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Summary

This policy brief principally targets the educational needs of street children in Lebanon, while recognising that these
needs do not occur in a vacuum. Street children are herein defined as children between the ages of 6 and 15 who are
on the street during school hours. The Lebanese situation is unique as most street children are non-Lebanese citizens —
mostly members of refugee populations — and most do not actually live on the street, but rather return to their families
at the end of the day. Several government ministries and NGOs are involved in a variety of intervention programmes, but
there remains a lack of a common vision and practical coordination among these agencies.

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS

» Compilation of a national statistical
database on street children by the relevant
government institution (currently non-

existent);

Devising of a unified comprehensive action
plan for street children by the Ministry

of Social Affairs which will coordinate all
programmes targeting street children,
whether governmental or non-governmental;

Recognition of street children entering or
re-entering formal education as a Special
Needs group by the Ministry of Education
and Higher Education, which will devise
effective strategies to accommodate them
according to their individual situations once
when they seek to reenter the education
system in order to enable their reintegration
into the education system.

Introduction

In 2017, UNESCO estimated that there were around 150
million children on the street in the world. These children
have limited access to the basic needs of life and engage
in various income-generating activities on the street in
order to make a living, such as begging, shoe-shining,
selling small goods, etc. Some spend all day on the street
and later return to their families, while others live entirely
on the street without any connection to their families
(Crombach & Elbert, 2014; Panter-Brick, 2002; UNESCO,
2017). In Lebanon, these children generally conform to
the former; some are even accompanied by parents and/
orother family members while engaged in street activities.

What makes the Lebanese situation unique is the
prevalence of non-Lebanese children among the street-
child population. Some of the children are members of
stateless populations that traditionally move between
different countries in the region, particularly between
Lebanon and Syria, in addition to significant numbers of
Palestinian children. Overthe past decade, there has been
a massive influx of Syrian refugees, which has caused
Lebanon to become the country with the highest rate
of refugees per capita in the world (UNHCR, 2019). The
Lebanese government estimates that there are more than
1.5 million Syrian refugees in the country, including about
950,000 registered as refugees with the UNHCR. More than
three quarters of Syrian refugees in Lebanon live below the
poverty line (VASyr, 2018). The Syrian refugee population
has added immensely to the street-child population, and
although accurate figures are unavailable, anecdotal
evidence gathered from government officials and NGO
personnel suggests that non-Lebanese street children
outnumber Lebanese children by a possible ratio of 4:1.



Scholars disagree over who qualifies as a ‘street child’
with regards to defining variables, including age. This
lack of clarity in definition, along with the high mobility
of these children, makes it difficult to quantify the size of
the problem (UNICEF, 2005). In this policy brief, a ‘street
child’ is defined as a child between the ages of 6 and 15
who spends a major portion of their daytime on the street
instead of at school. This working definition is consistent
with the Lebanese law No. 150/2011, which stipulates that
children up to age 12 should attend primary school, while
children between the ages of 12 and 15 should attend
some form of post-primary education.

Legal and Institutional Factors

Asnoted earlier, formal education in Lebanon is compulsory
according to the until the age of 15. This covers primary
schooling and lower secondary schooling, culminating in
the Brevet examination. It can also encompass the initial
stages of technical/vocational education, equivalent
to Grades 8 and 9, which culminates in the Brevet
Professionnel examination. These provisions apply equally
to all children in Lebanon, regardless of their legal status,
such as refugee children.

Lebanese authorities have not enforced educational
attendance laws for the citizen population, let alone the
non-Lebanese population. The Ministry of Education and
Higher Education (MEHE) does not have enough capacity
at schools in areas where the number of street children is
greatest and there are inadequate preventative measures
taken to prevent school drop-outs. As a result of these
factors and others, many children do not seek school
enrolment, others are denied admission due to limited
capacity, and enrollees continuously drop out (Al-Hroub,
2014, 2015; World Bank, 2016).

As well as MEHE, several other government ministries are
involved in addressing the challenges that street children
present: The Ministry of Labour (Mol) is responsible
for combating child exploitation in the work force(Child
labor law No. XXX); the Ministry of Justice (Mo)) has a
juvenile section which is supposed to protect children
from exploitation and abuse; the Ministry of Social Affairs
(MoSA) conducts various welfare programmes for street
children including the provision of shelters for homeless
children (however, the availability of these shelters
remains inadequate); and the Internal Security Forces of
the Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities (MoIM) have
the power to remove children from the street, but generally
refrain from doing so because there is nowhere to take
them — except, in many cases, back to their families, who
will send them directly back to the street.

“MEHE does not have enough capacity
at schools in areas where the number
of street children is greatest and there
are inadequate preventative measures
taken to prevent school drop-outs.”

A few NGOs have designed intervention programmes for
street children, including educational programmes in
basic literacy and life skills. However, these efforts tend
to be piecemeal and reflect the various, and potentially
foreign, agendas of their organisations.

The core problem is that there is no common vision
among the various agencies, be they governmental or
non-governmental. Each operates according to its own
conception of the problem and its own ideas as to the
wisdom and legitimacy of intervention strategies. There
is accordingly no comprehensive, coordinated national
project in Lebanon to address the needs of street
children, especially as pertains to education.

An Actionable Policy

A workable and effective policy aimed at addressing
the educational needs of street children in Lebanon
relies on setting national standards and developing a
framework within which responsibilities for government
ministries and NGOs are defined and delineated. While
the educational needs of this group are foremost in our
minds as we present this policy brief, we realise that
these needs do not occur in a vacuum and will therefore
also take into account the contexts in which they arise.

¢ Thereis a pressing need for for the relevant government
entities in Lebanon to compile reliable statistics nation-
wide. Estimates may vary by orders of magnitude, and
different applied criteria. The compilation of a robust
statistical database needs to begin with a common
definition, followed by systematic data collection.

e The efforts of the various government ministries
involved need to be coordinated. It is noteworthy that
MOSA is required to coordinate all projects targeting
street children launched in the country. The role of NGOs
likewise needs to be defined; NGOs are not supposed
to duplicate or come into conflict with the work of the
ministries — they are supposed to fill the gaps. NGOs
would need to work under the supervision of MOSA to
ensure overall efficiency.

* The special needs of stateless and refugee populations
need to be addressed. Stateless children have gained
access to the public school system during the past few
years. However, the fact that they may not have access
to formal employment upon leaving school obscures
the significance of this achievement. No doubt, this
issue goes beyond the remit of this policy brief. The
refugee crisis is beyond the capacity of the Lebanese
government; it concerns the international community
and requires both political and financial support from
abroad.

e Parents are the main sources of influence on children’s
options. It is important to integrate them into the
intervention plans for street children in order to ensure
sustainable and comprehensive development. MOIM
and MO]J should be required to legally compel families
to protect their children from the lure of the street and
engage them in educational programmes.



“A workable and effective policy
aimed at addressing the educational
needs of street children in Lebanon
relies on setting national standards
and developing a framework within
which responsibilities for government
ministries and NGOs are defined and
delineated.”

Strategies to Ensure Effective Education for Street Children

Education is the key to the successful transition from street
life to a normal life trajectory. But it is not a simple matter
of returning children to school. Simply enrolling ex-street
children at the Grade level indicated by their chronological
age is misguided because they have fallen behind in
the meantime — a 10-year-old, while technically in the
Grade 5 cohort, may exhibit basic skills (such as literacy)
commensurate with a Grade 2 child. Enrolling them at a
lower Grade level is self-defeating as it stigmatises the
child and makes drop-out a near certainty.

These problems are exacerbated in the case of refugee
children entering Lebanese schools as curricula are
different from those in their home countries and a foreign
language (French or English) is the medium of instruction
in some subjects from the upper primary years.

Ex-street children need to be treated as a Special Needs
group with a particular focus on those whose education
has been disrupted the most. They will need proper
individual evaluation with regard to their prior formal
schooling, cognitive developmental level, and mastery of
basic skills. Pedagogical strategies, counselling services,
and extracurricular activities need to be devised to address
these individual needs. They may require special classes
where they are offered remedial programmes to bring them
up to where they should be before mainstreaming them.
Special preparatory programmes at Grade 7 level may also
be indicated for refugee adolescents who wish to enter
formal technical/vocational education.

Clearly, the assimilation of street children into the Lebanese
education system presents a challenge to administrators
and teachers. MEHE needs to produce a plan of action
which systematically addresses the issues outlined above.
School personnel need to be thoroughly prepared for the
task through targeted in-service training before and during
implementation of this plan.

“Ex-street children need to be treated as
a Special Needs group with a particular
focus on those whose education has
been disrupted the most.”

References
Al-Hroub, A. (2015). Tracking dropout students in
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. Educational

Research Quarterly, 38, 52-79.

Al-Hroub, A. (2014). Perspectives of school dropouts’
dilemma in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon:
An ethnographic study. International Journal of
Educational Development 35, 53-66. do0i:10.1016/].
ijedudev.2013.04.004

Crombach, A., & Elbert, T., (2014).The benefits of aggressive
traits: A study with current and former street children in
Burundi. Child Abuse & Neglect, 38(6), 1041-1050.

Panter-Brick, C. (2002). Street children, human rights,
and public health: A critique and future directions. Annual
Review of Anthropology, 31, 147-171.

UNESCO. (2017). Social and human sciences. Retrieved
from http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-
sciences/themes/fight-against-discrimination/role-of-
education/

UNHCR (2019). Syria Regional Refugee Response.
Retrieved from https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/
syria/location/1

UNICEF. (2005). The state of the world’s children 2006:
Excluded and invisible. Retrieved fromhttps://www.unicef.
org/sowc/archive/ENGLISH/The%20State%200f%20
the%20World%275%20Children%202006.pdf

VASyr. (2018). Vulnerability assessment of Syrian refugees
in Lebanon. Retrieved from https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
documents/download/67380

World Bank (2016). Support to reaching all children with
education (race 2) program-for-results(Report No. 108014-
LB). Retrieved from:http://documents.worldbank.org/
curated/en/980641475200856910/Lebanon-Support-to-
Reaching-All-Children-with-Education-RACE-2-Program-for-
Results-Project

List of Abbreviations

MEHE: Ministry of Education and Higher Education

MOL: Ministry of Labour

MOSA: Ministry of Social Affairs

MOIM: Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities

NGO: Non-Governmental Organisations

UNICEF: United Nations Children’s Fund

UNHCR: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization
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