OHCHR REPORT – SB OverSeas
Our organisation works in Lebanon in three areas: Beirut (Shatila camp), Arsal (close to the Syrian boarder) and Saida. We work with Syrian refugees to provide education and empowerment programs through our catch-up schools and women centres as well as providing aid. We have a close relationship to the Syrian refugee community, as our are centres located near or within the community and the majority of our staff body is composed of Syrian refugees. This adds to the legitimacy of our findings as we have a unique insight into the community. After 5 years of providing education, we have observed an exponential increase in child marriage. This has been observed in our catch-up schools as many of our students are now hitting puberty and the rate appears to have doubled. We are becoming increasingly concerned at how much this will increase in the next coming years. This has led us to monitor the situation and based on our findings, we will release a report on child marriage within the next few months.
1. Please provide information and data on the prevalence of child, early and forced marriage, in relation to the number of women and girls living in specific humanitarian settings. Kindly provide data disaggregated by sex and age, and in relation to the overall number of women and girls, as well as boys where relevant, in the population.
We currently have data from two centres dating from January to June 2018. These two centres, on average, report 3.5 instances of child marriage per month and a total of 21 girls being married over a period of 6 months.
260 girls attend our education and empowerment programs. However, these two programs have girls from ages 6 – 18. Therefore, we take the data from our empowerment course as its the most likely age that girls get married (14 – 18). In our two centres, where this data was gathered, we have a monthly average of 105 female students between the ages of 14 and 18 attending our centre. This averages to an annual percentage of 40% of our female students between the age of 14-18 being married.
Furthermore, the data above only takes into consideration the instances of marriage for that month. For the period from January 2018 to May 2018, we had a monthly average of 8 married or divorced female students in our courses in the two centres. Furthermore, it should be noted, that in Arsal, we have no data (as accounted for in part 2, however from accounts from those working on the ground, it appears that there is a higher number of girls married, than our other centres.
STUDENTS AGED BETWEEN 14 – 18 IN OUR CENTRES
[image: image1.emf]Please note the number of enrolled students in Saida remains constant despite dropouts due to child marriage and other reasons as we have a waiting list of students.
2. What measures were taken to strengthen data gathering, contextual analysis and analysis of social factors contributing to child, early and forced marriage in humanitarian settings?
We collect data in the form of a monthly report provided by each of our centres. The data details the number of people attending our education, empowerment and vocational courses as well as the reasons for dropping out of the courses, including child marriage.
Prior to October 2017, dropping out of courses due to child marriage was marked as a ‘personal reason’. In November 2017, we began to collect specific data on child marriage. Every centre was asked to write in their reports any cases of child marriage and the students in our courses who were married or divorced. The data was to include the name, age, year of education and the age of the husband. From July 2018, personal information has been removed such as name, and we have begun using a coding system. This data is reviewed by two further people once received by our office in Beirut. In the case of inconsistencies, it is referred back to the centre manager.
We did not include any data in this report from our centre in Arsal as data collection has proved difficult due to security concerns. However, as mentioned above, the practice appears to be most prevalent in this area and
was the area that prompted SB OverSeas launching an advocacy strategy on this matter. We are currently developing a way to receive data without posing security concerns.
In regard to social factors and contextual analysis, as explained above we have close community ties. Therefore, our knowledge is on a first-hand account as we engage with the community and the girls affected to understand the causes and affects of child marriage in order to evaluate a suitable response. We do this through community outreach and our life-skills program.
· Community Outreach: when a student drops out of school, we talk to the family to understand the cause and see if we can help keep their child in school. If it is a matter of child marriage, we try to encourage them not to marry their girls by informing them of the reality. In addition, we also run awareness sessions with the mothers to raise awareness of the risks of child marriage.
· Outreach to the girls affected: as part of our awareness programs, we talk to the girls in a group setting to help them understand the implications of child marriage. In addition, we offer counseling support to all those in need, including those faced with the prospect of child marriage and this helps inform our actions. Furthermore, some of our students become advocates for ending child marriage in our centres, by informing us and other female students of the reality of marriage.
3. What are the specific challenges and gaps in the prevention and eliminating of the practice of child, early and forced in humanitarian settings? How could such challenges and gaps be overcome?
The challenges brought by the Syrian conflict and displacement has caused a significant number of families to revert to negative coping mechanisms. We have observed the following challenges leading to child marriage.
· Poverty: with over 70% of refugees living below the poverty line in Lebanon (UNHCR 2018) a number are turning to child marriage as a coping mechanism in order to deal with this severe and increasing poverty. Many of the communities we work in are living day-to-day and have no sustainable source of income. Duration of poverty is also a factor. We have had instances where originally, families refused offers of marriage for their daughters, but now with the extended period of displacement and loss of hope for the future, they see it as a way to secure a future for their daughter and provide economic relief by providing a source of income via the bride price as well as being ‘one less mouth to feed’. Once married, the girl is considered to be the responsibility of her husband. We have seen girls returning their families due to sexual and domestic violence, to be told that their husband is their new family and to forget the old family due to financial restraints. This can be resolved by additional funding and aid to these families, as well as amending the law to allow for easier access to the labour market for Syrian refugees in Lebanon.
· Cultural beliefs - ‘Al Sutra’: concerns are expressed by the community regarding protecting the girl’s virginity for the sake of family honour. One of our students was sent back to Syria for marriage, as her parents were worried about her close relationship with a boy in the camp in Lebanon. This worry is due to the belief that should there be doubts surrounding her virginity, her future would be undetermined as sexual activity before marriage is stigmatised and would put at risk the ability to find a partner.  
· Cultural beliefs – the community: We have faced resistance from some members of the communities we work in when trying to advocate for ending child marriage. This can put strain on the close relations with the community and can hamper our work on the ground. For example, in one of the areas we were working in, the leader of the camp married his daughter at fourteen years old. This example, demonstrates the difficulties we sometimes face as when an influential member of society advocates for this practice, it is difficult to advocate against it in the community, whilst retaining the trust of the community and providing our services. We circumvent this through raising awareness of the practice in indirect ways.
· Cultural beliefs – the role of girls: From our experience, girls are often pulled out of school for marriage and to take care of children and the household whilst boys are pulled out of school for work.
· Cultural beliefs – influence of Lebanese girls: there has been concerns expressed about the less conservative culture of the Lebanese and how this will influence the Syrian culture and girls. Therefore, they see marriage as a way of retaining the more conservative Syrian culture and preventing their girls becoming ‘promiscuous’.
· Security: in an unfamiliar environment with a lack of community ties, families worry that the girl could be raped or sexually abused. This concerns manifests in two ways, (a) the girl is kept at home and (b) she is married early. The question of consent in the sexual activity does not come into question. Should the girl be raped and not married, she would be seen as not suitable for marriage. If she was married, the question of bringing shame onto the family is not brought into question and her husband may forgive her in due time. This lack of security and fear of shame on the family, leads to girls being married younger.
· Access to education: the lack of access to education is a confirmed cause of child marriage. When girls remain in school they are viewed less as being at a marriageable age. With approximately 37% of refugee children remaining out of school in Lebanon (No Lost Generation 2018), access to education is a major factor. In addition, as mentioned above, many families we talk to, do not see any other way to secure a future for their daughter but by marrying them. Education seems futile given financial costs associated with it, lack of recognition of informal schooling and lack of employment opportunities.
· Lack of legal framework and the influence of religion: In Lebanon, religious law dictates when someone can be married. This age varies depending on the religion and denomination.
4.What are the lessons learned and promising practices identified in preventing and eliminating child, early and forced marriage in such settings? ' Please refer to the definition of humanitarian settings provided in resolution 35/16 enclosed.
Since we noticed an increase in the rate of our students being married we started to implement practices which hold some promise.
· Community outreach: as outlined in section two, we do community outreach to understand the causes of child marriage. This understanding shapes our response. We engage in conversations with the fathers, mothers, girls and other family members, in order to raise awareness on the affects of the practice and emphasise the importance of education. In addition, if a girl is already married, we encourage her to come to our centres as our courses, as detailed below, are aimed at equipping her with the skills to cope with her current situation as well as providing her with a social network which is an invaluable resource to these girls who are mostly isolated.
· Community outreach: As part of our aid distribution, we do surveys in the community twice a month. The surveys collect data on family composition, employment, rental costs. The information on the age allows us to see if there are any girls of child marriage age, and if so, we increase our home visits to them to discuss the importance of education as well as discussing to an extent (depending on the openness of the family) the impact of child marriage.
· Empowerment and awareness classes: these classes teach decision-making skills, and raise awareness on the impacts of child marriage. Due to the sensitivity of the subject, the class is under the disguise of awareness-raising classes. These take place in the form of group discussions which are sometimes led by girls who are now divorced. This offers a safe space where girls can meet, understand and become more informed on the subject. At the end of our class curriculum, we have a graduation ceremony. We ask our students from the empowerment courses to bring their friends who are girls of child marriage age to their graduation ceremony so we can encourage them to join our classes thereby extending our impact. In addition, we run art classes which provides the medium to express often unexpressed thoughts as well as to allow our students to imagine a future beyond the one of being married. In an environment which often silences the voices of these girls, this provides them with an outlet of expression.
· Education: as expressed above, education is a key proponent in ending child marriage. We have three catch-up schools in Lebanon either within or very close to the refugee camps. By providing education and securing the trust and respect of the community, we keep female students in our school. In addition, we run vocational programs to provide girls and women a way to become economically independent. This helps negate their financial ‘burden’ on their family thereby eliminating one of the reasons for child marriage.
· Gain trust and become a source of influence in the community: in order to affectively advocate against the practice of child marriage, we see our first step as gaining the trust of the community and becoming an influential actor in the community. Since we have been working on the ground for the past few years, we have gained the trust of the community. In addition, we have a thorough understanding of the situation due to the duration of our projects there and the composition of our staff.
· Indirect awareness-raising: as we are not in the position to be openly vocal about our position on child marriage, as explained above, we raise awareness through indirect ways. Concretely, we use the medium of art. This provokes the community to think about the issue of child marriage. For example, we put on a play on the subject of child marriage which was created by our youth and drew on their experiences.
· Volunteer role-models: We run a volunteering program which brings young people from all around the globe to volunteer in our schools in Lebanon. One of the reasons for this, is, by bringing these people with a completely different life experience into the community, we are able to provide our students and youth with the idea of a different future.
5.What impact have exacerbating factors had on child, early and forced marriages in humanitarian settings?
· Conflict and displacement is directly linked to an increase in the practice of child marriage. Prior to the outbreak of the Syrian war, child marriage in Syria affected approximately 13% of girls. Following the outbreak of the conflict, there has been a marked increase with approximately 42% of Syrian refugee girls in Lebanon being married (No Lost Generation 2018). It should be noted that this is an estimate, as from our observations the majority of marriages are unregistered.
6.What measures (e.g., legislative, regulatory, policy and programmatic) are in place or have been adopted to address the root causes and exacerbating factors of child, early and forced marriage?
· No Measures: Currently there is no clear national strategy.
· 1951 UN Convention: Lebanon does not recognise those fleeing the Syrian conflict as refugees as its signatory to the aforementioned convention. This leads to a number of issues including most notably a rise in poverty as there is difficulty in securing work, as well as lack of access to education, increased fears of security amongst other factors, which as explained above, has lead to an increase in child marriage.
· Turkey: It must be noted from our opinion that law not properly implented can sometimes hinder efforts, as seen by our colleagues in Turkey where child marriage is illegal. We have seen cases of minors being arrested due to the child marriage, and children born unregistered. In addition, this threat of arrest, makes the youth less likely to reach out for help in instances of health problems or domestic abuse, thereby isolating those most in need.
7. What measures are/have been undertaken to enhance the agency and autonomy of girls and women in humanitarian settings, including in relation to their participation and consultation in the design, implementation and evaluation of measures and initiatives that affect the enjoyment of their rights?
As mentioned above, some of our female students affected by child marriage are becoming advocates and take part in discussion groups with other girls to raise awareness on the reality of the situation. This informs our programs so we can make tailor them to be more effective.
Furthermore, some of our staff members have been affected by this practice. They talk to the girls about the implications of child marriage and also inform us on how best to act.
We share the stories of our girls in articles, publications and at panel events. Monthly, we share an article written after an interview with one of the girls who have been affected by child marriage. In addition, we also created a video for a panel event at the European Parliament where some of our students gave an insight into their experiences thereby becoming advocates against this practice.
8. What measures are/have been taken to effectively engage family members, community and religious leaders in raising awareness about, and countering child, early and forced marriage in humanitarian contexts?
As mentioned above, we work in the communities by building trust and by community outreach. After a few years of being on the ground and part of the community, we are trusted and are seen as an influential actors in the community. We use this platform to advocate for the importance of education as well as raise awareness on the issues of gender-based violence and child marriage. For example, in Arsal, we were one of the first NGO’s working on the ground and this has added to our legitimacy amongst the community there.
We have faced resistance from influential community leaders and it hampered our work as some trust was lost, therefore we have tried address the issue in more indirect ways as explained above.
9. What concrete actions are/have been taken to provide appropriate protection and accountability mechanisms for women and girls at risk and also to victims or survivors of child, early and forced marriage, including those living in isolated and remote areas?
As mentioned above, we offer safe spaces where those affected can openly talk about their experiences. In addition, we offer psychological support in order to provide coping mechanisms to those affected by child marriage.
10. What efforts were taken to enhance coordination of programmes in humanitarian contexts towards the prevention and elimination of CEFM?
· Working Groups: our colleagues in Lebanon attend working groups on the subject of child protection and child marriage.
· Media Collaborations: we published our work with HRWF, in a column focused on women's rights.
· Panel: we were on a panel in the European Parliament which we organised in connection with HRWF, the Anti-Racism and Discrimination and Child Intergroup of the European Parliament.
· Platforms: we have joined a number of platforms, most notably, Girls Not Brides, which aims to foster networks and connections with organisations working to end child marriage.
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