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INTRODUCTION 

Foster carers are one of the most important people in the life of unaccompanied  
migrant children – children who have had to leave their homes and embark on perilous 
journeys, and that have no adult who is able to take responsibility for them. 

If your child has grown up in Eritrea or spent a significant amount of their life in that 
country, this factsheet will help you prepare to welcome and care for them. The factsheet 
is designed to give you a basic introduction to Eritrea with the idea that you will build your 
knowledge further through research and interactions with the child you are looking after.

WHY DO CHILDREN LEAVE ERITREA? 

Unaccompanied migrant children and young people from Eritrea may have left their 
country for several different reasons, which are complex and likely unique to each child. 
It is important to not make assumptions on why a child has left, but instead engage  
in dialogue (if appropriate, and not upsetting to the child) to understand the child’s  
perspective. Be mindful that the child may already have had to re-tell their story to 
several people before you, and they may not wish to do so again.

In Eritrea, people’s lives have been severely affected by war (1961–1991) and large-scale 
drought. Many people leave to escape mandatory enrolment in the military service, but 
factors are individual and complex. Some unaccompanied children from Eritrea may 
have lived in or been born in neighbouring countries, and many may have spent time in 
refugee camps or as internally displaced people in the region. 

ABOUT ERITREA 

Eritrea is a country in the Horn of Africa, which is bordered by 
Sudan, Ethiopia and Djibouti. It has a coastline on the Red Sea and 
shares maritime borders with Saudi Arabia and Yemen. Some 350 
islands comprise the remainder of Eritrea’s land mass.

In the 7th century Muslims escaping persecution, arrived in Eritrea 
and probably built the first African Mosque – the Mosque of the 

Companions – in Massawa. Eritrea is also reputed to be the home of the Queen of Sheba 
and the resting place of the Jewish Ark of the Covenant.

 The population is 5.6 million but around a million people have fled the country in recent 
decades. Most people support themselves by small-scale farming and herding but Eritrea 
also has big cities, such as the capital, Asmara.

Eritrea has a variety of climates. In the highlands the temperatures are similar to the UK: 
in May temperatures are around 30°C but from December to February are near to freezing. 
In the lowlands the climate is hot and dry. From June to September temperatures can 
be around 40-50°C but from December to February it can be 20 to 35°C.

LANGUAGE  

Eritrea is a multilingual country and has no official language. The three most commonly 
spoken languages in Eritrea are Tigrinya, Arabic and English. Arabic is spoken near the 
border to Sudan. English is spoken in schools. 

Other indigenous languages spoken in Eritrea include Tigre, Beja, Kunama, Saho, Bilen, 
Nara and Afar. Italian is sometimes spoken in Asmara, the capital, due to Eritrea having 
been a colony of Italy between the 1880s and the end of World War II.   

Greetings styles vary, influenced by region and cultural groups. Some typical forms of 
greeting include saying “Selam” – meaning peace in Tigrinya – when meeting someone. 
A typical mode of greeting is a handshake, followed by the word Selam. Depending on 
the degree of familiarity with the other person(s), hugging and kissing on the cheeks is 
also common (irrespective of gender). Once you get to know someone, it is not unusual 
to continue holding the person’s hand when you exchange greetings. 

Direct eye contact is acceptable, but for relatively short periods of time. Generally, 
Eritreans are comfortable standing at a closer distance from the person to whom they 
are speaking. Depending on the cultural group and other factors, physical contact  
between men and women is often more limited and may be restricted to family members.
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/bandytam/16047739897/
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FAITH AND RELIGION  

Religion is an important part of life in Eritrea and most people worship regularly. The 
population is split almost evenly between Muslims and Christians with the two faiths 
traditionally co-existing peacefully. Christians practice through the Eritrean Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church, Catholicism or Evangelical Lutheran Church. 48% of Eritreans practice 
Sunni Islam.

It’s important to take time to find out what matters to the child you are looking after, rather 
than assume that they will observe certain practises or hold certain values and beliefs.

FAMILY LIFE  

Family is important in Eritrea, and people tend to live with their extended families. 
Children and young people are likely used to living in a big family and sharing a bedroom 
with brothers and sisters. Friends, neighbours and relatives are all involved in children’s 
upbringing and wellbeing in Eritrea. 

There is a high regard for the elderly in both general society and family structures: children 
typically care for elderly parents. However, the specific form of social organisation  
traditionally varies between ethnolinguistic groups – and so do gender roles and status. 

The legal age for marriage in Eritrea is 18 for both men and women, but many marry 
before this age. Female genital mutilation is common in Eritrea and it is equally prevalent in 
Muslim and Christian communities – Even though the Government outlawed it in 2007. 

However, remember that each family is different: do not make assumptions on the child’s 
views or behaviours around family values, but ask questions (if appropriate). 

CULTURE AND TRADITIONS  

Eritrea has a breadth of cultural traditions, and many of its art forms are a part of every-
day life – such as fine leatherwork, painting of ceramics, basket-weaving, beautiful clay 
coffee pots and jewellery and body ornamentation, made from gold, silver, brass and 
painted clay beads.

Eritreans are a very hospitable people who traditionally share everything they have with 
guests. The coffee ceremony is an important part of Eritrean life and is a way of getting 
together with relatives, neighbours or other visitors. The ceremony is usually performed by 
the woman of the household, using a jebena, a traditional form of pottery. It’s often accom-
panied by small snacks such as popcorn, peanuts and ambasha, a form of sweet bread. 

Because Eritrea was an Italian colony for many years, the Italian legacy is present in the food. 
Panettone, the Italian bread/cake is commonly served with tea or during the traditional 
coffee ceremony. 

Eritrea has produced a number of famous footballers, and football is the country’s most 
popular sport.  
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https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bandytam/16125332316/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bandytam/16103294707/
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FOOD 

Typically, in Eritrean culture, it is polite to decline at least three times if asked to dine 
when visiting a household. 

Meals are usually eaten together, sharing food from a large tray placed in the centre of 
a low dining table. Traditional food is generally eaten with the right hand, using a piece 
of bread, rather than cutlery. However, specific dining rituals vary from group to group 
and so does cuisine. 

Common features of Eritrean cuisine include: injera – a thin, pancake-like fermented flat 
bread; meat and vegetable stews – generally served on injera; and sorghum or millet 
porridge eaten with a savoury sauce. Pasta, due to the Italian influence, is also common. 

Gusha is a practice that involves scooping a bite sized amount of food with injera with 
your right hand and feeding it to the person sitting next to you. This is an intimate act 
of friendship or of love. 

Coffee is an important part of Eritrean cuisine culture: it is often consumed in elaborate 
coffee-preparation ceremonies (often taking over one hour) and offered to guests as a 
sign of hospitality.  

Muslim and Christian Eritreans do not eat pork and both eat halal meat, which means 
the animal was slaughtered in a way acceptable to Islam. Orthodox Christians do not 
eat meat Wednesdays and Fridays. Orthodox Christians observe fasting during Lent; 
Muslims during Ramadan.
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Preparing the right meals can help a child feel welcome in your home. It’s best not to 
assume and instead find out what they like to eat.

ADAPTING TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT  

Arriving in a new country may involve a significant culture shock and take a great deal 
of adjustment. The child you are caring for will need your support as they come to 
terms with their new surroundings, difficult experiences, losses and uncertain future.

Some may find the difference overwhelming: although they now are in a place of relative 
peace and security, the lifestyle and values of your country can be disturbing and  
confusing. For example, Eritrean young people may experience for the first time media 
and advertising featuring nudity, romance and sex. Children and young people from Eritrea 
are traditionally expected to give high levels of respect to adults and not challenge their 
opinions or decisions: they may experience difficulties expressing anxieties or concerns 
with adults.  

Young people may experience conflicting emotions. Some might embrace their new 
culture and reject the traditions of their elders; other may strongly identify with their 
existing cultural/religious values as means of keeping a connection with their country 
and community. Neither approach is right or wrong, and both should be respected. 

It is important to keep communication open with your child to understand their needs, 
being aware of how your own culture also underpins your behaviour. It is vital to engage 
in dialogue with your children (if appropriate and not upsetting for the child) to help them 
settle into your home.  

This leaflet has been adapted, with permission, from original text written by Elaine Fursland and published 
by BAAF (now CoramBAAF) in 2008. The text adaptation was carried out by Henrietta Bond and IOM in 
2019 under the terms of the Fostering Across Borders (FAB) project.  

The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM). The designations employed and the presentation of material 
throughout the report do not imply expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries.
 
The content of this report represents the views of the author only and is his/her sole responsibility. The Euro-
pean Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains.
 
This document was not formally edited by the IOM Publications Unit.
_____________________________________________
© 2019 International Organization for Migration (IOM)
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https://www.icv.org.au/about/about-islam-overview/what-is-halal-a-guide-for-non-muslims/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/160866001@N07/48721882216/in/photolist-4tP4HN-RU3JnZ-SnmxSn-2heopoR-7afsrF-SnmCYz-SyEE5p-2heoo91/
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