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2015: Europe’s Year of the Migrant

Syrian refugees come with a cost for Middle East hosts

London
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luechtlinge — refugees — 
was chosen the German 
word of the year for 2015. 
It was hardly a surprising 
choice in a country that 

received an estimated 1 million 
refugees from Syria, Iraq and other 
war-torn countries.

2015 has been the year of the mi-
grant. According to the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR), wars, conflict and persecu-
tion forced more people than at 
any time since record-keeping be-
gan to flee their homes and seek 
refuge elsewhere.

Widespread conflict in the Mid-
dle East, with the rise of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria, 
civil war in Libya and fighting in 
Yemen, means that a large propor-
tion of the refugees were from the 
Arab world. Millions of Syrian refu-
gees sought refuge in neighbouring 
countries, particularly Lebanon 
and Jordan. Others looked for ref-
uge further afield in Europe and 
North America.

Europe has seen at least 1 mil-
lion refugees make the dangerous 
Mediterranean crossing from North 
Africa and Turkey into Europe in 
2015, according to the EU border 
agency Frontex and the Interna-
tional Organisation of Migration.

The number of recorded migrant 
deaths in the Mediterranean for 
2015 stood at 3,671, including Aylan 
Kurdi, the toddler whose image, 
washed up on a beach in Turkey, 
sparked an international outcry 
and renewed efforts by the Euro-
pean Union to deal with the crisis.

The majority of refugees who 
headed towards Europe in 2015 
were seeking richer western and 
northern European countries, par-
ticularly Austria and Germany. 
But reaching Europe’s border-free 
Schengen zone required desperate 
refugees to undertake an arduous 
journey — by train and bus, but 
mostly on foot — across much of 
southern Europe.

The most used route saw refu-
gees pass through Greece, Macedo-
nia and Serbia into the Schengen 
zone via Hungary. After Budapest 
dramatically increased border se-
curity in the summer, many refu-
gees began using an alternate path 
into the Schengen zone via Croatia 
and Slovenia.

Germany and its chancellor, An-
gela Merkel, received international 
plaudits for its “open door” policy 
to Syrian refugees but as the flow of 
refugees increased, and amid fears 
of infiltration by terrorists follow-
ing the Paris attacks, Europe faces 
an increasingly complex migrant 
crisis in 2016.

“We want to, and will, appreci-
ably reduce the number of refu-
gees, because it’s in everyone’s 
interests,” Merkel said in Decem-
ber, under pressure from more 
conservative government coalition 
partners and following the news 
that 206,101 migrants arrived in 
Germany in November, breaking 
the record of 181,166 set in October.

Central European states, poorer 
and less populous than their north-
ern and western European counter-
parts, have been hardest hit by the 
flow of migrants into Europe.

Hungarian Prime Minister Vik-

tor Orban warned the migrants 
represented a threat to Europe’s 
Christian identity, justifying Bu-
dapest’s construction of a fence 
along its border with Croatia. He 
later claimed that “all the terrorists 
are basically migrants” in the after-
math of the Paris attack.

In North America, the Canadian 
and American responses to the ref-
ugee crisis were very different.

US Republican presidential front 
runner Donald Trump consolidat-
ed his lead in some polls thanks 
to his staunch anti-immigration 
rhetoric, from promising to build a 
wall on the border with Mexico to 
calling for a “blackout” of Muslims 
entering the country. Many Repub-

lican governors said they would 
not allow Syrian refugees to settle 
in their states.

Although US President Barack 
Obama called on Americans to 
welcome Syrian refugees into the 
country, Washington admitted 
only a few thousand. Obama has 
set a target of 10,000 Syrian refu-
gees to be allowed into the United 
States by October 2016.

Canada, which saw liberal Justin 
Trudeau become prime minister in 
November, said that it would take 
in 10,000 refugees by the end of 
2015 and an additional 25,000 by 
October 2016. Trudeau personally 
welcomed the first Syrians to the 
country in November.

“This is a wonderful night where 
we get to show not just a planeload 
of new Canadians what Canada’s 
all about but we get to show the 
world how to open our hearts and 
welcome in people who are flee-
ing extraordinarily difficult situa-
tions,” he said.

However, with no end in sight for 
conflicts across the Middle East, 
analysts expect the refugee crisis 
to continue into 2016. Problems re-
garding the settlement of so many 
migrants in Europe and questions 
over integration and assimilation 
are likely to get louder.

Mahmud El-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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ebanon and Jordan, two 
small Middle East coun-
tries with limited resourc-
es, have been dramati-
cally altered by the Syrian 

civil war.
Both have steadily taken in Syr-

ian refugees since the outset of 
the revolution to topple President 
Bashar Assad began with peaceful 
demonstrations in 2011.

For Jordan, the Syrians are also 
sharing a precious, yet scarce com-
modity: water.

The parched kingdom said Syr-
ian refugees have increased water 
demand nearly 40%, forcing the 
government to tap non-renewable 
resources from a southern aquifer 
as a short-term solution while in-
vesting billions of dollars in new 
desalination projects for the long 
term. The bill is more than $14 bil-
lion.

Electricity demand went up 
50%, driving Jordan’s energy bill 
to about 60% of the budget, where 
the deficit has swollen to unprece-
dented levels because of increased 
spending that reached 82% of 
gross domestic product. Jordan’s 
foreign borrowing also reached a 
record $30 billion.

Health care and education ser-
vices have been drained in both 
Jordan and Lebanon due to the in-
flux of refugees.

In Lebanon, the Syrians are rub-
bing shoulders with the locals in 
every aspect of life. In the labour 
market, they are pushing Lebanese 
aside and taking over their jobs. For 
some of the natives who remained 
on the job, they are settling for 

meagre wages, only slightly higher 
than those offered to cheaper Syr-
ian labour.

Voicing frustration with the 
heavy load, Jordanian Planning 
Minister Imad Fakhoury said the 
kingdom has been “shouldering 
the burden of the Syrian refugee 
crisis on behalf of the region and 
the world”.

The direct and indirect costs of 
the Syrian civil war, now into its 
57th month, have hit the Jordanian 
treasury by nearly $7 billion, Fak-
houry said. He said there were 1.5 
million Syrians in the country, who 
now make up about 20% of the 
population.

Of the total Syrian refugee popu-
lation in Jordan, only 628,867 are 
registered with the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 
The rest slipped into local com-

munities across Jordan, mostly in 
northern towns near the Syrian 
border.

UNHCR says of those registered, 
79,709 live in Jordan’s north in 
Zaatari Camp — a tent encamp-
ment set up in 2012 that grew into 
a bustling city. Another 30,000 live 
in two other camps elsewhere in 
Jordan.

Indeed, northern Jordan has 
been dramatically altered by the 
Syrian civil war.

Approximately 80% of the Syr-
ian refugees live in urban areas in 
the north, while 13% live in central 
and southern regions, according to 
government data. The rest are in 
refugee camps, with Zaatari being 
the largest.

In Mafraq, a northern Jordanian 
governorate bordering Syria, the 
number of Syrian refugees exceeds 

90% of the local population, said 
Mafraq Governor Qasim Muheidat.

“Mafraq is no longer the same. It 
has a different face,” he said. “The 
accent and dialect of many in the 
street is Syrian. The labour force 
is Syrian. The schools and apart-
ments are overcrowded with Syri-
ans. The health clinics are jammed 
with Syrians. Even the bakeries, 
supermarkets, restaurants and 
sweet shops are as well.”

In Lebanon, 1.1 million Syrian 
refugees are registered with UN-
HCR, although many more are 
thought to be in the country, and 
thousands have entered Lebanon 
through illegal crossings. Unoffi-
cial estimates put the number of 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon at 1.5 
million.

Unlike Jordan and Turkey, Leba-
non declined to create refugee 
camps, which allowed the refugees 
to disperse throughout the coun-
try. As a result, Lebanon has the 
highest per capita concentration of 
refugees in the world. One in every 
five people in the country is a Syr-
ian refugee.

The World Bank estimates that 
the Lebanese economy incurred 
losses of $7.5 billion due to the 
repercussions of the Syrian crisis. 
That has put pressure on public fi-
nances, various sectors and public 
services.

UNHCR suspended new registra-
tions of refugees in early May un-
der instructions by the Lebanese 
government, which said it would 
allow in more refugees as of this 
past January. Exceptions are grant-
ed on a case-by-case basis, specifi-
cally for treatment, education or 
onward travel.

The previous influx strained the 
country’s already scarce resources, 
including its infrastructure, edu-

cation and health systems, and 
contributed to rising tensions in 
a country vulnerable to security 
breaches and instability.

With donations of $94 million 
through UNHCR, the United Na-
tions’ children’s agency UNICEF, 
the World Bank and bilateral do-
nors, Lebanon’s Ministry of Educa-
tion launched a nationwide “Back 
to School” campaign in Septem-
ber, inviting all parents to register 
their children in school.

The purpose of the initiative 
among the ministry, UNHCR and 
UNICEF is to maximise access to 
certified education for all children 
on Lebanese territory. This allows 
200,000 Syrian refugee children 
between the ages of 3 and 14 to 
access certified basic education — 
nearly double the 106,000 children 
reached in 2014.

With refugees having exhausted 
their resources and savings, many 
refugee parents are left with no 
choice but to send their children 
to work. Over the past school year, 
about 6,000 families withdrew 
their children from school as a re-
sult, according to UNHCR.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.

A migrant from Syria, wearing a Germany cap, stands in a temporary registration centre in the village 
of Schwarzenborn, north-east of Frankfurt, Germany, last October.
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A Jordanian soldier carries Syrian refugee children,  near the town 
of Ruwaished, 240 km  east of Amman.
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