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ince the beginning of the 
Syrian crisis in 2011, nearly 
5 million refugees have fled 
the country. There are more 
than 659,000 Syrian refu-

gees registered in Jordan.
The Zaatari camp, which opened 

in July 2012, is one of the largest ref-
ugee camps in the world and fourth 
largest urban setting in Jordan. It 
houses more than 100,000 refugees 
even though it was designed for a 
maximum of 60,000 people. The 
camp is administrated by the Jorda-
nian government and the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR).

Most refugees are from the Daraa 
governorate in south-western Syria, 
the area that was the first to be af-
fected by the conflict. The camp 
consists of 30,000 shelters and ad-
ministration buildings, three hospi-
tals, three schools and a market of 
3,000 shops and businesses, includ-
ing restaurants and coffee kiosks, 
on the so-called Champs-Élysées, 
which trades with nearby Mafraq, a 
relatively poor town that also hosts a 
large Syrian population.

Zaatari was initially divided into 
12 districts, with community lead-
ers chosen to represent each district. 
However, the leadership was linked 
to criminality and riots and current-

ly, there are no official representa-
tives of the community in the camp. 
While there are people largely de-
pendent on humanitarian aid, such 
as lone women, unaccompanied 
children and the disabled, the camp 
has been unique in its economic 
flourishing that allowed many refu-
gees to improve their life in exile.

A market plays a vital role in Arab 
cultures as it provides a space for 
social interaction and exchange of 
information. In the refugee context, 
it is a crucial factor in recreating a 
sense of normality for the displaced 
and traumatised people. Refugee 
camps often feel like no-man’s land, 
with an almost eerie feeling of the 
time that has stopped and life that 
has ceased.

In Zaatari, however, people have 
a sense of owning the space, be it 
through running a small kiosk or 
living in a container home that is 
personalised thanks to a beauti-
ful painting done by a local artist, a 
home that does not look like thou-
sand other shelters. The residents 
were given a chance to shape their 
own environment and that serves as 
a source of pride, dignity and com-
munity resilience.

If it were not for the police check 
at the entrance and the presence 
of prefabricated container homes, 
Zaatari would feel like an ordinary, 
vibrant town, with people moving 
around frantically on bicycles and 
taxi system amid street food and 
loud music. The stamp of “urban 
coolness” was officially marked on 
Zaatari during a visit by the rock 
band U2, which filmed a video there.

With the escalation of violence in 
Syria, Zaatari quickly became over-
crowded. The Jordanian govern-
ment anticipated further influx of 
refugees and started planning an-

other camp that was to have shelters 
and amenities ready prior to Syrians’ 
arrival.

Azraq refugee camp opened in 
April 2014 and it hosts approximate-
ly 35,000 people, mainly farmers 
from northern Syria. It is built liter-
ally in the middle of a desert, 100km 
east of Amman, far from any urban 
area and is surrounded by a barbed 
wire, which makes it look like a mili-
tary camp.

Security is very strict and visi-
tors must always be accompanied 
by a Jordanian police officer. It is 
safer and more organised but — and 
perhaps precisely because of that — 
there is not much life in the camp. It 
is divided into five villages contain-
ing 1,000 family compounds. The 

set-up’s aim was to facilitate com-
munity building but, as the villages 
are far from each other, the result 
has been exactly the opposite.

The Syrian Refugee Affairs Direc-
torate (SRAD) — the government 
agency responsible for camp man-
agement in collaboration with UN-
HCR — has been hesitant to grant 
work permits to refugees in Azraq 
and the two market areas with 200 
shops — half of them owned by 
refugees, half run by the host com-
munity — seem dead in comparison 
to the thriving informal economy of 
Zaatari camp.

Syrians complain that Jordanian 
shops are difficult to reach, do not 
sell products they need and the 
goods are too expensive. Without a 
functioning refugee-owned market, 
and with economic activity stifled 
by authorities, community life in 
Azraq suffers a lot.

All the streets and shelters in Az-
raq look alike and it is easy to get 
lost. The camp seems empty as most 
people stay indoors. Many residents 

would like to move to Zaatari but 
the government does not allow such 
transfers. Furthermore, refugees 
who leave Zaatari without permis-
sion are punished by being sent to 
Azraq.

This reinforces Azraq’s reputa-
tion as the place nobody wants to 
live in and illustrates a failed policy 
of over-regularisation as opposed to 
flexibility allowed in Zaatari.

The comparison of Zaatari and 
Azraq refugee camps demonstrates 
that displaced people need more 
than just safety and security. Infor-
mality in the organically developed 
Zaatari has created social networks 
and independence, while its cha-
otic character reflects the disorder 
of real life. Orderly Azraq, on the 
other hand, exposes the artificiality 
and temporality of refugee encamp-
ment.
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The Syrian refugees: Lebanon’s mortal sin

B
laming others, 
particularly foreign 
elements, for Leba-
non’s mishaps can be 
considered a Lebanese 
national sport. 

Conveniently, the Syrian refugee 
crisis has provided both the 
political class and the Lebanese 
population at large with avenues 
to pursue this blame game.

As if determined to highlight 
this singular shortcoming, Leba-
nese Minister of Energy and Water 
Cesar Abi Khalil blamed Lebanon’s 
electricity crisis on the 1.2 mil-
lion refugees, who, despite their 
burdensome toll on Lebanon’s 
economy, are certainly not the 
prime reason the ruling elite is 
incapable of addressing issues of 
basic utilities.

However, the phantom chimaera 
of the strains placed on the Leba-
nese infrastructure by the refu-
gees is one that has consistently 
mired efforts of the international 
community to address the crisis. 
Time and time again the Lebanese 
government has failed to rise to 
the challenges, proving itself an 
inadequate partner to receive the 
much-needed funds to develop its 
own infrastructure and meet the 
increasing medical and education-
al demands of the growing refugee 
population.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 

Hariri’s unimaginative plea to 
the donor countries at a Brussels 
conference in April framed the 
refugee crisis as a ticking time 
bomb, threatening the interna-
tional community with repercus-
sions of their continued failure to 
dispense the much-needed funds. 
This scare tactic failed to win con-
siderable support, as the crux of 
the problem is far removed from a 
lack of funding and instead stems 
from the Lebanese government’s 
structural shortcomings.

From the first influx of refugees, 
most of the factions inside the gov-
ernment failed to formulate a clear 
response that showed some form 
of long-term thinking. Instead, 
they chose projects that openly 
aspired to capitalise on the interna-
tional community’s largesse.

Second, and perhaps more 
importantly, the internal bicker-
ing of the various government 
agencies over jurisdiction derailed 
the refugee relief process. As a 
consequence, much of the funds 
lie trapped within a sea of red 
tape, most of it created for the sole 
purpose of imploding the process 
and diverting the funds to various 
factions’ coffers.

Before the start of the Syrian 
crisis, the Lebanese Ministry of 
Social Affairs (MOSA) was neither 
a coveted nor prestigious post in 
the eyes of the political elite, who 
preferred to compete for the more 
prominent security or service-ori-
ented government portfolios.

However, this governmental ugly 
duckling, which typically dealt 
with society’s least popular issues, 
has become the hub for the differ-

ent efforts to address the over-
whelming influx of refugees. Con-
currently, the government formed 
a subcommittee of the government 
ministries including almost the 
entire cabinet, rendering regular 
meetings logistically impossible 
and the outcome catastrophic.

The Hariri government created 
the position of State Minister for 
Refugee Affairs and appointed 
Mouin Merhebi, a member of the 
Hariri Sunni majority parliamen-
tary bloc, to run it. While this 
move was perhaps intended to 
make things better, it introduced 
further obstacles to the issue. 
Primarily, this ad hoc ministry had 
no legal charter or mandate and, 
more importantly, it duplicated the 
work of MOSA and its minister and 
a member of the Lebanese Forces 
(LF), Pierre Abi Assi.

The challenges of Lebanon’s 
response to the refugee crises go 
deeper than questions over the 
jurisdictional overlap. They cut to 
the very heart of Lebanon’s sectar-
ian divide. On the one hand, Abi 
Assi, whose party is answerable 
to its Christian constituency, has 
had to tread lightly when dispens-
ing funds to refugees. Much of Abi 
Assi’s electorate tends to view the 
predominantly Muslim refugee 
population as essentially an inva-
sion by stealth and is inclined to 
see any humanitarian act as tacit 
encouragement.

Merhebi, whose Future Move-
ment leads Lebanon’s Sunnis, fares 
little better. Most of Lebanon’s 
refugees are in eastern parts of the 
country, particularly in the Beqaa 
Valley, a predominately Sunni area. 

The economic strains the refugees 
placed on these regions has done 
little but provoke resentment with-
in a host population that many see 
as bordering upon revolt, unwill-
ing to allow aid to trickle past them 
without first receiving some slice 
of the international pie.

The sectarian reality of Leba-
non’s politics, as well as the struc-
tural chaos of its response, has led 
to international agencies bypassing 
the government and delivering aid 
directly to the refugees. This might 
seem a practical response; how-
ever, the outcome is muddying 
the water. One immediate effect of 
this is that, without local account-
ability, some refugees are seeking 
to exploit the system. For instance, 
with financial aid distributed per 
person, an additional child is a 
source of potential income.

Regardless of who is to blame 
for Lebanon’s failure to respond to 
the refugee crisis, what is certain 
is that given the Lebanese govern-
ment’s record, to continue on the 
current path can only yield further 
disasters.

Irrespective of jurisdictional and 
sectarian tussles, Lebanon’s refu-
gees are fleeing some of the most 
extreme horror of the modern age. 
They have gone to Lebanon for the 
simplest of things: Help. Lebanon’s 
appalling record in responding to 
that is a mortal sin that cannot be 
passed on to others.
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