


This story collection takes us on a journey through the past, present and towards the hope in a better future of a generation of children and youth that has seen their dreams interrupted, at best, by several years of conflict. Reading this collection of dreams we are moved by the difficult stories told. But these young boys and girls have incredible aspirations. They want to become astronauts, journalists, work for children’s rights, and rebuild their beloved country. They hold on to their dreams even as they must cope with distress and loss, seeking to find the silver lining in an often dark and cloudy sky. Supporting children and youth is a key priority to prevent a lost generation. It is heartening to see the results of the joint efforts of who help them. These testimonies are a demonstration, once again, of the resilience, strength and determination of the next generation. These characteristics represent the positive change we all seek and the hope we have for a peaceful future in the world. All children dream. For some of them who have experienced war, hunger and cold, dreaming is all they have left. Forced to leave their city, their home, their family, many of these children carry with them their hope for a better future. At night, they imagine being able to return to their country one day and being reunited with their family and friends. Thanks to their dreams, they fight back. Thanks to their vision of the future, they still have faith in life. Thanks to hope, anything is possible. Some countries where today a war goes on have endured for centuries, as well as their population. Each of them, as a society, forged its own identity so it could shine across the world. They are lands of astounding beauty where inhabitants have grown and nourished their culture and traditions over thousands of years, making these places a home to a rich and diverse society. Some of these countries are overflowing with archaeological treasures and some of their cities are amongst the oldest cities in the world. For these cities, preserving their architectural masterpieces has been an important part of their heritage for many years. For these men and women, now displaced, the simple memory of their country’s grandeur takes them back there, to their home. What child does not dream of a home? For the children who tell their stories in this section, it is sometimes nothing more than a distant memory. Yet, they continue to dream of a home, a home that would finally mean a better future could begin to take shape. A future where they could shelter from the violence, cold and pain that they deal with day in and day out. These children have lost everything that we take for granted each night when we go to sleep. The only things that we could never take away from them, which they will never let go of, are their dreams and hope. Let’s see, then, the first story. People say that my country used to be a magnificent country, but today everything has been destroyed and that makes me so sad. I know that if I go back, it will all be different. We live in another country now. We are trying to be happy. I go to school like the other children. Most of the time, the girls from the same country stick together. Sometimes, the teacher asks us questions about our home country. One day, he asked me what I missed most. I simply answered that I miss my country. When we live in a country that is not ours, we never really feel at home. I will tell you what children want. They want rights. First, the right to go to school and to speak their own language. Then, the right to stay in their country. What is happening in my country should never happen. Children have rights. They have the right to play, to study and to be happy. They should never be sad. There are three things that I want more than anything else. First, for my parents and sisters to be safe and sound. Second, to make a pilgrimage. And third, to see my country again. I will go back one day, for sure. Not all paths lead to the same place. Every journey has its own story. From the first step, the traveler is no longer the same. The paths he takes reveal the choices he makes. However, for the children sharing their stories in this collection, few of those choices are made freely. At the heart of young people’s dreams, there is an inexhaustible need for education. For this generation, whose everyday lives are peppered with injustices, their studies and their memories of happier times are the two reasons why they still nurture hope. The following text illustrates this perfectly. All the child has left from when he went to school is a photo, which he treasures dearly. Some have managed to save a few broken toys and damaged books from the rubble of their homes. Others have simply lost everything. The ones who tell us their stories here do not even celebrate their birthdays anymore. Yet, at the center of their difficult lives, a hope for better days endures. While surviving is their priority, studying also matters a lot to them. They know that it holds the possibility of returning to their country one day to build a future for them and their family. Education is the key to their future. Let’s see, then, the second story. It is a photo of me that was taken during my enrolment in school. It is very important to me. I was in my first year, my very first week of classes, when I was forced to leave the country. Of course, I have a few memories. Some good, some not so good. For example, I remember my school, which was so beautiful to me, the friends I made and our football matches in the playground. I also remember the war, the bombings and the journey we had to make to get here. Those are bad memories that I would rather forget. We left our country in the middle of the night. It was so dark that we could hardly see the road in front of us. We crossed valleys, walking through thorny bramble bushes. People left everything they had behind, so they would not be weighed down on their journey. As for me, I had to leave my schoolbooks, my pens and crayons. Mum said we would be back home soon enough, but we have been here for several years now. I treasure this photo dearly because it is a part of my childhood. When I look at it, it makes me smile, it reminds me of how happy I was when I was little. I was only a child. Now, what I want most of all is to return to my country, to see my house and my school again. I hope with all my heart that my country will be safe again one day. We have to cling to our dreams. We may believe that children from countries where a war is going on no longer dream. Their everyday lives are constantly affected by suffering and inequality. We may believe that their dreams have vanished because of this existence imposed upon them. In reality, it is the complete opposite. When most of a child’s life has been torn away from them, hope is all that remains for him or her to have faith in better days. These children make sure that their dreams remain very much alive, even if they are afraid that they may never come true. Those who tell their stories in this section have the immense courage to never give up. They could have thrown in the towel many, many times. You require great strength and great character to continue to hope when everything is falling apart around you. It sometimes takes very little for these children to feel they can cling to their dreams. A word, a piece of clothing, a song. Let’s see, then, the third story. I left my country several years ago. When we arrived in this country, my parents had trouble finding a place for me in a school. The only places left were in schools that were too expensive for us. During my first year here, I was stuck at home with my mum. I helped her with the household chores. Neither of us was happy. She was afraid that I would be too far behind the other children and that I would not be able to keep up with classes. Fortunately, one day, a place became available and I could finally go to school. I know that I am lucky to be able to study. I have a neighbor whose parents refuse to let her go out. They are afraid something will happen to her. It makes me sad, I do not think it is fair on her. Her father and mother should know that no place is safer than a school. As for me, I want to be able to study to become a doctor. As long as I am allowed to keep going to school here, I know that my dream can come true one day. When I am older and have children, I will not let them miss a single day of school. I will tell them that school is the place where dreams come true. The most precious dreams belong to those who dream of a better future, for themselves and for their fellow human beings. Some children nurture dreams like these. Children who, thanks to their education, fight for their rights and stay hopeful through thick and thin. Reading these texts, you will realize just how strong and brave the children sharing their stories here are. When these conflict began, a large part of the world took action. They tackled the task of responding to children’s needs. Year after year, they helped to preserve the determination, dignity and strength of the people affected by war. Let’s see, then, the fourth story. Before the start of the conflict, I was a completely normal teenager. I liked to go out and see people, but the war turned me into another person. I lost my house, I lost my friends. I became shy, I no longer had any self-confidence. I did everything I could to avoid being in contact with other people. My mother encouraged me to join a program for young women who had experienced the tragedy of war. I liked the idea a lot, as well as the program content. After the first session, I already felt myself changing. I began by making a few friends there. Then, little by little, I began talking to my neighbors. I quickly felt the need to know more about the people living around me and those I met. We all made progress, step by step, at our own pace. In the beginning, we were too shy to take part, but after a few sessions, we were able to open up to one another. This program has completely changed my life. I use the tips I have learned everywhere I go. Before, I used to think that my life had no longer had any meaning, but thanks to the sessions I took part in, I have changed the way I see things. I have now set myself several goals and one of them is to look after others the way I myself was looked after. I hope that all the girls I help will become strong and capable of tackling the society they live in. Few people know the real value of a home until they are forced to leave it. When we leave our home behind, it is often a choice and we know that we can go back at any time. The children who tell their stories in this section have had to leave their home without turning back. Families have been broken, communities destroyed and societies, often centuries old, have been wiped off the map overnight. All these children dream of going home one day. What will they find there? Over time, cities can be rebuilt, roads repaved and communities reformed. The last stage in their journey, the one that will lead them to peace, may require the most strength. These young people are preparing for this journey with courage and conviction. These children’s biggest hopes and most powerful dreams are focused on the same goal, which is to return to a country at peace, where their rights will finally be respected. Let’s see, then, the last story. As I arrived in this country when I was seven, I no longer have many memories of my house, of the town or country I lived in before. My dad and mum sometimes talk to me about my country. They tell me that it is a magnificent place with rivers and farms everywhere you look. When I listen to them, I think it must be a beautiful place. Although I hardly remember anything, I still miss my country deep down. My greatest dream would be to return to my country, to rebuild everything and live happily, like before. Lastly, we all dream that, one day, these children will feel at home once again. Those who have shared their stories will relentlessly pursue their dreams, because it is the young people of today who carry the promise of a better future and a world at peace. At night, we look up at the sky. Each star holds the dream of a child, the dream of finally being able to live happily and in safety. Going through the pages of this collection, you were taken into a journey filled with hope, dreams but also fear and uncertainty. A mosaic of drawings and words that creatively depict the reality of children from countries where a war is going on: innocent and forced to leave their homes without knowing when or if they would ever go back. Yet, their messages are of peace and resilience, as they try to pave together the future of their countries. However, reality is much harsher than these colorful pages show. Countries where there is a war remain the most dangerous places for a child to grow up. The children from these countries have lived horrors that no human being should experience. They have lost their homes, family, friends and schools. They will carry their invisible wounds with them, under attack, and on the move. These scars will go with them through their childhoods and beyond. And yet, despite everything, their optimism remains untouched. Unique partnerships make it possible to reach the most vulnerable children, especially those on the move in other countries. These partnerships have been fundamental for children to continue their learning, receive psychosocial support and education. Since these partnerships started, they brought children back to school. This was done through local education initiatives encouraging families to send their children to school, provide transportation services, investment in infrastructure to expand the learning space, increase the number of teachers, give out books and learning material, and establish centers for children to be able to learn, play and simply be children again. For this future generation to find peace, we should listen to the voices of children and young people. They have incredible abilities and strong wills to contribute to creative solutions and social cohesion, critical to building back war countries. These children have seen the worst of humanity and life, yet they continue to dream of a brighter future. It is our responsibility to work together and with them to make some of these dreams come true. Every child deserves a childhood and a fair chance in life. Thank you for taking the time to read the stories in this collection. Behind these stories are real children. The last section features a series of photos of children from war countries and the neighboring countries who have benefited from the funding of the European Union. This section is a tribute to these children and millions of others for their courage, determination, ability to be positive against all odds and most of all to dream. Together and with them, we can help make these dreams come true.

