Assessment of the Extent of Family Separation as a Result of the Return Process in Lalogi

Background

In April, an inter-sectorial assessment was carried out in Lalogi as part of the durable solutions taskforce.  30% of persons participating in the protection focus group discussions indicated that their families were not staying in the current location where they were and mentioned that children had been left behind in the mother camp.  There were also indications that children left behind, especially adolescent girls and orphans and those living in remote return sites were at greater risk of abuse and exploitation.
In light of the above, the Child Protection Working Group as part of the Lalogi Action Plan recommended that a more targeted assessment be carried out to find out the extent of the problem so as to guide the response of stakeholders on the ground.

This report thus presents the findings from the assessment carried out between in Gem Parish which hosts the mother camp in Lalogi.

Methodology

The assessment team was comprised of 14 staff from GUSCO and World Vision, Children of War Rehabilitation Program 2 of whom acted as team leaders.  They were divided in to two persons per camp zone to cover the 7 zones in the mother camp.  

The different teams were supported by members of the child protection committees to converse through the different zones and interact with community members to identify households in which children were living on their own.  The team held interviews with children from the identified households spontaneously as they were identified based on an interview guide earlier developed and shared with the assessment team. The interviews focused on;

· Duration of separation and regularity of contact with caregivers

· Reasons for separation

· Challenges/problems and how they are being death with

· Adult supervisory arrangements during the absence of caregivers.

The team leaders also had interviews with the community leaders to assess their understanding of the magnitude of the problem and awareness of any incidents occurring to children left behind.  The opportunity was also used to get their suggestions of how best to address the said phenomenon.

Key Findings

1. Overview

44 households were identified during the assessment with 120 children. Details are highlighted in the tables below:
# of households identified per Camp Zone

	Zone
	# of households
	# of children

	A
	4
	22

	B
	9
	15

	C
	3
	14

	D
	4
	7

	E
	7
	24

	F
	5
	13

	G
	12
	35

	7
	44
	130


Zone G had the highest number of households with children living on their own as a result of parents having relocated to the return sites/villages.
Age breakdown of the children identified
	Age bracket
	M
	F
	T

	0 – 5 yrs
	12
	9
	21

	6 – 10 yrs
	20
	19
	39

	11 – 15 yrs
	29
	18
	47

	16 – 18 yrs 
	15
	7
	22

	Not Indicated
	1
	0
	1

	
	77
	53
	130


Children assuming the role of household heads

	Age bracket of eldest sibling in H/H
	# of households

	0 – 5 yrs
	2

	6 – 10 yrs 
	5

	11 – 15 yrs
	19

	16 – 17 yrs
	18

	
	44


In the absence of parents and or other primary caregivers, the eldest child in the household was usually charged with the responsibility of assuming the role of household head.  19 of the identified households were being headed by children between the age brackets of 11 to 15 years.  

Surprisingly, 7 of the households identified had children of 10 years and below as the eldest child within the household.  Upon further follow up, it was discovered that the children had been left in the care of relatives.  However, these children were usually left unsupervised and always returned to their parents hut in the camp during the day, only returning to their relatives hut by night.
Duration of Separation

	Time when separation occurred
	# of households

	Before 2007
	2

	Oct – December 2007
	4

	Jan – March 2008
	12

	April – May 2008
	7

	Not Indicated
	19

	
	44


The time when parents and or primary caregivers moved/relocated to the return site/village was not indicated for the majority so it is difficult to ascertain the period when movement most occurred.  However, from the responses provided, most of the movement occurred during the first quarter of 2008.

According to community members, many of the children whose parents and or caregivers moved prior to 2008, had completed hut construction in the return site/village and as such many of the children who had originally stayed behind in the camp had now moved to join their parents and or caregivers.

Parishes to which parents/caregivers have returned to;
	Parish
	# of households

	Idobo
	9

	Jaka
	5

	Gem
	9

	Gulu Town
	2

	Hospital
	1

	Not indicated
	18

	
	44


Contact with family members who have moved to the return site/village
	Time duration of contact
	# of households

	Daily
	4

	2 days
	1

	3 days
	3

	Weekly
	8

	2 weeks
	1

	3 weeks
	3

	Monthly
	5

	Not specified
	1

	No contact
	1

	Not indicated
	17

	
	44


Family contact was being maintained by parents and or caregivers either coming to visit the children in the mother camp or children going to the return site/village to seek out their parents and or caregivers.  In the cases where children were going to the return site/village, contact was more regular following shorter durations of no more than a week.  
2. Reasons advanced by children for being left in the mother camp
The children identified from within the 44 households provided a multiplicity of reasons to explain why they were left behind in the mother camp.  As not all the 130 children identified were individually interviewed, the reasons were captured per household rather than per individual child. Combinations of different reasons were sometimes provided by children in the same household.
Attend School

This was by far the most commonly advanced reason provided by the children (47.7%).  Many of the children mentioned that their parents/caregivers had relocated to the return site/village at the time when they were in the middle of the school term and could as such not go with them.  However, they were not certain as to whether they could have relocated together with their parents/caregivers if the timing was different mainly because they believed that the schools in the return sites/villages were not yet fully functional. This is however centrally to the fact on the ground as Lalogi sub-county authorities reported that there are 12 schools in the sub-county which are all functional.  
Lack of proper accommodation in the return site/village

This accounted for 27.3% of the responses provided by the different households.  Children indicated that their parents/caregivers were still in the process of constructing proper huts and that they had been left to stay in the camps for the time being until the construction is completed.  Some indicated that there was only one hut constructed in the return site/village and that they could not share this with their parents/caregivers so they had remained to utilize the hut in the camp.

Uncertainty about future security 

Although all children interviewed made mention of the improved security situation, they did indicate that nothing can be taken for granted especially as the peace talks had not culminated into the signing of a peace deal (16%).  The children mentioned that the uncertainty about the future security situation necessitated families to keep some kind of presence in the mother camp.

Difficulty in accessing food in the village/return site
3 households (7%) mentioned that food access was still difficult in the return site/village especially since planting had just been completed and no harvests made thus far.  They said that they were still able to access food from WFP in the camp and supplement this with doing odd jobs around the camp.

Poor access roads to the village/return site

Another 7% of the households also said that the access roads to the village/return site were not yet cleared making it difficult for back and forth movement especially if one had to travel from the return site/village to school.
Lack of functional health units in the return site/village

This accounted for 4.5% of the responses provided.  Children from 2 of the 44 households identified said that they were left in the mother camp because it was easier to access medical care in the case of ill health.

Attend to domestic chores and garden work
Children from 2 of the households (4.5%) indicated that they were left in the camps so that they can attend to domestic chores, take care of their younger siblings and carry out garden work as their parents/caregivers had relocated to Gulu town to carry out petty trade.

3. Problems encountered by children during the absence of their parents/caregivers
The children from the different households were asked about the problems/challenges that they face during the times when their parents/caregivers are away.  Like is mentioned above, not all children were interviewed so issues highlighted were taking into consideration at household level and not at the level of the individual child.  The key issues put forth by the children in the different households are summarized below;

Difficulty in accessing food

This was by far the most frequently mentioned problem highlighted by the children interviewed (43.2%).  Children said that the responsibility of looking for food had been shifted to them and that they were in many instances unable to get food on a daily basis.  

Untimely and irregular attendance of school coupled with a lack of concentration at school

Children from 17 of the 44 households (38.6%) indicated that they constantly missed out on school and even when they did go, they were often late because they had to attend to all domestic chores including some times engaging in some activities to raise some money.  They also said that the overall stress was making them not to fully concentrate in their academic work while at school.

Food and other basic stock out

In connection to the above, 14 of the 44 households (32%) identified did say that their parents/caregivers usually leave them with food stock to cover the period when they will be away.  However, it was mentioned that the stock of food and other basic requirements like firewood and paraffin usually get depleted way before their parents/caregivers come to bring the next stock so they had to improvise/starve.  Community leaders did affirm this but also attributed it to the inability of children to appropriately divide the food stock to last for the agreed upon time _ children are wasteful and will use what is left until it is depleted.
Denial of treatment from the health unit
Children from 4 of the households (9.1%) said that they are not attended to when they go to the health unit on their own.  Many times, they have to go to the return site/village to alert their parents/caregivers or any relative within the camp to accompany them to the health unit and when this fails, they go and buy drugs from the clinics.

Poor relationship with neighbors

9.1% of the households also said that the relationship with the neighbors was not good. Children from said households reported that the neighbors usually steal the food that they “leave on fire” when they go to school and some said they were usually abused and intimidated by the neighbors’ children.  

Walking long distances to access parents/caregivers

Some children indicated that they had to walk long distances to access their parents/caregivers in case of any eventuality and in order to replenish their food stock.

Difficulty in meeting sudden school expenditures/payments

Some of the children also mentioned that it was quite difficult to meet payment of any 
Sudden school charges and that they usually have to wait until their parents/caregivers come to visit them.
Attack by thieves 

2 households reported having been attacked by thieves who supposedly knew that there was no adult sleeping in the said households.

Sexual abuse

3 of the children interviewed mentioned having been “sexually taken advantage” of because of the situation in which they found themselves during the absence of their parents.  1 other young adolescent girl who was engaged in alcohol brewing as a livelihood source also said that her and her siblings were often “disturbed” by drunkards but the nature of the “disturbance” was not established.  Community elders interviewed did mention that adolescent girls were falling as “easy prey to the attention and advances of men in the camp and that they were becoming sexually involved at an early age”, something that might not have happened had they been staying with their parents/caregivers.
Leaking house

The children in one of the identified household were staying in a leaking hut which they were however unable to thrash on their own.

4. Support systems/structures

In terms of support systems/structures, the majority of the children had relatives within the camp to whom they could go for assistance in case of a need.  However, the relatives were many times able to provide oversight without necessarily providing for the needs of the children.  As such, 31 of the 130 children (24%) were doing some form of work around the camp for which they got some payment to meet some basic needs in the absence of parents/caregivers. 

6 of the households were relying on neighbors for support and oversight while 3 were relying on the LCs.  Some children also indicated seeking assistance from CPCs, police, zone leaders and from the church.  

5. Other Issues
Child abandonment

Community leaders interviewed mentioned that besides the issue of children being left behind, there were cases of children who were being abandoned by their parents.  They linked this to the issue of extra-marital affairs and said that children born out of such affairs were in many cases being left behind with their mothers.

