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L
ebanon’s Syrian refugee 
crisis cannot be 
resolved until the 
Lebanese people learn 
to take into account 
what is happening 

across the region and do away 
with superficial and empty claims 
about the threat that desperate 
Syrians represent to the identity 
of the Lebanese state.

Lebanon’s Christian community, 
in particular, seems to have failed 
to understand the country’s 
domestic situation, as well as the 
wider regional state of affairs, 
focusing instead on narrow 
concerns regarding their own 
presence in the country. All this 
talk about restoring the “rights of 
the Christians” and how this influx 
of Syrian refugees will affect their 
position in particular, rather than 
the country as a whole, shows 
flawed thinking.

What is most important in the 
current period is to understand 
that the Syrians who are there 
do not want to settle in Lebanon. 
They have been forced to flee their 
country because of violence. They 
would much prefer to return to 
their homeland.

On the other hand, Lebanon 
has a major opportunity to benefit 
from the future rebuilding of Syria 
in the post-Assad period. If Beirut 
fails to take advantage of this, it 
will have allowed a significant 
chance to pass by. Perhaps the 
best thing that Lebanon can do is 
to learn from Jordan’s example, 
which is ensuring that its care 
and assistance for Syrian refugees 
is being offset by regional and 
international support.

Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil, who boycotted UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s 
visit to the country, recently sought 
to incite false controversy over the 
Syrian crisis at a time when such 
discourse only serves to harm 
Lebanon and its Christian minority.

Bassil claimed that Lebanon’s 
Christians are being over-run by 
Muslim refugees from abroad. 

“What is happening in 
Lebanon is an attempt to 
replace the people with 
Syrians and Palestinians,” 
he was quoted as saying 
by the country’s Daily Star 
newspaper.

Bassil’s comments, 
which are almost racist 
in nature, come at a 
time when the Lebanese 
government should be 

looking for a solution to their 
long presidential vacuum and 
government crisis rather than 
engaging in discourse that will 

increase inter-community strife.
Lebanon could be a launch 

pad for dozens of projects to 
help rebuild and reconstruct a 
post-Assad Syria. The Lebanese 
economy would benefit from such 
activity immensely, particularly 
as the latest developments across 
the border, including the ceasefire 
and the imminent restart of peace 
talks, indicate that a political 
solution may be on the horizon.

There are strong ties between the 
Syrian and Lebanese economies. 
This interdependence allows 
Lebanon, in light of the presence 
of such a large number of Syrian 
refugees in its territory, to play 
a central role in the rebuilding 
process.

The time has come for the 
Lebanese, and particularly 
the Christians, to put this 
psychological complex over the 
presence of Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon to bed. No Syrian wants 
to settle in Lebanon; this is 
something that has been forced on 
them by circumstance.

The Lebanese fail to understand 
the benefits the refugees can have 
for their community. Syrians 
contributed to Lebanon’s banking 
and real estate sector but now 
many wealthy Syrians have chosen 
to go to Dubai and elsewhere, 
rather than Lebanon, due to 
the prevailing negative view in 
Lebanese society.

If Lebanon’s Christians are truly 
under threat of displacement, 
this is because of the Christian 
community’s lack of vision. This 
narrow thinking caused previous 
crises and disasters in the country, 
including the conflict between 
Christians and Palestinians and 
Christians and Muslims, which 
served as the justification for 
Syrian intervention in the country.

A large number of Christians 
left the country as a result of the 
Lebanese civil war, which saw 
Christian militias lead the fighting. 
The largest number of Christians 
returned when normal life resumed 
in the country between 1992-2005.

Bassil is simply wrong to link 
the influx of Syrian refugees to 
attempts to overrun its Christian 
community. The presence of 
Lebanon’s Christians, or indeed 
any Lebanese group, is tied to 
economic prosperity. If there is 
no prosperity, people will leave to 
seek their fortunes elsewhere.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was originally published 
in the London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.

Lebanon’s Christians and the 
Syrian refugee problem

The Lebanese fail to 
understand the 
benefits the refugees 
can have for their 
community.

T
wo recent reports reflect positive developments in 
the Arab world regarding the growth of internet use 
and the promising potential it offers the region.

The Arab Knowledge Economy Report 2015-2016, 
released in Dubai, predicts that the number of 
internet users in the Arab world will jump to 226 
million by 2018 from 181 million in 2015. The internet 

penetration rate, which was 48.35% in 2015, would increase to 
55%.

A second report, Media Industries in the Middle East 2016 issued 
by the Qatar campus of Northwestern University and the Doha 
Film Institute, supports that assessment. It said the number of 
internet users has almost doubled over the past five years and 
quadrupled in the last 15 years.

Rates of internet penetration vary from more than 66% in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 52% in the Levant, 45% in North 
Africa and 27% in Yemen and Sudan. Similar differences exist 
among rates of mobile phone subscriptions in the Arab world but, 
overall, Arab societies are increasingly connected and that is 
rapidly changing the type of social relationships in those socie-
ties as well as their outlook on life and the world.

These positive indicators also offer economic opportunities.
Development of the knowledge society creates a better envi-

ronment for providing value-added jobs to the swelling ranks of 
Arab university graduates. Growth of internet use and penetra-
tion in the Arab world can pave the way for economic diversifica-
tion of oil-dependent economies. It already is doing that in GCC 
countries.

According to Nidal Abou Zaki, managing director of Orient 
Planet Group, which issued the Arab Knowledge Economy Report 
2015-2016, oil price changes have “prompted a shift towards 
establishing a diversified economy with a particular focus on 
cultivating a knowledge economy evident in the increased 
investment”.

Figures show progress by GCC countries in scientific and 
technological innovation as well as the challenges other Arab 
countries face: Of the 2,339 patents granted to Arab countries by 
the US Patent and Trademark Office since 2004, 294 went to 
Saudi Arabia, 370 to Kuwait, 257 to Egypt and 174 to the United 
Arab Emirates.

Of the five Arab universities appearing on the Shanghai Aca-
demic Ranking of World Universities, four are in Saudi Arabia and 
one is in Lebanon.

One challenge Arab countries face is insufficient development 
of Arabic language digital content, which is not keeping pace with 
the rapid growth of internet penetration.

The Media Industries in the Middle East 2016 report points out 
that “Arabic content remains one of the most under-represented 
languages online in terms of its share of the world’s websites”. It 
is estimated that only 3% of the internet’s content is in Arabic.

One-third of the most visited websites in Egypt are either in a 
foreign language or do not offer Arabic as the primary language. 
The level of digital advertising was about 10% of total advertising 
in 2015, a level that is too low to promote Arabic language con-
tent.

New information technologies are here to stay and Arab coun-
tries should not lag behind. They should be prepared for the 
economic and social transformations that will follow.

Internet looms large in 
the Arab world’s future

Khairallah Khairallah


