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Lebanon seeks gradual repatriation of Syrian refugees

Beirut

O 

verwhelmed by the 
presence of 1.2 million 
registered Syrian refu-
gees and struggling to 
make ends meet de-

spite limited international assis-
tance, Lebanon came up with a 
new option to alleviate the burden 
of hosting such a great number of 
displaced on its territories: Their 
gradual repatriation to safe areas 
inside Syria and relocation to other 
countries. With no political settle-
ment of the Syria war in sight and 
battles raging again, such an option 
is hard to materialise.

It was put on the table by Leba-
nese Prime Minister Tammam 
Salam, who warned the UN General 
Assembly that Lebanon was on the 
verge of collapse.

He urged the international com-
munity to alleviate the burden of 
the refugees by moving them to 
other countries or securing their 
“safe and honourable” return to 
Syria.

Returning to Syria is the best 
option for refugees, said UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) Representative in Lebanon 
Mireille Girard. However, condi-
tions inside Syria should be safe 
enough for them to return.

“It is very important to have a po-
litical agreement in Syria because 
this is what will guarantee that 
ceasefire or cessation of hostilities 
will last,” Girard said.

“The situation in Syria at the mo-
ment is extremely volatile and un-
predictable and only with a politi-
cal dialogue we will have some sort 
of predictability, some ground that 

will make people confident that it is 
safe for them to return.”

A ceasefire devised under a US-
Russian deal did not hold for more 
than a few days, dampening hopes 
for renewed UN-sponsored peace 
talks in Geneva.

Syrian refugees in Lebanon are as 
eager to return home as the Leba-
nese are to see them leave, Girard 
said, adding: “This is what all the 
refugees want really. They dream 
of going back to Syria… It is always 
better to return to your country 
while you can safely do so.”

Until it is possible for the refu-
gees to go back safely to Syria, so-
lutions are being explored to share 
the burden of the crisis on Leba-
non. Globally, UNHCR estimates 
that at least 10% of refugees in the 
world need to be resettled in a third 
country, the equivalent of 100,000 
from Lebanon.

“The number of countries offer-
ing places for refugees currently in 
Lebanon has doubled in the past 
few years. It is encouraging but not 
enough. We have offers for 20,000 
people but we would like to resettle 
many more than this,” Girard said.

From 2011-15, about 40,000 refu-
gees were submitted for resettle-
ment consideration from Lebanon 
and more than 20,500 of them have 
left the country.

UNHCR is also encouraging other 
kinds of departures, such fellow-
ships, family reunions, temporary 
work permits and temporary hu-
manitarian visas, under which the 
refugees would be hosted in other 
countries for up to five years.

Although it is a major humanitar-
ian issue, finding solutions to the 
Syrian refugee crisis, described as 
the worst since the second world 
war, necessitates cooperation and 
goodwill by all involved, according 
to Imad Salameh, professor of po-
litical science at Beirut’s Lebanese 
American University (LAU).

“Repatriating the Syrian refugees 
is feasible provided the UN takes a 
proactive role with the support of 
the Security Council by establish-
ing safe zones inside Syria under 
exclusive UN monitoring and pro-
tection,” Salameh said.

“It is a political decision and it 
requires the resolve and will of all 
members of the Security Council, 
particularly Russia. However, it (re-
patriation) cannot be done, as some 
Lebanese politicians suggested, by 
dividing refugees into loyalist and 
non-loyalists and settling them ac-
cordingly,” he added.

Lebanese Labour Minister Sejaan 
Azzi proposed repatriating refugees 
in several phases, starting with in-
dividuals who were not forcibly dis-
placed. Under the proposed plan, 
which heavily relies on the ability 
of international powers — namely 
Russia and the United States — to 
secure a sustainable ceasefire and 
safe zones that Syrians can return 

to, the refugees would have the op-
tion to head to a safe zone or anoth-
er area of their choice.

Salameh contended that safe 
zones could be established in Syria, 
including areas on the border with 
Turkey or in Qalamoun, adjacent 
to the border with Lebanon. “Why 
not? If they are under UN protec-
tion and there is no threat by the 
Syrian regime or the opposition… 
no-fly zones with no military per-
sonnel from either side,” he said.

According to Girard, Lebanon’s 
call on the international commu-
nity to share the responsibility of 
refugees “is a very legitimate re-
quest” in view of their large num-
ber in such a small country.

She said the international com-
munity can help by giving addition-
al support to Lebanon through in-
vestment in durable infrastructure 
projects that will benefit local com-
munities even after the refugees are 
gone.

“The UN’s clear objective is to 
make sure the refugees have the 
condition that would enable them 
to return home. This is what they 
want, what the international com-
munity wants, and what the gov-
ernment and people of Lebanon 
want,” Girard said.

Commenting on Lebanese fears 
that refugees could remain in Leb-
anon, Girard argued that it is the 
state’s decision to give refugees or 
migrants the right to stay perma-
nently.

“It is a sovereign decision and 
not one that the international com-
munity can decide for Lebanon,” 
she said. “This is not something 
that can be imposed by the outside 
world and the position of Lebanon 
in this regard has been made very 
clear by the government.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab 
Weekly’s Travel and Society 
sections editor.
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Egyptian satirist and television host Bassem Youssef plays with Syrian refugees during his visit to a 
community centre in Wadi Jamous, northern Lebanon, last August.                                                       (Reuters)

Happiness for Syrian refugee may be a debit card

I
f there is any passage left 
between crisis-stricken 
Turkey and a seemingly 
rudderless European Union 
these days, it goes through 
the fragile refugees-in-

exchange-for-visa-freedom deal 
that both sides are keen on 
keeping alive.

Against the backdrop of a grow-
ing exchange of harsh words over 
the mutually failed promises that 
taint the accession process, com-
mon ground remains over finding 
solutions, however palliative they 
may look, for Syrian refugees on 
Turkish soil.

One significant recent initiative 
in favour of millions of people 
who fled the war in Syria marks 
a threshold. EU Commissioner 
for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis 
Management Christos Stylianides, 
during a late September visit to 
Ankara, said that a $390.5 million 
aid project would be used to pro-
vide refugees living outside camps 
debit cards to buy food.

The project, called the Emergen-

cy Social Safety Net (ESSN), means 
that each of a million refugees will 
be able to spend about $34 per 
month for food, housing, clothing 
and education, using those cards 
also for withdrawal of money from 
automated-teller machines.

Described as the biggest and 
largest humanitarian project the 
European Union has ever support-
ed, ESSN is part of a $3.36 billion 
fund approved by the union to 
help Turkey improve living condi-
tions of the refugees.

Another $3.36 billion is to be 
sent to Turkey if the first tranche 
is used efficiently and benchmarks 
are met. (The European Union 
also signed a grant worth a total of 
$6.73 billion to be divided in half 
and used for education and health 
issues concerning the refugees.)

Of the 5 million people forced 
to flee Syria, about 3 million are in 
Turkey, which makes it the coun-
try hosting the largest number of 
refugees in the world. The burden 
has been high and increasing as 
social structures in border prov-
inces become severely strained, 
although the influx has so far not 
caused significant resentment or 
violence from the local popula-
tion.

There is concern that there may 
be a new exodus of civilians from 
the Aleppo area, where battles 
and air strikes have left 2 million 
people, according to the United 
Nations, without water.

Most of them will probably seek 
a way into Turkish territory.

For the European Union, the ap-
proach remains the same. Instead 
of acting more resolutely to deal 
with the main source of the prob-
lem — the war in Syria — its scope is 
as narrow as before. While seeking 
to stem the flow of refugees onto 
European soil, it seems unable 
to persuade some of its member 
countries in the union’s centre and 
eastern flank.

While Greece and Italy are 
expected to take in 160,000 refu-
gees, Slovakia, Hungary and the 
Czech Republic flatly refuse to get 
involved, exposing Islamophobia 
and defying foundational values 
of the very European Union they 
joined.

And, to the contempt of many 
humanitarian agencies, they get 
away with it.

One silver lining in the deal, 
however limited, is that the flow 
of refugees across the Aegean has 
slowed significantly. On average, 
85 people arrived in Greece every 
day since June in comparison to 
more than 1,700 a day in March, a 
month before the deal was signed.

Yet, the larger issue remains 
a challenge between Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and the European Union. Erdogan, 
unsatisfied with the $6.73 billion 
grant, gave the European Union an 
ultimatum that it should agree to 
waive visa requirements for Turk-

ish citizens by the end of October.
The European Union, citing par-

ticularly Turkey’s anti-terror law, 
says some criteria for doing so have 
not been met by Ankara and it will 
have to wait. In return, Erdogan’s 
salvo is to threaten to suspend the 
readmission agreement. Tensions 
remain high and the European 
Union keeps blinking.

Feelings are mixed, nevertheless. 
While the European Union fears a 
massive exodus into Europe, not 
by Syrian refugees, but Turkish cit-
izens who are disgruntled with the 
growing oppression in the country, 
Erdogan knows how to play his 
cards. His half-sealing the borders 
to Turkish citizens by cancellation 
of passports has not caused any 
protests from the European Union, 
which otherwise should have been 
sensitive regarding travelling as a 
constitutional right.

Erdogan knows also that Berlin, 
Paris and London would show 
some selfish sympathy for his idea 
to establish a safe zone for refu-
gees in Syrian territory. All this, of 
course, is part and parcel of today’s 
realpolitik.

And, given the circumstances, 
one should nod humbly if a Syrian 
refugee feels thankful for about 
$34 per month.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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Slovakia, Hungary and the 
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