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February 14 marks six months since devastating mudslides and flooding in Freetown, Sierra Leone, 

left 1,000 people dead and a further 3,000 without a home. Fieldwork in early February by Street 

Child social workers on the ground found that: 

• National and international aid efforts made a great short-term impact; 

• But 44% of affected families have no current source of income (only 5% of whom said they 

had no income prior to the disaster); 

• 41% families ‘feel stressed’ about how they will afford to keep their children at school 

• Help rebuilding livelihoods is essential for most disaster-hit families. 
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In the early hours of August 14 2017, continuous heavy rains triggered flooding and severe 

mudslides in the Regent and Lumley areas of Freetown. Thousands of tonnes of rock and water tore 

down the mountainsides surrounding the city, devastating communities and flooding nearby areas. 

Over 1,000 people were killed and three times this number lost their homes and businesses. 

In response, emergency centers were established where victims congregated in Regent, Kamayama, 

Kaningo, Colvert, and Dwazark. Street Child has a strong presence in each of these areas and was 

able to mobilize very quickly to distribute emergency supplies, including ready-to-eat food packages, 

water, toiletries, blankets, and clothes. Our trained social workers also provided psychosocial 

support to victims and helped to share crucial WASH messaging (e.g. where to find clean drinking 

water) to stop the spread of diseases such as cholera.  

Following a period of emergency relief by NGOs and government ministries, there has been a slow 

shift in focus away from these communities. The Sierra Leone government, via the Office of National 

Security (ONS), undertook a program of registering victims who each received $300 in cash and living 

essentials, such as rice, cooking oil, soap, blankets, and cooking utensils. However, many were 

unable to register at the time or missed the registration period and therefore have not benefitted 

from this support.  

Street Child’s response 

Local NGO Street Child was one of the main front-line responders in the aftermath of the disaster. 

With generous support from funders and donors, we:  

• Distributed 87,142 ready-to-eat food packages 

(pictured left) 

• Provided 5,874 packs of clothing, 2,094 towels and 

3,236 packs of toiletries 

• Reached 9,727 people with community sanitation 

advice 

• Provided 13,242 fresh food meals and 1,105 

bedding packages 

Emergency funding has now ended, and most of the international NGOs have left; but hundreds of 

families continue to live in the affected areas, many of whom still have no home or income to 

sustain their children, let alone send them to school. Until now, very little data has existed on the 

circumstances of these communities, making the development of programs and funding priorities 

difficult. To rectify this, in early February Street Child surveyed 317 households to gain a snapshot of 

the challenges faced by families living in affected areas.   
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The survey was not intended to be a comprehensive piece of work, but to capture a quick glance of 

the circumstances of families living in the worst-affected areas. The sample is limited in size and 

scope, and so caution must be exercised when generalizing findings. We believe, however, that the 

information gathered is an excellent starting point for identifying provision for some of the worst 

affected people, and can act as a basis for further research. 

The survey was conducted by trained Street Child social workers in four severely affected areas: 

Kaningo, Kamayama, Juba, and Regent. The 15 social workers chosen had worked in the mudslide-

affected areas throughout the response and had strong ties with those communities, helping to 

build trust. Households were randomly selected across the sites to obtain a representative sample of 

communities affected.  

Survey questions were designed to compare the circumstances of households before and after the 

mudslide, focusing on changes in income sources for households and school attendance. The team 

met daily following their work in the field to compile and compare data. This allowed us to use the 

results to inform the next day’s activities and identify any issues arising.  

1. 44% of families in the affected areas have no dedicated income source  

Change in income sources was the most evident challenge. Only 5% of families reported having no 

source of income prior to the mudslides, while 44% reported having no source of income now. The 

chart below summarises the changes in income sources before and after the mudslide: a significant 

decrease in petty trading, and an increase in those with no source of income, can be clearly seen. 

Petty trading – running one’s own small goods business, such as selling water, bread, or charcoal – is 

far and away the biggest income generator for urban residents in Sierra Leone. With goods, stock, 

and premises washed away, and with no money to replace them, the economic impact of the 

mudslides on Freetown’s residents clearly has the potential to be significant. 
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2. 41% of families had children who are out of school, or at risk of dropping out 

Of the 317 families surveyed, 41% of those with children were unsure if their children could remain 

in school due to their loss of income source.  

3. 136 families identified as in need of immediate emergency support 

Social workers were asked to assess whether the vulnerability of families qualified them for 

‘immediate emergency support’ from Street Child. Based on various factors, including living 

conditions, income, health status, and child school enrolment, almost 43% of those surveyed were 

identified as eligible and are either receiving or on the waiting list for Street Child support. 

4. Almost one-third of families lost their home, property, and at least one relative 

When asked ‘what did you lose during the mudslide?’ 29% of families surveyed said that they had 

‘lost everything’. Families surveyed were often found to be experiencing multiple forms of 

vulnerability: in addition to the psychological trauma of losing a loved one, many were having to rely 

on neighbors or extended family for housing and had no source of income.  

5. Lack of access to government schools  

While talking to families, social workers informally identified several caregivers unable to send their 

children to school because there is no government school in their area. Prior to the floods they had 

been sending their children to private schools near their homes, but after losing their income source 

they can no longer afford to do that. 
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While a larger, more comprehensive study is needed to see if findings are representative of all 

mudslide-affected communities, these findings act as a useful starting point for identifying necessary 

provision for those living in mudslide-affected areas. 

Families surveyed were explicit that poverty has increased as a result of the floods, and they can 

consequently no longer afford education for their children.  

Our vast experience working with the world’s poorest people corroborates this absolutely – where 

there is no money, there is no schooling (e.g. our 2016 report Girls Speak Out, which highlighted 

poverty as families’ main barrier to education). We also know that the longer a child is out of school, 

the less likely they are to ever return.  

To ensure these children do not miss out on an education, therefore, we must act immediately to 

give them the best possible chance of returning to and succeeding at school. 

 

Families surveyed – and undoubtedly hundreds of others like them – need urgent access to income 

generation opportunities. In response, we will seek funding to extend our Family Business Scheme 

livelihood program to these families, to enable them to generate a stable income and keep their 

children in school.  

 

While businesses are being set up, we will provide educational support packs for those who can’t go 

back to school, or who can’t achieve while they are there, because they lost uniforms and 

educational materials in the mudslides.  

 

The trauma of losing loved ones and homes has the potential to affect children’s progress in school 

and families’ ability to make a suitable income. We will expand our psychosocial support work to 

ensure that everyone has the support they need to recover from their experiences.

 

Given the number of families who identified the absence of an affordable government school in their 

area as a significant barrier to their children’s education, we will conduct an access-to-education 

needs assessment outside the scope of our flood relief work. 

 

Contact  

Street Child US CEO Anna Bowden on 510-693-4460 or at anna@street-child.us. Street Child US is a 
501c3 nonprofit. Federal tax ID no 47-4281452. www.street-child.us 
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