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Conflicts trigger mass scale displacement         of populations in the Arab world 
Tragedy affects neighbouring countries socially and economically
in camps or formal settlements but 
in urban areas and local communi-
ties. For five decades, displacement 
patterns have become increasingly 
complex across the region; Pales-
tinians, Syrians, Iraqis, Libyans 
and Yemenis have been uprooted 
multiple times and across multiple 
borders.

The per capita refugee popula-
tions of Lebanon and Jordan - the 
largest hosts of Syrians – are now 
three to six times greater than any 
other country in the world, placing 
significant strains on their econo-
mies, social services and local com-
munities.

More significantly, refugees have 
instilled demographic and socio-
economic changes in their host 
communities.

Lebanon shelters 1.5 million Syr-
ian refugees, including 1.2 million 
registered with UNHCR, making 
up almost one quarter of Lebanon’s 

population of 4.5 million. They live 
in appalling conditions, scattered 
across the country in informal 
tent settlements and old construc-
tion sites. Four out of five refugee 
children do not attend any form of 
schooling.

Jordan hosts another 1.5 million 
Syrians, nearly 50% of them are 
under UN care. They make up 20% 
of Jordan’s 7.5 million population. 

Only 10% of the total lives in desert 
camps straddling the northern Syr-
ian border, the rest stay among lo-
cal communities. 

Turkey has more than 1.7 million 
registered Syrian refugees, while 
Iraq and Egypt are home to 247,000 
and 136,000 Syrians, respectively.

Aside from the Syrian crisis, 
about one-third of Libya’s popula-
tion lives in Tunisia, having fled 

violence that followed the toppling 
of late longtime leader Muammar 
Qaddafi. Their status is different 
from the Syrian refugees. Tuni-
sians admit the Libyans – many of 
them wealthy – have boosted their 
country’s economy.

It was not immediately clear how 
many Libyans have decided to re-
locate permanently to Tunisia. Tu-
nisian officials put their number at 
2 million but some Libyan commu-
nity leaders estimate the number at 
about 500,000.

But refugees can also contribute 
to the economic problems of their 
host countries, raising unemploy-
ment rates in both Lebanon and 
cash-strapped Jordan.

“It’s cheap labour,” said journal-
ist Linda Maayah, who assisted in a 
preliminary private research on the 
Syrians’ socio-economic effects, in 
an interview with The Arab Week-
ly. “The Syrians accept half, or less, 
the wages paid to Jordanians, in-
spiring many employers to opt for 
the lower priced.”

Jordan’s unemployment rate is 
set at 14.6%, although unofficial 
estimates put it at 22%.

Other effects of the Syrian exo-
dus is higher rents, Maayah main-

tained. A majority of Syrians took 
up residence paying modest rents 
in low-income areas across Jordan, 
with the result that rental prices 
have gone up by 15% in the past 
three years, according to estimates 
by real estate brokers.

Others have boarded often un-
seaworthy vessels in an attempt 
to reach Europe. In 2014 alone, at 
least 3,400 people died in Mediter-
ranean Sea crossings, according to 
Amnesty International.

Commenting on Amnesty’s re-
port, its Secretary-General Salil 
Shetty called 2014 a “shameful na-
dir” in the global response to the 
humanitarian relief of refugees.

“We must hope that, looking 
backward to 2014 in the years to 
come, what we lived through will 
be seen as an ultimate low point 
from which we rose up and created 
a better future,” Shetty stated.

The world should help Jordan and
Lebanon foot the bill for Syrian refugees

By hosting tragically high 
numbers of refugees fleeing 
the Syrian conflict, Leba-
non and Jordan are pro-

viding a global public good to the 
international community. They are 
offering the world, in a seamless 
and impressively generous way, a 
service that any other country has 
seldom offered: hosting millions of 
citizens from another country, suf-
fering the stress that puts on their 
economies,  stretching the limits 
of tolerance in their societies, and 
adding to the already daunting se-
curity issues their countries face. 
Just imagine if these two coun-
tries had chosen to shut their bor-
ders and leave millions of people 
crushed between an unforgiving 
conflict and a closed horizon.

The conflict in Syria has created 
significant development chal-
lenges for neighbouring countries, 
not least because of the large 
movements of population seek-
ing refuge from brutal violence. 
One could identify three phases 
in the international community’s 
approach to, and attempts to deal 
with, the impact of the Syrian 
crisis on the country itself, and 
broadly on the Mashreq region.

First of all, the world looked at 
the Syrian civil war and its effects 
on neighbouring countries as a 
humanitarian issue, characterised 
by large, but still controllable, 
flows of refugees. The UN system, 
in particular UNHCR, and bilateral 
donors engaged quickly with the 
Lebanese and Jordanian govern-
ments in addressing this initial 
challenge. Camps were set up, 
mainly in Jordan, and informal 
settlements were tolerated in 
Lebanon.

Then, the flows of refugees 
to these two countries increased 
sharply and posed a security, hu-

manitarian and developmental 

challenge to their hosts.
The international community 

began talking about the human-
itarian-development nexus, or 
continuum. Instruments were put 
in place, such as the UN regional 
rapid-response plans, stabilisation 
plans and road maps.

On the financing side, the World 
Bank-managed, multi-donor trust 
fund for Lebanon, as well as emer-
gency operations for Jordan and 
other financing mechanisms, were 
created to signal the willingness 
of the international community 
to help both Lebanon and Jordan 
tackle this exogenous shock that 
started to threaten their own 
development and reverse some 
of their achievements in health, 
education, water and sanitation.

This was aside from the infra-
structural challenges. While camps 
were hosting the vast majority 
of refugees, a large number of 
them were, in fact, living outside, 
mingling with the local population 
and entering the host country’s 
labour markets. In some parts of 
Jordan, an interestingly positive 
economic dynamic was created by 
the inflows of new consumers and 
micro-business owners. This was 
in addition to the cheap labour 
these populations offered in both 
Lebanon and Jordan. The World 
Bank published a landmark report 
Lebanon: Economic and Social 
Impact Assessment of the Syrian 
Crisis in late 2013 that stressed all 
these factors and offered a reality 
check and an underpinning for 
Lebanon’s call to the international 
community for help.

Now, and thirdly, the situation 
in the field has further evolved 
and in a dramatic way. It appears 
there is no end in sight to the Syri-
an conflict and no predictable time 
frame for the refugees to return 
to Syria. The host countries are 
starting to realise that this is a new 
fact, a new certainty that needs to 
be included in their plans.

The host countries now find 
themselves responsible for both 
their own citizens and the millions 
of Syrian refugees living along-
side them. These countries and 
the world are looking at a brutal 
demographic shift, an acceleration 

that took Lebanon from a popula-
tion of 4.2 million to about 5.5 mil-
lion in the span of less than four 
years. The same, with a slightly 
varying magnitude, is true for 
Jordan.

It is this new situation that 
needs to be addressed through 
new ways and new instruments. 
We are not talking any longer 
about humanitarian actions or 
development engagement. We are 
looking at a new reality, one in 
which countries like Jordan and 
Lebanon are forced to cope with 
the economic and social challenge 
of an unforeseen demographic ac-
celeration that can cause immense 
damage to their insufficient, but 
still real, development gains of 
the last 30 years, and provoke an 
unsustainable economic, social 
and security shift. For Lebanon, 
because of the particular social 
equilibrium of the country, this 
stress could constitute an existen-
tial threat.

Implementing a development-
led approach to mitigate the 
impact of the Syrian conflict has 
fallen short of needs given the 
limited financial support to host 
countries’ budgets. As the Syr-
ian conflict enters its fifth 
year, there is a strong 
understanding that 
this impact has 
to be addressed 
through 
develop-
ment-led 
approach-
es but the 
financing 
of these 
ap-
proach-
es has 
not been 
commen-
surate to 
the large 
needs, es-
pecially for 
Lebanon.

Humanitar-
ian and devel-
opment partners, 
including donors, have 
provided significantly 
more support for extra-budget-

ary spending for host countries. 
This certainly alleviates some of 
the development impacts on both 
host and refugee communities. It 
does not, however, directly help 
relieve the countries’ budgetary 
cost.

Four years after the start of 
the conflict, it has become clear 
that the financing needs that host 
countries require to address these 
challenges are not forthcoming 
in the terms and magnitude that 
were initially envisaged: grant 
funding has been and will likely 
remain limited to a fraction of 
what is required, while traditional 
development funding is available 
at the needed scale but is non-
concessional for Syria’s middle-
income neighbours.
There is an imperative, today, for 
all of us — members of the inter-
national community of nations 
as well as the multilateral donors 
— to seek and find creative ways 
of helping Lebanon and Jordan 
manage and absorb the economic 
and social stress caused by this 
unprecedented crisis.

If we fail, the cost will be tre-
mendous and rather than helping 
them pay for the global public 

good they are providing us 
with, the international 

community will have 
to settle the bill for 

the global public 
bad that would 

be created by 
neglecting 

Jordan and 
Lebanon.
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