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M 

any young Syrians 
who fled the war in 
their country are un-
likely to return and 
those who would go 

back said they would do so only af-
ter the removal of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the end of the conflict, 
an ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller Arab 
Youth Survey stated.

The survey, titled “A Voice for 
Young Syrian Refugees,” focused 
on hopes, concerns and aspirations 
of young Syrian refugees in Jordan 
and Lebanon, where refugees con-
stitute 10% and 25%, respectively, 
of the local populations.

Polling company PSB Research 
conducted 400 face-to-face inter-
views in refugee settlements in 
Jordan and Lebanon among peo-
ple 18-24 years old, split equally 
between men and women. The in-
terviews were completed February  
12-March 12.

Asked how likely they are to 
permanently return to Syria in the 
future, 54% of survey participants 
said “unlikely,” while 42% said 
“likely” and 4% said they did not 
know.

Given a list of steps that need to 
be taken before they could return 
home, 47% chose “the war ends” 
option as the most important and 
25% said the Islamic State (ISIS) 
leaving Syria. Trailing far behind 
were “the economic situation 
improves,” chosen by 8% of re-
spondents, and “(Syrian President) 
Bashar Assad leaves,” picked by 
7%.

Most young refugees said they 
did not consider Assad leaving of-
fice as a prerequisite for reaching 
a peace agreement. Just more than 
one-quarter (27%) said they agreed 
with the statement, “There can 
be no peace agreement as long as 
Bashar Assad stays in office” versus 
71% who said “ending the fighting 
is more important than Bashar As-
sad leaving office.”

Among young Syrians who said 
they expect to migrate to another 

country, 27% named Canada as 
their top pick, while 23% said the 
United States; the United Arab 
Emirates and Germany each were 
chosen by 22%, France was the 
choice for 14% and the United 
Kingdom was chosen by 13%.

Asked what can be done to im-
prove their plight as refugees, 56% 
of participants — and particularly 
men (67%) — said EU governments 
could help by accepting more 
refugees, and 42% said providing 
financial aid to their host coun-
tries would help more. The latter 
response was made by 52% of the 
women compared with 32% of  
men asked.

The interviewees were divided 
on Russia’s effect on the conflict, 
with 49% saying it was positive 
and 46% saying it was negative. 
Approximately two-thirds of those 
surveyed said Donald Trump’s US 
presidency is likely to change the 
course of the conflict, with 23% 
saying he could make the situation 
worse.

On whether ISIS had become 
stronger or weaker over the past 
year, 77% of the refugees asked 
said the militant group had be-
come weaker, a significantly higher 
percentage than their peers in the 
overall Middle East, where 61% of 
participants in the Arab Youth Sur-
vey said ISIS was getting weaker.

Sunil John, founder and CEO 
of Dubai-based ASDA’A Burson-
Marsteller, said the firm has been 
conducting the Arab Youth Survey 
since 2008. “This is the first time 
we did a supplementary survey, so 
that for the first time since the con-
flict unfolded (in 2011), the voice 
of young Syrians can be heard,” he 
said.

“Our experience has been that 

governments and international 
agencies follow the results of these 
surveys and try to incorporate 
them into their decision- and poli-
cymaking.”

John said 60% of the popula-
tion of the Gulf and Middle East is 
young and among that demograph-
ic those aged 18-24 represent the 
largest percentage. “Young minds 
are able to take away the complexi-
ties of the issue and focus on what 
is important,” he said.

Roy Haddad, MENA director of 
marketing company WPP, said: 
“Their demands are simple: They 
need jobs and education. One can 
see that they have given up on 
politics. It’s an attitude, one cannot 
judge whether it is good or bad.”

“We could not cover Syria in our 
Arab Youth Survey for the past six 
years so this was a good opportuni-
ty to bring in the Syrian voice into 
the survey,” Haddad said.

More than 6.3 million people 
have been internally displaced and 
4.9 million have been officially reg-
istered as refugees since the Syrian 
war erupted six years ago.
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Hopes and 
concerns. Young 
Syrian refugees 
attend an open 
house at Zarqa 
University in 
Jordan.               (AP)

Asked how likely 
they are to 
permanently return 
to Syria in the 
future, 54% of 
survey participants 
said “unlikely.”
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nti-Syrian refugee rhet-
oric spiked in Lebanon 
following an incident 
involving the Lebanese 
Army and terror sus-

pects allegedly hiding in refugee 
camps in Arsal on the Lebanese-
Syrian border.

The incident, in which troops 
were injured, touched off calls to 
repatriate refugees and a campaign 
against them on social media. At 
the same time, other people cau-
tioned against rising racist speech.

Tensions exacerbated after the 
death of four Syrian detainees in 
military custody, further polaris-
ing opinions. Some accused the 
army of torturing them to death 
but others expressed solidar-
ity with the troops in their fight 
against terrorism.

“We are very concerned about 
increasing discrimination and rac-
ism against Syrians in Lebanon,” 
said Bassam Khawaja, Lebanon 
researcher at Human Rights Watch 
(HRW). “There have been several 
cases of Syrians being beaten and 
insulted in the last few weeks and 

it is happening in the context in 
which politicians are calling for 
Syrians to return back to Syria.

“It is not helpful to have state-
ments blaming Syrians for issues 
of the Lebanese economy, unem-
ployment, insecurity and extrem-
ism in Lebanon without any evi-
dence or factual basis.”

A video circulating on social me-
dia showed at least three Lebanese 
punching, kicking and insulting an 
unarmed Syrian refugee. It stirred 
an outcry from human rights ac-
tivists and the suspected perpetra-
tors were arrested.

High-ranking politicians also 
sounded anti-refugee rhetoric. 
Samir Geagea, leader of the Leba-
nese Forces, a Christian political 
party, called on the United Nations 
to return the refugees and warned 
that Lebanon “will not tolerate 
them anymore.”

Approximately 1.1 million Syrian 
refugees are registered by the UN-
HCR in Lebanon but their number 
is believed to exceed 1.5 million. 
They live in homes and informal 
camps, putting pressure on lim-
ited resources and ageing infra-
structure available to Lebanon’s 4 
million citizens.

“In Lebanon, we have for years 
seen problems with the economy, 

the government, garbage disposal 
and health care, etc... This is truly 
not a thing that started with the 
influx of Syrian refugees though 
their presence has put a strain on 
infrastructure. Scapegoating them 
as the root of these problems with-
out any evidence is very problem-
atic,” Khawaja said.

Human rights expert and mem-
ber of the parliament committee 
on human rights Ghassan Mouk-
heiber described tensions between 
the Lebanese and Syrians as an 
“expression of hatred.”

“It is not about racism that has 
to do with being aloof or consid-
ering the Syrian nationality as a 
lower grade nationality,” he said. 
“It is a combination of security and 
economic fears. It is worse than 
racism. It is close to hatred.

“Unfortunately, that was expect-
ed from day one. We have seen 
such sentiments in Europe, except 
that in Europe they have fewer 
numbers than the Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon, who have exceeded 
one-third of the Lebanese popu-
lation. The ugly rhetoric and the 
vilifying of refugees are the symp-
toms of a much deeper problem.”

“We need to address the root 
causes including the security fears 
and economic competition. A pol-
icy for their (refugees’) safe return 
is one that would definitely seek to 
address these causes,” Moukheib-
er said.

“The long-term solution for the 
refugee crisis is peace in Syria,” he 
said. “The other step while wait-
ing for peace and stability in Syria, 
is assuring their safe return wher-
ever possible to areas in Syria that 
are stable and secure. A third op-
tion would be limiting their con-
tact with Lebanese and assuring 
they do not constitute a security 
threat, as is the case now in Arsal.”

As tempers against Syrians fray, 
Lebanese political parties appear 
to be united in seeking a repatria-
tion plan but they differ on how to 
proceed.

“Hezbollah (an ally of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad) wants re-

patriation to be coordinated with 
Damascus,” said journalist Amin 
Kammourieh. “They are trying 
to re-establish the relationship 
between Lebanon and Damascus 
through the file of the refugees, by 
pressuring the government to ne-
gotiate their return with the Syr-
ian regime.”

Anti-Syria politicians, including 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, want 
the repatriation to be part of a UN 
plan.

Anti-refugee sentiments have 
been brewing for years with Leba-
nese viewing the long-term pres-
ence of Syrians as a burden, even 
an imposition. A string of suicide 
attacks on the border village of 
Qaa in July 2016 prompted dis-
crimination against Syrians. Some 
municipalities have imposed cur-
fews on refugees, ordering night 
raids on homes and even evicting 
them.

With the experience of hosting 
Palestinian refugees for decades, 
many Lebanese fear that many 
Syrians may never leave the coun-
try.

“Clearly people are scared and 
sensitive,” Khawaja said, “but 
discriminating against the Syr-
ians will not make this country  
any safer.”

With the experience 
of hosting 
Palestinian refugees 
for decades, many 
Lebanese fear that 
many Syrians may 
never leave 
the country.


