principles in their work, in order  
for their programming to be successful. 

zz Principles of child-sensitive programming include 
always keeping the best interests of the child front 
and center, incorporating the specific vulnerabilities 
of disabled children and unaccompanied minors, 
raising awareness at the government level, 
consultative programming that recognizes the 
agency of those returning to their places of origin, 
maintaining a long-term perspective, and including 
multiple stakeholders in planning.

	 Strengthen minimum standards  
for children’s rights-based return  
and reintegration 

zz Universal basic thresholds of physical, material, 
legal safety, and psychosocial well-being are 
insufficiently child-sensitive, and must be  
improved and better adapted to local contexts  
by the community of practice. In the absence  
of such standards, development efforts lack  
clearly defined ‘goalposts’. 

zz If reintegration means the child will still face 
material and/or physical risks, in, for example  
the same way host children are facing them, they 
should not be forcibly returned. Returning a child  
to unsafe conditions threatens non-refoulement.

	 If returns can be sanctioned – precautions, 
preparation, and post-return assistance

zz Prior to a child’s return, ensure that that an 
appropriate initial assessment of the return 
environment is part of established good practice 
around reintegration management and support. 
(Alongside other established good practice  
such as best interest determination processes, 
identifying suitable caregivers for unaccompanied 
minors, safe passage to the ultimate destination 
and, crucially, provision with valid documentation 
and information).

zz Post-return assistance is essential, and must  
be targeted on gaps (identified in this report)  
where child returnees face displacement-related 
vulnerabilities. These range from protection  
from detention upon return, assistance for legal 
challenges frequently faced by returnees, shelter 
support for those gravitating towards urban  
slums, improved MHPSS support, and the need  
for proper best interest determination processes 
and case management systems. Adopting the  
lens of displacement-affected communities and 
area-based approaches, programming should foster 
social cohesion by including the host community.  
It is important to maximize positive development 
outcomes of returns by taking a holistic approach, 
encouraging both the returnee and host populations 
to rebuild the community. 

zz Return rarely means return to a situation  
identical to the one pre-departure – a long-term 
perspective must consider broad and comprehensive 
approaches, including peace-building/reconciliation, 
reconstruction and development activities at 
national and local levels, in order to create the 
self-reliance, which lies at the core of durable 
solutions initiatives. 

	

	 Executive Summary
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	 Increase knowledge, close data gaps  
for mobilization and accountability

zz More comprehensive, child-sensitive mapping  
of returnee needs in local contexts, including  
focus on displaced children and unaccompanied 
minors, using a common results framework and 
agreed-upon indicators, is essential to improve 
tailored reintegration programs. 

zz The child sensitive solutions indicators represent  
an important first step in this direction. While  
there is still a need for further refinement, it 
nonetheless demonstrates the value of adding  
a child-sensitive lens to existing durable solutions 
frameworks and should be rolled out in more 
countries to improve the sample size and 
generalizability of comparison. Essentially, future 
research and use of the indicators should build  
the goalposts for best practices in returns. 

zz Using common indicators, monitoring and 
evaluating returnee outcomes over time will  
allow better understanding of what works in which 
contexts. This data, in turn, offers an important 
foundation for child rights-mandated stakeholders 
to become systematically engaged in displacement-
related topics. With new goalposts set, child 
rights-mandated stakeholders can set and meet 
minimum standards across all child-sensitive 
indicators for returnee children.

		

	 Data used
	 This study builds on publicly available data, Save  

the Children’s indicator guidance and Samuel Hall’s 
previously-published returns research. Findings from 
each country are triangulated with publicly available 
data, to provide the first comparative analysis  
of existing information regarding return conditions  
for children in four illustrative country contexts. 
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	 When refugee and internally displaced 
children return home, whether they are 
unaccompanied or still with their families, 
they rarely return to the life they used  
to know. Instead, they must reintegrate 
into a society that may not be sufficiently 
resourced to support them, or that may 
even infringe on their human rights.  
The Migration and Displacement Initiative 
(MDI) of Save the Children International 
(SCI) has developed child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicators to measure how well 
returnee children are reintegrated. This 
study is the first to pilot these indicators 
and generate a preliminary set of data.  
It also provides the first comparative 
analysis of return conditions using this data. 
With the framework and analysis provided  
in this report, stakeholders can make more 
informed policy decisions for returnees  
and commission more in-depth research 
into this vital area of study. 

	 Context
	 The need for better data and comparative analysis  

on returns is an urgent issue in today’s world, when 
forced displacement and returns have reached record 
highs – more than 68 million people were forcibly 
displaced as of 2017, over half of whom were below  
18 years of age; and in that same year, close to  
670,000 refugees, and 4.2 million internally displaced 
people (IDPs), returned to their places of origin.1 These 
returns represent a key focus of the global migration 
agenda and debate. Re-entering one’s place of origin 
after a period of displacement should mark a return  
to normality. Return is often a preferred solution to 
integration and resettlement – and appropriate if  
and when adequate enabling conditions for successful 
return are met and parties are in agreement. 

	 In practice, however, the return and reintegration 
process for displaced children and their families is 
fraught with serious challenges. 

	 States are increasingly pushing for “return-first” 
approaches, but often before conditions for a safe and 
dignified return are met. This approach has likewise 
focused on the initial physical relocation of a child back 
to her/his country of origin, whilst overlooking the 
longer-term challenges of reintegrating that child back 
into their host society – a complex process requiring 
support over many months, or even years. 

INTRODUCTION
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	 Rationale for this Study
	 Returns following displacement are increasing,  

yet data regarding return conditions is severely  
lacking. This data gap, while universally concerning,  
is particularly flagrant for the demographic that 
constitutes the majority of returnees: children.  
Focusing on four of the most prominent countries  
of both displacement and return, namely Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Somalia, and Syria, the following policy brief  
aims to add to the body of knowledge by: 

	1	presenting a comprehensive overview of publicly 
available data and evidence in the domains of  
returnee children’s physical and legal safety as  
well as economic and psychosocial well-being, and 

	2	shedding light on data gaps concerning child  
returnees in particular. 

	 This paper first presents the context of returns, 
providing a concise overview of the rights of  
child returnees and follows on to present pilot  
findings from Save the Children’s child-sensitive 
indicators, developed and used to analyze gaps  
in reintegration outcomes. It then focuses on return 
conditions and return challenges for minors in the  
four dimensions of physical, material, legal and 
psychosocial safety. We conclude with implications  
and recommendations designed to contribute  
to ensuring rights-based returns of minors, and to  
filling glaring data gaps. This paper is accompanied  
by four individual country case studies. 

	 What this study contributes
	 This paper strives to contribute to building the  

evidence base on child returns environments,  
providing stakeholders with the knowledge needed  
to fill existing data gaps, to better support vulnerable 
returnee children and improve their access to rights. 

	 It seeks to move beyond only pointing to the 
appropriateness, or lack thereof, of conditions for  
the return of children, adding to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)  
assessment of international protection considerations 
and their refugee status determination guidance 
papers, or the extensive guidance given to support 
return process and provisions of unaccompanied 
children. It is, rather, an attempt to demonstrate how 
international organizations and governments can  
hold themselves accountable in upholding the rights  
of all children, including the displaced and recently 
returned in conflict and post-conflict environments. 

	

	 To that end, the study presents the first comparative 
analysis of existing information regarding return 
conditions for children in multiple illustrative country 
contexts. It is an attempt to create accountability  
in terms of international commitments to uphold  
the rights of all children, including the displaced  
and recently returned in conflict and post-conflict 
environments such as the ones which present the  
focus of this policy brief: Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia,  
and Syria. 

	 Data used
	 This study builds on publicly available data, Save  

the Children’s set of tailored child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicators and Samuel Hall’s own primary 
research. No primary data was collected for this brief. 
The data presented is based on a thorough review  
of the available literature, but does not claim to  
be exhaustive of all information in the public domain.  
It was aggregated from different sources which  
on occasion adopt their own definitions of indicators, 
and sometimes figures do not cover the entire country 
but are rather reflective of a particular local context. 
This is pointed out in the text where applicable.  
Sources are provided for all figures cited.

	 What rights are at stake?
	 What rights do returnees have?

	 Returnees benefit from the protection of human  
rights under international law instruments. The 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees does not 
directly address the question of refugee return, but  
the right to return is deeply enshrined in binding 
international human rights instruments. The 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) notes  
that “everyone has the right to leave any country,  
including his own, and to return to his country.”  2 Similarly, 
the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement sets out  
the Principles Relating to Return, Resettlement and 
Reintegration, as does the Interagency Durable 
Solutions Framework for IDPs.3 Specifically, Principle  
28 notes that “Competent authorities have the primary  
duty and responsibility to establish conditions, as well  
as provide the means, which allow (internally) displaced 
persons to return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity,  
to their homes or places of habitual residence.”  
According to UNHCR’s Handbook and Guidelines  
on Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee 
Status4, international protection ceases when national 
protection is resumed or assumed. According to  
the same document, a durable solution is found  
“when protection needs cease.” 
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	 What rights do children in return  
contexts have?

	 Beyond the International Bill of Human Rights and  
in recognition of their particular emotional, physical 
and psychological vulnerability, children have been 
afforded a specific human rights convention. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is the  
main binding (and most ratified in legal history) 
instrument of an increasing body of international law 
specific to children. The general comment, No. 6 of the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, indicates that:

“	in fulfilling obligations under the CRC, States shall not  
return a child to a country where there are substantial 
grounds for believing that there is a real risk of irreparable 
harm to the child.” 5

	 This definition is more protective than other  
definitions of non-refoulement, as “irreparable harm  
to the child” covers risks such as unlawful or arbitrary 
deprivation of liberty, inappropriate detention 
practices, underage recruitment, direct or indirect 
participation in hostilities, or risks to the child’s  
survival and development.6

	 The Committee adds that “the assessment of  
the risk (…) should, for example, take into account the 
particularly serious consequences for children of the 
insufficient provision of food or health services.” 7  
This language provides the foundation for best  
interest determination in solutions processes.
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	 Physical safety

	 Children are  
protected from  
conflict (Articles 6, 38)

	 Children’s life, survival 
and development are 
protected (Article 6)

	 Children are  
protected from  
abuse and trafficking 
(Articles 19, 34–37) 

	 Children do not suffer 
from torture or other 
cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment  
or punishment,  
or unlawful detention 
(Article 37)

	 Material safety

	 Children are healthy 
(Articles 23, 24)

	 Children have  
access to education 
(Articles 28, 29)

	 Children do not  
suffer from poverty 
(Article 27)

	 Mental health and 
psychosocial safety

	 Children’s mental 
health is supported 
(Articles 25, 39)

	 Children have  
a sense of belonging 
(Articles 13, 14, 30)

	 Children do not suffer 
from discrimination 
(Article 2)

	 Figure 1 
Key articles pursuant to return in the CRC

	 Introduction

	 Legal safety

	 Children have  
civil documents  
(Articles 4, 7, 8)

	 Children are united  
with their families 
(Articles 9, 10)

	 Children express  
their views freely  
in all matters  
affecting them  
(Article 12)
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	 How are these rights under threat?
	 Worldwide, forced displacement continues to reach 

record highs. In 2017, more than 68 million people were 
forcibly displaced. Over half of the refugee population 
were children below 18 years of age.8 Most of this 
displacement occurs in the Global South. Critically, 
countries of origin are also increasingly contexts  
of return. In 2017, close to 670,000 refugees returned  
to their places of origin, along with 4.2 million IDPs.9

	 These returns represent a key focus of the global 
migration agenda and debate. Re-entering one’s place 
of origin after a period of displacement should mark  
a return to normality. It is one of the three durable 
solutions to displacement, alongside integration and 
settlement (or settlement elsewhere in the country for 
IDPs).10 But far from being a simple process of physical 
relocation, the “reintegration” after return may take 
many months or years.

	 Returns must be rights-based. For returns and 
reintegration to be sustainable, it is critical that  
they do not take place precipitously or prematurely. 
They should also take place with the informed  
consent of refugees and internally displaced and  
with the basic elements of lasting solutions in  
place, or at least in the process of being achieved.  
In practice, however, many returnees arrive back  
in countries or regions of origin which are not  
safe, in which basic humanitarian standards are  
not met, in which their rights are not respected  
and their psychosocial well-being not guaranteed. 

	 They may not have sufficient information on the 
context and may be without the means to plan for  
their own reintegration. Drawn-out military conflicts 
have left their countries economically and socially 
devastated with networks lost, infrastructure 
destroyed, and governance structures and rule  
of law almost absent. 

	 Children are by nature more vulnerable both  
physically and in terms of their psychosocial  
well-being, while at the same time less able to  
display agency and take situations into their own  
hands. Their distinct age-specific vulnerabilities  
can compound the already considerable risks  
faced by adult returnees. And if unaccompanied  
or separated, an additional set of provisions must  
be taken to mitigate their risk exposure. 

	 The international community has a legal and moral 
obligation to ensure that children are not at risk  
and that their best interest is the foundation of all 
decisions, and that international agreements such  
as the CRC have been signed to this effect. However, 
commitments made are only as good as the ability  
of migration-mandated actors to verify conditions  
on the ground. This applies for commitments to child 
rights as much as commitments to create durable 
solutions and conditions for dignified and sustainable 
return. Yet stakeholders’ ability to assess progress 
towards these outcomes is severely constrained by  
the lack of data on returns conditions in general and 
even more so for children.

	 Figure 2 
Returns contexts in 2017

	 Source: UNHCR

	 Syrian Arab Republic

	Sudan

Nigeria

	Pakistan

	 Philippines

	 Somalia

	Iraq
	Afghanistan

	 Number  
of returned 
refugees / IDPs

100,000

1,000,000

5,000,000



14	 Achieving durable solutions for returnee children: What do we know?

	 Evaluating return conditions:  
Building and applying child-sensitive 
durable solutions Indicators

	 To ascertain under which circumstances returns should 
be supported and returnees assisted, durable solutions 
frameworks have been developed and common  
criteria have been defined by the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) around the displaced. Returnees 
should enjoy, without discrimination, access to:

	1	long term safety and security, 

	2	adequate standard of living,

	3	access to employment and livelihoods, and 

	4	access to housing, land and property restitution 

	5	access to personal documentation, 

	6	voluntary family reunification, 

	7	participation in public affairs, and 

	8	access to justice as relevant. 

	 Although this is an IDP-specific framework, similar 
principles apply to returning refugees as nationals even 
though from a legal perspective the solution is achieved 
by resuming national protection.

 

	 The IASC framework remains both aspirational  
(insofar as data does not exist for all indicators in all 
return contexts) and generic (insofar as it was designed 
to be used in many different return environments and 
cover many distinct cohorts of returnees). While it 
constitutes a workable basis for assessments, it has yet 
to become a universally used standard, with different 
stakeholders sharing information and working together 
to fill data gaps. Several stakeholders have begun  
to apply this framework to provide assessments  
for countries such as Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, 
Tanzania, and Uganda; and key players such as the 
Joint IDP Profiling Service (JIPS) in their durable 
solutions indicator library, the Regional Durable 
Solution Secretariat (ReDSS) 11 in their solutions 
framework, and Samuel Hall/UNHCR have developed 
indicators used to look at return as well as local 
integration scenarios. 

	 Using the IASC and other mentioned reintegration 
frameworks as a base, Save the Children has  
developed a set of complimentary, child-specific 
indicators. The resulting child-sensitive durable 
solutions framework is aligned with the dimensions  
of the UNHCR returns framework of material,  
legal and physical safety. It also adds a fourth:  
a mental health and psychosocial safety dimension, 
crucial for the development of children.

	 Figure 3 
Child-specific additions to the  
IASC indicator framework 

Mental health  
and psychosocial  

safety

Child-sensitive 
durable solutions 

framework
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Access to  
education

Child safety 
and abuse
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	 All dimensions contain indicators relevant at  
the household level, along with child-specific metrics. 
For instance, core indicators in the physical safety 
dimension include child labor, recruitment and 
marriage. The material safety dimension includes 
indicators focusing on child mortality and school 
enrollment. The legal safety dimension includes  
family separation and prevalence of documentation  
for children. Finally, the newly added mental health 
dimension focuses on the right of children to play  
and socialize, their agency, their mental health and  
the availability of professional support. This tool  
has been piloted in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and 
Syria. The findings section of this report is based  
on those country analyses. 

	 Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable solutions 
indicators build on established measurement 
frameworks including the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee’s Framework on Durable Solutions;  
the Regional Durable Solutions Secretariat’s solutions 
assessments in East Africa; the Joint IDP Profiling 
Services indicator library; and the Afghanistan-based 
‘Multi-Dimensional Integration Index’ developed by 
Samuel Hall in coordination with a working group of 
stakeholders active in returnee-specific programming.

	 Initial data and new insights generated by the  
solutions indicator pilot discussed in the following  
study show the value of building upon existing durable 
solutions frameworks through a child-focused lens.  
The pilot is envisioned as complementary to the other 
existing assessment tools discussed above, and is 
expressly not intended as a tool for recommendation  
of return decisions. Rather, its main purpose is to  
enable child rights and child protection-mandated 
stakeholders to better engage with an increasingly-
targeted group – displaced and migrants – who  
risk becoming chronically deprived of rights-based 
protections without sufficient data to inform strong 
support programs for them.

	 While the indicators are designed to capture  
the degree to which both returning and displaced 
children have access to key dimensions of safety,  
the following study specifically focuses on returnees. 
Using the child-sensitive indicator set to analyze  
gaps in reintegration outcomes, results are presented 
below through four individual country case studies,  
and a policy brief which presents a concise comparative 
overview of the rights of child returnees across  
all four contexts of return.

	 Figure 4 
A rights-based approach to  
assessing reintegration conditions

	 Source: SCI

	 Child rights and  
protection standards

zz 	OHCHR’s Convention on  
the Rights of the Child

zz 	UNHCR’s Framework for  
the Protection of Children

zz 	Global Protection  
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zz 	UNICEF’s Children Rights in  
Return Policy and Practice in EU

zz 	UNICEF’s Child notice

zz 	Save the Children’s literature  
on child protection (e.g. child  
Protection Outcome Indicators,  
Invisible Wounds report

	 General Durable Solutions  
principles and guidance

zz 	UNHCR’s 1951 Refugee  
Convention

zz 	UNHCR’s Handbook  
for Repatriation and  
Reintegration Activities

zz 	IASC’s Guiding  
Principles on Internal  
Displacement

zz 	IASC’s Framework  
on Durable Solutions  
for IDPs
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	 This paper summarizes what is known  
of the conditions of returnee children and 
their families, in the relevant dimensions, 
and presents recommendations, in  
regard to the support needed, as well  
as information required to better monitor 
adherence to international obligations  
with respect to child rights. This report 
provides stakeholders with the knowledge 
needed to support vulnerable returnee 
children and improve their access to  
rights. It should be used in combination  
with information regarding associated  
key drivers of solutions, namely public 
attitudes, the policy environment, solutions 
programming already in place, as well  
as the influence of the displaced and the 
agency of children themselves in shaping 
the policies and programs designed  
to benefit them.

	 Return conditions and return  
challenges for minors in  
four dimensions of Solutions

	 A: Physical Safety

	  
As civilians, returnees are protected by the Geneva 
Convention. Article 19 of the CRC states that children 
must be protected from all forms of physical or  
mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation.12 It is most 
commonly the lack of physical safety which led to 
displacement in the first place. Returns to Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Somalia, and Syria happen today in a context 
where this root cause of displacement remains  
largely unchanged. Returnees are more likely than 
non-displaced children to experience abuse, child labor, 
detention, combat, trafficking, and the ill effects of 
natural and man-made disasters, while both groups 
experience about the same rates of violence and  
child marriage 13. 

FINDINGS: DATA ON MINORS  
					    RETURNED TO AFGHANISTAN,  
		 IRAQ, SOMALIA, AND SYRIA
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	 Protection against violence and abuse

	 The returns environments reviewed in this paper, 
however, are marked by indiscriminate violence.  
In Syria, all parties to the conflict have directly  
targeted civilians, including bombardment of residential 
areas, schools, market areas and medical facilities,  
with barrel bombs, artillery, aerial attacks and 
mortars, resulting in mass civilian casualties.14  
In Afghanistan, UNAMA recorded over 10,000 civilian 
casualties in 2017 – a number that is on the rise.15  
In Somalia, indiscriminate violent attacks claimed 
thousands of civilian lives in 2017. 

	 Returnees, including child returnees, are affected  
as victims of indiscriminate attacks alongside the host 
population. Returnees face an added risk of exposure  
to violence particularly in post-conflict environments, 
as demonstrated in both in Syria and Iraq, where 
retributive acts have been reported due to perceived 
links with Islamic State (ISIS) or rebel groups: “Returnees 
are sometimes unwelcome by security forces and local 
authorities who are unwilling to protect people they consider 
their opponents, or sympathizers with their opponents.” 16

	 Children are more vulnerable than adults to physical 
abuse. In Iraq, it is estimated that 80% of children 
between the ages of two and fourteen have been 
exposed to some form of physical or psychological 
punishment.17 Specific minority groups and returnees 
appear to be particularly vulnerable to abuse.18  
In Afghanistan, the vast majority of children face  
abuse and corporal punishment.19 Anecdotal evidence 
points to sexual and gender-based violence being  
a prevalent issue in Somalia, particularly in IDP camps.20 
The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) notes  
in its 2018–2020 Child Protection Strategy Note that  
“rape and sexual assault are widespread problems which, 
because of the strong stigma attached to rape in Somali 
culture, frequently go unreported.” 21

	 International human rights laws are non-equivocal 
when it comes to the detention of children, but these 
laws are contravened in each of the four countries 
assessed in this study. Anecdotal evidence abounds  
on decade-long sentences passed upon Somali children 
condemned by military courts for “insurrection” after 
forced recruitment by Al-Shabaab.22 In Afghanistan, 
hundreds of children convicted of “crimes against 
Afghan national security” are held in juvenile detention 
centers, where they are isolated from education, 
economic opportunities and social interaction.23 

	 In Iraq, cases have been documented of children  
not being provided proper legal support, or living  
in conditions that are against international standards 
for juvenile justice. At least 1,036 children were  
held in juvenile rehabilitation centers on national 
security-related charges in 2017, mostly for their 
alleged association with ISIS, with many not being 
charged.24 In Syria hundreds of children are currently 
detained on charges of association with armed groups. 
Even in the absence of solid statistical evidence it  
is likely that returnees face a particular risk based  
on their alleged allegiances.25

	 Protection from harmful  
socio-cultural practices

	 Child marriage is outlawed in all the return 
environments assessed for this study – the legal  
age for marriage is 18 for boys and 16 for girls in 
Afghanistan, 18 in Somalia and Iraq, and 17 in Syria. 
Nonetheless, child marriage is highly prevalent in  
all four countries, with estimates ranging from  
some 30% in Iraq to close to 60% in Afghanistan.26 27 
Affected girls are usually unable to continue their 
education, whilst also being exposed to loss of  
self-esteem, significant personal protection risks, and 
health issues. While the study did not show a significant 
difference in early marriage rates between returnees 
and existing displaced, broader evidence suggests  
a clear link between displacement and heightened risk 
of child marriage as a coping mechanism in the face  
of economic hardship.28

	 Children’s right not to work is firmly enshrined  
in the Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention of 1999.  
Yet common across the return contexts assessed,  
low household income levels result in a high number  
of children in the labor force. The UN Office for  
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) 
reports that up to 75% of children under the age of  
15 are working in Iraq.29 This is the case of about half  
of Somali children between the ages of 5 and 14, with  
a slightly higher incidence for girls than for boys.30 
Based on the recently-available survey data, of the 
entire population of Afghan boys between 5 and  
17 years of age, a third was engaged in child labor.31  
In Syria, child labor was reported as a coping 
mechanism in 82% of assessed communities.32 Due to  
a lack of available country-wide disaggregated data,  
it is not currently possible to assess to which degree 
returnees are more at risk of child labor than the 
non-displaced. 

	 The use of children in combat has been documented  
for several years. In Syria, close to two thousand  
cases of recruitment and use of children by all parties  
to the conflict were verified over the past six years.33  
In Iraq, all parties to the conflict are known to count 
children among them, most prominently the over  
2,000 ISIS “cubs of the caliphate.” 34
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	 As returns often occur when conflict subsides,  
returnee children are not a priori more at risk than  
the non-displaced regarding child recruitment in Syria 
and Iraq. In Afghanistan and Somalia, where conflict  
is generalized and protracted, the Local and National 
Police and anti-government elements use children in 
combat and non-combat roles, including as personal 
servants, support staff, and bodyguards.35 Furthermore, 
anecdotal evidence suggests that those not firmly 
anchored in the local clan structures are more at risk  
of being recruited than children who enjoy a larger 
degree of community protection. Regardless, as  
the risk of child recruitment remains significant for  
both displaced and non-displaced, this should remain  
a central consideration in any return decision.

	 Displaced and returnee children are at an increased  
risk of trafficking. In Iraq, trafficking networks  
target refugees and IDPs, reportedly operating  
with assistance from local officials, including judges  
and border agents.36 In Somalia, return areas are  
those most prone to trafficking, namely Puntland  
and Somaliland in the North.37 

	 Finally, the physical safety of children in return 
environments is greatly influenced by both natural  
and man-made dangers and disasters. While disaster 
strikes indiscriminately, returnees, many of whom  
live in more fragile settlement conditions, are more 
prone to be negatively affected. Returnees and IDPs  
are particularly vulnerable to the risk of injury or  
death from land mines, placed on roads or agricultural 
land, during transit. Children, who are often attracted 
by the colorful appearance of explosive remnants  
of war, account for one in every five landmine victims, 
and are far more likely to die from explosives-related 
injuries than adults. 

18	 Achieving durable solutions for returnee children: What do we know? 

C
ol

in
 C

ro
w

le
y 

/ S
av

e 
th

e 
C

hi
ld

re
n



	 Achieving durable solutions for returnee children: What do we know? 19

Findings

	 B: Material safety 

	  
	Material safety is guaranteed by several different 
international instruments. In Article 19 of the CRC, 
children are guaranteed “the right to the highest 
attainable standard of healthcare and treatment of illness 
and rehabilitation, and to safe drinking water, nutritious 
food, and a clean and safe environment.” 38 Article 12  
of the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights sets as an objective “the right of everyone  
to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard  
of health and to facilities for the treatment of illness  
and rehabilitation of health.” Article 11 recognizes  
“the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living  
for himself and his family, including adequate food,  
clothing and housing” 39 – the same right to housing  
is also recognized in most national constitutions,  
in the UDHR, and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

	 The IASC standards of durable solutions contain 
mention of access to adequate essential food and 
potable water, basic shelter, sanitation and primary 
education. Adequacy is defined as available in  
sufficient quantity and quality, safely accessible without 
discrimination, acceptable and adaptable to changing 
needs. Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicators additionally puts a focus on 
healthcare, education and livelihoods. Returnees  
have generally less access to WASH, good nutrition, 
stable housing, education, and good livelihoods  
than the non-displaced, while the poor healthcare in  
all four areas of study seems to affect both displaced 
and non-displaced about equally.

	 Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)

	 Around the world, over 800 children under the age  
of five die every day from preventable diarrhea-related 
diseases caused by lack of access to water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH). In addition, diarrhea causes 
children to lose their appetites, which can lead to 
malnourishment and irreversible physical and cognitive 
damage. In communities already hosting displaced 
populations, new returnees put additional pressure  
on often limited and dilapidated infrastructures. 

	

	 In the returns environments studied for this paper,  
the water and sanitation situation for returnees ranges 
from acceptable to critical with important regional 
differences, often related to returnee’s challenges 
around housing, land and property issues. Access to 
water and sanitation is a challenge shared by host and 
returnee populations – while some 45% of Afghans do 
not have access to “improved drinking water sources”, 
two-thirds of recent returnees interviewed by UNHCR 
in 2017 report that they have the same access to water 
as the host community.40 In Iraq returnees are more 
likely than the non-displaced to resort to drinking 
bottled water (for lack of safe tap water) and less likely 
to have access to safe latrines.41 It is estimated that  
only 31% of the population in the North-West of 
Somalia has access to safe drinking water, compared  
to 19% in the North-East and 20% in the South.42

	 Nutrition

	 Children suffer the most from malnutrition – damage  
to the body and mind from poor nourishment in early 
years is irreversible. Under-nutrition puts children  
at greater risk of dying from common infections, whilst 
increasing the frequency and severity of such infections, 
and delaying recovery.43 Poor nutrition in the first  
years of a child’s life can also lead to stunted growth, 
which is associated with impaired cognitive ability and 
reduced school and work performance.

	 In Afghanistan, the latest Integrated Food Security 
Phase Classification Exercise (IPC) found 1.9 million 
people to be in acute nutritional emergency,  
5.6 million in crisis and nearly 10 million experiencing 
stressed levels of food insecurity.44 Severe food security 
is more common among the displaced than the non-
displaced, likely due to the fact that land for subsistence 
farming is less readily accessible to the displaced.45 
Similarly, in Somalia (where drought and famine are  
a major cause of displacement and conflict) poor food 
consumption scores appear to affect the displaced 
more than the non-displaced.46

	 In Iraq, the displaced are more likely to be food  
insecure than the non-displaced, with the risk of food 
insecurity particularly high among returnees in former 
conflict areas (where often agricultural land, even  
if it could be reclaimed, remains contaminated by 
landmines).47 Finally, in Syria, as food subsidies have 
dropped and food prices have soared as a result  
of greatly diminished production, millions of people  
are at risk of becoming food insecure – again, critical 
problems tend to be witnessed particularly in areas  
of high return, including Aleppo, Al Hasakeh and the 
rural outskirts of Damascus.48



	 Housing, land and property

	 Children’s overall well-being is deeply influenced  
by the quality of housing in which they live. Lack  
of adequate housing tends to have a profound impact, 
affecting their growth, development and enjoyment  
of a whole range of human rights, including the right  
to education, health and personal security. 

	 In areas of intense recent conflict such as Syria  
and Iraq, shelter and infrastructural damage have  
taken place on a massive scale. Level of damage  
and destruction varies across regions and between 
rural/urban areas, with some neighborhoods 
completely destroyed and beyond repair. The wish  
to reclaim still-standing property left behind in  
a country of origin is often a primary reason for 
spontaneous returns; in such cases, returnees  
may not face greater shelter vulnerability than non-
displaced populations.49 Given the vast destruction  
of infrastructure in both countries, however,  
we can assume that the shelter situation of future 
returnees will be a major vulnerability and assistance 
need.50 In Iraq, 95% of the non-displaced host 
community lives in residential housing compared  
to only three-quarters of the returnee population. 
Many of the remainder of returnees still live in  
collective centers, indicating a greater vulnerability  
in terms of settlement conditions.51

	

	 In settings of prolonged conflict and natural  
disaster such as Somalia and Afghanistan, housing 
conditions are precarious, with many living in informal 
settlements or slums and overcrowded dwellings  
made of non-durable materials.52 Overall, nine out  
of ten Afghan households own their own home,  
but this is only the case of one in five recent returnee 
households.53 In Somalia, settlements of the displaced 
have turned into urban slums. The displaced are more 
likely to live in temporary housing: while the majority  
of IDPs and returnees lived in temporary shelters in 
2016, this was only the case for 14% of local residents.54 
Poor housing and unstable living conditions have 
multiple, intersecting implications for children, and  
can negatively influence physical health, learning 
abilities, general development and mental health. 

	 Returnees frequently encounter barriers to  
reclaiming their original property and lands upon 
return, as a result of both formal and informal  
property reallocations that occur in their absence,  
and loss of proof of ownership. Comparatively  
lower nutrition indicators, as discussed above,  
are frequently a result of such barriers in accessing 
agricultural land.

	 Healthcare

	 Healthcare in many return environments is in a dire 
state. In Somalia, 80% of the population has no access 
to healthcare. Infant mortality is one of the highest  
in the world.55 In Afghanistan, only 18% of children 
under 2 are fully vaccinated.56 The health system  
in Syria, ranked in the medium range by the Global 
Health System Performance Index just two decades 
ago, has suffered severely, with vaccine coverage  
rates decreasing and infant mortality rising.57 A 2017 
assessment of return conditions in Aleppo, Idlib and 
Homs found that health needs are higher among  
the internally displaced (53%) and refugee returnees 
(47%) than their non-displaced peers (42%).58 In Iraq,  
a once-prestigious healthcare system has suffered 
dramatic decline. Areas where ISIS has recently been 
pushed out (which see the bulk of returns) remain 
underserved due to damaged infrastructure and  
a shortage of medical professionals.59 While there  
is no clear indication that healthcare provision  
is worse for returnees than non-displaced people,  
the more limited access to WASH and nutrition for 
returnees may raise unique health implications.
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	 Education

	 Education is the only child-specific indicator  
routinely present in return monitoring frameworks.  
It is of great importance for social reintegration, 
especially for formerly displaced children who will  
have missed years of formal and structured schooling. 
Only half of refugee children attend school, and upon 
return these figures are even lower, owing to problems 
returnees frequently face in accessing education –  
there may be insufficient places available, fees may be 
too high for the income of the household, they may lack 
identification documentation required for registration. 
Additionally, language barriers, prohibitive distances 
and/or discrimination may also hinder access. 

	 In Somalia, fewer than 60% of school-aged children  
are in school. The rate stands at 10% for returnee 
children, often due to their families’ inability to cover 
school fees.60 In Afghanistan, school enrollment rates 
are generally low at slightly over half for primary 
education, and a third for secondary education. 
Country wide rates for returnees do not yet exist,  
but it has been established that school attendance of 
the displaced is lower.61 62 A third of returnee girls are  
in school in government-controlled areas, compared  
to an overall average of 42% for host girl attendance. 
This figure drops to one in four in contested areas.63  
In Syria, returns are too recent to compare the  
status of the displaced and the non-displaced in the 
dimension of education. But given that 1 in 3 schools 
have been damaged or destroyed, overall out-of-school 
rates have increased dramatically – 2.1 million children 
are not attending classes today in Syria.64

	 Finally, in Iraq, returnee and host community 
households report similar levels of access to formal 
education (89% and 87% respectively) in areas that 
were accessible during the latest needs assessment.  
In areas not accessible for assessment, which tend  
to be recently liberated areas of return, data is lacking. 

	 Livelihoods

	 Results from the pilot present an uneven picture  
of returnee livelihoods in all four countries. A key 
observation is that the sustainability of returnees’ 
post-return livelihoods is determined by their access  
to or denial of key social and human capital during 
asylum and upon return, and in the case of Afghanistan, 
access to a heavily-subsidized return and reintegration 
package. Returns typically happen in areas which  
have seen conflict, widespread destruction and 
contamination of agricultural infrastructure and value 
chains, as well as a general depletion of productive 
assets.65 Unemployment rates already exceed 50%  
in Syria and Somalia.66 For many returnees, access  
to income generating opportunities, particularly in  
such contexts already featuring challenging preexisting 
economic conditions, is further compounded by 
challenges due to split families, inaccessible agricultural 
opportunities (for instance, due to mines or the inability 
to reclaim property), and lack of networks upon  
return. In Syria and Iraq, the displaced appear to  
suffer disproportionately from a lack of livelihoods.67 68 
In other contexts such as Afghanistan, recent returnees 
are less likely to fall below the poverty line, helped  
by a returns package which temporarily alleviates 
economic hardship.69 Overall, in many return  
contexts including Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia,  
the poverty rate stands at over 50% of the population.70 
UNICEF has warned that one in four Iraqi children  
live in poverty.71

A
yt

un
c 

A
ka

d 
/ P

an
os

 / 
Sa

ve
 t

he
 C

hi
ld

re
n



	 C: Legal Safety

	  
Within the dimension of legal safety, children’s access 
to some kind of legal identity/civil documentation  
is an essential pre-requisite for child-sensitive durable 
solutions, because the right to be recognized as  
an individual before the law is a basic human right,  
from which the access to many other rights devolves. 
Article 7 of the CRC states that “The child shall be 
registered immediately after birth and shall have the right 
from birth to a name, the right to acquire a nationality.” 72 
Access to justice is the basic foundation of the rule  
of law. The Declaration of the High-level Meeting  
on the Rule of Law reaffirmed the commitment  
of Member States to take all necessary steps to  
provide fair, transparent, effective, non-discriminatory 
and accountable services that promote access to  
justice for all. The UDHR recognizes the freedom  
of residence and movement as a basic human right, 
while the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights provides 
that “everyone lawfully within the territory of a State shall, 
within that territory, have the right to liberty of movement 
and freedom to choose his residence.” 73 Displaced  
children have a harder time than non-displaced  
children in accessing all indicators of legal safety 
including civil documentation (except in Afghanistan), 
family (re)unification, justice mechanisms, and  
freedom of movement.

	 Civil documentation

	 The lack of civil documentation is a concern for  
many displaced, who may have lost their documents 
along the way. Where births or deaths occurred  
during the period of displacement, returnees and  
IDPs may not have been able to obtain certificates.  
The process to have papers replaced is often slow  
and cumbersome.

	 In Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and Syria, decades  
of civil war have damaged government institutions, 
disrupted regular functions and caused loss of  
civil registry records. This is a challenge for the 
displaced and the non-displaced alike. In Afghanistan, 
overall possession rates are low for birth certificates,  
at below 40%.74 Returnees appear slightly more  
likely to possess birth certificates than the average 
Afghan, perhaps resulting from procedures for their 
issuance abroad.75 In Somalia, where rates are 
universally very low, it is estimated that fewer than  
10% of IDPs and returnees in Kismayo covered by  
a multi-sectoral assessment possess legal identity 
documents.76 In Iraq, documents that were issued  
by ISIS are not accepted by the authorities. Without 
documentation, populations cannot access services  
and aid, get permission to travel, or register births and 
marriages (thus perpetuating the phenomenon across 
generations). According to UNHCR, close to half  
of all displaced Iraqis need assistance in getting new  
civil documents.77 In Syria, registering children in  
the family booklet provides official recognition of 
children’s existence, identity and nationality. Without 
registration, they cannot obtain other ID documents. 
While more than 95% of children were registered  
at birth prior to the conflict, today over half of the 
Syrian refugee children under five in the region are  
not listed in their family booklet.78 Similar issues  
are noted with the registration of child returnees  
on Afghan national identification cards (tazkera).79
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Findings

	 Family reunification

	 Family separation is common in return and 
displacement contexts. It is not unusual for the return 
process to split families, with family members sent  
back as “scouts” while the rest of the family remain  
in place in the location of displacement. In Syria, 
separation from family members and caregivers is 
widespread (reported by 52% of respondents in recent 
Child Protection Area of Responsibility research), and  
a primary cause of child labor, violence, exploitation 
and abuse.80 In Somalia, estimates state that 12%  
of children aged five to nine, and 18% of minors aged 
15–17, are not with their families.81 Afghanistan and 
Iraq report thousands of unaccompanied children 
separated from their families due to displacement 
dynamics.82 83 There are currently no adequate 
mechanisms in place for tracing children separated 
from their families and reuniting them. Often, embassies 
or NGOs offer family reunification services. Countries 
of return do not generally have comprehensive law  
that addresses legal issues around alternative care.

	 Justice

	 Structural weaknesses plague the justice institutions  
in many return contexts. In many cases military  
courts and traditional justice mechanisms supersede 
official institutions. This is a challenge particularly  
for returnees, who may not have the right connections 
in terms of clan and religious affiliation, or who may 
return to a changed legal environment post-conflict. 
Recent assessments in Syria and Afghanistan show  
that the majority of returnees do not feel that they 
could turn to the police or courts for help.84 In Somalia, 
perceptions of the integrity of formal justice providers 
and law institutions stand below 50%.85 In Iraq,  
three out of ten returnees in locations covered by  
IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) do not 
have access to a functioning judiciary.86 

	 Freedom of movement

	 Returnees and IDPs suffered a violation of their right  
to freedom of movement when they were forced to  
flee as refugees or as IDPs. It is therefore all the more 
important that this right not be denied to them upon 
their return. 

	 In practice, however, this right is circumscribed.  
In Somalia and Afghanistan, the greatest restriction  
to movement is the lack of security. Checkpoints  
and banditry are rampant, making movement  
difficult for the whole population. In Syria, the politics  
of the conflict add another dimension. Temporary 
checkpoints are set up in places where many people 
gather to capture young persons who have evaded  
or abandoned military service.87 Returns can only occur 
with permission from the security services, requests  
for which are frequently ignored.88 In Iraq, perceived 
ties and affiliation with ISIS members (faced by many 
returnees) can lead to impeded movement.89
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	 D: Mental health and  
psychosocial safety

	  
As noted in the CRC, children have a right to  
“a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical,  
mental, spiritual, moral and social development”.90  
The mental health dimension is absent from other 
durable solutions frameworks, but is included in  
Save the Children’s approach, and is an important 
addition to the field. Since the majority of mental 
disorders arise before adulthood, the rights of children 
and adolescents to treatment and prevention of mental 
disorders is particularly important. Returnee children 
are more likely than non-displaced children to have 
difficulties in accessing a nurturing environment and  
a safe place to play. In all four countries, professional 
support for psychosocial issues is nearly non-existent; 
while access may be similarly difficult for both displaced 
and non-displaced children, returnees may have  
faced traumas in their lives that their peers have  
not, making those professional services all the more 
necessary for them. 

	 Nurturing environment

	 A nurturing environment starts with social  
connections. Returnees, and returnee children  
in particular, may lack these connections compared  
to host peers, as they spent time elsewhere. In 2017,  
a study in Afghanistan found that as many as nine  
out of ten returnee households feel they had no one  
to turn to in times of need.91 Even if they manage  
to re-build social connections upon return, children  
lack a safe place to play and socialize. In Syria,  
nearly 40% of children surveyed in areas held by  
the opposition at the time said they rarely or never  
feel safe playing, even right next to their house.  
Nearly 60% of 13–17-year olds said they do not feel  
safe when they are without their parents.92 In Iraq,  
Save the Children found that less than 10% of 
households knew of safe areas where children could 
play during the day. This is a problem for everyone, 
particularly for returnees returning to camps, informal 
tented settlements or other temporary shelters.93 
While punctual needs assessments might inquire  
into the sense of independence, perceived inclusion  
and feelings of discrimination of children (and, for  
that matter, adults), overall data speaking to these 
important, albeit somewhat subjective indicators  
does not currently exist. The impact of this lack  
of a supportive social network and a safe place  
to play is not consistently measured or understood.
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	 Professional support

	 Mental health problems are very common in return 
contexts, where a large number of children have 
witnessed acts of violence, experienced fear and  
toxic stress, and perhaps lost people close to them.  
A significant number of children in Syria surveyed  
in 2017 reported that they have lost a loved one,  
had their house damaged, or suffered conflict-related 
injuries.94 In Afghanistan, a 2018 study on young 
returnees from Europe found that a number of  
them were considering suicide.95 96 In Iraq, Save the 
Children’s needs assessment in Salah Al Din found  
that indicators of psychosocial distress in children  
were alarmingly high, with four out of ten children 
suffering from trouble sleeping and nightmares,  
and over 30% plagued by anxiety.97

	 Professional support is severely lacking, increasing  
the probability of long-term trauma that substantially 
and negatively impacts a child’s life chances and 
development. Somalia counts five mental health  
centers and three psychiatrists for a population  
of over 12 million. There are 20 shelters for children  
in Kabul for the city’s 4.5 million residents, and these 
shelters lack expertise and capacity to support 
traumatized minors.98 In Syria, even before the war 
there were only two public psychiatric hospitals for  
a population of more than 21 million people.99 Similarly, 
in Iraq, in 2010 it was estimated that there were only 
200 psychologists in the country, few of whom were 
trained in treating war related mental disorders.100  
It can safely be assumed that today there are fewer,  
at a time when additional support is urgently needed  
to scale up services to address increasing needs.
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	 Children’s rights need to be strengthened  
in national migration and displacement 
policies and responses. The point of 
departure for the analysis is the CRC,  
as well as key texts pertaining to the rights 
and conditions of child returnees such as the 
UNICEF Child Notices. It is complemented 
by durable solutions frameworks, including 
Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicators that define four  
main criteria for child-sensitive durable 
solutions – Material Safety, Physical Safety, 
Legal Safety, and Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Safety. 

	 Standards are insufficient to  
guide rights-based returns and 
reintegration work

	 Based on the findings of this report, child rights are  
not guaranteed in many contexts of return:

	 Children in Syria, Iraq, Somalia and Afghanistan cannot 
universally be considered safe.101 Violence has not (yet) 
subsided in Syria and Iraq, and remains generalized  
in Somalia and Afghanistan. Violations of children’s 
rights to be safe – from abuse, child marriage, underage 
labor, recruitment into armed forces, trafficking and 
detention – are amply documented. This lack of safety 
is a concern for all children in the return contexts 
evaluated – it remains a key obstacle to the fostering  
of durable solutions of any kind. 

	 Children’s material safety is not universally guaranteed 
in the return contexts assessed here: reported levels  
of sanitation, healthcare, nutrition and access to 
education do not favor sustainable reintegration.  
Based on the data assembled for this study, specific 
displacement-related vulnerabilities could not be 
documented across all indicators. Likewise, additional 
vulnerabilities often affecting disabled children or 
unaccompanied minors could not be ascertained  
from current data sets. The development potential for 
most children in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, and Syria  
is limited in light of a lack of material safety. This is  
the case for the displaced and the non-displaced alike. 

IMPLICATIONS
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	 This report does, however, suggest some apparent 
observable differences between returnee and  
host populations in several aspects of material  
and physical safety.

zz Returnees are disproportionately restricted in  
their access to WASH and nutrition. Children 
unable to return to their original dwellings and 
forced to turn to temporary shelters or urban  
slums, often struggle to access safe WASH 
compared to non-returnees. Comparatively  
lower nutrition indicators are frequently a  
result of inability to access agricultural land. 

zz In all contexts studied, children returning to  
areas prone to insecurity and separated from  
local social structures are at increased risk  
of harmful practices, including trafficking, labor, 
detention, combat, and the ill effects of natural  
and man-made disasters. 

zz Returnees frequently face distinct challenges  
in accessing education – there may be insufficient 
places available, fees may be too high, they  
may lack identification documentation required  
for registration, or suffer discrimination.

zz Access to a legal identity and a fair, transparent, 
functional judiciary is an issue for many in these 
returns environments, but has been shown to  
be particularly challenging for returnee children.  
As children without papers grow into adults,  
who in turn have children with no papers, lack  
of access to legal identity is today an important, 
often inter-generational impediment to  
child-sensitive durable solutions programming. 

zz Mental health issues are common, while  
professional support is scarce to non-existent.  
Child returnees face trauma-specific psychosocial 
challenges which make reintegration difficult and 
pose fundamental challenges to their well-being.  
For most, safeguards  
are not in place. 

	 There are very few minimum standards in place for 
emergency situations, and none specific to returnees. 
Without goalposts to strive towards, stakeholders 
responsible for returning children to their places of 
origin may have difficulty knowing if they are doing  
so responsibly. 

	 Despite the fact that child rights are not guaranteed, 
spontaneous returns still take place even in unsafe 
conditions. In addition, voluntary repatriations and 
deportations occur frequently both from neighboring 
countries and the Global North.102

	 If basic protection standards cannot be guaranteed 
upon return by states (in absolute, rather than  
relative terms) state-facilitated returns should be 
avoided, particularly for unaccompanied minors.  

	 Child rights stakeholders must also work to continually 
improve return conditions for the significant numbers  
of displaced who voluntarily return. Yet minimum 
measurable returns standards to guide such work, 
including crucial indicators such as education,  
safety, legal documentation and health, are currently 
insufficient across the four realms covered by Save  
the Children’s child-sensitive durable solutions indicator 
set. Development efforts supporting sustainable  
returns likewise lack clear goalposts to strive towards.

	 Limited accountability:  
Reintegration outcomes are not  
being adequately measured

	 The IASC framework on durable solutions clarifies  
that a durable solution is achieved when the displaced 
“no longer have any specific assistance and protection  
needs that are linked to their displacement and can enjoy 
their human rights without discrimination on account of their 
displacement.” 103 In a number of cases, returnee Children 
and their families might not have specific return-related 
vulnerabilities – indeed, many challenges are endemic 
to the context. In this case, returnees are nonetheless 
unable to enjoy their human rights, despite a lack  
of evidence explicitly pointing to obvious discrimination. 

	 This appears to be the case particularly in the material 
safety and security dimension. On the other hand,  
in the legal dimension, returnees and their children  
are clearly faced with challenges not faced to the  
same extent, by their non-displaced peers. Even in  
the absence of firm data, the psychosocial symptoms 
caused by the displacement and returns process  
require particular attention. 

	 As mentioned above, data on return conditions is 
lacking, particular in an age-disaggregated fashion, 
while also identifying particular risks of unaccompanied 
minors. The plight of children thus gets lost in the 
aggregate of the population or the returnee population 
as a whole. More generally, the risk is that (re)
integration upon return simply does not take place,  
and that the displaced either remain at the lowest  
end of the spectrum for generations upon return,  
or that they are tempted to opt for secondary 
movement, perpetuating the cycle of displacement  
and displacement-enhanced vulnerability. 

	 The international community has a moral, and legal, 
obligation to ensure that children are not at risk. 
Targeting programming to achieve this goal, however, 
remains challenging in the absence of reliable data. 

	 At the same time, initial data and new insights 
generated by the pilot show the value of building  
upon existing durable solutions frameworks through  
a child-focused lens. This evidence base of children’s 
return and reintegration environments stands to 
improve further as it is replicated in other contexts 
beyond Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria and Somalia.
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	 Tracing the return trajectory from  
pre-departure, to departure to  
post-return assistance along with M&E  
data collection, the following section  
lays out recommendations for policy  
and programming (pre- and post-return)  
to fill in gaps and target solutions.  
We conclude with recommendations 
pertaining to the significant data gaps 
concerning not only the well-being  
of child returnees but also the returnee  
population as a whole, and frequently  
even the non-displaced host populations.

	 Embed the principles of child-sensitive 
programming in all returnee contexts

	 The best interests of the child. The precondition  
to any return of a child – whether unaccompanied, 
separated or within a family – is that their best  
interests have been examined and return is found  
to be in their best interests. All displaced children, 
whether accompanied or not but vitally if they are 
unaccompanied, are entitled to an individualized 
assessment of their individual needs that has their  
best interests at its core. For this purpose, dedicated 
resources and appropriate training of independent  
child protection authorities that come into contact  
with children or that are mandated to make decisions 
that affect a child should be in place. All agencies  
and organizations involved in returns programming 
should have at least one staff member as a “focal point” 
for children’s rights, to foster exchange of information/
referrals, as well as broader cooperation with  
partners on issues regarding children.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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	 Awareness-raising at the government level.  
In the countries assessed for this paper, child rights  
are not a priority of government programming.  
Central and local government in countries of return 
must integrate the principles related to protection  
into their ways of working. This includes national  
and international legal frameworks; an understanding 
of the rights and protection risks faced by children,  
and child returnees in particular; as well as measures  
to address those risks. 

	 Consultative programming. State and federal 
governments, with the support of humanitarian  
and development actors, should ensure that durable 
solutions initiatives build on people’s existing plans  
and wishes, and that the right policies are in place  
to allow them to pursue these safely. Men and women, 
girls and boys, both displaced and non-displaced,  
should be systematically consulted on all program 
interventions. Their opinions and priorities should  
feed into planning documents, and inform the  
specific gender and child-sensitive protection analysis 
preceding all activities. Consultations should not  
only be conducted with persons of concern, however, 
interventions should also be aligned with relevant 
government planning frameworks to ensure 
sustainability and national ownership.

	

	 Long-term perspective, multi-stakeholder 
planning. Return rarely means return to a situation 
identical to the one of pre-departure, much like the 
child who returns is not identical to the child who left. 
Often, in order to create the self-reliance which lies  
at the core of durable solutions initiatives, broad and 
comprehensive approaches are required. These include 
peace-building and reconciliation efforts, humanitarian 
and protection assistance, but also reconstruction  
and development activities at the national and local 
levels. If reintegration, as a process, is to succeed,  
the gaps between economic (encouraged by current 
“package-based” support provided at the familial level) 
and social reintegration need to be bridged. 

	 The lack of central statistics organizations involved  
in this space is symptomatic of a broader lack of 
discussions and coordination around the assessment  
of protection gaps in these returns at both the 
individual and structural level. Interventions thus  
have to be multi-sectoral, strengthening collaboration 
between various actors (Government, UN, NGO  
as well as the private sector and local civil society). 
They should have common results frameworks,  
multi-year time frames and budgets to enable adaptive 
programming as dynamics shift and needs evolve. 
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	 Establish minimum standards  
for rights-based returns  
and, in particular, reintegration

	 Durable solutions frameworks focus on gaps in access 
to rights between the displaced and the non-displaced. 
Prior to setting out to close gaps, however, it is  
crucial to ascertain whether the human rights of 
potential child returnees would not be violated even  
in the absence of displacement-specific vulnerabilities, 
due to a situation of generalized humanitarian  
need, lawlessness and insecurity. In other words,  
if a returnee child were to come back to his or her  
place of origin and become, for all intents and purposes, 
indistinguishable from non-displaced peers in terms  
of safety, material, legal and psychosocial well-being, 
de facto integration would have been achieved. Basic 
child rights, on the other hand, might still be violated  
if certain thresholds of adequacy were not met. 

	 State-facilitated returns should be avoided if basic 
protection standards, in absolute rather than relative 
terms, cannot be guaranteed upon return by states, 
particularly if the child is unaccompanied or without  
an appropriate caregiver. At the same time, return 
conditions should be improved for the significant 
numbers of displaced who voluntarily chose to return. 
Minimum measurable returns standards to guide such 
work exist but are currently insufficient across the  
four dimensions covered by the child-sensitive durable 
solutions framework, while development efforts  
aimed at supporting sustainable returns lack clear 
goalposts. In response, Save seeks the establishment  
of a multi-stakeholder process to establish minimum 
standards, supported by governments, the UN system, 
impartial experts and agencies, who can further 
support post return monitoring and mitigating 
responses if protection concerns arise.

		 If returns can be sanctioned: 
Precautions and preparation

	 As this exercise has clearly demonstrated, returning 
children to their places of origin may expose them  
to harm and violate their fundamental human rights.  
In all cases involving children, precautions must  
be taken to the extent possible to ensure that returns,  
if they do happen, proceed smoothly and that they  
are indeed in the best interest of the child. 

	 The following considerations should be made prior  
to return: 

zz It has been established in the aforementioned 
illustrative countries briefs that family reunification 
mechanisms are frequently inadequate in complex 
return environments. It is necessary for child 
protection actors to assess, whenever possible 
through a family assessment, whether the family  
is willing and able to receive the child and provide 
suitable immediate and long-term care, taking  
into account both the child’s and the family’s views 
on reunification. 

zz As shown in the findings, freedom of movement is 
frequently an issue for returnees. Prior to return,  
it is crucial to ensure that the child (and his or  
her family, if applicable) can return not only to his  
or her State, but to his or her destination within that 
State, in an expeditious and safe manner. This means 
that the responsibility of migration-mandated 
actors in the previous location of exile does not  
end at the border/the airport. In environments 
where freedom of movement is not guaranteed, 
particularly due to checkpoints in a climate of 
generalized mistrust, it is imperative to ensure that 
safe harbor can be reached, lest a child returnee  
and his or her family immediately enter a new phase 
of (henceforth internal) displacement. 

zz It should be encouraged as good practice  
that children should have legal ID documents,  
and documentation of their educational 
achievements, before return to their countries  
of origin. Whether the return is voluntary or not, 
this requires a proactive stance by the relevant 
authorities in the country of displacement, in  
close coordination with the Ministries of Interior/
Education to ensure appropriate equivalencies. 

zz Return rarely means return to a situation identical 
to that of pre-departure – a long-term perspective 
must consider broad and comprehensive 
approaches, including peace-building and 
reconciliation, as well as reconstruction and 
development activities at national and local levels,  
in order to create the self-reliance which lies  
at the core of durable solutions initiatives. For 
children this means that a greater understanding  
of perceptions, expectations and child specific  
needs must be at the forefront of development 
initiatives and in preparations for return.
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	 Recommendations

	 Once return has occurred:  
Post-return assistance

	 Post-return assistance is essential, and must  
be targeted before tackling gaps noted on return  
(as identified in this report). 

	 In the design of its child-appropriate indicators,  
Save the Children has considered that durable  
solutions are a process, recognizing that reintegration 
encompasses multiple, non-sequential dimensions. 
Furthermore, as the comparative assessment has 
shown, the vulnerabilities faced by returnees are often 
interlinked. For example, the absence of identifying 
documents can lead to disadvantages in terms of  
both access to education and freedom of movement. 
Abuses suffered are compounded by hampered access 
to justice, while mental health problems can affect 
educational and livelihood prospects. 

	 According to the IASC framework, return can be 
considered sustainable “when returnees have reached 
levels of economic self-sufficiency, social stability within  
their communities, and psychosocial well-being that allow 
them to cope with (re)migration drivers.” 104 These aspects 
cannot be tackled in isolation from the community  
as a whole. It would thus behoove humanitarian and 
development actors in return contexts to focus their 
attention on returnees where displacement-related 
gaps appear to be present, while also improving  
the situation of the larger ecosystem around them. 
Approaches to programming should be strengthened  
as regards to their child-specific components and  
in terms of their capacity to include the community  
as a whole.

	 Through the application of the child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicator set, the following aspects have  
been identified as areas where child returnees face 
displacement-related risks: 

zzPhysical safety 

	 Returnees, including minors, risk detention upon  
return, particularly in current or post-conflict settings 
where they might face suspicion of (past) affiliation  
with non-state actors. Detention is never in the best 
interest of the child. Actors on the ground must instead 
promote and support a best interest determination 
process, and a proper case management system,  
where children and families can be accommodated in 
non-custodial, community-based settings. Not only  
is this a legal necessity, it is more effective, and cheaper.

zzMaterial safety 

	 WASH and nutrition 

	 Access to water, sanitation, hygiene and nutrition  
tend to be problematic for the general population  
in post-conflict environments. There are, however, 
situations in which returnees are disproportionately 
affected. This happens for instance where returnees  
are unable to return to their dwellings, being instead 
forced to turn to temporary shelters or urban  
slums. Comparatively lower nutrition indicators are 
frequently a result of inability to access agricultural 
land, which returnees might be unable to reclaim  
due to their inability to produce proof of ownership,  
or claim their rights in court. It is imperative that  
the provision of core relief items and cash assistance  
in these cases be accompanied by market analysis  
as well as a protection analysis to ensure compliance 
with do-no-harm guidelines. 

	 Education

	 A gap in access to education upon return is  
generally due to one or two factors: financial reasons 
(i.e. the inability to pay school fees, as is commonly  
the case in Somalia) or lack of locally valid documents 
serving as proof of educational attainment in  
exile. The latter of these is very difficult to address  
once returns have occurred. This situation calls  
for concerted efforts and stronger coordination 
 by relevant authorities in both sending and receiving 
countries as it is not unusual for child and youth 
returnees to have attained an equivalent, or even 
higher, educational level in displacement compared  
to their non-displaced peers.
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zzLegal safety

	 In some cases, returnees are more likely than  
their non-displaced peers to possess some kind of 
identification documents, including birth certificates. 
This is the case for instance in Afghanistan. But  
in other contexts including Iraq and Somalia,  
foreign-issued documents may not exist, or not  
be recognized by the country of return. A lack  
of identifying documents too often becomes  
a generational issue. Punctual support to children  
is provided through initiatives like the Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC)’s Information, Counselling,  
and Legal Assistance (ICLA) program, but their  
specific rights and needs have yet to be streamlined  
into legal assistance programming. 

zzMental health and  
psychosocial safety

	 The alarming mental health situation of children  
and youth in many returns environments should  
not be considered a secondary individual health issue, 
but a threat to the social, economic and political 
development of the country as a whole. Frequently, 
stigmatization prevents those affected from seeking 
support, and local decision-makers from seeking 
solutions. Perhaps for a lack of adequate metrics  
on outcomes, mental health has traditionally been  
low on the agenda of those working on return and 
reintegration, or those whose mandate includes 
children and child health. It is imperative that  
awareness be generated on mental health issues, 
including but not limited to those faced by returnees 
and children, through information campaigns.  
Training mental health professionals and psychosocial 
counsellors in community-based settings, and building 
the capacity of existing human resources, should  
be prioritized with a realistic action plan by all  
relevant stakeholders.

	 In areas where no displacement-specific risks  
have been identified, programming should  
be used to foster social cohesion by including  
the host community.

		 Increase knowledge and  
close data gaps for mobilization  
and accountability

	 Establish a baseline. The brief summary of available 
data shows considerable data gaps on the status  
of children, and of child returnees in particular, along 
critical dimensions. While data is available for most  
of the indicators in the material safety dimension from 
sectoral assessments, and at least partial information 
exists on a number of indicators in the legal safety 
dimension from punctual assessments, reliable data  
on the different indicators in the physical dimension  
is scarce, and in the mental health dimension it is 
virtually non-existent. Even where data does exist,  
it lacks disaggregation by age and migration status. 
Similarly, patterns of additional risk environments  
for disabled children or unaccompanied minors  
did not emerge from this secondary data collection, 
though it would be plausible that these exists.

	 A more comprehensive mapping of returnee needs and 
local contexts is needed to make tailored reintegration 
programs more effective. Data collection should adopt 
a child and displacement focus, and data collection 
instruments should be standardized. Once collected, 
raw (anonymized) data should be shared among 
stakeholders, to improve referrals, rather than just 
presented in a report in the form of summary statistics. 
To progressively overcome the extreme lack of data 
vis-à-vis child returnees, the Data for Development  
and Humanitarian Coordination Group, in coordination 
with the relevant local authorities, should initiate 
transversal assessments. The technical expertise  
of key actors operating in the child protection and 
returns space will be of great value and should not  
be discounted. 

	 Joint monitoring against baselines using 
common indicators: A child-sensitive durable 
solutions index. Monitoring and evaluation  
of returnee outcomes is also needed to better 
understand what works and in which contexts.  
Where monitoring is not feasible due to conflict and 
insecurity, returns should not be occurring. In line  
with ReDSS’s conclusions in its recent Somalia Solutions 
Analysis, it is recommended that a monitoring scheme 
be developed which standardizes the generation  
of relevant ‘solutions’ data with a focus on children. 
Such data, disaggregated by age and migration  
status, should inform a broad stakeholder dialogue  
on the topic of minimum standards regarding children 
in the various returns environments. 
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	 The introduction of a multi-dimensional integration 
index in Afghanistan, containing standardized  
indicators and endorsed by a durable solutions  
working group including NGO, UN and government 
representatives, has shown that improved data  
sharing and tool standardization is a priority for  
most stakeholders. Lessons can also be learned from 
the Vulnerability Assessment Framework which was 
developed by UNHCR and its partners in Jordan. 

	 Along with UNICEF’s Child Notices, Save the  
Children’s child-sensitive durable solutions indicators 
are the only specific indicator set designed with  
an eye to children’s distinct vulnerabilities and needs. 
These can and should serve as the reference point  
for the development of a standardized metric. The 
precise themes and precise indicators to be included  
in the child-sensitive integration index should be  
agreed upon by stakeholders in the specific contexts  
of return.

	 Progress on the way towards durable solutions must  
be assessed using common child sensitive indicators  
and focus on:

zz An assessment in relative terms and in  
comparison with local populations: Do displaced 
children continue to show displacement-related 
vulnerabilities, or is their situation at par with 
children among the host populations, or do both 
groups face equal vulnerabilities?;

zz An assessment of the range of integration 
experiences of children with disaggregated data  
by age and experiences of displacement; and,

zz An assessment of self-perceptions of integration 
from children, focusing on the level of information 
regarding the expectations held before and after 
displacement and return. 

	 When to stop monitoring children? Returnees 
cease being in need of specific tailored assistance  
when they are no longer distinguishable from the  
local host community along the specific agreed-upon 
dimensions and indicators. Once this integration has 
been achieved, the displaced child and his or her family 
may still have needs or face human rights concerns 
which are not displacement-specific. In this case, 
however, they become part of the general population  
of people in need, and programming should no longer 
target them specifically, in order to avoid creating 
tension in the community. 

	 It is through harmonized, child-sensitive,  
local and shared data collection, using  
a common results framework and  
agreed-upon indicators that governments, 
international organizations, UN agencies  
and NGOs can practically enhance 
coordination and inform programming  
with the goal to improve durable solutions 
outcomes for displaced children. Beyond 
resource allocation, a child-sensitive  
durable solutions monitoring framework  
and associated index should highlight  
a sense of urgency in key dimensions  
(security, material safety, legal safety  
and mental health) to better contribute  
to a division of responsibilities between 
humanitarian and development actors, and 
better linkages of “who does what where” 
(3W) to address gaps and foster integration.
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	 1	  
Returns contextualized

	 The United Nations recently re-labeled Afghanistan 
from a post-conflict to a country in active conflict. 
Despite this, in an environment of increased insecurity 
and civilian-targeted attacks1, the extent of returns  
to the country is unprecedented. Analysts highlight 
Afghanistan as becoming a country of forced returns.2 
Some 150,000 people returned to Afghanistan from 
Pakistan in 2017, along with some 400,000 from Iran.  
A year earlier, in 2016, the deputy Afghani Minister  
of Refugees and Repatriation (MoRR) estimated that 
one million Afghans had returned from neighboring 
Iran, Pakistan, and from Europe. The majority  
of returnees were children under the age of 18.  
As many as 142,000 returnee children are expected  
to arrive to Afghanistan in 2018, thousands of them 
unaccompanied.3 These children are in need of,  
and have a right to, particular types of assistance. 

	 Afghanistan benefits from existing laws and policies 
relevant to children4, and is a signatory to the UN  
Child Rights Convention. But the Child Act, which  
will address the rights of children in Afghanistan,  
has not yet been approved by Parliament. In addition  
to this there is no current National Children at Risk 
Protection Strategy, the previous one having expired  
in 2014. Another key issue is the definition of a child 
which is inconsistent with UNCRC, in addition to the 
fact that a directive on the return and reintegration  
of minors does not exist. 

	 The key actors for supporting returnees include  
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), Afghan’s MoRR  
and its Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, Martyrs and 
the Disabled (MoLSAMD). None of these organizations 
have adapted structures to support child returnees. 
Overall, existing support to child returnees in 
Afghanistan is fragmented and inconsistent. 

	 The gaps in governance and response result in  
part from a lack of information and limited evidence  
of what children’s needs and life on return are like.  
Such evidence is key to understanding whether  
or not these returns are, in fact, appropriate and in  
line with children’s rights. Using Save the Children’s 
child-sensitive durable solutions indicators, this paper 
assesses the information available on conditions faced 
by returnees to Afghanistan. It sheds light on data 
available, as well as on data gaps, for the population  
as a whole and child returnees in particular, whenever 
available. It summarizes what is known of the conditions 
of children generally within the country, and then 
analyses conditions of returnee children, consequently 
presents recommendations, most notably in terms  
of support needed, and information required to better 
monitor the respect of international obligations in 
regards to child rights. 

	 This report provides stakeholders with the  
knowledge needed to better support vulnerable 
returnee children and improve their access to rights  
in Afghanistan. It should be used in combination  
with available information regarding associated  
key drivers of solutions, namely public attitudes,  
the policy environment, solutions programming in 
place, as well as the input of the displaced themselves  
in shaping the policies and programmes designed  
to benefit them.

	 2	  
Return conditions: available  
information and data gaps

	 The 4 dimensions of the child-specific durable 
solutions indicator framework are material, physical 
and legal safety as well as psychosocial well-being. 
Each of these dimensions is in turn composed  
of a number of individual indicators. The following 
section sheds light on those relevant indicators and 
dimensions where reliable data is available, ideally 
disaggregated not only by migration status but 
furthermore by age. In order to ascertain to which 
degree returnees in general, and child returnees 
specifically, face particular hardship, their status  
is compared to that of the population as a whole 
whenever possible. Offering a comprehensive  
view of the various domains that support the welfare 
of a child, this indicator framework is designed to  
help the user understand the extent to which the 
general environment is conducive to the achievement 
of durable solutions for children. This framework  
was not developed with the objective of assessing 
protection thresholds or informing status 
determination, but rather as a generalized baseline 
which can enable prioritized reintegration support, 
and assist stakeholders in their quest to minimize 
migration-specific vulnerabilities of young returnees. 

	 Caveat: No primary data was collected for this brief.  
The data presented is based on a thorough review of the 
available literature, but does not claim to be exhaustive  
of all information in the public domain. It was aggregated 
from different sources which on occasion adopt their  
own definitions of indicators, and sometimes figures  
do not cover the entire country but are rather reflective  
of a particular local context within Afghanistan. This is 
pointed out in the text where applicable. Sources are 
provided for all figures cited. 
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	 Physical Safety
	

 

	 States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures  
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental 
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation. 

	 CDC  
Article 19 

	 Afghanistan is undergoing a conflict that in 2018 
showed no signs of abating. In its Annual Report  
for 2017, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA) reported on the impact of the conflict  
on children, noting a consistent rise in child casualties 
between 2009 and 2016.5 This generalized and chronic 
insecurity and violence is not particular to returnees,  
or returnee children, but rather a serious risk to the 
population as a whole. 

	 Protection against violence and abuse

	 This category of indicators focuses on the risk  
of violence and abuse incurred by children in the 
countries of return, their risk of child detention and 
their vulnerability to human trafficking. Firstly, the  
risk of violence to the population at large, and children 
in particular, is real, as illustrated by statistics on  
violent incidents – in 2017 UNAMA recorded nearly 
10,500 civilian casualties.6 The trend is alarming:  
in the first quarter of 2018, the number of civilian 
casualties caused by attacks deliberately targeting 
civilians more than doubled compared to the first 
quarter in 2017. 7 

	 As OCHA noted in 2017, “children continue to be 
disproportionately affected by the conflict. During the first 
nine months of the year, some 2,480 children were killed  
and injured as a result of the fighting, with a five percent 
increase in the number of deaths recorded versus the same 
period in 2016.” 8 Data on violence is not available 
disaggregated by the migration status of the victims, 
but UNHCR data on perceptions of the security 
situation shows that some 80% of recent (2017) 
returnees feel that the security situation is improving, 
compared to only 25% of the general population.9  
This might well be due to the fact that security 
considerations impact the choice of return location. 

	

	 Physical abuse of minors is common. In a 2017 study 
based on 1,000 children in different provinces, Save the 
Children found that 91% faced some sort of abuse –  
be it physical and/or mental. Corporal punishment  
is routinely used against children both in schools and at 
home.10 The detention of children, including for alleged 
association with armed groups, also remains a concern. 
A recent Rule of Law survey by UNAMA confirms that 
the total population of detention centers in Afghanistan 
counted over 1,000 juveniles.11

	 Finally, solid data on the prevalence of trafficking is,  
by nature, difficult to obtain, but as noted by the 2017 
Trafficking in Persons Report, Afghanistan remains  
a source, transit, and destination country for men, 
women, and children subjected to forced labor and  
sex trafficking. Throughout 2017, the Government 
reported the investigation of 103 alleged traffickers.12

	 Protection of child rights

	 This dimension covers the right of children to be  
safe from recruitment into armed forces, from forced 
labor and child marriage. Statistics on recruitment  
do not exist, but it is acknowledged by humanitarian 
actors and researchers that both the Afghan Local  
and National Police and (to a lesser degree) anti-
government elements use children both in combat  
and non-combat roles, including as personal servants, 
support staff, and body guards.13 Returnee children, 
uprooted and often with no family in Afghanistan,  
are particularly vulnerable to such recruitment.  
A recent Samuel Hall study for Save the Children  
notes that “10 of the 53 children [returned from Europe] 
interviewed stated that someone had attempted to recruit 
them to fight in combat, commit acts of violence, or otherwise 
engage with armed groups.” 14

	 Child labor is common in Afghanistan. Based on  
the Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey, in 2013–14,  
of a total population of 10.3 million children between  
5 and 17 years of age, 2.7 million children, or 27%,  
were part of the labor market. Of the entire population 
of boys between 5 and 17 years of age, a third was 
engaged in child labor.15 Child labor appears to be more 
prevalent in contested areas compared to Government-
controlled areas.

	 Human Rights Watch reported in 2017 that many 
Afghan children are employed in jobs that can  
result in illness, injury, or even death. Only half of 
Afghanistan’s child laborers attend school.16 UNHCR 
reports that the share of households which report 
having a child under the age of 14 contributing to  
the family income stands at 16% for 2017 returnees 
households, 18% for 2016, and 37% of the host 
population.17 The lower rates of child labor among 
recently returned households might well be due  
to the fact that this coping mechanism is not needed  
in the period immediately following return, a period 
during which returnees often still benefit from 
humanitarian aid. 
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	 Child marriage is technically criminalized in  
Afghanistan under the EVAW law though the  
legal age of marriage is only 16 for girls whereas  
it remains 18 for boys. In light of this, according  
to the UNFPA in 2016, 57% of girls are married  
before the age of 19, and about 40% are married 
between 10 to 13 years.18

	 Protection from other incidents

	 Other factors which might make a context unsafe  
for minors (as well as adults) to return to are natural 
hazards, along with human-made hazards such  
as landmines. Afghanistan is prone to earthquakes, 
flooding, drought, landslides, and avalanches. The 
ability of the population to cope with such shocks  
has been reduced after decades of conflict, insufficient 
investment in disaster reduction strategies, and 
environmental degradation. OCHA notes that between 
2018 and 2019, over 478,000 people were affected  
by natural disasters throughout Afghanistan. A total  
of 27 provinces out of 34 experienced some kind of 
natural disaster during the period. On average such 
disasters affect 200,000 people every year.

	 In regards to human-made hazards, in the first half  
of 2017, improvised explosive device (IED) tactics  
caused over 2,000 civilian casualties. UNAMA notes  
in 2017 that “while children remained at serious risk of  
harm from unexploded ordnance, the use of pressure-plate 
IEDs and aerial operations in civilian-populated areas 
substantially contributed to the increases in both women  
and child casualties.” 20 UNOCHA notes that in 2018, 
88,000 people in Afghanistan are living in areas in  
need of mine clearance.21

	 Material Safety

 
 

	 For the population to enjoy material safety, basic needs 
in terms of water / sanitation, nutrition, healthcare  
and shelter need to be covered in line with the minimum 
SPHERE standards. Furthermore, and particularly for 
children, access to education must be ensured. For such 
material safety to be available in the long-term and  
in a self-reliant fashion, livelihoods must be sustainable. 
The context in Afghanistan does not currently fit  
this description. After four decades of conflict, there  
are huge economic and development challenges in  
the country. 

	 WASH

	 The overall situation of water supply and sanitation  
in Afghanistan is one of the poorest in the world  
as 68% of Afghans do not have access to improved 
sanitation and nearly 45% still using unimproved water 
sources.22 Ongoing returns, mainly from Pakistan and 
Iran, are putting additional pressure on already limited 
and dilapidated infrastructure. Half of the internally 
displaced populations living in informal settlements  
rely on public hand-pumps. Such conditions are pushing 
affected populations to share limited water sources  
as well as to resort to unimproved water sources  
and risky sanitary practices, which as a result can lead  
to outbreaks of waterborne diseases such as cholera 
and diarrhea. According to the 2015 Afghanistan 
Demographic and Health Survey, 35% of children between 
6–11 months of age regularly suffer from diarrhea  
as a result of poor sanitation. According to OCHA,  
of the 1.1 million people in Afghanistan in acute need  
of WASH assistance, 58% are children. Additionally, 
two thirds of recent returnees interviewed by UNHCR 
in 2017 report that they have the same access to  
water as the host community.23

	 Nutrition

	 Food insecurity in Afghanistan is widespread. The 2017 
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification exercise 
(IPC) found 1.9 million people to be in acute nutritional 
emergency, 5.6 million in crisis and nearly 10 million 
experiencing stressed levels of food insecurity.24 Internal 
displacement due to conflict, natural disasters and  
high numbers of returns further contributes to food 
insecurity in the country. The recent multi-cluster  
needs assessment found that 87% of IDPs and 84% of 
returnees are severely food insecure. At the same time, 
UNHCR notes that “27% of 2017 returnees report 
skipping a meal or reducing their food intake in the last  
week. This trend is much more pronounced amongst female 
respondents (53%) than male respondents (28%).” 25 For  
the non-displaced host population, this rate stands  
at 24%. Children suffer the most from malnutrition 
– damage to the body and brain from poor nourishment 
in early years is considered irreversible. 

	 Housing

	 Housing conditions are poor in Afghanistan.  
The Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey (ALCS) 
2016/17 finds that some 72% of the urban population 
lives in slums, and that 44% are housed in overcrowded 
dwellings. Most of the materials used for constructing 
buildings and dwellings are not durable: traditional  
mud houses continue to form the majority of housing. 
This problem is aggravated for returnee households 
who tend to cluster in informal settlements, as well  
as for the most vulnerable community members  
who are hosting them. Of the displaced populations 
living in informal settlements, over a third lives in 
transitional shelters.26 

	 Annex 1



	 Achieving durable solutions for returnee children: What do we know? 41

	 Only 18% of 2017 returnees and 22% of 2016  
returnees report owning their homes.27 However,  
rural returnees are twice as likely to own their homes 
compared to their urban counterparts, indicating  
that the displaced are flocking to cities for reasons 
other than tenure security. In comparison, according  
to the 2013–2014 ALCS, 87% of the general population 
report owning their own home.28

	 Healthcare

	 The Afghan health system exhibits high infant  
mortality rates (70/1000 live births)29 and maternal 
mortality rates, low immunization coverage 30,  
and compromised access to essential healthcare for 
30% of the population. Only 18% of children aged  
12–23 months are fully vaccinated, and one in four 
children receive no vaccination before turning 1.  
For vaccines with multiple dosages, coverage declines 
with the dosage, with the highest coverage at the  
first dosage.31 For instance, 66% of children received 
Polio 1 by the age of 12 months and this declines  
to 42% by the third dose. (It is of note here that 
Afghanistan is one of only two countries in the world 
where polio remains endemic.) Coverage for the 
measles vaccine by 12 months reaches 44%.32 Access  
to healthcare for IDPs, returnees and refugees is of 
particular concern and many have been deprived  
of the most basic essential services. The WHO  
notes in 2017 that returnee populations show a high 
prevalence of tuberculosis, HIV, medical complications 
related to malnutrition, and pregnancy.33 30% of 
returnees in Government-controlled areas and 46%  
of returnees in contested areas report that they  
are unable to access healthcare.34

	 Education

	 Education is a vital prerequisite for combating  
poverty and advancing development. Significant gains 
have been made in this regard since decades of conflict 
decimated Afghanistan’s education system and 
institutions. Nonetheless, with some 10 million illiterate 
inhabitants, Afghanistan takes one of the lowest places 
in the world in terms of literacy. Today, according to 
the 2016/17 ALCS, the youth literacy rate stands at  
51% for the non-displaced and 64% for youth with  
a migration background. The adult literacy rate stands 
at 42%/32% respectively.35

	 In 2018, UNICEF/Samuel Hall found that nearly  
half of children aged between 7 and 17 years old –  
3.7 million – in Afghanistan are not in school.36  
Great differences exist between genders and according 
to age: the net attendance rate stands at 56% for 
primary education, 36% for secondary education and 
10% for tertiary education.37 Attendance rates of girls 
are a fraction of that of boys (70% for primary, 50%  
for secondary). 

	 Returnee children, who tend to be housed in  
temporary settlements with inadequate infrastructure, 
suffer greatly from lack of access to education.  
Save the Children’s Rapid Assessment of Education  
Needs of Returnee Children in Afghanistan found that  
37% of school-aged returnee children in Nangarhar 
(which receives the majority of returns from Pakistan) 
are out of school, mainly due to the distance between 
their settlement and the nearest available educational 
facility.38 The figures for recent returnees are below 
those for the population as a whole – the 2016–2017 
ALCS estimated net primary school attendance  
in the general population of 65% for male children  
and 46% for female children. There are important 
differences between school attendance in Government-
controlled-areas compared to contested areas, 
particularly for girls: “33% of returnee girls are attending 
school in government areas, compared to only 23%  
in contested areas.” 39

	 Livelihoods

	 Afghanistan’s economy mainly relies on the informal 
sector, which accounts for 80% to 90% of total 
economic activity. The labor market is dominated  
by the agricultural sector (which performs poorly  
in providing decent work and income) and the  
services sector (which has previously been the main 
driver of strong economic growth in Afghanistan,  
but is currently suffering the most from the progressive 
reduction of international financial inflows). The  
rate of unemployment officially stands at 24%.  
The share of male youth not in employment, education 
or training stands at 42%, whilst for females it is 68%. 
80% of all jobs are classified as vulnerable employment, 
characterized by job insecurity and poor working 
conditions. Only 13% of the working population  
of Afghanistan can be considered to have decent 
employment.40 UNHCR notes that in 2018, “more  
than 24% of 2017 returnees, 33% of 2016 returnees and 
21% of IDPs report difficulty finding a job. (…) it seems that 
the economic situation facing 2016 returnees has further 
deteriorated over the last year.” 41

	 The proportion of the population living below the 
national poverty line stands at 55%. Those with  
a migration background are slightly less likely to fall 
below the poverty line than non-migrant households.42 
Studies show however that returnees score the lowest 
in terms of income, as well as job satisfaction, with  
60% of returnees expressing job satisfaction as opposed 
to 85% of non-migrants.43 One of the main causes of 
dissatisfaction is a mismatch of skills: 74% of deportees 
perceived their current work to be a poor match  
for their skills, compared to 29% of non-migrants. 
Finally, children both add to, and suffer the most  
from, the risk of poverty, as evidenced by much higher 
poverty rates among large households and households 
with relatively many children.44
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	 Access to electricity

	 Some 70% of the Afghan population does not have 
access to the national electricity grid. The share  
of returnee households with access to the electricity 
grid is lower than that of the population as a whole,  
at approximately 22%.45 Even those connected to  
the grid suffer from frequent power blackouts of up to 
15 hours a day in some areas, which impacts residential 
and commercial users and severely limits development 
across all sectors of the economy. Solar energy  
is widely used but not reliable enough to support  
large devices and home-based economic activities. 
Generators are a rare luxury. Cooking and heating 
solutions almost exclusively rely on gas and wood/
dung/biofuels.46

	 Legal Safety
	

 

	 Within the framework of legal safety, child- 
appropriate durable solutions imply that the  
population of concern has some kind of legal identity/
civil documentation. Society does everything in  
its power to keep children and parents from being 
separated, and to reunite them should such need  
arise. People feel that they have access to fair justice 
mechanisms, and their movement is not restricted. 

	 Civil documentation

	 Decades of civil war in Afghanistan have damaged 
government institutions, disrupting their regular 
functions and causing destruction and loss of civil 
registry records. While efforts have been made  
to improve applicable legislation and procedures, 
frequent changes in political leadership have resulted  
in a range of different civil documents. The most 
common identification document in Afghanistan  
is the tazkera national ID, possessed by 90% of men  
and 38% of women. 94% of all 2017 returnee heads  
of household (but only 72% of 2017 female returnee 
heads of household) had a tazkera as of December 
2017.47 Birth registration is rare at 37% of all births 
according to the Afghanistan Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey (AMICS). Returnees appear slightly more  
likely to possess birth certificates than the average 
Afghan, perhaps resulting from procedures for their 
issuance abroad.48 The Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) notes in 2016 that nearly half of children 
returned to Afghanistan have passports, and they 
possess tazkera at rates comparable to that of adult 
men in Afghanistan more broadly. This may affect 
enrolment in school, transfer of previous education 
certificates, access to basic health services, 
employment in certain sectors etc. 

	 Family (re)unification

	 Family separation is a reality in Afghanistan which  
is poorly reflected in official statistics. It is well known 
that Afghans constitute one of the main groups  
of unaccompanied children submitting asylum claims  
in Europe: approximately 5,300, 17% of total claims,  
did so in 2014 alone50. If those children find themselves 
in a position to return to Afghanistan on their own,  
it is almost unheard of for them to receive assistance  
in terms of family reunification.51 According to an  
IOM report on undocumented Afghan returns from  
Iran and Pakistan from January to June 2015, a total  
of 683 unaccompanied minors were provided with 
humanitarian assistance at the borders.52 Beyond 
humanitarian assistance however, no assistance  
in terms of family tracing appears to be provided. 
MoLSAMD has a mandate for unaccompanied minors, 
and runs two orphanages for them, one for girls, one 
for boys. More broadly, the Afghan legal system lacks 
provisions for adoption. There is no foster care policy.53

	 Justice mechanism

	 The justice sector was largely dismantled during  
the 30-year civil war, leaving its institutions unable  
to address the needs of the Afghan population and 
unable to regain public trust. Despite significant 
support from the international community, there  
are still structural weaknesses. UNICEF noted in 2015 
that “informal justice systems which follow customary laws, 
tribal codes and customs are more commonly used than  
the official state government justice sector, and an estimated 
90% of Afghans use non-state legal systems. In the non-state 
legal systems, children do not have a voice in the justice 
process. Instead complaints are presented by the child’s 
parents. A child’s inability to represent their cases means  
that many abuses go under-reported and unpunished.”  
The same publication states that only a minority  
of returned children state that they feel they have  
a safe access to recourse for justice; and 39% say that 
they would not go to the police or courts for help  
if they feel threatened.54

	 Freedom of movement

	 The law provides for freedom of internal movement, 
foreign travel, emigration, and repatriation. In practice, 
the greatest restriction to movement is the lack of 
security. In many areas insurgent violence, banditry, 
land mines, and IEDs make travel extremely dangerous, 
especially at night. Women‘s freedom of movement 
continues to be hindered: social customs limit women’s 
ability to move without a male chaperone. Freedom  
of movement, despite being technically a right, is not  
a universal reality in Afghanistan.

	 Annex 1
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	 Mental health and  
psychosocial safety

 

	 In order for child-sensitive durable solutions to be 
ensured, mental health needs should receive particular 
attention. Any child-friendly return environment  
must feature spaces where children can safely socialize 
and thrive. Children must be respected as part of  
the community and, free from discrimination, have  
a sense of inclusion. Reconciliation programs should  
be available to those wishing to benefit from them. 
Children with special needs or suffering from mental 
health disorders/trauma have a right to benefit from 
adequate care. 

	 Nurturing environment

	 In 2017, Samuel Hall/IOM found that two thirds  
of interviewed returnees in Afghanistan felt like they 
belonged in the community in which they currently 
lived, yet at the same time, this did not translate into 
being able to rely on a network for support, as nine 
respondents out of ten felt they had no one to turn  
to in times of need.55 Data is not available on the 
number of child-friendly spaces in Afghanistan. 
Returnee children and youth are particularly prone  
to lacking a sense of inclusion given that many have 
never lived in Afghanistan. They often have no  
personal networks in or connections to Afghanistan, 
with loved ones and friends more likely to be in the  
countries where they grew up. For these young 
returnees, “home” is not necessarily synonymous  
with the homeland but rather with the country they 
grew up in. 

	 Community and family support, 
professional support

	 Beyond the common physical impairments (often  
a result of landmines and explosive devices), many 
Afghans suffer from mental health and psychosocial 
problems. A WHO survey conducted in 2004,  
the last available, found 68% of respondents suffering  
from depression, 72% from anxiety and 42% from 
post-traumatic stress disorders. More than ten  
years later, Afghan youth are still exposed to  
conflict, insecurity, domestic violence, extreme  
poverty, gender disparities, displacement and other 
potentially traumatic experiences.56 Samuel Hall/ 
Save the Children found in a 2018 study on young 
returnees from Europe that a number of them were 
considering suicide. 

	 Germany’s Interior Minister deflected blame on Wednesday 
for the suicide of an Afghan man among a group deported  
to Kabul. (…) The 23-year-old Afghan man was found  
dead in Kabul shortly after he was flown back. Afghanistan 
said he had lived in Germany for eight years, having arrived 
as a teenager.

	 New York Times  
July 11, 2018

	 Healthcare facilities providing mental health care  
are scarce, particularly for children. According  
to European Asylum Support Office (EASO), there are 
20 shelters for children in Kabul for the city’s 4.5 million 
residents, and these shelters lack expertise and 
capacity to support traumatized minors. Almost  
all are based on dwindling foreign aid.57 In addition, 
Save the Children reported in 2017 that “only 10%  
of children and 17% of adults reported there is a place in  
the community where children can go to ask for help if they 
are abused by their parents.” 58

	 The most recent statistics on disability in Afghanistan 
date back to 2005, when the National Disability Survey 
found that one in five households was estimated  
to have a person with a disability. The vast majority  
of the estimated 200,000 children with disabilities in 
Afghanistan did not go to school. This has not improved 
over the past decade: according to the UNFPA’s 
Afghanistan State of Youth Report for 2014, “there is  
only one school in Afghanistan for students with visual 
impairments. There are four schools for students with  
hearing impairments accommodating 900 students 
altogether”.59 Regular government schools typically  
have no institutionalized capacity to provide inclusive 
education or to assist children with disabilities.
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	 3	  
Conclusions

	 Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable solutions 
indicator framework highlights very limited potential 
for reintegration of children returned to Afghanistan. 
From a physical and material safety perspective,  
child returnees to Afghanistan face many of the same 
challenges as other children in Afghanistan. They face 
difficulties in accessing reliable shelter, education, jobs, 
and medical support, and run the risk of recruitment  
to armed groups as well as facing physical harm due to 
conflict; these challenges are endemic to the context. 
Child returnees also face clear psycho-social and in 
some cases legal challenges, which not only render 
reintegration improbable but pose more fundamental 
challenges to their well-being. The lack of networks 
makes accessing both support and livelihoods difficult. 
The processes and support necessary to ensure 
sustainable returns for children are not in place,  
and it is likely that a large share of child returnees  
to Afghanistan will re-migrate in the years to come. 

	 In addition, the brief summary of available data  
shows considerable data gaps regarding the status  
of children, and the status of child returnees in 
particular, in a range of important dimensions. A more 
comprehensive mapping of returnee needs and local 
contexts is needed to make tailored reintegration 
programs more effective. Monitoring and evaluation  
of returnee outcomes is also needed to better 
understand what is working and in which contexts. 
Where monitoring is not feasible due to conflict and 
insecurity, returns should not be occurring. 

	 The following steps are recommended with a view to 
allowing the international community to compile the 
information necessary to achieving durable solutions: 

zz It is difficult, based on available data, to compare 
the vulnerabilities of the displaced with those  
of the general population. Similarly, additional risks 
related to disabilities or to unaccompanied minors 
have been difficult to ascertain from existing data 
sets. Data collection should adopt a displacement 
focus, and data collection instruments should be 
standardized. Once collected, raw (anonymized) 
data should be shared among stakeholders rather 
than just presented in a report in the form of 
summary statistics.

zz Respecting the Age, Gender and Diversity 
approach, information must be collected and 
presented disaggregated by age – lest the plight of 
the most vulnerable become lost in the aggregate  
of the population as a whole, or (in the case of 
selected areas and selected indicators) the returnee 
population as a whole.

zz Child-sensitive indicators must feature more 
prominently in future rounds of data collection 
targeting both the displaced, and the population  
as a whole. While some relevant metrics (such  
as trafficking, child recruitment etc.) suffer from 
notorious underreporting, many are measurable 
and should be collected as a matter of course,  
by all, disaggregated by migration status and  
age. Those include the prevalence of child labour 
and child marriage, child malnutrition and school 
attendance rates, as well as data on the prevalence 
of children without any type of legal documentation. 

	 These minimum standards currently only exist  
(in a measurable fashion) in one of the two frameworks 
covered by the child-sensitive durable solutions 
indicators: the SPHERE standards represent the most 
widely known and internationally recognized set of 
common principles and universal minimum standards  
in life-saving areas of humanitarian response and  
then additionally the UNHCR protection thresholds. 

	 In all four domains of physical safety, material safety, 
legal safety and mental health, not only is it hard  
to know how the displaced fare with respect to  
the non-displaced but also if this forms the basis  
of a longer-term integrated solutions. While it is not 
universally agreed when a solution has indeed been 
reached, it is certainly also not agreed in the context  
of Afghanistan, which seems a most urgent need given 
the increasing return dynamics. It is recommended that 
a monitoring scheme be developed which standardizes 
the generation of relevant ‘solutions’ data. Such  
data, disaggregated by age and migration status, 
should inform a broad stakeholder dialogue (including 
humanitarian and development actors along with 
Government, regional administrations and local 
authorities) on the topic of minimum standards  
in the Afghan returns environment. 

	 Finally, differences in the various dimensions are  
subject to considerable regional disparities though  
this does not clearly show from this analysis. This  
calls for area-based solutions to displacement affected 
communities, and urgently needed, more granular 
research particularly in the regions where high returns 
numbers are anticipated. This should enable pragmatic 
advocacy, locally anchored response strategies and 
programming inclusive of and accountable to returnees, 
IDPs and host communities… and their children.
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	 1	  
Returns contextualized

	 Iraq today counts 6.7 million people in need of 
humanitarian assistance as of January 2019, close  
to half of whom are children.1 After years of conflict 
(the invasion of 2003, and civil war since 2014), resulting 
in 5.8 million displaced people, the Iraqi Government 
declared victory over the “Islamic State” (ISIS). As 
territories were retaken, Iraqis who had been displaced 
internally or further afield began to return. The 
Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) notes that “by the 
end of 2017, the number of people returning to the areas 
from which they had fled surpassed the number of those 
displaced by the conflict for the first time since it began”.2  
In parallel, the ten-year reconstruction plan for Iraq 
includes a goal “to return all displaced persons to their 
places of origin.” 3 OCHA’s 2019 Humanitarian Needs 
Overview likewise notes that, although “major efforts  
are underway to rebuild the country and jumpstart local 
economies”, significant impediments to return persist – 
including “security concerns, fear and trauma; lack  
of social cohesion; issues related to documentation; lack  
of livelihoods; and destroyed or damaged housing”.4

	 As of December 2018, according to IOM’s 
Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), some 4.1 million 
Iraqis had returned, mainly to the governorates of 
Anbar, Ninewa and Salah ah-Din. In 2018 alone, 
944,958 individuals returned to their places of origin,  
all of whom had been displaced since 2014. Today  
1.8 million remain displaced after 2014 and are keen  
to return to their places of origin.5 There are serious 
concerns, however, about how, when, and where these 
returns can or should take place. As DTM notes

	 There has been much less regard for the ongoing 
humanitarian needs in places that were destroyed by conflict 
and are not in any way ready to have people return.6

	 The legal framework pertaining to children in Iraq is 
constantly advancing, for instance through finalization 
and validation of the National Child Protection Policy. 
The country is also a signatory of the Convention  
of the Rights of the Child, and other international 
instruments.7 The key actors for supporting returnees 
include the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM),  
the Ministry of Displacement and Migration (MoDM) 
and the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA). 
Are these agencies and organization ensuring that 
returns are taking place in a manner respectful  
of child rights? 

	 Using Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicator framework, this paper relies on 
information available on conditions faced by returnees8 
in Iraq. The indicators shed light on data available,  
and data gaps, for the returnee population as a  
whole and child returnees in particular. It summarizes 
what is known of the condition of children generally, 
and then analyses conditions of returnee children  
in Iraq in the prescribed dimensions, and presents 
recommendations in terms of support needed, and 
information required to better monitor the adherence 
to international obligations with respect to child  
rights. It should be used alongside information 
regarding associated key drivers of solutions,  
namely public attitudes, the policy environment, 
solutions programming in place, as well as the input  
of the displaced themselves in shaping the policies  
and programmes designed to benefit them.

	 2	  
Return conditions: available  
information and data gaps

	 The 4 dimensions of the child-specific durable  
solutions indicator framework are material, physical 
and legal safety as well as psychosocial well-being.  
Each of these dimensions is in turn composed of  
a number of individual indicators. The following section 
sheds light on the relevant indicators and dimensions. 
Where reliable data is available, attention is paid  
to data disaggregated by migration status and age.  
In order to ascertain to which degree returnees in 
general and child returnees specifically, face particular 
hardship, their status is compared to that of the 
population as a whole whenever possible. Offering  
a comprehensive view of the various domains that 
support the welfare of a child, this indicator framework 
is designed to help the user understand the extent  
to which the general environment is conducive  
to the achievement of durable solutions for children. 

	 This framework was not developed with the objective  
of assessing protection thresholds, but rather provides 
a general baseline which can enable prioritized 
reintegration support, and assist stakeholders in their 
quest to minimize migration-specific vulnerabilities  
of young returnees. 

	 Caveat: No primary data was collected for this brief.  
The data presented is based on a thorough review of the 
available literature, but does not claim to be exhaustive  
of all information in the public domain. It was aggregated 
from different sources which on occasion adopt their own 
definitions of indicators, and sometimes figures do not cover 
the entire country but are rather reflective of a particular 
local context within Iraq. This is pointed out in the text  
where applicable. Sources are provided for all figures cited. 

	 Annex 2
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	 Physical Safety

 

	 States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures  
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental 
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation. 

	 CDC  
Article 19 

	 Civilians in Iraq have been at risk for over a decade,  
first due to the protracted armed conflict that began  
in 2003, then over the course of the insurgency  
and most recently with the emergence of ISIS and  
the ensuing civil war. UNHCR notes in 2016 that  
“while some attacks reportedly target security personnel, 
others appear deliberately aimed at civilians, including  
in mosques, markets, restaurants.” 9

	 Since then, the security situation has improved, but 
political tension and daily attacks remain the norm.

	 Protection against violence and abuse

	 Today, the threats to people’s lives from ongoing  
ISIS attacks and sporadic clashes continue. The 
research group Iraqi Body Count (IBC) recorded  
close to 16,400 violent deaths in 2016, and among  
those civilian victims who could be identified,  
12% were children.10 NRC reports that returnees’  
safety is particularly threatened by violence  
and retributive acts perpetrated for their perceived 
links with ISIS. Incidents of vandalizing property and 
attacks on returnees are common11, and “returnees  
are sometimes unwelcome by security forces and local 
authorities who are unwilling to protect people they consider 
their opponents, or sympathizers with their opponents.” 12

	 The rate of domestic violence committed against 
children is high. According to UNICEF ś Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) for Iraq in 2011, 79%  
of children between the ages of 2–14 years were 
reported to be exposed to at least one form of physical 
or psychological punishment carried out by their 
caretakers or other household members. The MICS 
reported that 28% of children had been subjected to 
severe physical punishment. The survey further stated 
that children aged 5–9, from rural areas and those 
living in poor households were more likely to be 
exposed to at least one physical and psychological 
punishment compared to their urban/less poor peers.13 
UNOCHA reports in 2017 that half of the displaced 
households lived in communities where domestic 
violence was a top protection concern.14

	 Gender-based violence remains prevalent, with  
women and girls bearing the brunt of targeted violence. 
Further, women and children continue to face abuse, 
violence and exclusion due to perceived links that  
they may have with ISIS. The UN Secretary General’s 
Report on Children and Armed Conflict, released in 2018, 
shows that “at least 463 children remained in detention on 
national security-related charges, including association with 
armed groups”.16 With the increase of trafficking of 
refugees and IDPs, 314 potential trafficking cases were 
investigated by the Government in 2017. 17 The 2017 
‘Trafficking in Persons’ report showed that trafficking 
networks target refugees and IDPs, operating with 
assistance from local officials, including judges and 
border agents.18

	 Protection of child rights

	 Another brutal attack shocked the world in 2016 on the  
25th of March, when an IS child recruit detonated his suicide 
belt in the midst of a trophy award ceremony in Alexandria 
district, north of Hilla, killing 17 children, some as young  
as ten years old.

	 Iraq Body Count 
2016 analysis of civilian deaths

	 Over time children have been used by armed  
groups in Iraq. Between 2014 and 2017, ISIS alone is 
thought to have recruited over 2,000 child soldiers 
(“cubs of the caliphate”) in Iraq and Syria.19 

	 High rates of household unemployment have forced 
children to become part of the labor force. UNOCHA 
reports that 68–75% of children under the age of  
15 are working.20 UNICEF notes that the majority  
of child labor takes place in rural areas. In addition, 
some 83% of Iraqi children work for their families  
on a permanent basis as free labor.21 IOM in the most 
recent iteration of its displacement-tracking matrix 
notes that 40% of returnee families face the risk  
of child labor.22 

	 The legal age of marriage in Iraq is 18 for both sexes, 
but younger children can marry with their parents’ 
approval. A forced marriage is considered valid once  
it has been consummated.23 According to a 2016 
UNICEF report, 5% of Iraqi children are married by  
the age of 15, and 24% by 18.24 For many years, 
attempts have been made to introduce amendments  
to the Iraqi personal status law, which would reduce  
the marriage age from 18, allowing for girls as  
young as nine to be married with parental approval. 
Fortunately parliament rejected the proposed 
amendment in late 2017. 

	 Annex 2
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	 Protection from other incidents

	 Other factors which might make a context unsafe  
for minors (as well as adults) to return are natural 
hazards, and human-made hazards such as landmines. 
The Global Facility for Disaster Risk Reduction notes 
that Iraq faces a variety of natural risks, including 
drought, desertification, floods, sandstorms and 
earthquakes. Droughts affect 2.4% of the population.25 
Located close to a tectonic plate, the country is prone 
to earthquakes – the latest major earthquake in  
2017 on the Iran-Iraq border (magnitude 7.3) claiming 
over 600 lives, and leaving over 8,000 injured. 

	 Furthermore, explosive remnants of war are a major 
risk in a number of areas of return that were previously 
held by ISIS forces. Refugees International notes  
that “while some clearance has taken place and more is 
underway, the government –even in partnership with other 
actors – will be hard-pressed to keep up with the desire  
of IDPs to simply be at home, regardless of the conditions. 
Plenty of injuries and fatalities have already occurred  
in areas of return, and there are almost certainly more  
that never get reported.” 26 Precise figures are lacking,  
and the 2017 Landmine Monitor stating that significant 
underreporting of casualties for Iraq appears to  
be apparent.

	 Material Safety

 
 

	 Asymmetric attacks by armed groups continue to be carried 
out along with small scale military operations, resulting  
in new displacement and impacting the IDP return rate.  
New sources of instability are also emerging linked to rising 
poverty rates, delays in community reconciliation, lack  
of livelihood opportunities, and political and social tensions 
which cause small-scale new displacement.

	 Iraq Humanitarian Needs Overview  
OCHA, 2019

	 For the population to enjoy material safety, basic  
needs in terms of water/sanitation, nutrition, healthcare 
and shelter need to be covered in line with the minimum 
SPHERE standards. Particularly for children, access  
to education must be ensured. For material safety to  
be long-term, livelihoods must be sustainable. 

	 Now that the combat operations against ISIS in  
Iraq have ended and hundreds of thousands of people 
are returning to their communities of origin. Far  
from over, the humanitarian crisis in Iraq is today 
entering a new phase. Major efforts are underway  
to restore electricity, water, sewage, health and 
educational services, and the economy as a whole. 

	 WASH

	 A functioning water system is one of the basic services 
crucial to supporting the return to a normal life.27  
IOM reports that drinking water was a critical need  
for 43% of returnees in Iraq. The primary source  
of drinking water for households profiled in the 2017 
Needs Assessment is an internal private network, as 
indicated by 79% of host community, 60% of returnees 
(but less than 60% of in-camp and out-of-camp IDP 
households).28 Returnee households are more than 
twice as likely to drink bought bottled water compared 
to host community households (33% vs 15%), reflecting 
a lack of access to potable water inside the homes  
of returnees.29 30 With respect to sanitation, although 
the majority of both host and returnee households 
assessed by REACH have access to private latrines, 
there is a gap: 99% vs. 92% respectively.31 Save the 
Children found that in certain towns in both Baiji  
and Shirqat, up to half of the interviewed returnee 
households did not have access to a functioning toilet.32

	 Nutrition

	 The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) stated in early 2018 that Iraq had lost 40% of its 
agricultural produce as a result of its war against ISIS. 
Explosive remnants of conflict affect crop production  
in many areas of high return. Overall, nutrition  
has consistently been identified as a priority by all 
population groups covered by needs assessments  
in Iraq in recent years. Children affected by conflict 
suffer disproportionately more from food insecurity 
and households with a larger number of children  
tend to be more food insecure than smaller households. 
Furthermore, the displaced are more likely to  
be food insecure (7% vs 2%) or vulnerable to food 
insecurity (66% vs 53%) than the non-displaced.33  
The phenomenon of insufficient nutrition is not 
universal. REACH found in late 2017 that the majority 
of host and returnee households overall had an 
acceptable food consumption score. However,  
it was also determined that in some newly retaken  
and conflict areas in Kirkuk, more than half of the 
non-displaced population and three quarters of 
returnees did not have sufficient access to food in  
the seven days preceding data collection.34
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	 Housing

	 Iraq’s population has been increasing dramatically, 
contributing to rapid urbanization, crowded dwellings 
and stretched basic services. After years of severe 
armed conflict, many houses remain destroyed, in poor 
condition, or, for those who were displaced, occupied. 
Return to one’s area of origin thus does not always 
mean return to one’s original home. However, IOM’s 
October 2017 Integrated Location Assessment notes an 
increase in the number of people returning even if they 
could not reclaim their original residence (14%).35 

	 Today, the housing situation differs greatly  
depending on the displacement status of the population 
in question: 95% of the non-displaced host community 
live in residential housing compared to only three 
quarters of the returnee population. The remainder  
of returnees live in collective centers, indicating a 
greater vulnerability in terms of settlement conditions.36 
The lack of documentation is a contributing factor  
to tenure insecurity faced by the Iraqi displaced.  
“Homes previously destroyed, looted, and burnt stand 
abandoned during years of absence. Property rights and 
ownership need to be addressed, particularly because many 
property owners lost their documentation when IS took  
over their areas of residence.” 37 IOM’s latest round  
of displacement tracking found that 29% of returnees 
identify housing as an important outstanding need.38  
In July 2017, the UK Home Office reported that  
16% of displaced Iraqis (or close to 500,000 individuals) 
currently live in critical shelters such as unfurnished 
buildings, informal slums or schools and mosques.39

	 Healthcare

	 Iraq’s once-prestigious healthcare system has  
suffered dramatic decline over the past decades. 
Numbers across various surveys reflect this.  
According to UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Surveys (MICS), administered by UNICEF and the  
Iraqi government, the number of immunized children 
dropped from 60.7% in 2000 to 38.5% in 2006.  
It bounced back to 46.5% in 2011, but this number  
was still considerably lower than the rates before  
the rise of ISIS. Although more recent assessments  
are somewhat biased by lack of accessibility, REACH 
reports that vaccination rates are high in accessible 
areas, with almost all of the interviewed returnee  
and host households having at least one child in their 
household with measles and polio vaccinations, while 
the recently liberated areas remain under-served  
due to damaged health infrastructure and a shortage  
of medical professionals.40 The latest figure cited  
by UNICEF regarding the proportion of one-year  
olds fully immunized against DPT and measles stands  
at 57–58%.41 Today, the under-five mortality rate 
(deaths per 1,000 live births) stands at 32.42

	 Education

	 Iraq was one of the most literate nations in the  
MENA region four decades ago, with free education, 
and a compulsory education law dating back to  
the 1970s. However, in 2011, UNICEF reported that 
20% of the population was illiterate, with illiteracy 
among women twice that of men. 40% of children were 
reportedly dropping out of school before completing 
their primary school education.43 Today, the impact  
of the conflict can be clearly felt in the education sector, 
as evidenced by the poor physical condition of schools.44 
Returnee and host community households report 
similar levels of access to formal education (89% and 
87% respectively) in areas that were accessible during 
the last REACH needs assessment. In regards to  
less accessible areas, a report by Save the Children 
found that school attendance of returnees was  
a challenge in both Bajiki and Shirqat: that 22% to  
28% of households had children who were not currently 
attending school, mainly for financial reasons. For 
those whose children were not in school, returnees 
were more likely than host communities to state that 
their children had dropped out of school (55% vs. 21%) 
as displacement is likely to disrupt the educational 
trajectory of the displaced. In a report dated December 
2016, OCHA stated that ‘more than 600,000 displaced 
children have missed an entire year of education.’ 45  
IOM DTM reports that 38% of returnees consider 
education to be a critical need.46

	 Livelihoods

	 The World Bank finds in its April 2018 Economic 
Outlook for Iraq that although growth is expected  
to improve thanks to a more favorable security 
environment, labor market statistics (such as the labor 
force participation rate of youth aged 15–24 which 
dropped from 33% in 2014 to 27% in 2018) have suffered 
dramatic decline and risked deteriorating further.  
The report finds that the unemployment rate is twice  
as high in the governorates affected by violence  
and displacement compared to the rest of the country 
(21% vs 11%), particularly among the young and 
uneducated. Other sources estimate the unemployment 
rate at 20% to 25%. According to the 2016 Human 
Development Index, the labor force participation  
rate stands at 15% for women and 70% for men.  
An estimated 40% of the Iraqi workforce is employed  
by the Government.47 
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	 The displaced suffer disproportionally from a lack  
of livelihoods. IOM reports that 80% of returnees in 
Anbar, for instance, reported access to employment as 
their most important need. 55% of returnee households 
reported that they rely on informal commerce or  
day labor for income, and in 43% of assessed locations 
across Anbar, most returnees were unemployed.48 The 
poverty rate in Iraq stood at 23% in 2010, dropped to 
19% in 2013 and resurged to 23% in 2014.49 UNICEF has 
warned that one in four Iraqi children live in poverty.50

	 Access to electricity

	 Energy is a cornerstone of Iraq’s economy, with  
oil exports accounting for a significant share  
of Government revenues and GDP. The World Bank 
SE4ALL tracking framework deems that in 2015,  
all of Iraq had access to electricity. Nonetheless, 
important protests in the summer of 2018 were  
fueled by rampant electricity cuts, mainly due to Iran 
(an important provider of electricity to Iraq) cutting 
supply. OECD / IEA found in 2012 that around 90%  
of Iraqi households supplement the public network  
with private generators.51

	 Legal Safety

 

	 Within the dimension of legal safety, child-appropriate 
durable solutions imply that the population of concern 
has some kind of legal identity/civil documentation. 
Society does everything in its power to keep children 
and parents from being separated, and to reunite  
them should such need arise. People feel that they have 
access to fair justice mechanisms, and their movement 
is not restricted. 

	 Civil documentation

	 Without documentation in Iraq populations  
cannot access services from the government and  
relief organisations, register for food distribution,  
get permission to travel, or register births and 
marriages (thus perpetuating the phenomenon across 
generations). Many of the displaced either left their 
personal documentation behind when they fled, lost  
it en route, or saw it destroyed. The process to have 
their papers replaced is slow and often has to be 
initiated in Baghdad, which is out of reach for many 
(particularly as lack of documents hampers freedom  
of movement). According to UNHCR, close to  
half of all displaced Iraqis need assistance in getting  
new civil documents. The 2017 Protection Monitoring 
Report notes that children in Anbar who were born 
during the recent civil war sometimes have no legal 
documents of any kind. 

	 This is a common phenomenon in Mosul, Anbar,  
Salah al Din and Kirkuk, as both Government of Iraq 
and Kurdish Regional Government authorities do  
not accept documentation issued by ISIS. Furthermore, 
“in several governorates, the Child Protection team has 
identified families hosting separated children without having 
custody papers, thus preventing the family from issuing  
IDs and medical cards for the children.” 54

	 Family (re)unification

	 In a complex emergency like Iraq’s, there are many 
instances in which families are separated, both 
involuntarily and voluntarily, for instance with members 
of returnee families being left behind at locations  
of displacement. In its latest displacement tracking 
assessment, IOM notes that children, in particular  
boys, are left behind in 40% of assessed locations  
of displacement, particularly in Diyala, Ninewa  
and Salah al Din.55 UNICEF reports that over  
4,600 children have been separated from their families 
due to displacement dynamics.56 Save the Children’s 
assessment of returnees in Salah-Al-Din finds that  
17% of interviewed households in Baiji are aware  
of unaccompanied children in their community.  
Family reunification services are currently mainly 
offered by international organizations such as the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)/ 
the Iraqi Red Crescent Society. 

	 Justice mechanism

	 The Constitution of Iraq confirms that litigation is  
a right guaranteed and protected for all.57 The Child 
Rights International Network (CRIN) notes in 2015 
that the country’s juvenile justice system is focused  
on the prevention of delinquency and the rehabilitation 
of juveniles that find themselves in such a situation, but 
that “it remains unclear (…) just how effective this system  
is in practice.” 58 IOM DTM’s 2017 Integrated Location 
Assessment finds that legal services are the least 
accessible of all services: nearly 30% of the returnee 
populations in assessed locations did not benefit from 
access to judicial institutions.59 A UNDP survey found  
in 2017 that 22% of the interviewed population in five 
governorates considered an improvement in access  
to justice as a priority.60

	 Freedom of movement

	 Freedom of movement in Iraq is respected under the 
Iraqi Constitution. Article 44(1) states that “each Iraqi 
has freedom of movement, travel and residence inside and 
outside of Iraq”. In practice, this freedom is a reality  
for some, but not others. Women require the consent  
of a male guardian to obtain a passport and their 
freedom of movement in the public realm is de facto 
curtailed in many areas.61 Furthermore, Human Rights 
Watch and many others have repeatedly raised  
the issue of unlawful restrictions on the freedom  
of movement of displaced people in Iraq. 
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	 Instances of forcible relocations into camps were 
recorded by UNHCR in 201662. It should be noted that 
once in the camp, leaving is only possible with special 
permissions, a sponsor and valid documents, which 
many do not possess. This absence of freedom of 
movement in the camp which contributes to reduced 
quality of life, dignity and access to services is 
considered a major push factor towards precipitated 
returns.63 On the other hand, even the freedom  
of return is not consistently guaranteed: as reported  
in the June 2017 Protection Monitoring Report, in Anbar 
and Salah Al Din, “a significant number of households  
are being prevented from return based on suspicion  
of affiliation of one of their family members to ISIL[ISIS].” 64

	 Mental health and  
psychosocial safety

 

	 Facilitators also noted that many children showed no signs  
of enjoying themselves or laughing during the focus group 
discussions, as if they had lost the ability to be children.

	 Save the Children  
201665

	 In order for child-sensitive durable solutions to be 
ensured, mental health requires particular attention. 
Any child-friendly return environment must feature 
spaces where children can safely socialize and  
thrive. Children must be respected as part of the 
community and, free from discrimination, have  
a sense of inclusion. Reconciliation programs should  
be available to those wishing to benefit from them. 
Children with special needs or suffering from mental 
health disorders/trauma have a right to benefit from 
adequate care.

	 Nurturing environment

	 UNICEF reports in 2016 that Iraq’s National Child 
Protection System suffers from weak institutional 
capacity. “Protective space and access to safe recreational 
play for children in Iraq remains limited, especially for 
children in IDP camps, informal tented settlements, and  
other temporary shelters.” 66 An SCI-led multi-sector 
needs assessment in Salah al Din found that only  
2% of interviewed households in Shirqat and 8%  
of households interviewed in Baiji knew of safe places 
outside of the home where children could go during  
the day. The March 2017 Protection Monitoring Report 
reveals that in one assessed location some women 
“struggling to deal with the behavior of their children  
in confined quarters were starting to beat their children.” 67

	 Punctual needs assessments might well generate 
valuable insights into the subjective perceptions  
of independence, inclusion and discrimination held  
by children (and, for that matter, adults). However, 
overall data speaking to these important indicators 
does not currently exist. It is clear from Save the 
Children’s Anbar needs assessment however that  
there are hardly any places children can go to  
with problems. 

	 Community and family support, 
professional support

	 Some of the greatest sources of vulnerability and 
suffering in situations of conflict and displacement arise 
from the complex emotional, social and physical effects. 
It is essential to locally organize appropriate mental 
health and psychosocial support that promote self-help, 
coping and resilience among affected people. Conflict, 
displacement, violence and a climate of fear, have 
contributed to increased mental illness in Iraq. 

	 ICRC notes in the context of an assessment in  
Western Anbar that “psychological distress, anxiety, 
nervousness, and negative coping strategies are widespread 
throughout all groups and are particularly acute amongst 
adolescent boys.” 68 Save the Children’s needs assessment 
in Salah Al Din finds that indicators of psycho-social 
distress in children were alarmingly high, with over  
four children out of ten suffering from trouble sleeping 
and nightmares, and over 30% plagued by anxiety.  
In spite of the clear need, the country has an  
acute shortage of psychologists that can meet the 
population ś mental health care needs.69 In 2010 it  
was estimated that there were only 200 psychologists 
in the country, few of whom were trained in treating 
war related mental disorders. It can be assumed  
that today there are fewer.70

	 3	  
Conclusions

	 From an overall perspective, Iraq holds the prospective 
to develop into a sustainable return scenario with  
the opportunities for positive development. However, 
stakeholders on the ground have pointed out that  
many of the returns currently taking place in Iraq are 
premature, and do not meet standards of dignity, safety 
and voluntariness.71 Indeed, as the number of premature 
returns increases, so too does the number of people 
pushed into secondary displacement. Mosul camp 
returnee monitoring data provides corroborating 
evidence, with recent data showing 10% of attempted 
returnees ending up back in camps and 25% of the 
remainder in secondary displacement.72 It thus appears 
that returns, in many cases, do not constitute a 
“durable solution”. 
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	 What makes for a voluntary, safe and dignified  
return in the Iraq context, particularly when children 
are involved? As this case study has illustrated,  
returns in Iraq cannot uniformly be considered safe.  
A localized and area based understanding must inform 
key interventions and support the approach. Returns 
often happen quickly after cessation of hostilities,  
with areas still not cleared of explosives and significant 
local tension threatening social cohesion. While most 
returns do appear to be voluntary, anecdotes point  
to the possibility of some returns being forced by  
the closure of IDP camps. Given the overall lack  
of information, returns cannot be considered well-
informed and the promise of return incentives prompts 
many displaced households to return to areas not yet 
conducive to permanent returns in terms of habitability. 
Furthermore, the lack of documentation faced by the 
displaced in Iraq constitutes an obstacle to a dignified 
returns process. 

	 The crucial mental health component is understudied  
in the Iraqi context. The health chapter of the SPHERE 
minimum standards contains a brief section on mental 
health, calling for “access to health services that prevent  
or reduce mental health problems and associated impaired 
functioning.” 73 It is possible to ascertain, based on 
scarce, dated and local (rather than overall) available 
data, that the available mental health capacity in terms 
of staffing and facilities does not meet the overall  
needs of the population.

	 In addition, the summary of available data shows 
considerable data gaps in regards to the status  
of children, and the status of child returnees in 
particular, along a range of important dimensions.  
A more comprehensive mapping of returnee needs  
and local contexts is needed to make tailored 
reintegration programs more effective. Monitoring  
and evaluation of returnee outcomes is also needed to 
better understand what works and in which contexts. 
Where monitoring is not feasible due to conflict  
and insecurity, returns should not be occurring. 

	 The following steps are recommended with a view  
to allowing the international community to compile the 
information necessary to achieving durable solutions: 

zz It is difficult, based on available data, to compare 
the vulnerabilities of the displaced with those  
of the general population. Similarly, additional  
risks related to disabilities or to unaccompanied 
minors have been difficult to ascertain from  
existing data sets. Data collection should adopt  
a displacement focus, and data collection 
instruments should be standardized. Once collected, 
raw (anonymized) data should be shared among 
stakeholders rather than just presented in a report 
in the form of summary statistics.

zz Respecting the Age, Gender and Diversity 
approach, information must be collected and 
presented disaggregated by age – lest the plight  
of the most vulnerable become lost in the  
aggregate of the population as a whole, or (in  
the case of selected areas and selected indicators) 
the returnee population as a whole.

zz Child-sensitive indicators must feature more 
prominently in future rounds of data collection 
targeting both the displaced, and the population  
as a whole. While some relevant metrics  
(such as trafficking, child recruitment etc.)  
suffer from notorious underreporting, many are 
measurable and should be collected as a matter  
of course, by all, disaggregated by migration  
status and age. Those include the prevalence  
of child labor and child marriage, child malnutrition 
and school attendance rates, as well as data  
on the prevalence of children without any type  
of legal documentation. 

	 These minimum standards currently only exist  
(in a measurable fashion) in one of the two realms 
covered by the child-sensitive durable solutions 
indicators: the SPHERE standards represent the most 
widely known and internationally recognized set  
of common principles and universal minimum standards 
in life-saving areas of humanitarian response and  
then additionally the UNHCR protection thresholds. 

	 However, across all four domains of physical safety, 
material safety, legal safety and mental health,  
it remains difficult to determine how the displaced  
fare with respect to the host population, and if this 
forms the basis of a longer-term integrated solutions. 
The exact point at which a solution has indeed been 
reached is not universally agreed upon – this lack  
of specificity is also apparent in the context of Iraq.  
It is recommended that a monitoring scheme be 
developed which standardizes the generation  
of relevant ‘solutions’ data. Such data, disaggregated  
by age and migration status, should inform a broad 
stakeholder dialogue (including humanitarian and 
development actors along with Government, regional 
administrations and local authorities) on the topic  
of minimum standards in the Iraq returns environment. 

	 Finally, differences in the different dimensions are 
subject to considerable regional disparities though  
this does not clearly show from this analysis. This 
 calls for area-based solutions to displacement affected 
communities, and urgently needed more granular 
research particularly in the regions where high  
returns numbers have happened – enabling pragmatic 
advocacy, locally anchored response strategies and 
programming inclusive of and accountable to returnees, 
IDPs and host communities. Iraq poses a setting  
where we are able to make reintegration sustainable 
for all children. 
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	 1	  
Returns contextualized

	 Between 1990 and 2015, the number of people born  
in Somalia but living abroad more than doubled, from 
850,000 to over two million.1 The civil war in Somalia 
dramatically increased the size of the diaspora, the 
majority of which is composed of refugees. A large 
share of the displaced never left the region: according 
to UNHCR, slightly over one million refugees from 
Somalia are hosted in neighboring countries including 
Ethiopia (256,000 Somali refugees), Kenya (527,000) 
and war-torn Yemen (256,000).2 The Somali community 
in Europe is estimated at 250,000 (mainly clustered in 
the UK, the Nordic countries and Germany), with the 
United States hosting approximately the same number.3

	 Large regional differences exist in Somalia today,  
in terms of security, governance and legislation, 
including child-specific legislation, alongside disparities 
in general socio-economic welfare, educational levels 
etc. Generally speaking, Somaliland has experienced  
a more peaceful and prosperous development than the 
rest of the country. It should be noted that Al-Shabaab 
does not operate in Somaliland. 

	 Today, despite the fact that the southern part of 
Somalia continues to face high levels of food insecurity 
and remains subject to devastating insecurity, returns 
are increasing. From January to October 2017, close  
to 34,000 Somali refugees were voluntarily repatriated 
from Kenya.4 Human Rights Watch denounced Kenya’s 
repatriation program for Somali refugees, calling it 
“fueled by fear and misinformation.” 5 UNHCR reports 
that over 30,600 Somalis have returned to Somalia 
from Yemen since the beginning of the war there  
in 2015.6 Indeed, although certain returns are fueled  
by perceived opportunities back in Somalia, material 
and psychological pressures have certainly contributed 
to the decision of a number of returnees. 

	 These returns to a highly fragile context have  
received considerable attention. The Nairobi Declaration 
on Durable Solutions for Somali Refugees and Reintegration 
of Returnees in Somalia has committed to developing  
a comprehensive regional approach to facilitate 
durable solutions and to strengthen the protection 
environment for Somali refugees. A comprehensive 
IGAD (Intergovernmental Authority on Development) 
Regional Framework for Durable Solutions is based on 
national plans while also supported by the international 
community at large. This builds on the Comprehensive 
Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) of the New York 
Declaration on Refugees and Migrants. Comprehensive 
efforts are also underway under the EU Emergency 
Trust Fund (EUTF) for Stability, and Addressing the  
Root Causes of Irregular Migration and Displaced Persons  
in Africa which aims to create economic opportunities, 
strengthen resilience and contribute to improved 
migration management. 

	 Somalia has a very young population, of which 44%  
are under 14 years old.7 Children have also accounted 
for the majority of returns to Somalia in recent years 
and months. These children enjoy a certain status  
and protection under the law, including the Constitution 
which grants them the right to protection from abuse 
and mistreatment, and underscores the right to  
free education up to secondary school. Somalia is  
a signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, and a Child Rights Bill is in the process of being 
drafted. In practice however, the law for most Somalis  
is Sharia, and the traditional law (xeer) does not 
contain specific definitions of childhood, or particular 
rules regarding children as a group.8 Little is known 
about the conditions faced by child returnees, besides 
the fact that they are returning to a country ranked  
last on the 2014 Human Development Index.

	 Using Save the Children’s child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicator framework, this paper assesses  
the information available on return conditions in 
Somalia. It sheds light on data available, and data  
gaps, for the population as a whole, and child  
returnees in particular. It summarizes what is known  
of the conditions of children generally, and then 
analyses conditions of returnee children in Somalia, 
consequently presents recommendations in terms  
of support needed, and information required to  
better monitor respect of international obligations  
in regards to child rights. 

	 This report provides stakeholders with the  
knowledge needed to better support vulnerable 
returnee children and improve their access to  
rights in Somalia. It should be used in combination  
with information regarding associated key drivers  
of solutions, namely public attitudes, the policy 
environment, solutions programming in place,  
as well as the input of the displaced themselves  
in shaping the policies and programmes designed  
to benefit them.
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	 2	  
Return conditions: available  
information and data gaps

	 The 4 dimensions of the child-specific durable  
solutions assessment indicator framework are  
material, physical and legal safety as well as 
psychosocial well-being. Each of these dimensions is  
in turn composed of a number of individual indicators. 
The following section sheds light on those relevant 
indicators and dimensions where reliable data is 
available, ideally disaggregated not only by migration 
status but furthermore by age. In order to ascertain  
to which degree returnees in general, and child 
returnees specifically, face particular hardship,  
their status is compared to that of the population as  
a whole whenever possible. Offering a comprehensive 
view of the various domains that support the welfare  
of a child, this indicator framework is designed to help 
the user understand the extent to which the general 
environment is conducive to achieving durable solutions 
for children. This framework was not developed  
with the objective of assessing protection thresholds  
or informing status determination, but rather as  
a generalized baseline which can enable prioritized 
reintegration support to children, and assist child/
adolescent focused as well as general stakeholders in 
their quest to minimize migration-specific vulnerabilities 
of young returnees. As such it should be perceived  
as complementary to the durable solution efforts of  
the UN team in Somalia and of the Regional Durable 
Solutions Secretariat (ReDSS), and function as 
complementary to existing data collection mechanisms, 
and as a mobilization instrument of actors which  
focus on children and youth. 

	 Caveat: No primary data was collected for this brief.  
The data presented is based on a thorough review of the 
available literature, but does not claim to be exhaustive  
of all information in the public domain. It was aggregated 
from different sources which on occasion adopt their own 
definitions of indicators, and sometimes figures do not cover 
the entire country but are rather reflective of a particular 
local context within Somalia. This is pointed out in the text 
where applicable. Sources are provided for all figures cited.

	 Physical Safety
	

 

	 States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures  
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental 
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation.

	 CDC  
Article 19 

	 With quite significant regional variables, Somalia  
as a whole suffers from chronic levels of insecurity  
and violence, with government authorities unable  
to ensure reliable security and rule of law. A long-term 
armed conflict between the Somali National Army  
and anti-government insurgents (including Al-Shabaab) 
has led to underlying societal violence and abuse  
of civilians. Amnesty International reported in 2017  
that “all parties to the conflict were responsible for violations 
of human rights and international humanitarian law.” 9

	 Protection against violence and abuse

	 This category of indicators focuses on the risk  
of violence and abuse incurred by children in  
the countries of return, their risk of child detention  
and their vulnerability to human trafficking.  
Established indicators measuring the exposure  
to violence do not exist. At best, one may consult  
data on violent incidents. 

	 ACTED reports that between January 2016 and  
August 2017, close to 1,500 civilians were killed,  
with about half of those stemming from conflict and  
half from “remote violence” (where the conflict actor 
engages another group while remaining spatially 
removed from the area of attack, and which targets 
adults and children indiscriminately). In a climate  
of indiscriminate attacks, returnees are not generally 
targeted specifically based on their migration 
background. Given the lack of apparent distinction 
between returnees and their non-displaced peers  
in the wider Somali security context, one might  
thus use the information on violence suffered by the 
population as a whole as a proxy for violence suffered 
also by returnees, as well as child returnees.
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	 Sexual and gender-based violence,  
including FGM is a prevalent issue in Somalia,  
and appears to be particularly widespread  
within Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps10.  
Child detention is a reality, with reported cases  
of decade-long sentences for children condemned  
by military court for “insurrection” after forced 
recruitment by Al-Shabaab.11 While information 
regarding trafficking in Somalia remains particularly 
difficult to obtain or verify, its victims appear to  
stem primarily from Somalia’s southern and central 
regions, and to be subjected to trafficking within  
the country, especially in Puntland and Somaliland  
in the north.12 Women and girl migrants working in  
the informal economy are particularly vulnerable  
to trafficking.

	 Protection of child rights

	 This dimension covers the right of children to be  
safe from recruitment into armed forces, from forced 
labor and child marriage. The UN Security Council 
December 2016 Report on Children and Armed Conflict  
in Somalia discusses grave violations committed against 
children. The UN Somalia and Eritrea Monitoring 
Group notes an overall rise in the number of instances 
and recruitment of child soldiers as verified by the UN, 
with recruits as young as eight years old. According  
to UNICEF’s 2016 Situation Analysis on Children in 
Somalia, about half of Somali children aged between  
5 and 14 engage in child labor. The rate is higher for 
rural than for urban children, and higher for older  
than for younger children within that age group. The 
incidence of child labor is somewhat higher for girls 
than for boys. The legal age for marriage in Somalia  
is 18 (but 16 for girls whose parents explicitly consent 
to the match). UNICEF estimates that half of all  
girls marry before reaching the age of 18.13 Save the 
Children noted in 2017 that this figure might slowly  
be declining, but that child marriage is relatively  
more prevalent in the south and central parts of the 
country (i.e. areas of high return) than the north.14

	 Protection from other incidents

	 Other factors which might make a context unsafe  
for minors (as well as adults) to return to are natural 
hazards, along with human-made hazard such as 
landmines. The main natural hazard facing Somalia’s 
population, and a major cause of both internal  
and external displacement, is drought, leading in  
turn to further population movements, increased 
inter-communal conflict and often devastating  
famines. As of mid-2017, some 740,000 people had  
been displaced by drought, with a quarter of those 
under the age of five.15 Added to this is the risk of 
man-made risk factors such as landmines and cluster 
munitions. The UN Mine Action Service recorded  
22 casualties in 2016 – three quarters of those  
were children.16

	 Material Safety

	  
 

	 In Somalia, two key factors resulting in a dire 
humanitarian situation are the prevalent risk  
of drought and the desolate security situation. This is  
a challenge for the population as a whole, whilst also 
being a major driver of displacement. As a result, 
returnees and IDPs face a “lack of protective shelter,  
safe water and sanitation facilities as well as other basic 
needs in the displacement settlements [which] further 
increase the exposure of the most vulnerable to protection 
risks”, as per the UNOCHA Humanitarian Bulletin  
from April 2017. 17

	 For the population to enjoy material safety, basic needs 
in terms of water / sanitation, nutrition, healthcare  
and shelter need to be covered in line with the minimum 
SPHERE standards. Furthermore, and particularly for 
children, access to education must be ensured. For such 
material safety to be available in the long-term and in  
a self-reliant fashion, livelihoods must be sustainable.18

	 WASH

	 Material safety in the water and sanitation sector 
implies that the population has daily access to sufficient 
and safely accessible drinking water. Adequate toilet 
facilities must be available and safe, both in terms  
of hygiene and access. A report by the African 
Development Bank group noted in 2016 t that only  
an estimated 31% of the population in North-West 
Somalia has access to safe drinking water, compared  
to 19% in the North-East and 20% in the South.  
The differences between urban and rural environments  
is stark – while a third of Mogadishu residents might 
enjoy access to safe water, this is only the case for  
10% in rural areas.18

	 The situation tends to be worse for the displaced.  
The 2019 Humanitarian Needs Overview notes that  
41% of IDP households have insufficient access to  
water to meet their needs, compared to 26% of host 
households.19 Catholic Relief Services (CRS) notes in its 
2018 appeal for emergency WASH that “IDP populations 
are among the most vulnerable to water borne diseases  
due to overcrowded living conditions and lack of access  
to clean water supply or improved latrines.” CRS notes  
that this lack of adequate and accessible WASH 
services leads to protection concerns, particularly for 
children.20 The 2018 Strategic Operational Framework 
of the Somalia WASH Cluster calls poor access  
to safe drinking water and lack of adequate sanitation 
facilities coupled with poor hygienic practices major 
threats for the survival of children in Somalia.21
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	 Nutrition

	 Reliance on subsistence farming does not bode well  
in periods of drought, and Somalia is highly vulnerable 
to periodic large-scale famine. According to the  
UN Secretary General, 6.2 million people, or close  
to half of the overall population, faced acute food 
insecurity in 2017.22 The Global Acute Malnutrition  
rate stands at 17% overall, while the Severe Acute 
Malnutrition rate stands at 3%. UNICEF notes that  
1.2 million children under the age of five are acutely 
malnourished.23 The April-June 2017 Food Security  
and Nutrition Analysis assessment indicates that the 
prevalence of global acute malnutrition in the livelihood 
zones of Bay, Bakool, Gedo, as well as in the IDP camps 
in Hargeisa, Berbera, Qardo, is critical (15–30%).24  
The risk of malnutrition is not specific to returnees,  
or child returnees, but likely to be felt acutely by those 
who do not have access to land and networks which 
might help to mitigate the shock. Indeed, the Danish 
Refugee Council (DRC) notes in 2016 that in the 
Benadir region, 41% of interviewed returnees have  
a poor Food Consumption Score (FCS), compared  
to 9% of the resident population.25

	 Housing

	 Somalia is urbanizing fast, and an increasing number  
of city dwellers are living in precarious conditions.26 
Many settlements for the displaced have turned  
into urban slums.27 The displaced are more likely to  
live in temporary housing: while the majority of IDPs  
and returnees lived in temporary shelters in 2016,  
this was only the case for 14% of local residents.28  
In the absence of a home to return to, many returnees 
join IDP settlements and become part of the urban 
poor. ReDSS reports that in three quarters of the 
settlements profiled by IOM’s Displacement Tracking 
Matrix (DTM), shelter was identified as the most 
needed humanitarian support.29 However, needs  
of returnees in terms of housing must be assessed in  
a differentiated fashion. While returnees in Mogadishu 
and Kismayo are likely to arrive in IDP camps, those  
in Baidoa might benefit from lower costs of land and 
living and, at least temporarily, be better off than  
their non-displaced peers.30

	 Healthcare

	 According to LandInfo, “Somalia has a poor health  
and health services situation compared to most other  
African countries and an estimated 80% of the population 
has no access to health care”.31 Infant mortality is  
137 per 1,000 live births, which is the third highest  
in the world.32 The National Development plan for 
2017–2019 for Somalia states that routine immunization 
coverage remains very low, as only 46% of children 
received the necessary doses of pentavalent vaccine 
and 43% for measles in 2014.33 Data covering the  
entire returnee population of Somalia is not available, 
but as noted by ReDSS in 2017, the displaced and the 
poorest of the poor suffer the most as they are not able 
to access private health care providers.34

	 Education

	 The right to education is not guaranteed in Somalia  
and the national gross enrollment rate (GER) stands at 
30% for primary education. The situation is particularly 
dire for the displaced: REACH reports that 58% of  
girls in host communities are out of school, compared 
to 75% of girls in displaced communities. According  
to REACH, “the large gap in attendance rates between  
IDP and non-displaced households highlights the financial 
costs preventing displaced households from accessing 
education services.” 35 According to the ReDSS some  
90% of returnee children are out of school, often due  
to the inability to pay school fees.

	 Livelihoods

	 Somalia is one of the world’s poorest countries,  
with a large share of the population living in extreme 
poverty. To a large extent, the Somali economy  
is based on agriculture and pastoralism – livestock 
which is highly sensitive to climatic shocks accounts  
for some 40% of GDP.36 Various sources estimate  
the unemployment rate to be between 50–66%.37 
Disaggregated figures by migration status for all of 
Somalia do not exist, but it is commonly acknowledged 
by stakeholders that the lack of livelihood opportunities 
is one of the most urgent challenges for returnees  
and IDPs in Somalia.

	 Access to electricity

	 Somalis have limited access to electricity, which 
negatively affects quality of life and constrains 
productivity. Somalia is reliant upon charcoal and 
firewood as the core sources of energy, “meeting 
80%–90% of the energy needs of the country and resulting 
in excessive exploitation of these primary resources” 
according to the 2017–2019 National Development 
plan. Access to electricity varies considerably by  
region, with estimates ranging from 68% in Hargeisa  
to 23% in Merka. 
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	 Legal Safety

 

	 Within the dimension of legal safety, child-appropriate 
durable solutions imply that the population of concern 
has some kind of legal identity/civil documentation. 
Society does everything in its power to keep children 
and parents from being separated, and to reunite  
them should such need arise. People feel that they have 
access to fair justice mechanisms, and their movement 
is not restricted.

	 Civil documentation

	 Obtaining civil documentation is naturally  
challenging in a context where there is no recognized 
civil authority to issue such documents, or to register 
births, marriages or deaths. It is hard to ascertain, 
though well within the realm of possibility, that 
returnees might have a higher probability of possessing 
some kind of ID compared to the local population.  
The ReDSS reports, however, that the majority of  
IDPs and refugee returnees do not have documents 
such as birth certificates, national ID cards or other 
personal documents, “although it has to be considered  
that lack of documentation is a problem that also  
affects the rest of the population.” It is estimated  
that fewer than 10% of IDPs/returnees in Kismayo 
covered by a multi-sectoral assessment possess  
legal identity documents.38

	 Family (re)unification

	 Save the Children reports in 2017 that “more than  
a million children in Somalia are at risk of (…) being 
separated from their families.” 39 UNICEF reports that  
the percentage of Somali children living away from  
any biological parent is rising over time. According to 
the most recent available estimate, the share of minors 
aged 15–17 separated from their parents stands at  
18%, compared to 12% of children aged 5–9 and close 
to 3% of children aged 0–4.40 Exact figures for displaced 
populations do not exist, but it has been reported that 
families sometimes send their children to live in IDP 
camps to improve their access to basic services. There 
are not currently adequate mechanisms in place for 
tracing children separated from, and reuniting them 
with, their families. 

	 Justice mechanism

	 Although the judiciary is technically an independent 
branch of government, the judicial system remains 
largely dysfunctional across the country. Human Rights 
Watch notes that “the military court continues to try cases 
that are not within its jurisdiction, including terrorism-related 
offenses, and cases against civilians, contrary to international 
law and the provisional constitution.” 41 Traditional justice 
mechanisms are often preferred, including tribal courts 
which by definition depend on local clans for their 
authority (and are thus likely less readily accessible to 
displaced populations). Overall, perceptions of integrity 
are low at 48%.42 Children are at risk in terms of fair 
access to the judiciary: the Special Representative  
of the UN Secretary-General for Children and  
Armed Conflict notes in 2017 that “for children brought 
before a court, there were concerns about the lack of 
application of juvenile justice standards and the adherence  
to international obligations.” 43

	 Freedom of movement

	 Even if freedom of movement is theoretically 
guaranteed, this is a moot point in the Somali context. 
De facto, there are grave risks involved in travelling 
related to the various checkpoints manned by either 
government forces or Al-Shabaab. Furthermore, 
banditry is rampant.44 As such, even in the absence  
of official statistics, it is evident that freedom of 
movement is severely restricted to anyone traveling  
in Somalia today.exist. 
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	 Mental health and  
psychosocial safety

 

	 In order for child-sensitive durable solutions to be 
ensured, mental health needs should receive particular 
attention. Any child-friendly return environment  
must feature spaces where children can safely socialize 
and thrive. Children must be respected as part of  
the community and, free from discrimination, have  
a sense of inclusion. Reconciliation programs should  
be available to those wishing to benefit from them. 
Children with special needs or suffering from mental 
health disorders/trauma have a right to benefit from 
adequate care.

	 Nurturing environment

	 Data is not available on the total number of  
child-friendly spaces in Somalia. While punctual  
needs assessments might well inquire into the  
sense of independence, perceived inclusion and  
feelings of discrimination of children (and, for that 
matter, adults), overall data speaking to these 
important, albeit somewhat subjective indicators  
does not currently exist. 

	 Community and family support, 
professional support

	 Information on the number and situation of people  
with disabilities in Somalia is not readily available.  
A collaborative profiling exercise of IDPs in Mogadishu 
notes that 1% of IDPs have a mental disability, similar  
to the host population. Other studies suggest that 
“disability amongst IDPs is likely to be higher than the  
15% average”.45 An informal survey targeting ten 
schools in Mogadishu in 2015 concluded that less than 
1% of children with disabilities were enrolled in school.46 
NRC notes that depression, anger and irritability were 
common among returnees, with three out of seven 
returnees from Europe suffering symptoms of distress. 
Somalia counts five mental health centers and three 
psychiatrists for a population of over 12 million.47
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	 3	  
Conclusions

	 This paper has provided an analysis of gaps, obstacles 
and opportunities for the criteria of the child-sensitive 
durable solutions indicators, namely physical safety, 
material safety, legal safety and psychosocial well-
being. It found that the challenges to achieving durable 
solutions in Somalia are many. All children in Somalia 
today face grave risks to their safety, and infringements 
upon their fundamental rights in regards to being  
safe from child labor, marriage, trafficking and 
recruitment into the armed forces. Current standards 
of living indicators are dire for the population as  
a whole, be they related to WASH, nutrition, shelter  
or livelihoods. The rule of law is not being upheld, 
freedom of movement not a reality and legal identity  
is near-inexistent. 

	 Ongoing initiatives in Somalia have shown that  
data collection, if built on collective efforts, will go a 
long way to support an accountable, solutions-oriented 
approach. The following steps are recommended  
to those relevant actors and coalitions with a view to 
allowing the international community to compile the 
information necessary to achieving durable solutions 
for children in the Somalia context: 

zz It is difficult, based on available data, to compare 
the vulnerabilities of the displaced with those of  
the general population of the same age. Similarly, 
additional risks related to disabilities or to 
unaccompanied minors have been difficult to 
ascertain from existing data sets. Data collection 
should adopt a displacement focus, and data 
collection instruments should be standardized. Once 
collected, raw (anonymized) data should be shared 
among stakeholders rather than just presented in  
a report in the form of summary statistics.

zz Respecting the Age, Gender and Diversity 
approach, information must be collected and 
presented disaggregated by age – lest the plight of 
the most vulnerable become lost in the aggregate  
of the population as a whole, or (in the case of 
selected areas and selected indicators) the returnee 
population as a whole.

zz Child-sensitive indicators must feature more 
prominently in future rounds of data collection 
targeting both the displaced, and the population  
as a whole. While some relevant metrics (such  
as trafficking, child recruitment etc.) suffer from 
notorious underreporting, many are measurable 
and should be collected as a matter of course,  
by all, disaggregated by migration status and age. 
Those include the prevalence of child labour and 
child marriage, child malnutrition and school 
attendance rates, as well as data on the prevalence 
of children without any type of legal documentation. 

	 Rather than a one-dimensional checklist for local 
integration to be considered attained, a more 
appropriate – and realistic – approach is to consider 
minimum standards of acceptable conditions for  
people of concern. These minimum standards should 
naturally not only apply to the child-sensitive indicators 
but to the durable solutions frameworks as a whole, 
and be widely available and regularly updated to the 
Somalia context. 
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	 1	  
Returns contextualized

	 Seven years of armed conflict in Syria have displaced 
millions of people inside and outside the country, 
sparking an international humanitarian crisis. 
According to the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), over 5,6 million Syrians were 
registered as refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq 
and Egypt by early 2019 and an additional 6.2 million 
people, including 2.5 million children, have been 
displaced internally since the conflict began in 2011.11 
Today, some of these displaced are starting to return: 
750,000 IDPs and tens of thousands of refugees 
returned to their area of origin in the first half of 2018 
alone – as many as chose to do so during the whole  
of 2017.2 Sending women and children back to Syria, 
where the cost of living is lower, while men stay behind 
to work appears to have become a common coping 
mechanism in countries such as Lebanon. However, 
stakeholders on the ground allege that these returns 
may not have been fully informed, safe, voluntary,  
or sustainable.3 While there is no clear picture of the 
conditions in places of return and progress towards 
achieving solutions, patterns of renewed displacement 
have been confirmed with hundreds of thousands  
of returnees displaced again upon their return.4

	 Children make up over 40% of the people in need  
in Syria today.5 If little is known about the return 
conditions in general, even less is known about  
the conditions for children in return areas. Syria is  
now often referred to as the world’s most dangerous 
country to be a child 6 – one in three Syrian children 
have known nothing but a lifetime shaped by conflict. 
This demographic has specific needs, defined by its 
unique experience of the crisis. Immediate concerns 
persist over the possible loss of a generation due to  
a combination of child protection risks7. The “No Lost 
Generation” approach has placed these issues at the 
center of humanitarian needs analysis in the context  
of the Syrian crisis.8 

	 The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
ratified by Syria in 1990, is the main human rights 
treaty in international law that guarantees the 
protection of children. A number of domestic legislative 
measures and mechanisms were established in Syria 
prior to the conflict to uphold and protect child rights, 
namely the Syrian Commission for Family Affairs 
(SCFA) which was created in 2003 as the main 
authority responsible for monitoring and coordinating 
efforts to implement the CRC, and a National Child 
Protection Plan which in 2005.9 Yet since the outbreak 
of armed conflict, little information has been generated 
on child protection mechanisms in Syria.

	 Using Save the Children’s Child-Sensitive Durable 
Solutions Indicators, this paper assesses the  
information available on return conditions in Syria.  
It sheds light on data available, and data gaps,  
for the population as a whole and child returnees  
in particular.10 It summarizes what is known of the 
conditions of children generally, and then analyses 
conditions of returnee children in Syria in the  
relevant dimensions, and consequently presents 
recommendations in terms of support needed,  
and information required to better monitor respect  
of international obligations in regards to child rights. 
This report provides stakeholders with the knowledge 
needed to better support vulnerable returnee  
children and improve their access to rights. It should  
be used in combination with information regarding 
associated key drivers of solutions, namely  
public attitudes, the policy environment, solutions 
programming in place, as well as the input of  
the displaced themselves in shaping the policies  
and programmes designed to benefit them.

	 2	  
Return conditions: available  
information and data gaps

	 The 4 dimensions of the child-specific durable solutions 
assessment are material, physical and legal safety  
as well as psychosocial well-being. Each of these 
dimensions is in turn composed of a number of 
individual indicators. The following section sheds light 
on those relevant indicators and dimensions where 
reliable data is available, ideally disaggregated not only 
by migration status but furthermore by age. Offering  
a comprehensive view of the various domains that 
support the welfare of a child, this indicator framework 
is designed to help the user understand the extent  
to which the general environment is conducive to the 
achievement of durable solutions for children. The 
indicators were not developed with the objective  
of assessing protection thresholds or informing status 
determination, but rather as a generalized baseline 
which can enable prioritized reintegration support,  
and assist stakeholders in their quest to minimize 
migration-specific vulnerabilities of young returnees. 

	 Caveat: No primary data was collected for this brief.  
The data presented is based on a thorough review of the 
available literature, but does not claim to be exhaustive  
of all information in the public domain. It was aggregated 
from different sources which on occasion adopt their own 
definitions of indicators, and sometimes figures do not cover 
the entire country but are rather reflective of a particular 
local context within Somalia. This is pointed out in the text 
where applicable. Sources are provided for all figures cited.
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	 Physical Safety
	

 

	 States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures  
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental 
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation. 

	 CDC  
Article 19 

	 The lack of physical safety is the main driver  
of displacement in and out of Syria. Indiscriminate 
attacks by most, if not all parties to this complex 
conflict have directly targeted civilians, including 
bombardments of residential areas, schools, market 
areas and medical facilities, with barrel bombs, 
artillery, aerial attacks and mortars, resulting in  
mass civilian casualties. It is also widely believed that 
chemical weapons have been used in Syria. From March 
2011 to May 2018, a total of 189,229 conflict-related 
deaths, two thirds of them civilian, were officially 
recorded 11, though credible estimates for total number 
of casualties since the beginning of the conflict exceed 
500,000.12 According to UNICEF, in 2017 alone, close  
to 1,000 children were killed in conflict.13 In mid-2018, 
whilst the violence appears to be abating in many 
areas, it continues to worsen in enclaves which  
remain disputed.14

	 Protection against violence and abuse

	 In the first half of 2017, the Syria Monitoring and 
Reporting Mechanism on grave violations against 
children in situations of armed conflict verified  
over 1,000 grave violations, including 75 instances  
of detention of children for alleged association with 
armed actors, and 524 instances of killing and maiming 
of children.15 The 2017 Secretary-General report on 
Conflict-related Sexual Violence states ‘that sexual violence 
continues to be used by parties to the Syrian conflict  
as a systematic tactic of warfare, terrorism and torture’ 16. 
Although in mid-2018, as the civil war winds down, 
violence is abating in many (but not all) areas, recent 
data suggests that abuse remains common. In one  
in three communities assessed as part of the 2018 
Humanitarian Needs Overview data collection exercises, 
respondents reported that sexual violence was 
occurring. While trafficking of women and children  
for sexual exploitation and forced labor is allegedly 
rampant, the 2017 US Department of State Trafficking  
in Persons report notes that the Government “did not 
investigate or punish traffickers, including officials complicit 
in recruiting and using child soldiers, nor did it identify  
or protect any trafficking victims.” 17

	 No data of violence suffered disaggregated  
by migration status exists, but sources indicate that 
returnees are at a risk of particularly harsh treatment 
as a result of imputed political opinion 18, particularly  
if they are from regions with more opposition activity/
fighting.19 Reports exist of a number of returnees  
from Europe having been killed upon return to Syria.20 
Young men in particular are commonly imprisoned and 
subjected to interrogation, before being conscripted 
into the army.

	 Protection of child rights

	 States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure  
that members of their armed forces who have not attained 
the age of 18 years do not take a direct part in hostilities.

	 Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child  
on the involvement of children in armed conflict  
Article 1

	 The use of young children in the Syrian conflict  
has been well documented over several years. The  
Syria Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism verified 
1,940 cases of recruitment and use of children by 
parties to the conflict in Syria between March 2011  
and March 2017. The 2017 report by the Secretary 
General on Children in Armed Conflict found 20% of 300 
verified cases involved children under the age of 15, 
many of whom are reported to have engaged in  
active combat roles.21 In close to half of communities 
surveyed for the recent Humanitarian Needs Overview, 
child recruitment was perceived as occurring in  
their community.22

	 According to Syrian domestic law, it is unlawful  
to employ young men and women before they  
complete their basic education or reach the age  
of 15 (whichever comes second). Nonetheless, child 
labor is reported in eight out of ten (and is “common”  
in three out of ten) of the 4,185 communities surveyed 
for the HNO, including in its most dangerous and 
hazardous forms such as begging and scavenging  
for scrap metal. It is difficult to contrast this number 
with the situation pre-conflict, but it is clear that child 
labor was already an issue in Syria prior to the crisis – 
in 2000, a study of 20,000 households found that family 
businesses, agriculture, manufacturing, trade, hotels, 
restaurants and the construction industry were the 
main employers of children.23

	 Although the minimum age for marriage under  
Syria’s Personal Status Code is 17, seven communities 
out of ten reported the occurrence of early marriage, 
exposing girls to loss of self-esteem, significant personal 
protection risks and health issues as well as depriving 
them of an education.24
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	 Protection from other incidents

	 We passed through a mine land, we had to let the  
sheep pass before us … they died because of the mines. 
Those sheep were all that we had. 

	 Returnee interview 
Aleppo, 2017 25

	 Syria’s disasters are man-made rather than natural.  
In the first half of 2017 alone, over 23,000 individual 
explosive events were registered in the Clash  
database, including IEDs, bombardments and incidents 
of heavy weapons fire.26 In four communities out  
of ten assessed for the recent HNO, respondents 
reported the presence of explosive hazards. A third  
of respondents reported knowing cases of injury  
or death as a result of explosive hazard contamination. 
Children are also reported to be exposed to threats 
while playing. The heavy use of explosive weapons and 
high level of contamination in some inhabited areas,  
or areas to which children and their families want  
to return, can prevent girls and boys from accessing 
basic services such as healthcare and education.27

	 Material Safety

	  
 

	 Every child has the right to the highest attainable standard  
of healthcare and treatment of illness and rehabilitation,  
and to safe drinking water, nutritious food, and a clean and 
safe environment. 

	 CRC 
Article 19

	 For the population to enjoy material safety, basic needs 
in terms of water / sanitation, nutrition, healthcare  
and shelter need to be covered in line with the minimum 
SPHERE standards. Furthermore, and particularly for 
children, access to education must be ensured. For such 
material safety to be available in the long-term and  
in a self-reliant fashion, livelihoods must be sustainable. 

	 WASH

	 Before the start of the conflict, the population  
of Syria was served by well-developed, state-owned, 
centrally-managed water systems. The cities had 
sewage systems and treatment plants, while other 
parts of the country relied on more traditional 
technologies. Today, many systems only operate at  
a fraction of their original design capacity, and others 
are non-operational. 

	 Families in some areas of the country are now  
spending up to a fifth of their income to secure access 
to water.28 It is estimated that some 13 million people 
lack sustained access to water. Efforts to repair  
facilities are hampered by a scarcity of spare parts  
(due to sanctions) and access challenges.29

	 In 2017, 96% of returnees returned to their own  
houses, many of which remain damaged and in  
need of extensive repair.30 Regarding sanitation, the 
HNO finds that almost all of the surveyed population 
has access to a functioning toilet. Sewage networks 
thus generally appear to have remained intact, 
although wastewater treatment plants are often 
damaged. Sanitation needs in Syria are considerably 
higher among displaced populations living in informal 
settlements (0.01%), collective temporary shelters  
or in camps compared to the rest of the population.  
In addition to general issues of over-crowding  
and cleanliness of sanitation facilities, assessments 
confirmed that protection issues, such as the lack  
of door locks and lights, lack of gender segregated 
facilities, long distance to the facilities as well as the 
lack of privacy and harassment on the way to facilities 
are considerable concerns for women and girls.

	 Nutrition

	 Prior to the conflict, the Syrian Government  
subsidized several basic goods, including bread.  
Bread subsidies have remained in place, while  
those for other commodities have fluctuated due to  
a reduction in resources.31 In parallel, the proportion  
of income spent on food has soared as incomes and 
household food production have decreased, while food 
prices have increased dramatically. Before the crisis, 
about a quarter of Syrian households spent over  
half their annual income on food. In 2017, an estimated  
90% of households are spending more than half of their 
annual income on food. Half of all households have 
been forced to reduce the number of meals consumed 
each day.32

	 Today, the HNO finds that 4.6 million girls and  
boys under five years of age (as well as pregnant  
and lactating women) are at risk of under-nutrition  
and in need of preventive and curative nutrition  
services in 2018. Close to 85,000 children under the  
age of five are suspected to be acutely undernourished, 
and close to 900,000 are deemed to suffer from 
nutritional deficiencies.33 Four million people are at  
risk of becoming food insecure due to the depletion  
of assets to maintain food consumption.34 While overall 
statistics regarding the food security of households 
disaggregated by migration status do not exist, it is  
of note that many of the sub-districts said to be facing 
critical problems in terms of nutrition are located  
in areas of high return, including Aleppo, Al Hasakeh 
and the rural outskirts of Damascus. 
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	 Housing

	 Shelter and infrastructure damage has taken  
place on a massive scale, especially after the  
heavy bombardment of densely populated urban 
environments such as Aleppo, Al Bab, and Ar-Raqqa. 
According to a recent study by the World Bank 
covering eight governorates, a conservative estimate  
is that one third of all housing stock in the governorates 
has been impacted by the conflict, with 9% destroyed 
and 23% partially damaged.35 The damage and 
destruction varies across locations and between rural/
urban areas, with some neighborhoods completely 
destroyed beyond repair, and others with the potential 
to be salvaged.

	 4.2 million people remain in need of shelter support  
in Syria, while 5.3 million people live in inadequate 
shelters facing issues including lack of necessary bathing 
or cooking facilities, inadequate space, lack of privacy, 
lack of heating, lack of insulation, the inability to 
securely lock their home, and others.36 Up to 1.2 million 
families cannot afford rent costs, with a recent NRC 
report on Housing, Land and Property (HLP) issues  
in northwest Syria reporting ‘unaffordable housing’  
as a concern in 100% of sub-districts surveyed.37

	 Returnees are not more prone than other Syrians  
to suffer from damaged shelters a priori: a recent 
Durable Solutions Platform/Samuel Hall assessment  
of return conditions in areas of high return found  
that the majority of respondents found their shelter 
situation to be comparable to that of others around 
them. However, they face a heightened risk of disputed 
ownership (see civil documentation section). The 
Economist notes that “a decree, called Law 10, allows  
the regime to grab property from Syrians unless they  
can prove their ownership – hard for those who have fled.” 38 
Indeed, the fear of not being able to reclaim property 
appears to be one of the factors pushing returns in  
the first place. In areas of northwest Syria, disputes 
over ownership, rental and hosting arrangements were 
reported as the most common cause of HLP related 
challenges.39

	 Healthcare

	 In 2000, Syria ranked 108 out of 190 in the Global  
Health System Performance Index, and 15 out of 19 among 
Arab countries.40 The health system in Syria has since 
been severely disrupted by the conflict. Healthcare 
facilities, including hospitals and ambulance bases, have 
been repeatedly targeted in eastern Ghouta among 
other places. In opposition-held east Aleppo, the 
healthcare network was destroyed before the area  
was captured by government forces in late 2016.41  
In 2017, the Syria Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism 
on grave violations against children in situations of 
armed conflict verified attacks affecting health workers 
and facilities. 

	 Compared to pre-crisis coverage rates for polio, 
diphtheria-pertussis-tetanus, and measles (which  
stood above 90%), the WHO and UNICEF estimate 
that vaccination coverage may have fallen to  
the 60–70% range.42 The last available data puts the 
under 5 mortality rate at 18 in 2016, compared to  
11 in pre-conflict 2010.43 A 2017 assessment of return 
conditions in Aleppo, Idlib and Homs found that  
health needs are higher among the internally displaced  
(53%) and refugee returnees (47%) than their non-
displaced peers (42%). When asked if they could  
access psychological care if needed, 64% stated that  
it was inaccessible.44

	 Education

	 According to Syrian domestic law, education in  
Syria is free of charge at all stages and compulsory  
until the age of 15.45 Before the conflict, more than  
90% of primary school aged children were enrolled –  
one of the highest rates in the Middle East. The rate  
for secondary education enrolment was 67%, and  
the literacy rate stood at around 94%.46 After seven 
years of conflict, the formal education system has  
lost 180,000 teachers or over one third of education 
personnel. Damage or destruction are estimated  
to have affected 40% of school infrastructure.47 The 
Syria Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism on grave 
violations against children in situations of armed 
conflict verified 26 attacks on educational facilities  
in the first half of 2017 alone. 

	 The latest confirmed enrollment figures following  
the commencement of the conflict date back to 2013, 
when enrollment had dropped to 63% at the primary 
and 46% at the secondary level.48 The last available 
data (2008–2012) puts male youth literacy at 96%, 
female literacy at 94% and overall adult literacy at 
84%.49 Inside Syria, an estimated 1.75 million children, 
or almost one third of school-age children (aged  
5–17 years) from the school-year 2015/16 are out  
of school. A further 1.35 million are at risk of dropping 
out, particularly in displaced communities.50

	 Livelihoods

	 Securing a livelihood is one of the most critical 
challenges faced by people in Syria, with over half of  
the 5 million pre-crisis jobs no longer existing.51 There 
has been widespread destruction and contamination  
of agricultural infrastructure and value chains, as well 
as a general depletion of productive assets.52 Owing  
to distribution and concentration patterns of explosive 
hazards in Syria, displaced farmers and herders  
are likely to be particularly vulnerable, with a third  
of communities reporting that agricultural land was 
contaminated.53 This is reflected in an estimated 
unemployment rate of 53%, reaching as high as 75% 
among youth (15–24 years). Against this backdrop,  
the proportion of the population living in extreme 
poverty, or on less than US$1.90 a day, soared to  
69% by 2016 – over twice the pre-crisis rate.54
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	 For displaced families, access to income generating 
opportunities has been further diminished due to  
the breakup of families, with one third of all families 
reporting at least one absent member since 2011,  
often the main breadwinner.55 A 2017 assessment  
of return conditions in areas of high return found that 
little more than half of respondents were currently 
employed, and the majority of returnees stated  
that employment opportunities did not meet their 
needs.56 In Syria, child labour was reported as a  
coping mechanism in 82% of assessed communities.57 
Households are further resorting to harmful coping 
strategies that disproportionately affect the most 
vulnerable segments of the population, specifically 
children, youth and adolescents. These mechanisms 
include cutting back food consumption, spending 
savings and accumulating debt.58

	 Access to electricity

	 Before the conflict, electricity provision was  
relatively stable. Electricity production, transmission 
and distribution have been heavily affected by  
ongoing hostilities, leaving much of Syria’s electricity 
infrastructure non-operational. In 2017, less than  
20 billion kilowatt hour were produced, down  
from 50 billion in 2011.59 According to the recent  
sector severity analysis, almost 13 million people, 
roughly 70% of people in Syria, lack sustained  
access to electricity.60

	 Legal Safety

 

	 Within the dimension of legal safety, child-appropriate 
durable solutions imply that the population of concern 
has some kind of legal identity/civil documentation. 
Society does everything in its power to keep children 
and parents from being separated, and to reunite them 
should such need arise. People feel that they have 
access to fair justice mechanisms, and their movement 
is not restricted. 

	 Civil documentation

	 Legally registering children in their family booklet  
is critical in Syrian society. Registration provides  
official recognition of the child’s existence, identity  
and nationality. Without registration, it is not possible 
for children to obtain other critical documents such  
as an ID card or passport. Other civil documentation 
such as residency papers or marriage certificates, 
which also require proof of identity, may become 
difficult or impossible to obtain. Prior to the conflict 
more than 95% of children were registered at birth. 

	 Two recent assessments by NRC and UNHCR  
found that currently over half of children under  
five years old were not listed in their family booklet, 
and 13% of children under five years old in the north-
west of Syria, and 25% in the south, had no proof  
of any kind of their birth. Syria amended its legislation 
in February 2017 to increase financial penalties  
for delaying registration, which has only created 
additional barriers for IDPs and returnees to register 
their children. The 2018 HNO data collection exercise 
indicates that in 83% of assessed communities the  
lack/loss of civil documentation is an issue of concern. 

	 People on the move are both less likely to have  
legal, valid documentation,61 and more likely to lose  
it. Confiscation of identification documents upon  
arrival at check-points or transit centers by military 
authorities is widely reported and persisting. The 
disordered storing of documents while security 
procedures are conducted increases the risk of loss  
and damage, while delayed restitution has sometimes 
led IDPs to leave sites without their documentation.62 
Access to documentation services is “non-existent”, 
particularly in rebel-controlled areas of the country, 
notably in Aleppo.63

	 Family (re)unification

	 Family separation is common in Syria, and was 
witnessed in over half of the communities assessed 
within the 2018 HNO. Youth are more likely to  
be separated from family members than others 64,  
with adolescent boys (41%) and girls (38%) between 
12–17 years reported to be the most affected  
child population group. Save the Children found  
in a survey in 2017 that “77% of adults said they know  
of children who have lost one or both parents and, while  
the majority are taken in and cared for by grandparents, 
uncles and aunts, 18% said they know children who are  
living alone with no choice but to fend for themselves with 
little community or institutional support.” 65 Syria does  
not have a comprehensive law that addresses legal 
issues around alternative care.66

	 Justice mechanism

	 Demand for a functioning justice system in Syria  
is high, particularly for “mundane” justice (which  
covers the everyday needs of citizens such as housing, 
property rights, access to public services, and official 
documents).67 It is estimated that hundreds of thousands 
of housing disputes will need to be resolved once 
large-scale returns commence from Lebanon and 
Jordan alone.68 Yet Samuel Hall’s assessment of return 
conditions in Idlib, Aleppo and Homs found that over 
40% of interviewed households did not feel that they 
could turn to the courts or the police for help. 
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	 Freedom of movement

	 Movement is very restricted in Syria, particularly  
in the ‘hard to reach’ areas.69 Violence has led to the 
suspension of commercial flights, road closures, and 
restricted access to border crossings. Temporary 
checkpoints are set up in places where many people 
gather, such as markets, and universities, to capture 
young persons who have evaded or abandoned  
military service.70 State employees and military 
personnel require authorization prior to any travel. 
Those leaving the country without authorization  
are reportedly treated in accordance with the laws 
applicable to military deserters. Children require  
the written consent of the father in order to travel 
abroad (even when travelling with their mother).71  
The law also allows certain male relatives to place 
travel bans on women.72

	 Mental health and  
psychosocial safety

 

	 Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote 
physical and psychological recovery and social reintegration 
of a child victim of any form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse. 
(…) Such recovery and reintegration shall take place in  
an environment which fosters the health, self-respect and 
dignity of the child.

	 CRC  
Article 39

	 The psychological effect on young generations who 
have spent at least half of their lives in conflict, deprived 
of adequate food, education and healthcare, is among 
the most difficult risk categories to gauge.73 In order  
for child-sensitive durable solutions to be ensured, 
mental health needs should receive particular attention. 
Any child-friendly return environment must feature 
spaces where children can safely socialize and thrive. 
Children must be respected as part of the community 
and, free from discrimination, have a sense of inclusion. 
Reconciliation programs should be available to those 
wishing to benefit from them. Children with special 
needs or suffering from mental health disorders/trauma 
have a right to benefit from adequate care.

	 Nurturing environment

	 As noted in Save the Children’s Invisible Wounds report 
on Syria, having a safe place to play and socialize is 
crucial for normal childhood development. Although 
further follow-on research is needed, initial results  
are concerning. Nearly 40% rarely or never feel safe 
playing, even right next to their house, while nearly  
60% of 13–17 year olds said they do not feel safe  
when they are without their parents.74 In the same 
study, close to three in ten households reported that 
domestic tension was an everyday phenomenon  
for them. One in four children said they rarely or never 
have a place to go or someone to talk to when they  
are scared, sad or upset.75

	 Community and family support, 
professional support

	 When I asked about the availability of psychologists,  
they made fun of the question and didn’t understand it. (…) 
They were unaware of the role of such specialists in dealing 
with psychological strain. They claimed that psychological 
issues cannot be dealt with. 

	 Researcher’s notes  
Interviews with children aged 11–14; rural Damascus 76

	 Before the war there were only two public  
psychiatric hospitals in Syria, for a population  
of more than 21 million people.77 Seven years into the 
crisis, additional support is urgently needed to scale  
up services to address increasing mental health needs.  
The WHO states that over 27,000 people are estimated 
to be in need of mental health services through health 
centers, over 61,000 people need outpatient psychiatric 
care and almost 12,000 require inpatient psychiatric 
care. The WHO estimates that one in thirty people in 
people living in Syria suffers from severe mental health 
conditions (such as severe depression, psychosis, or 
disabling anxiety) and at least one in five suffers from 
mild to moderate mental health conditions (such as 
depression or anxiety disorders).78

	 Some two-thirds of children in Syria are said to have 
lost a loved one, had their house damaged, or suffered 
conflict-related injuries. Children who have endured 
these experiences and have been exposed to significant 
violence are susceptible to profound mental distress.79 
Save the Children found that close to half of all 
respondents noted that children regularly or always 
have feelings of grief or extreme sadness, yet “in some 
regions of more than 1 million people interviewees said  
there is just one professional psychiatrist.” 80
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	 3	  
Conclusions

	 This paper has provided an analysis of gaps,  
obstacles and opportunities for the criteria  
of the Child-Sensitive Durable Solutions Indicators,  
in the domains of physical safety, material safety,  
legal safety and psychosocial well-being. 

	 Even with the scarce information available, we can 
conclude that Syria today does not constitute an 
environment conducive for returns. It is clear from  
the information presented in the previous sections  
that while security and the coverage of basic needs 
might improve as the conflict abates, returnees  
are at a serious risk particularly in terms of access  
to justice, documentation and freedom of movement. 
Like all others, Syria’s children are entitled to a life  
in dignity and respect of their individual rights. Syria’s 
children are particularly prone to vulnerabilities, 
including malnutrition, exploitation, abduction and 
recruitment into armed groups and fighting forces, 
sexual violence, early marriage, trafficking and  
lack of opportunity to participate in decision-making. 
From the available data, it is clear that child labor  
and child marriage are rampant in the Syrian context. 
The crucial mental health component is understudied. 
The processes and support necessary to ensure 
sustainable returns for children are not in place,  
and it is likely that a large share of child returnees  
to Syria will re-migrate in the years to come. 

	 In addition, the brief summary of available data  
shows considerable data gaps in regards to the  
status of children, and the status of child returnees  
in particular, along a range of important dimensions.  
A more comprehensive mapping of returnee needs  
and local contexts is needed to make tailored 
reintegration programs more effective. Monitoring  
and evaluation of returnee outcomes is also  
needed to better understand what is working and  
in which contexts. Where monitoring is not feasible  
due to conflict and insecurity, returns should not  
be occurring. 

	 The following steps are recommended with  
a view to allowing the international community  
to compile the information necessary to achieving 
durable solutions:

zz It is difficult, based on available data, to compare 
the vulnerabilities of the displaced with those  
of the general population. Similarly, additional  
risks related to disabilities or to unaccompanied 
minors have been difficult to ascertain from  
existing data sets. Data collection should  
adopt a displacement focus, and data collection 
instruments should be standardized. Once  
collected, raw (anonymized) data should be shared 
among stakeholders rather than just presented  
in a report in the form of summary statistics.

zz Respecting the Age, Gender and Diversity 
approach, information must be collected and 
presented disaggregated by age – lest the  
plight of the most vulnerable become lost  
in the aggregate of the population as a whole,  
or (in the case of selected areas and selected 
indicators) the returnee population as a whole.

zz Child-sensitive indicators must feature more 
prominently in future rounds of data collection 
targeting both the displaced, and the population  
as a whole. While some relevant metrics  
(such as trafficking, child recruitment etc.)  
suffer from notorious underreporting, many  
are measurable and should be collected as  
a matter of course, by all, disaggregated  
by migration status and age. Those include the 
prevalence of child labor and child marriage,  
child malnutrition and school attendance rates,  
as well as data on the prevalence of children  
without any type of legal documentation. 

	 Rather than a one-dimensional checklist for local 
integration, a more appropriate – and realistic – 
approach is to consider minimum standards of 
acceptable conditions for people of concern. These 
minimum standards should naturally not only apply  
to the child-sensitive indicators but to the durable 
solutions frameworks as a whole. Important indicators 
of successful (re)integration must include whether 
returnees are safe, that they can return to a place 
where they have networks, and that they are able  
to support themselves and their families. 

	 These minimum standards currently only  
exist (in a measurable fashion) in one of the two  
frameworks covered by the child-sensitive durable 
solutions indicators: the SPHERE standards  
represent the most widely known and internationally 
recognized set of common principles and universal 
minimum standards in life-saving areas of humanitarian  
response and then additionally the UNHCR  
protection thresholds. 
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	 However, still in all four domains of physical safety, 
material safety, legal safety and mental health,  
not only is it hard to know how the displaced fare with 
respect to the non-displaced and if this forms the basis 
of a longer-term integrated solutions. While it is not 
universally agreed when a solution has indeed been 
reached, it is certainly also not agreed in the context  
of Syria, which seems a most urgent need given the 
increasing return dynamics. It is recommended that  
a monitoring scheme be developed which standardizes 
the generation of relevant ‘solutions’ data. Such  
data, disaggregated by age and migration status, 
should inform a broad stakeholder dialogue (including 
humanitarian and development actors along with 
Government, regional administrations and local 
authorities) on the topic of minimum standards in  
the Syrian returns environment. 

	 Finally, differences in the different dimensions are 
subject to considerable regional disparities though  
this does not clearly show from this analysis. This  
calls for area-based solutions to displacement affected 
communities, and urgently needed, more granular 
research particularly in the regions where high  
returns numbers are anticipated – enabling pragmatic 
advocacy, locally anchored response strategies and 
programming inclusive of and accountable to returnees, 
IDPs and host communities… and their children.
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