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Syrian crisis: The babies born into fear in refugee camp far away from home 
Cris Syrienne : les bébés nés dans la peur d’un camp de réfugiés, loin de chez eux
The Mirror's Alison Phillips meets Syrian mums on the border worried about the bombs and bullets and the lack of food and medicine
La journaliste Alison Phillips rencontre des mères syriennes près de la frontière,  inquiètes pour les bombes, les balles et le manque de nourriture et de médicaments.
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Healthy: Newborn baby Sara 

Rowan Griffiths

Sara is not quite three hours old.

She smells newborn and there are still traces of mucus around the dark eyes, which flicker open for the merest of moments before closing again.

Perhaps it is just as well Sara cannot yet focus on the world she has been born into here at the vast Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan where 130,000 Syrians are living.

Or understand the fear that drove her parents to travel through warring regions under the scorching sun to reach safety.

Or know that her future, and that of millions of others driven or bombed out of their homes in Syria, has become the focus of international wrangling.

About 20 babies are born within this refugee camp every day and many women who arrive here are heavily pregnant.

They fear for their child’s survival if they stay in war-torn Syria where their newborn would be at risk not just from bombs and bullets, but also from mal-nutrition and a desperate lack of the most basic medicines.

“I worried about having my baby here in this camp,” says Sara’s mother Yana, 22, who talks to us as she lies in the recovery room at the camp’s makeshift maternity caravan.

“But the birth has all been fine and she is healthy and weighing 7lb 5oz, a good weight.”

While most new mothers look forward to the moment when they can take their baby home for the first time, that is a joy denied to Yana.

“I have no more home,” she says quietly.

Instead, for Yana there is the dusty trip back to her tent at a far corner of this camp where she will sit on the ground and try to breast-feed Sara in the bewildering heat.
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Facilities: The Gynecologie Sans Frontier maternity hospital 

Rowan Griffiths

There is no home for Sara either. As she was born at the camp, she is not eligible for either Jordanian or Syrian citizenship.

She will have a refugee card for the time being, showing that she is one of the thousands of Zaatari babies living here but belonging nowhere.

There will be no cot, no steriliser, no changes of clothes, no baby buggy or bath waiting for Sara in the family’s 12ft by 8ft tent.

Just a tarpaulin floor, a couple of cushions and the family’s ration of grey blankets for the bitterly cold desert nights.

Sara was born in the maternity unit run by French charity Gynecologie Sans Frontieres, which is protected by a small French military base.

There are three labour rooms in the corrugated iron caravan. They have air conditioning and are clean but there is no gas and air or epidurals for the mothers in labour.

Pregnant women sit on plastic chairs in a corridor outside the rooms. Last night was quiet at the unit, with just one baby, Maia, born shortly after midnight. Then little Sara arrived at 11am.

“Most of the babies are born healthy and well,” says Samra Abaidia, one of the four volunteer French midwives running the unit during a three-week placement.

“But it is hard for the mothers because for most of them life in Syria was good and now they have lost everything.

"They are giving birth far from home and the conditions in the camp are tough for them.

“We had one woman here who had just given birth and we were talking to her about contraception but she said, ‘I have lost my father, my brother and my brothers-in-law. I want to have more children, I want to build my family again so there are people in my village when we go home’.

"What can we say to that?”
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Cuddle: Alison Phillips with baby Sara in Zaatari 
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Other new mums are less sure they will ever take their children home. Shareen was seven months pregnant when she arrived at the camp.

She later gave birth to Aisha, who is now four weeks old and who lies sleeping in her arms, dressed in a pretty pink gingham top donated by one of their neighbours in the camp.

“We arrived with nothing,” says Shareen. “They bombed our home and we lost everything we have ever had.

“We hope to return one day but there will be no home there to go back to. And we cannot go back unless there is security for our children. No parent would do that.”

We meet Shareen at a breast-feeding clinic being run by Save The Children.

The charity is promoting breast-feeding for new mothers in the camp because it is more hygienic than bottle-feeding in such hot and dusty conditions.

It is also free for mothers and better for the babies’ development.

The clinic offers a peaceful, shady space where the mothers can feed and chat.

Much of the conversation is that of any group of new mums: Is the baby sleeping? Is she putting on new weight? Has she started smiling yet?

But sooner or later the conversation always returns to events in Syria and the response of the West.
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Refuge: Children dance in camp nursery 
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Mothers here are all too aware of the international debates going on about whether there should be a military strike at the Assad regime.

The women do not want to see more killing of friends and relatives still stuck in Syria and they worry about possible retaliation.

But more than anything they just want to leave behind the tents and communal wash blocks, the daily bread queue, the dried food rations and sense of incarceration. They just want it to be safe to go back.

“My children were in danger all the time in Syria,” says Isra, mother of nine-month-old Kaarim.

“I was six months pregnant and when the bombs went off I could feel Kaarim moving inside me.

"I worried about the damage it was doing him already. That was when we decided to leave.

“My older children are pleased we are here.

"They saw the pictures of children who died in the chemical attack in Ghouta and said, ‘Mummy, if we had stayed that would have been us’.

"And so until things calm down I cannot take them back there. A mother cannot put her children in that danger.”

Two million Syrian children are now displaced and living out of their homes. One million are refugees outside the country.

It is impossible to know what the future holds in store for these children.

Newborn Sara’s mother struggles to imagine what it might be as she returns to feeding her daughter.

 “We can only hope,” she says.

[image: image5.jpg]


View gallery 
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