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E 

conomic depression, un-
employment, bombing at-
tacks linked to the Syrian 
conflict and pressure on a 
flimsy infrastructure have 

exacerbated public and official re-
sentment towards Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon.

Incidents in which refugees have 
been beaten by vigilante groups, ar-
rested for not holding legal residence 
permits or evicted from villages in 
reaction to security incidents are in-
creasingly being reported.

After five years of hosting more 
than 1 million Syrian refugees, Leba-
non is obviously strained and peo-
ple’s tolerance is running thin. Many 
blame the Syrians for Lebanon’s 
many woes in what rights groups 
say amounts to racism.

“In the beginning, we were wel-
comed and well-treated but for 
more than a year now we started to 
face harassment, restrictions on our 
movement and a kind of racist prac-
tices,” said Mohamad, a 55-year-
old Syrian refugee from Homs who 
asked to be identified only by his 
first name.

“Every time there is a security 
incident we are singled out as sus-
pects. Even my children are being 
harassed by Lebanese students at 
school who blame Syrians for Leba-
non’s instability and rising criminal-
ity. My 16-year-old daughter asked 
me to leave Lebanon for a country 
that respects the human being but 
we have no choice except to stay 
here and put up with this situation,” 
he added.

Intolerance for refugees is “un-
derstandable” but “not justified”, 
according to Georges Ghali of Leba-

nese rights group Act for Human 
Rights (ALEF).

“The problems that the Leba-
nese currently face, although they 
increased exponentially with the 
refugee crisis, have always per-
sisted, including unemployment, 
poor infrastructure and services,” 
Ghali said. “The government never 
had a proper employment or labour 
protection policy in the first place 
to now blame it on the Syrian refu-
gees.”

“What we are facing now is a 
top-to-bottom and bottom-to-top 
racism towards Syrian refugees in 
the sense that resentment from the 
citizens is justified by the political 
class and (discriminatory) policies 
by the government, the police and 
municipalities are vindicated by the 
public,” Ghali added.

Following a series of suicide ex-
plosions that hit the Christian vil-
lage of al-Qaa near the Syrian border 
in late June, police stepped up raids 
on refugee camps, rounding up hun-
dreds of refugees for not possessing 
legal papers. Vigilante-style attacks 
on Syrian construction workers oc-
curred in retaliation to the bomb-
ings.

Municipalities in many villages 
hosting refugees imposed night-
time curfews, making it harder for 
Syrians, who already fear arbitrary 
arrest, to move around or work. 
In one instance, a municipality in 
northern Lebanon forced Syrian 
refugees to clean the village on Sun-
days without being paid.

According to Nadim Houry, di-
rector of Lebanon’s Human Rights 
Watch (HRW) bureau, the curfews 
are illegal and unjustified as they are 
not enforced by relevant security 
authorities for valid security rea-
sons.

“Municipalities are neither 
equipped nor trained to enforce cur-

fews or conduct arrests. If there is a 
real security threat, it should not be 
left to municipal police and young 
vigilantes to handle that but to the 
pertinent security forces… Some 
municipalities are also confiscating 
refugees’ IDs… It is all happening in 
a very chaotic and unregulated way 
that ultimately leads to the violation 
of basic rights,” Houry said.

He argued that lack of guidance 
and support from the central gov-
ernment placed municipalities in a 
difficult situation as they struggled 
to deal with the refugee crisis. “We 
have overwhelming challenges with 
underwhelming authorities who are 
basically outsourcing the problem 
in many ways to the municipalities,” 
he said, “but at the same time we 
cannot give municipalities a blank 
cheque to do whatever they want.”

HRW and ALEF have been moni-
toring discrimination incidents 
against Syrian refugees but many 
abuses are not reported.

“We know about them by word of 
mouth,” Houry said. “Refugees are 
afraid to go to police because they 
would be arrested for illegal stay in 
the country and they basically don’t 
trust police will protect them or de-
fend them against any potential re-
prisals if they complain.”

Many refugees are illegally stay-
ing in Lebanon because they cannot 
afford a $200 annual residency fee, 
even if they are registered with the 
UN refugee agency.

Though rights activists staged 
anti-racism marches to protest 
growing xenophobia, the popular 
mood is turning hostile towards the 
Syrians.

Khaled Maksoud, a Lebanese car 
mechanic, said he has good rea-
son to resent Syrians. “I have been 
unemployed for four years. My 
former boss replaced me with two 
Syrian workers for the same pay I 
was getting. We simply can’t work 
anymore,” he said, adding that the 
government is to blame for failing to 
regulate the work of foreigners.

“There is no doubt that after five 
years of the refugee crisis, Lebanese 
tolerance and solidarity is wearing 
down and what is needed now is to 
have smart policies to reduce ten-
sions and minimise the problem,” 
Houry observed.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
Omar Ibrahim in northern Lebanon 
contributed to this report.

Amman

T 

he European Union has 
eased trade rules with Jor-
dan to spur foreign invest-
ment in the cash-strapped 
kingdom and tackle the 

biggest displacement crisis in dec-
ades by creating jobs for Syrian 
refugees.

The agreement also expects to 
boost Jordan’s economy by promot-
ing investment and creating jobs for 
Jordanians while alleviating eco-
nomic woes stemming from hosting 
almost 700,000 UN-registered Syr-
ian refugees.

The agreement for the relaxa-
tion of the new rules of origin was 
signed in July in Amman during the 
Jordan-EU Partnership Commit-
tee meeting. It allows Jordan-made 
products to include more than 70% 
of production inputs from non-local 
materials.

No less than 15% of the manpow-
er in any factory making goods that 
can be exported to the European 
Union within the agreement should 
be Syrian. The percentage will in-
crease to 25% in the third year of the 
agreement.

“The deal aims, in part, at de-
terring Syrians from moving on 
to Europe, as hundreds of thou-
sands have done, and to keep them 
here, in the region,” National Mi-

crofinance Bank General Manager 
Khaled Muhiesen said.

“Jordan Compact, a deal on labour 
rights for refugees, was reached 
with donor countries, as an attempt 
to find a long-term solution for the 
millions of displaced Syrians,” he 
added.

The rules of origin will be applied 
to exports of Jordanian origin that 
are manufactured in 18 designated 
development zones and industrial 
estates in Jordan.

“The agreement allows 52 prod-
ucts to enter Europe under new 
rules of origin regime, provided that 
the production facility employs 15% 
Syrians,” head of the EU delegation 
to Jordan Andrea Matteo Fontana 
said.

After employing 200,000 Syrian 
refugees, which is a target that will 
likely take several years to reach, 
the relaxed rules of origin deal 
would be applied to other industries 
across the kingdom.

“This will be extended to the 
whole Jordanian territory, once 
200,000 Syrians are legally em-
ployed,” Fontana said.

Jordan is the first country in the 
region to conclude such an agree-
ment with the European Union, 
even with the Jordanian unemploy-
ment rate running at more than 15% 
officially and more than 35% unof-
ficially.

A business conference, Fontana 
said, will be organised in Jordan 
before the end of 2016 to attract 

interested European and Jordan 
operators to help implement the 
agreement.

“The agreement includes provi-
sions on cooperation between the 
two parties on proof of origin, mon-
itoring and administrative issues, 
as well as the ILO [International 
Labour Organisation] involvement 
in the monitoring and compliance 
activities,” the EU delegate said.

The Jordanian government is 
already looking for investors and 
partners to help the estates and 
other entities reap the benefits to 
the deal.

“We hope to [see] some short-
term results — by having already 
operating enterprise taking up this 
opportunity, for example in the tex-
tile sector, and a longer period term 
of three to ten years, during which 
new investment could take place,” 
Fontana said.

“In both cases it will be of para-
mount importance that the govern-
ment of Jordan move forward with 
reforms which can significantly sim-
plify the regulatory framework for 
doing business.”

Details of the agreement are be-
ing worked out and should be an-
nounced before the end of August, 
officials suggested.

Jordan Industrial Estates Corpora-
tion Chief Executive Officer Ali Ma-
dadha said the investment volume 
in the kingdom’s industrial estates 
went up from $1.4 billion in 1999 to 
$3.4 billion in 2015, with an average 
annual growth rate of about 15%.

“We expect the estates to con-
tinue to grow in 2016, even with all 
the surrounding regional tension,” 
Madadha added.

The kingdom will receive interna-
tionally backed loans at comfortable 
terms to finance labour intensive 

projects.
Jordanian employers can obtain 

work permits for Syrian labourers 
free of charge during a grace period 
that ends in September.

“The simplified rules of origin are 
likely to attract local and foreign in-
vestments, open new markets and 
ensure a wider diversity of Jorda-
nian exports,” Muhiesen said.

“This new opportunity will hope-
fully compensate for the losses from 
the closure of borders with Iraq and 
Syria,” he added.

In 2015, Jordan imported $4.9 bil-
lion worth of goods from the Euro-
pean Union, while exporting $390 
million worth of goods — mainly 
clothing, phosphates and phos-
phate-based fertiliser and chemicals 
— to the European Union.

Raied T. Shuqum is a journalist 
based in Amman.
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People demonstrate in Beirut for the abolition of curfews imposed on Syrian refugees, on July 18th. 
The banners read (L to R) in Arabic, “Curfews are not allowed”, “We are all refugees” and “Curfews 
are illegal”.

After five years of 
hosting more than 1 
million Syrian 
refugees, Lebanon is 
obviously strained.

Incidents in which 
refugees have been 
beaten by vigilante 
groups are 
increasingly being 
reported.
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Syrian refugees shop after receiving humanitarian aid shopping vouchers at the Tazweed centre in 
the Zaatari refugee camp, in Mafraq, Jordan.


