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Lebanon’s ability to deal with refugee crisis ‘wearing thin’

Beirut

L
ebanon has devel-
oped what Minister 
of Social Affairs 
Rashid Derbas likes 
to call the “art of 
survival”, having 
coped with a 
destructive 15-year 

civil war and years of security 
and economic instability.

Such a capacity to adapt 
to difficult situations was 
undoubtedly a major factor that 
helped Lebanon absorb more 
than 1.5 million Syrian refugees 
despite limited resources and 
international assistance.

However, Lebanon’s resilience 
is wearing alarmingly thin, with 
no sign for an end of Syria’s war, 
now in its fifth year. Now, Beirut 
hopes to collect $2.4 billion from 
the Syria Donors Conference in 
London in early February to assist 
2.9 million vulnerable individuals 
in its territory.

The large influx of Syrian 
refugees had put tremendous 
pressure on the capacity of 
the small country, worsening 
economic and social woes caused 
by years of political instability and 
volatile security.

Competition over scarce 
resources and poor employment 
opportunities has increased 
tensions between the overstaying 
“guests” and their Lebanese 
hosts. The effects are mostly felt 
by the poorest of the Lebanese 
population, especially in rural 
areas where poverty levels are 
the highest and the majority of 
refugees are concentrated.

“The Lebanese society is deeply 
affected by the deterioration of 
the economic situation, negative 
growth, lack of job opportunities, 
lack of political and security 
stability, the loss in tourism and 
the inability to export through 
the land borders (with Syria)… It 

is a miracle that the country can 
still put up with all that,” Derbas 
said in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

With Lebanon playing host to 1.1 
million refugees registered by the 
United Nations in addition to an 
estimated 500,000 non-registered 
Syrians, it is the Lebanese poor 
who are bearing the brunt of the 
crisis.

“Of course the impact is 
flagrant, when you have 1.5 
million incomers, which we did 
not expect. It is like having 20 
million Mexicans arriving in the 
US. Even a big country would be 
jolted if it had such an influx,” 
Derbas said.

With a population of 4.1 million, 
Lebanon has a ratio of one refugee 
for every five Lebanese. It is the 
highest such figure on the world.

The minister put Lebanese 
resilience down to their capacity 
to adapt to difficult situations, 
an “art of survival” they have 
mastered over the 1975-90 civil 
war, including a devastating 
Israeli invasion.

“Lebanon is just a strange 
country. During the (civil) war, 
there were several rounds of 
fighting but, whenever there 
was a truce, you would see 
people coming out and returning 
to normal life. We have an 
extraordinary capacity of 
adaptation that is unique 
and we even do 
capitalise on crises 
to our benefit,” 
Derbas said.

Finding 
opportunities 
to invest in the 
Syrian refugee 
crisis is high on the 
Lebanese agenda 
for the London 
conference on 
global assistance 
to Syrian refugees 
and their host 
communities 
in Lebanon and 
Jordan.

“We can definitely benefit from 
the money that is being spent 
in Lebanon by donor countries 
assisting the refugees to improve 
our economy. The international 
community has finally realised 
that it needs to help stabilise 
communities hosting refugees 
before the situation explodes,” 
Derbas said.

The Lebanese Crisis Response 
Plan (LCRP), a document 
prepared with the United Nations 
to be presented at the London 
conference, requests $2.4 
billion for the benefit of nearly 3 
million vulnerable individuals in 
Lebanon.

“Taking into account that 83% 
of the refugees are living among 
the poorest local communities, 
the plan stipulates that 37% of the 
fund would be spent on stabilising 
the host communities and 63% on 
humanitarian assistance targeting 
2 million people, including 1 
million Lebanese poor and 1 
million non-Lebanese,” Derbas 
said.

The LCRP is viewed as a crucial 
channel through which the 
international community can 
support Lebanon as it addresses 
the needs of both its own people 
and the displaced from Syria. It 
will focus particularly on localities 
where Lebanese are feeling the 

greatest effects of the crisis 
and long-term poverty.

“It represents an 
opportunity to invest 
in national capacities, 
Lebanese services 
and the economy to 
help stabilise the 
country,” Derbas 
said.

The minister 
played down 

concerns that 
Syrian refugees 
who have 
established 
small 
businesses 
in Lebanon 

might be reluctant to return home 
once the conflict is over.

“Those who have established 
some kind of business here 
are very few, whereas the vast 
majority is barely surviving from 
donations and that is why they 
will all return to their home,” he 
said.

“Those who want to stay and do 
business in Lebanon afterward, 
they are welcome to do so under 
local rules and regulations… But 
I am sure that once the situation 
in Syria is normalised not a single 
Syrian will remain in Lebanon and 
even the Lebanese would follow 
them [to help rebuild] Syria.”

By investing in the refugees’ 
host countries, the international 
community hopes to strengthen 
their ability to cope with the 
millions of displaced and refugees 
who remained among them for 
nearly five years, and might stay 
on for a good while longer, as the 
conflict in Syria shows no sign of 
ending.

Derbas pointed out that 
proposals could be raised at 
the London conference to relax 
restrictions on the employment 
of Syrian refugees, a matter that 
Lebanon is not set to accept.

Syrian refugees are banned 
from working in Lebanon unless 
they are sponsored by a Lebanese 
national and “Lebanon is not 
willing to change that”, according 
to Derbas.

Though there is no official 
figure, at least one-third of 
the refugees are believed to 
be working clandestinely and 
competing with the Lebanese 
over various unskilled jobs. They 
are mostly engaged as cheap day 
labour in the agriculture and 
construction sectors.

Lebanon, which also hosts an 
estimated 400,000 Palestinian 
refugees whose families fled 
to the country when Israel 
was created in 1948, is wary of 
allowing any move that could 
encourage the resettlement of 
Syrian refugees.
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Refugee cash-for-work is a good idea

C
ash-for-work has been 
touted as the big idea 
in refugee care ahead 
of an aid conference 
for Syria in London. It 
is a fine principle if 

only it could be made to work in 
the refugees’ immediate neigh-
bourhood — Turkey, Lebanon and 
Jordan — where most of them are 
waiting out the agony of exile.

The idea, proposed by Gerd 
Mueller, Germany’s minister 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, on a visit to Jordan, 
was subsequently taken up by 
British International Development 
Secretary Justine Greening. It 
simply sparkles with common 
sense.

Gainful employment in more 
familiar surroundings would 
save Syria’s harried people from 
difficult journeys to cold, foreign 
locations in Europe.

The return on investment is 
apparently very good in monetary 
terms. Mueller claims that it is “20 
times more effective” to spend 
resources on refugees in the 
region than on accommodating 
them in Europe. Greening says: 
“A pound or euro goes so much 

further in Jordan than if we are 
spending it here processing 
refugees in Europe.”

It would also ease the pressures 
on European governments, which 
are feeling the backlash as their 
alarmed populations face the 
prospect of a ceaseless flow of 
large numbers of Syrian refugees.

It is a bargain, a three-for-one 
deal that would give something to 
everyone — decently paid work for 
the refugees, cash for their host 
countries in the neighbourhood 
and a respite to Europe, which is 
dealing with the biggest refugee 
movement since the World 
War II.

Could it ever come to pass?
Could the money to create 

500,000 jobs be raised 
internationally, as the 
London conference 
proposes? The cash-
for-work scheme 
would require 
$2.17 billion. This 
would allow Middle 
Eastern host 
countries to employ 
refugees at $325 
each per month.

That sounds like 
pretty good takings 
but there is more than 
the money to think of 
— not least the physical 
and psychological 
practicalities that might 
affect implementation.

Turkey, which hosts 
approximately 2 million 
Syrians and 30,000 Iraqis, 
recently agreed to offer 
work permits to those who 
had been in the country 
for at least six months. 
But amid all the hosannas 

about the decision, there are two 
potential game changers. Ankara 
could renege any time because it 
is yet to receive the $3.25 billion 
promised by the European 
Union to ease the burden on its 
economy. And Turkey’s domestic 
unemployment rate is running at 
roughly 10% as growth slows and 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
government struggles to contain 
discontent. When it is jobs for 
the people, most countries first 

consider their own people.
It is pretty much the same 

for Lebanon, home to 1.3 
million refugees — more 
than one-quarter of its 
population — and for Jordan, 

which has upward of 
600,000.

In parts 
of Jordan, 

unemployment 
is more than 50% 
and the idea of 

giving newcomers 
legal access to jobs is 

understandably fraught. 
Will Amman find it a 
comfort that Mueller 
and Greening want 

the new scheme to fund 
jobs for both Syrians and 
Jordanians? The enterprise 
zones they envision sound 
like a dream of harmony 
with Syrians and Jordanians 
working alongside to build 

infrastructure and schools.
Finally, of course, there is 

the rather more delicate issue 
of culture and values when 

resettling refugees anywhere. It 
is easier to visualise the cultural 

chasm that opens when Syrian 
refugees arrive in Europe than in 
the Gulf Arab states and in Turkey. 
In a general sense, the Middle 
East is thought to share a cultural 
closeness, which should be able to 
absorb Syria’s displaced and allow 
them to sink deep and comfortably 
into the familiar rhythms of home.

This is a deceptive and ill-
informed myth. Though most 
Syrian refugees are Sunni, Saudi 
Arabia, for instance, is leery of 
taking in people who lived in 
Syria’s Sunni areas, which served 
as a base for ISIS. In Lebanon, 
the Sunnis and Shias are finely 
balanced and even small changes 
can trigger violent responses. In 
Turkey, refugees who initially 
settled in a province that had a 
sizeable number of Alawites (the 
sect to which Syrian President 
Bashar Assad belongs) were coldly 
received. Egypt’s President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi is worried about 
Syrian refugees’ links to his bête 
noire, the Muslim Brotherhood. 
The Gulf states, home to enormous 
and diverse expatriate groups 
of workers, are ever alert to the 
possibility of ethnic and sectarian 
tensions.

In this context, it becomes a 
little easier to understand the 
inhospitable tone of the regional 
attitude towards the refugees and 
why the cash-for-work idea to keep 
them out of Europe may not work.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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