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FOREWORD 

 
With the conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic now in its third year, more than  
3 million Syrians have been internally displaced. Over 1.6 million refugees have 
poured into neighbouring countries; thousands continue to cross the border into 
Jordan every week. More than half of them are children whose lives have been 
shattered.  
 

This is not their conflict, yet children bear the brunt of the suffering. Their families are being torn apart; 
they are traumatised by what they have seen; some of them have been out of school for years; they feel 
alienated and out of place living in refugee camps or host communities; many are working on farms or 
selling tea on the streets to help their families make ends meet. A sense of normality is lost. 
 
Host countries such as Jordan continue to show generous hospitality to allow vulnerable populations to 
seek refuge from the violence and insecurity in their home towns in Syria. However, Jordanôs coping 
capacity is stretched to the limits. The Jordanian Government and the international community, including 
UN and other relief agencies, have at times been overwhelmed by the sheer number of refugees pouring 
into the country on a daily basis. 
 
A number of assessments have been conducted by UN agencies and their partners to inform emergency 
response operations in a variety of specific programme areas. These assessments tell us who the most 
vulnerable people are, where they live, and what are the adequate and sustainable means to help them. 
A holistic understanding of the situation of Syrian refugees living in Jordan and how it affects Jordanians 
is still necessary to better be able to target our support. 
 
This report presents a synthesis of what we know about what it means to be a Syrian refugee child or 
woman in Jordan. They are the most affected by this conflict and their experiences direct us to develop 
and better target our services. Communities torn apart by war can also lead the way in finding creative 
initiatives to participate and improve their lives.  
 
This document brings together the voices of children and women who we have met in our daily work, 
with evidence from a range of assessments completed over the past 12 months. It highlights the key 
challenges and priorities for action in the areas of child protection and gender-based violence; education; 
water, sanitation and hygiene; nutrition and health; mental health and psychosocial support; and 
adolescent development and participation.  
 
These are key areas of UNICEFôs expertise that we work on with numerous partners. We hope that all 
development partners will benefit from this report and will use the information to help target their 
emergency response operations. Providing the best support possible for Syrian children and women who 
find themselves in a battle for survival is critical. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dominique Hyde 
Representative 
UNICEF Jordan         
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

As of 4 June 2013, there are 470,573 Syrian refugees in Jordan. 53% are children under 18 years of age. 
The majority of Syrian refugees live in host communities in Jordan, mainly in the northern and central 
governorates. Approximately 120,000 Syrians live in Zaôatari camp, Jordanôs largest refugee camp. 
Thousands of refugees continue to enter the country every week and new camps are due to open shortly. 
 
The Jordanian government has asked the international community to share the burden of the response. 
United Nations (UN) agencies and international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) provide 
refugees in camps with shelter and access to basic services. Refugees in host communities also receive 
assistance from UN agencies and INGOs as well as community-based organisations (CBOs) and are 
granted free access to basic public services by the Jordanian government.  
 
This report combines the conclusions of a wide range of detailed assessments with insights from Syrian 
refugee children and women, INGOs and UNICEF sector specialists to help build a holistic picture of the 
situation faced by Syrian children and women in Jordan. It is guided by two overarching questions:   

¶ What are the key challenges in realizing the rights of Syrian girls, boys and women in Jordan?  

¶ What are the priority recommendations for action in the following programme sectors  
(i) child protection and gender-based violence (ii) education (iii) water, sanitation and hygiene (iv) 
nutrition and health (v) mental health and psychosocial support and (vi) adolescent development 
and participation?   

 
Three contextual lenses of analysis ï gender, age and area of residence ï helped to identify differences 
in the experiences of Syrian girls, boys and women.  
 
Urgent needs across all the programming sectors are identified. There are also severe funding shortfalls. 
Maintaining the existing programme is a challenge given the influx of thousands of new Syrian refugees 
to Jordan each week. Scaling up or starting new programming is highly challenging without substantial 
new financial resources.  
 
In Zaôatari camp, the security situation is rapidly deteriorating, theft and vandalism are common and 
public health risks are increasing. Syrians living in host communities are less visible to the international 
community but their needs are pressing and support for them is underfunded. Refugee children in camps 
and host communities remain highly vulnerable and require urgent assistance. Without a scaling up of 
the international donor communityôs response, the situation for Syrian refugees in Jordan will only get 
worse. The international community must act now. 
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KEY FINDINGS OF THE REPORT 
 

 
The following are the key challenges on which the report recommends urgent action. 
 

 
Child Protection and Gender-Based Violence 
The conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic (henceforth referred to as óSyriaô) and the subsequent 
displacement of Syrians to Jordan has led to the breakdown of traditional protective 
mechanisms and exposed women and children to the risk of gender-based violence and 
abuse, neglect, exploitation and violence against children. The critical challenges in Jordan 
are:  

¶ Increased domestic violence, especially against adolescent girls, boys and women, 

¶ Heightened fear of sexual harassment and sexual violence among girls and women, 

¶ Separation of children from their families or primary care-giver,  

¶ The exclusion from services of female-headed households and Syrians with disabilities. 
 

Additional risks to Syrian girls and boys in Jordan that require closer scrutiny are early 
marriage, child labour, gang activity, and allegations of recruitment by armed groups.  

 
 
Education 
Most Syrian girls and boys in Jordan do not go to school. Some 78% of children in Zaôatari 
camp and 50% to 95% across host communities are out of school. The key reasons include:  

¶ Lack of information about education services available,  

¶ Syriansô belief that they will return home soon, 

¶ Violence and harassment en route to and from school,  

¶ Domestic or work commitments for children, 

¶ Long distances to school, especially for girls,  

¶ Transportation costs.  
 

For Syrian children who are in school, learning environments are compromised by:  

¶ Studentsô poor nutrition,  

¶ Crowded classrooms,  

¶ Inadequate school supplies,  

¶ Corporal punishment by teachers and principals,  

¶ Violence and harassment by students,  

¶ Discrimination in host community schools, 

¶ Inexperienced teachers in Zaôatari camp. 
 
 

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 
Water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) challenges for Syrian children and women in Jordan 
are serious and growing. The critical problems are:  

¶ Fear among refugees that drinking water is óunsafeô and the cost of bottled water,  

¶ Tension between Syrians and Jordanians over public water supply systems, 

¶ Shortages in hygiene-related products such as soap, 

¶ Theft and vandalism of WASH facilities in Zaôatari camp,  

¶ Dirty WASH facilities and degradation of facilities in overly congested areas in Zaôatari 
camp,  

¶ Fear among women and children of using WASH facilities at night in Zaôatari camp,  

¶ Risks to childrenôs health from the untreated wastewater of private washing and toilet 
facilities in Zaôatari camp. 
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Nutrition and Health 
There are several threats to the nutritional status and health of Syrian girls, boys and women 
in Jordan: 

¶ Global Acute Malnutrition in children under 5 years is rated as ópoorô by the World Health 
Organisation (5.8% in Zaôatari camp and 5.1% in host communities), 

¶ Alarming rates of children at risk of acute malnutrition in Zaôatari camp (5.6%),  

¶ Over 6% of women of reproductive age are malnourished, with approximately 1% 
severely malnourished,   

¶ Poor breastfeeding and infant and young child feeding practices among Syrians, 

¶ The risk of serious health complications for Syrian children, including death, from the 
combination of infectious diseases and malnutrition,  

¶ The risk of a measles or polio outbreak and the need for greater vaccination coverage of 
Syrians and Jordanians,  

¶ Distance to health centres for Syrians living in newer areas of Zaôatari camp and denial of 
access to health services for some unregistered refugees in host communities.  

 
 
Mental Health and Psychosocial Support 
Events in Syria and Jordan have had a significant impact on the mental health and 
psychosocial well-being of Syrian girls, boys and women. Grief, fear, anger, depression and 
stress are to be expected given the crisis. While it is likely that many Syrians will recover over 
time drawing on personal coping skills and a supportive environment, some will require 
assistance for mental health problems. The urgent requirements in this sector are: 

¶ Provision of basic services and security in a way that supports the participation and well-
being of refugees, 

¶ Increased support for families and communities as a means of reducing threats to their 
mental health and psychosocial well-being,  

¶ Improved quality of  ófocused, non-specialised supportô for children and their families, 

¶ Provision of specialised assistance for girls, boys and women with on-going anxiety, 
aggression, depression or óprofound stressô.  

 
 

Adolescent Development and Participation 
Approximately 25% of the residents of Zaôatari camp are adolescents and youth between 15ï
24 years of age. The numbers are similar in host communities. The key challenges for Syrian 
adolescents are:  

¶ Absence of adolescent-specific programming, especially vocational training, recreational, 
and cultural activities, 

¶ Shortage of income generation opportunities, 

¶ Limited support for adolescent mothers, including a lack of family planning information, 

¶ Changing family relationships including increased domestic violence and authoritarian 
decision-making by parents,  

¶ Lack of volunteer opportunities,     

¶ Exclusion from camp planning processes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

We spoke on the phone and he would tell me he was  fine, but I knew he wasn't. 
Sometimes I could hear the bombs, he would drop the phone and hide.  
I was so sca red when my son was still in Syria . 
 

      Refugee woman now reunited with her son, 17, in Mafraq 
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The moment I stepped out of the bus that brought us here in Za'atari, I thought 
of my house in Syria, of my friends back home. I did not want to leave . I was 
forced by the bombings . 

        Boy, age 13, in Zaôatari Camp 

© UNICEF/JORDAN2013/Kalpesh Lathigra 

 

 

 

I have a strange feeling of being away from home.  
Everything is strange to us. I donõt like it. 

        Boy, age 13, in Irbid 

 

  
                
 

A calligraphic drawing of óal ghourbehô, 
describing a sense of exile and feeling like a 
stranger, out of place. 
 
Many children participating in activities in child-
friendly spaces have expressed this feeling of 
óal ghourbehô. 
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Refugee Camp Locations in Northern Jordan 

Source: UNICEF 2013 
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SHATTERED LIVES:  
CHALLENGES AND PRIORITIES FOR  
SYRIAN CHILDREN AND WOMEN IN JORDAN  

Since the onset of the crisis in Syria in mid-2011, ever-increasing numbers of Syrians have sought 
refuge and assistance in neighbouring Jordan. As of 4 June 2013, there are 470,573 Syrian refugees in 
Jordan, of whom 53% are children below the age of 18.

1
 The vast majority of Syrian refugees live in host 

communities in Jordan, mainly in the northern and central governorates. Approximately 120,000 Syrians 
live in Zaôatari camp, Jordanôs largest refugee camp; were it a city, Zaôatari camp would be Jordanôs fifth 
largest. Thousands of new refugees enter the country every week and new camps are due to open 
shortly.

2
  

 
The Jordanian Government has shown tremendous hospitality and continues to maintain an open border 
policy. They have requested that UN agencies and INGOs share the burden of the response to this crisis 
that is now testing Jordanôs coping capacity. New arrivals from Syria are transferred to refugee camps 
such as Zaôatari, where UN agencies and INGO partners provide shelter and ensure access to basic 
services. Syrian refugees in host communities also receive assistance from UN agencies and INGOs, as 
well as CBOs and are granted free access to basic public services such as health and education by the 
Jordanian government.  
 
A number of studies and rapid assessments of the situation of Syrian refugees in Jordan have been 
conducted over the last eight months and others are on-going. The majority focus on a thematic sector or 
on specific host communities. This report draws on the results of a wide range of these assessments and 
adds insights from UNICEF sector specialists, INGOs and refugees to develop a more holistic 
understanding. The voices of refugee children and adolescents living in Zaôatari camp and host 
communities are also included in this report. Their opinions were captured through child-friendly 
participatory activities and focus group discussions. 
 
Two overarching questions guided the development of this report:  
 

¶ What are the key challenges in realizing the rights of Syrian girls, boys and women in Jordan?  

¶ What are the priority recommendations for action in the following programme sectors:  
(i) child protection and gender-based violence;  
(ii) education;  
(iii) water, sanitation and hygiene;  
(iv) nutrition and health;  
(v) mental health and psychosocial support; and  
(vi) adolescent development and participation?   

 
To the extent possible given the data available, three contextual lenses of analysis were used to 
disaggregate the different experiences of individuals: gender (female and male); age (younger and older 
children); and area of residence (Zaôatari camp or host communities).  
 

 

 

 

No matter how hard I try to explain, you can't real ise  what we went through in 
Syria. What is happening there has not happened anywhere else . 

     
A refugee living in a women's shelter in Jordan with six children  
and two grandchildren 
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