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Little solace for human trafficking victims in Lebanon
Paul Gadalla

Beirut

L 

ebanon was struck by the 
biggest human trafficking 
scandal in recent memory 
in March, when 75 Syrian 
women, who had been en-

slaved, beaten and forced into pros-
titution, escaped the red-light dis-
trict of Maameltein, north of Beirut.

The harrowing tale is not new. 
Thousands of women are trafficked 
every year into Lebanon to become 
sex slaves. The prevalence of or-
ganised crime owes much to the 
government’s laxity and legal loop-
holes in the country, activists say.

Several Lebanese non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) work-
ing with trafficking victims said 
some of the women returned to 
their homes in Syria, sparking fears 
that they might suffer additional 
abuse at the hands of their families.

“For those going back to their 
families, things will not be easy. 
Some of them face the prospect 
that men relatives will view them 
as a shame to the family and want 
to kill them,” said Wissam Tarif, a 
Lebanese human rights activist. 
“For others, they were breadwin-
ners so they will be looked at as fail-
ures, a shame in their own society.”

While those who chose to stay in 
Lebanon may be better protected, 
they, too, face numerous hurdles in 
their pursuit for justice.

“The Lebanese system has cre-
ated a culture that permits human 
trafficking and sex slavery,” said 
Ghada Jabbour, a social worker 
with Lebanese NGO KAFA. “There 
are many legal loopholes that have 
let this happen.”

According to Lebanon’s 2011 an-
ti-trafficking law, a woman must 
prove that she was forced into pros-
titution. However, many women, 
including the 75 Syrians, are lured 
into Lebanon under false pretences 
of a steady job or even a possible 
marriage opportunity and consent 
to move to the country to work.

“Sex traffickers set up agencies 

in different countries as a front 
and go after vulnerable women,” 
said Ramy Shukr of the Migrant 
Community Centre in Beirut. “The 
women are given [a false] work 
contract and visa and are lured in 
by job prospects. Once in Lebanon, 
they are sponsored, told they must 
pay back the money spent on their 
work papers and often have their 
travel documents seized.”

Many women trafficked into Leb-
anon enter the country under what 
is called an “artist visa”, which has 
become synonymous with forced 
prostitution.

“These women are not smuggled 
across the border as people may 
think; they come in with official 
papers. And officials at the bor-
der know why they are here,” said 
Maya al-Ammar, a representative of 
KAFA. “Every year, 4,000 to 6,000 
people are trafficked through Leba-
non on this so-called artist visa.”

Having consented on paper to 

work for an establishment that 
has sponsored them and got them 
legal visas, proving that they were 
forced into prostitution is a diffi-
cult task.

“How can a woman prove she 
was forced into it?” asked Jabbour. 
“It’s her word against the agency 
that brought her here, not to men-
tion the fact that security forces 
turn a blind eye to the problem.”

Prostitution is a crime under 
Lebanon’s penal code. Those who 
manage to escape are often viewed 
as criminals and can be jailed or re-
turned to their captors. Also, bring-
ing the captors to justice can take 
years due to bureaucratic Lebanese 
justice system, Mohana Ishak, a 
lawyer helping the 75 Syrian wom-
en, explained.

The general prosecutor must de-
termine if the women were forced 
into prostitution. The file is taken 
to an investigative judge, a counsel 
of judges and finally the criminal 

court. “The whole process can lit-
erally take years,” Ishak said.

Lebanese security forces have 
been all too flexible in human traf-
ficking, experts said. Chez Mau-
rice, a hotel in Maameltein where 
the women were held, had been 
investigated in October but there 
was no raid.

Many heads of such trafficking 
rings are at large, including the 
owner of Chez Maurice. “Police are 
often not going after the recruit-
ers, they tend to only get the lower 
guys in the operation,” said Tarif.

However, the head of the Syrian 
women trafficking ring has surren-
dered to authorities.

Ishak noted that the case has 
been moving much faster thanks to 
the public outcry triggered by the 
scandal, pointing out that “so far, 
it’s only been a matter of weeks, 
and we’ve gotten to the third stage 
of the judicial” proceedings”.

Meanwhile, several NGOs have 

been involved in the rehabilitation 
of sex slaves who chose to remain 
in Lebanon.

“We take it on a case-by-case 
basis, there isn’t just one per-
fect method,” said Jihane Isseid, 
a worker with local NGO ABAAD. 
“We shelter them and offer a full 
programme of help, ranging from 
legal to psychological. We also of-
fer art healing sessions, culinary 
lessons and vocational training. 
The aim is to get them back on their 
feet and empower them.”

Although the fate of the 75 Syrian 
women has become a major case 
in Lebanon, it could be a long time 
until more women in the same situ-
ation get the justice they deserve.

“It will take years and a lot of 
political will and proactive stances 
from the government to actually 
change things,” noted Ishak.

Paul Gadalla is a Beirut-based 
reporter.

Lebanese women flash the palm of their hands coloured in red as they demonstrate against prostitution, sex slavery and violence 
against women in front of the Justice Palace in Beirut, on April 8th.

Thousands of women 
are trafficked every 
year into Lebanon to 
become sex slaves.

‘Online marriages’ rising in war-stricken Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

M 

ore than five years of 
civil war in Syria has 
led to front lines and 
checkpoints splitting 
communities and dis-

persing families across the country 
and abroad, forcing many young 
Syrians to turn to the internet to 
find a soulmate.

In a conservative Muslim society 
such as Syria’s, most marriages are 
arranged between members of the 
same clan. With clan members often 
separated by the war, and internet 
access still available, the number 
of “online marriages” has grown 
across Syria.

Ibrahim al-Ali, an engineer from 
Raqqa, has been unable to return 
to his city, the de facto capital of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in north-eastern 
Syria, so fell back on his parents and 
Skype to meet a future wife.

“Since the beginning of (anti-re-
gime) demonstrations in 2011, I did 
not go back home because of what 
I write on social media. I am seen 
there as a pro-regime thug and I am 
on ISIS’s wanted list,” said Ali.

Two years after graduating from 
university, Ali bought an apartment 
in a Damascus suburb with the idea 
of settling down to start a family.

“My father then told me about a 
young girl, the daughter of a rela-
tive, living in Raqqa, and suggested 

that he would propose to her on my 
behalf. I could hardly remember the 
girl since I was last there five years 
ago and I thought, ‘How could I 
marry someone I don’t know?’” Ali 
said.

Meeting over the internet was the 
only option for Ali so as not to marry 
a stranger. “I asked for permission 
to talk to my future bride on Skype, 
at least to know what she looked 
like before we got engaged,” he said. 
“One day she went to an internet 
café with my mother and we had 
our first conversation. A few days 
later we were engaged,” he said.

The couple have yet to get mar-
ried, as the bride has not been able 
to make the journey to Damascus 
due to the battle in Palmyra, which 
the army recaptured from ISIS in 
March, and fighting in rural Hama, 
north of Damascus.

Adel Deraawi, from the southern 
province of Deraa, fled Syria three 
years ago after being imprisoned 
twice by Syrian security forces. 
He settled in Mersin, Turkey, and 
opened a small business.

He said he met his wife through 
Facebook in early 2015. “She was a 
friend and university colleague of 
my sister, living in Deraa,” Deraawi 
said. “Our friendship through social 
media soon developed into love and 
we got engaged in June. She then 
travelled to Turkey for the marriage 
and now we are expecting our first 
child.”

Sociologist Ziad Abou Zayed 
said the war in Syria, which forced 

the displacement of millions, has 
changed many social understand-
ings and norms.

“The phenomenon of marriages 
through the internet has become 
widespread because of the protract-
ed conflict,” he said. “Moreover, 
many Syrian families whose sons 
travelled to Europe are keen to have 
them marry Syrian girls because 
they fear that they and their chil-
dren will not want to return to Syria 
if they marry foreigners.”

“In addition, harsh economic 
and financial conditions prompted 
many families to look for husbands 
for their daughters among Syr-
ians living abroad, hoping that their 
sons-in-law would help them finan-
cially,” he added.

Communication expert Maher 
Khatib cautioned that “virtual ro-
mances” could be dangerous as girls 
seeking to meet future husbands 
on the internet run risks of being 
exploited and abused by hackers or 

mischievous users.
“The phenomenon of ‘online 

marriages’ is a temporary trend 
resulting from the ongoing war. It 
is a means of communication that 
suitors resort to in place of normal 
courtship,” Khatib said.

Nour Ahmad, a Syrian refugee liv-
ing in Hanover, Germany, fled Syria 
in 2012 to rebuild her life in Europe. 
However, she was unable to mingle 
in German society, which had cus-
toms and traditions different from 
hers. “I wanted to meet a Syrian boy 
or at least an Arab,” Ahmad said.

“While following up on Syria’s de-
velopments on a Facebook page of 
the Syrian revolution I came across 
a media activist from rural Damas-
cus. I liked him before even know-
ing his name. He was reluctant to 
open up in the beginning, fearing 
that I could be an agent for Syrian 
security, but, with time, he trusted 
me and I confessed to him about my 
feelings and even proposed to him,” 
she said.

Ahmad joined her future husband 
in Turkey where he was being treat-
ed for an injury. “We got engaged 
there and I have since filed for him 
to be reunited with me in Germany,” 
she said.

Ahmad considers herself very 
lucky as she wanted to marry for 
love.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
reporting on Syria since 1995.

A groom holds his bride’s hand as they pose near a mortar and 
damaged buildings before heading to their wedding ceremony in 
the northern Syrian town of Kobani.


