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f the stakeholders in the Syrian 
war decide to end a conflict that 
has caused the worst humani-
tarian crisis since the second 
world war, the refugees will be 

urged to return to their homeland — 
although not necessarily to the plac-
es where they were born or lived.

And, as the world eyes those suf-
fering abroad, thousands are being 
shipped around internally, moved 
from their homes to faraway ter-
ritories. They are known as the in-
ternally displaced but they, too, are 
refugees.

An agreement was brokered in 
March by Iran and Qatar, which sup-
port different parties in the multi-
sided war, that involves emptying 
the Shia towns of Kefraya and Foua 
in the north-western province of 
Idlib and relocating 2,000 of their 
residents to Zabadani and Madaya, 
which are predominantly Sunni 
towns near Damascus.

At the same time, fighters from 
those rebel-held towns will be sent 
to Idlib, where opposition forces are 
in control. That is part of a wider de-

mographic reordering that is inject-
ing war-torn cities with new resi-
dents, breaking family and tribal ties 
that have prevailed for centuries.

But it goes deeper than that, Syri-
an insiders say. With Assad’s govern-
ment out of immediate danger from 
rebel forces, the idea is to shatter 
the tribal and ethnic ties that held 
the multi-sect country together and 
allowed the uprising of March 2011.

That means uprooting entire com-
munities. Omar Sheikh al-Jamee, a 
resident of Zabadani, said. “They’re 
taking us to Idlib. Yes, we’re not be-
ing moved out of the country as they 
did to the Palestinians,” he said.

“They’re telling us that Idlib 
is part of Syria. It is — but it’s not 
home. We’re being uprooted from 
our home.”

Ibrahim Hamidi, a native of Idlib 
who for years headed the Damas-
cus bureau of the Saudi newspaper 
al-Hayat, said he thought the popu-
lation switch was the largest such 
operation of the war and the first to 
have involved migrating people out 
of regime-held territory.

This clearly changes the demo-
graphic landscape and plays out in 
Iran’s favour, he noted. Speaking 
from London, Hamidi said: “The 
Iranians are worried that the Ameri-
cans and Russians will strike a deal 
at their expense.”

This population exchange “calls 
for the repatriation of Shias between 

Damascus and the borders of Leba-
non, thereby securing supply lines 
of Hezbollah and maintaining Iran’s 
political influence in Damascus”, 
Hamidi said.

When eastern Aleppo was overrun 
in December 2016, its residents were 
moved to Idlib, while US-backed 
Syrian Kurds are preparing to up-
root residents of the northern city of 
Raqqa, once it is liberated from ISIS, 
and transform it into a Kurdish city, 
part of the Kurds’ emerging enclave 
east of the Euphrates River.

Elsewhere, refugees continue to 

scratch a meagre existence in neigh-
bouring countries, Lebanon, Tur-
key and Jordan, where the United 
Nations says there are more than 5 
million homeless Syrians in these 
lands.

That is not counting the wave 
of sanctuary-seekers pouring into 
Western Europe whose fate is, to say 
the least, uncertain.

Turkey hosts close to 3 million 
refugees, Lebanon more than 1 mil-
lion and Jordan 657,000, although 
the true figure is probably double 
that. All told, the United Nations es-

timates that half of Syria’s pre-war 
population of 23 million has been 
displaced or made homeless.

They have nowhere to go since 
their cities and towns have been 
pounded to dust, entire neighbour-
hoods obliterated. Many people are 
on the blacklist of Syria’s security 
apparatus.

Many fled Syria in 2011-12 for what 
they hoped would be a short time, 
certain that the regime was about to 
collapse at any minute. When those 
hopes were dashed, many looked to-
wards Europe but that too is becom-
ing impossible since the European 
Union shut its borders in 2015.

The biggest problem lies in Tur-
key. Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan hopes to relocate the bulk 
of the 3 million Syrians in his coun-
try into a 2,000 sq.km “safe zone” 
on the Syrian border.

The Turks have started building 
a city there with schools, mosques, 
hospitals and housing for 80,000 
people. Ankara is expected to build 
two other centres and has pledged 
to grant Turkish citizenship to an 
unspecified number of refugees. 
Some Syrians may opt not to return 
to their homeland. Others may not 
be able to.

Unlike the issue of the hundreds 
of thousands of Palestinians driven 
out of their homeland by Jewish 
forces in 1948-49, the fate of Syrian 
refugees has been largely ignored as 
international efforts focus on a po-
litical settlement in Syria and fight-
ing ISIS.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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ebanon, which has the 
largest per person refugee 
population in the world, 
has reached “breaking 
point” and can no longer 

continue to shoulder the burden 
of the Syrian refugee crisis without 
significant international support, 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri said.

At a recent conference on Leba-
non in Brussels, Hariri, like many in 
Lebanon, said he feared the grow-
ing tensions between host com-
munities and Syrian refugees could 
lead to civil unrest, with dire conse-
quences for the country’s shaky po-
litical and economic stability.

“The international community 
can’t put this burden on us,” he 
told a small group of foreign corre-
spondents in Beirut. “The failure of 
the international community to find 
a solution in Syria should not be the 
responsibility of Lebanon in taking 
care of these refugees.

“Everyone talks about how Leba-
non is resilient, how Lebanon is 
beautiful, how the Lebanese can 
take it. Well, you know, the Leba-
nese… have reached a point where 
they can’t take it anymore.”

After six years of war in Syria, 
there are an estimated 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon, a fig-
ure equal to one-third of the overall 
population. That is the equivalent 
of the combined populations of 
Belgium and Greece moving into 
the United Kingdom over a 6-year 
period.

This is a potentially explosive de-
mographic time bomb and Lebanon 
has been there before. The country 
also hosts a large number of Pal-

estinian refugees — 400,000 by of-
ficial count but probably at least 
double that number — who started 
descending on Lebanon in the late 
1940s.

The destabilising presence of 
so many Palestinian Sunnis was 
perceived as a threat to Lebanon’s 
delicate sectarian balance and was 
widely seen as one of the elements 
that triggered the country’s ruinous 
1975-90 civil war.

World Bank figures indicate that 
Lebanon’s economy lost an estimat-
ed $18 billion from 2011-15 because 
of the Syrian war. This has greatly 
strained Lebanon’s frail and inad-
equate infrastructure, swamped 
schools and aggravated tensions 
between overwhelmed host com-
munities and the refugees.

Several dozen villages and towns 
have imposed night-time curfews 
on “foreigners”, specifically target-
ing Syrians.

In March, residents of Ali al-Nasri, 
a Shia village in the eastern Bekaa 
Valley, had three days of protests 
against local refugees, calling on the 
government to make “decisive deci-
sions” to control the number of Syr-
ians taking jobs and starting small 
businesses.

Even Sunni-populated areas of 
the country, which generally sup-
port the cause of the rebels seek-
ing to overthrow Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, are showing signs of 
rising tensions.

“At the beginning of the crisis we 
were happy to receive the refugees 
from a humanitarian and religious 
perspective,” said Hussein Shou-
bassi, a member of the municipality 
of Saadnayel, a Sunni town in the 
Bekaa Valley. “We gave them every-
thing we own but they’ve bled us to 
death. We have nothing left to give.”

Marwan Traboulsi, another mem-
ber of the municipality, said the 
Beirut government allocated the 
municipality $333,300 a year for in-
frastructure needs.

“We’re still getting the same 
amount of money but our popula-
tion has increased by three times 
because of the refugees,” Traboulsi 
said.

The government recently came 

up with a crisis response plan to 
help alleviate the refugee burden. 
It has two main pillars: Seeking in-
ternational investment to help im-
prove Lebanon’s rickety infrastruc-
ture and meeting the educational 
needs of Syrian children through 
vocational training and accelerated 
learning programmes.

“This allows them to find jobs 
[in Lebanon] and allows them to 
go back to Syria when conditions 
permit where they can work in the 
[country’s] reconstruction,” said 
Nadim Mounla, Hariri’s adviser on 
refugee affairs.

Government officials said that 
EU countries receive $25,000-
$30,000 to look after the needs of 
every Syrian refugee but Lebanon 
gets $1,000-$2,000 per head. Hariri 
said that he was seeking to attract 
$10,000-$12,000 per refugee over 

a 7-year period, a total of approxi-
mately $1.65 billion.

“How do I make sure that the 
international community… under-
stands that Lebanon has a crisis?” 
he asked.

“The only way I see it is for the 
international community to invest 
in Lebanon, put some money into 
Lebanon, to invest in schools, high-
ways, universities, the infrastruc-
ture that we have.”

In January 2015, the Beirut gov-
ernment tightened restrictions on 
Syrians entering the country, re-
quiring them for the first time to 
obtain residency visas renewable 
every six months at a cost of $200.

That sum is beyond the means of 
most refugees, who fail to renew 
their residencies on expiry. But the 
flow of refugees into Lebanon con-
tinues, albeit at a much slower rate 

than five years ago.
The ferocious battle for eastern 

Aleppo in late 2016 saw large num-
bers of Syrians fleeing to Lebanon 
— about 47,000 by one UN estimate.

Lebanon’s frontier with Syria is 
more tightly secured now than it 
was six years ago since the army 
formed three additional regiments 
for border control.

Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed 
Shia Party of God, the most power-
ful military force in Lebanon, has 
deployed along much of the Syrian 
frontier to prevent infiltration by 
Sunni jihadist militants.

But the refugees keep coming.
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Demographic reordering. Opposition fighters and their 
families getting in a bus following their evacuation from Waer 
neighbourhood in Homs, on March 18th.                 (AFP)

Challenging numbers. A Syrian woman fills out a document as she waits to register at the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees headquarters in Beirut.                                           (AP)
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Half of Syria’s pre-war 
population is estimated 
to have been displaced 
or made homeless.
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The international 
community can’t 
put this burden on 
us.”Lebanese Prime
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They have nowhere 
to go since their 
cities and towns have 
been pounded to 
dust, entire 
neighbourhoods 
obliterated.


