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‘Dying in silence’: Suffering of Syrian children at its worst, millions under attack, says UNICEF

13/03/2017

There are now nearly 6 million Syrian children suffering from the perils of war, including
hundreds who were killed, maimed or recruited to fight in 2016, the worst year on record for
Syrian children, a UN watchdog has said.

“The depth of suffering is unprecedented. Millions of children in Syria come under attack on a
daily basis, their lives turned upside down,’said Geert Cappelaere, UNICEF regional director for
the Middle East and North Africa, speaking from Homs, Syria. “Each and every child is scarred
for life with horrific consequences on their health, well-being and future.”

Read more 'Growing up with war': Children of Syria share heartbreaking stories of death, fear &
survival
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At least 652 children died last year, and 255 of them were killed in or near their schools, the
UNICEF report said. That signals a 20 percent increase on the number killed during 2015.

“A father in Aleppo lives with the trauma of letting his daughters go to school,” Cappelaere said,
retelling one of the many heart-breaking stories from the conflict. “They left their makeshift
home one morning with their schoolbags on their backs. Only their lifeless bodies returned after
a shell slammed into their classroom.”

UNICEF also believes more than 850 children were recruited to take part in hostilities — double
the number in 2015 — and were used as executioners, suicide bombers or prison guards.

While horrifying, the number pales in comparison to the 5.8 million Syrian children who are
dependent on humanitarian assistance — a twelvefold increase from 2012, the organization said.

“Beyond the bombs, bullets and explosions, children are dying in silence often from diseases
that can otherwise be easily prevented. Access to medical care, lifesaving supplies and other
basic services remains difficult,” the report added.

Almost half of those in need were displaced, many of them up to seven times, and over 2.3
million children are now living as refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq.

Child refugees living in relative safety in neighboring countries are still deprived of some basic
needs, unable to go to school and forced to beg or do low-paying jobs to make the ends meet,
the UNICEF report said.

Unsurprisingly, many children took life-threatening journeys on the so called ‘death boats’
crossing the Mediterranean to reach Europe.

Read more Almost six years of Syrian conflict, through eyes of children

Inside Syria, 2.8 million children are living in hard-to-reach areas, including 280,000 living
literally on the battlefield, almost completely cut off from humanitarian aid.

As the country’s welfare system shrinks, families “are taking extreme measures just to survive,
often pushing children into early marriage and child labor,” the report said. “In more than two
thirds of households, children are working to support their families, some in extremely harsh
conditions unfit even for adults.”

“I don’t know how to read or write. | only know how to draw the sky, the sea and the sun. I've
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waited tables, | served beans, corn, hummus, water pipe, potatoes, seeds. I've cleaned the
shop and served ice cream to children,” said Fares, a six-year-old Syrian boy now living in
Lebanon.

READ MORE: ‘They don’t want to be refugees’: RT sees Syria’s children surviving through
war

With the Syrian war about to enter its sixth year, more and more people have become food-
insecure. Inadequate food as a result of the protracted violence leads to poor nutrition among
children and is weakening their immune system, UNICEF said, stressing that even ordinary
diseases are now fatal.

“The situation for Syrian children has hit rock bottom,” said Juliette Touma, UNICEF'’s regional
spokesperson.

“The past year has been the worst since the crisis began, with children pushed right to the brink
— being recruited at an ever younger age, being used to man checkpoints, being trained to use
weapons, serving as prison guards. We also have reports of sexual abuse of girls by underage
children, so it's very grim.”
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