Reaching the Breaking Point
An IRC briefing note on Syrian refugees in Lebanon

The humanitarian and political crisis facing Lebanon as a result of the Syrian civil war
is unprecedented. As of June 2013, Lebanon – a country of an estimated 4.2 million
people1 – had opened its borders to more than 500,000 Syrian refugees. Massive
displacement from Syria continues at a rapid rate: more than 2,000 people flee daily to
seek refuge in Lebanon. The UN refugee agency (UNHCR) conservatively predicts
that by the end of 2013, one in five people in Lebanon – over one million people – will
be refugees from Syria.
As no refugee camps have been established in Lebanon,2 Syrian refugees live in over
1,000 villages and communities across the country and increasingly reside in informal
tented settlements. The influx of refugees over the last 27 months is overwhelming the
already strained social, economic, and political fabric of the country. Tensions
between host communities and refugees are rising, and relentless displacement
threatens to destabilize the delicate political balance in Lebanon. Without adequate
assistance and support from the international community, this influx could lead to
destabilization in Lebanon and a humanitarian catastrophe for the Lebanese people
and Syrians seeking safe haven in their country.
Despite significant challenges and the enormous scale of the crisis, the Lebanese
Government and people have generously welcomed Syrian refugees. Lebanon’s
borders have remained open to all fleeing Syria. Syrian refugees are able to move
relatively freely around the country. Moreover, Lebanon is the only country in the
region where Palestinian refugees from Syria are able to flee and 53,000 have done
so since the beginning of the conflict.3
Since the crisis began in March 2011, donors, international aid agencies, and the
Government of Lebanon have provided short-term emergency support to refugees and
the Lebanese communities hosting them, which has improved and saved the lives of
many. However, the majority of Syrian refugees – and communities hosting them –
are struggling to survive under increasingly difficult circumstances.
In April 2013, staff from the IRC traveled to Lebanon to visit the IRC’s Lebanon
programs and to assess the humanitarian conditions of Syrian refugees and the
communities hosting them. We visited Beirut and Northern Lebanon and met with
officials from the Government of Lebanon, UN agencies, civil society organizations,
and refugees. This report outlines our observations, findings, and recommendations.
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According to World Bank Data from 2011: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
Plans have been drafted by UNHCR with the GOL for possible camps, but there is no official authorization and timing for such camps
remains uncertain.
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In order to best address the massive and increasing human needs in Lebanon,
forestall a humanitarian catastrophe, mitigate host community and refugee tensions,
and promote stability within Lebanon, IRC recommends that the international
community:
Provide assistance to vulnerable Lebanese communities as well as
refugees from Syria to meet their humanitarian needs and to minimize the
potential for increased tensions stemming from economic competition and
strained resources;
Increase the quantity and quality of services provided to the most
vulnerable groups, specifically refugee women and children and refugees
who are not registered with UNHCR;
Supplement humanitarian assistance by ensuring that development
dollars in Lebanon target communities most affected by the refugee
influx;
In parallel with humanitarian assistance, integrate early recovery and
sustainable approaches into programming to enhance the ability of
local communities to provide essential services and to enable refugees to
become self-reliant;
Increase donor coordination and funding to strengthen the
humanitarian response.
Background
Lebanon faces political, social, and economic challenges that predate the current
humanitarian crisis. Having emerged from its own civil war only 15 years ago, stability
in Lebanon remains fragile. The influx of refugees from Syria into communities where
sectarian tensions already exist has the potential to trigger conflict along pre-existing
fault lines. Unless tensions between host communities and refugees are mitigated,
they will strain the delicate political and social balance in Lebanon to the breaking
point.
The social, political, and economic environment in Lebanon is intimately intertwined
with the country's complex relationship with Syria. Syria played a large role in the
Lebanese civil war and sectarian tensions still permeate Lebanon’s political and
economic relationship with Syria. The post-war period was marked by Syria's military
occupation of – and subsequent withdrawal from – Lebanon, followed by the rise of
the largely pro-Syrian March 8th and largely anti-Syrian March 14th movements. Over
the past decade, Syrian migrants have also played a large role in Lebanon’s
construction and agricultural sectors. These political and economic ties are a
testament to how closely these two countries are linked and underline the potential for
conflict to spillover from Syria to Lebanon.
Civilians usually bear the burden of violence and conflict, and the Syrian civil war is no
exception. This conflict, which has lasted more than 27 months, continues to have dire
humanitarian implications for refugees fleeing from war. In Lebanon, refugees struggle
to access services, shelter, and financial means for survival. Without services and
economic resources, the most vulnerable refugees face greater risks. Women and
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girls, who comprise a majority of the world’s refugee population, have suffered
disproportionately in the Syria conflict, and continue to face hardship in Lebanon.
Given that refugees reside alongside Lebanese communities instead of in formal
camps, host community and refugee needs are inextricably linked. As it stands, basic
needs of both groups are not being met. To ease mounting tensions, the international
community must act more swiftly to ameliorate the deteriorating humanitarian
conditions of both communities.
Strain on services
Public services in Lebanon are largely available to Syrian refugees, but they are
stretched beyond capacity. Communities across Lebanon, particularly in areas that
have long been deprived, are facing an unprecedented increase in demand for health,
education, and other social services. To mitigate tensions and prevent them from
reaching the boiling point, Lebanon must be able to provide basic services to Syrian
refugees as well as its own population.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the predominantly rural North and Bekaa
governorates, which border Syria, and suffer from chronic poverty, crumbling
infrastructure, and increasing sectarian violence. North Lebanon, where 46% of
poorest Lebanese in the country live, is absorbing the largest numbers of Syrian
refugees. In a small village in Akkar, the poorest district in the North, local authorities
told the IRC that they are increasingly concerned about the strain on basic services
posed by an influx of Syrian refugees.
Although refugees are technically permitted to use public services, those who lack
documents or UNHCR registration face barriers to accessing such services. This is a
problem for newborns and their families as the process for registering births for
children of Syrian origin who are born is Lebanon is opaque and arduous. Without
birth registration, children may not be able to access education, health care, and other
essential services in Lebanon.
To address these and other challenges, UNHCR has greatly increased its registration
capacity, but it does not have sufficient human and financial resources to meet the
needs of the almost 80,000 refugees awaiting registration. 4 Greater mobile registration
capacity is needed, particularly in areas like Wadi Khaled and Arsaal where increased
checkpoints have limited the ability for individuals to register. IRC is concerned that
unregistered refugees in Lebanon, especially those in rural areas far from registration
centers and refugee women who are less able to travel on their own, are at greater
risk of falling between the cracks of the main channels of assistance from the
Government of Lebanon and UNHCR.
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Syria Regional Refugee Response, Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=122
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Strain on housing
An October 2012 assessment conducted by the IRC and Save the Children concluded
that paying for rent was the most common expense for refugee households in the
most impacted areas of Lebanon.
As a result of the influx of Syrian refugees, the demand for shelter has outstripped
supply in many parts of Lebanon. 62% of Syrian refugees are living in apartments or
houses, and it is increasing competition for housing.5 It is also driving up the cost of
housing for Lebanese, which is further contributing to tensions between the two
communities. As one community member in an area with large numbers of Syrian
refugees said, “before you could find an apartment for $150, now there is nothing
below $400.”
To cope with the cost of shelter, many refugee families are sharing a single apartment
with dozens of other refugees. According to a UNHCR study, nearly 50% of refugees
share their accommodations with other Syrian families.6 Others seek shelter in tented
settlements that are springing up in over-burdened areas. Though they provide
shelter, the unplanned, ad hoc settlements offer limited security, provide no access to
public works, and pose serious public health risks. Furthermore, many of these sites
will be completely unsuitable in summer conditions. While UNHCR and the
Government of Lebanon have undertaken site planning and camp preparation efforts,
lack of political consensus has forestalled execution of those plans.
Economic hardship
Nearly 30% of the Lebanese people already live on less than $4 a day, and economic
hardship affects vulnerable refugees and Lebanese alike.7 As the labor supply
increases along with the number of refugees, wages are decreasing and vulnerable
refugees and host community members are struggling to find employment. This has
particularly affected the service and agricultural sectors. In the latter case, wages have
decreased by almost 50% in the last two years.8 Jobs in other sectors are increasingly
scarce as well.
A number of community members told IRC staff that tension between Syrian refugees
and Lebanese is increasing over competition for jobs. Community leaders are
struggling to maintain calm in the midst of increasing economic hardship. The
competition for jobs is coupled with increasing competition over scarce goods.
Community leaders spoke to IRC about scarcity of basic food supplies, saying “certain
items are going missing from the market because of increasing demand – sometimes
staples [like] bread and vegetables.”
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UNHCR Shelter Poll Survey, April 2013.
Ibid.
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UNDP Statistics http://www.undp.org.lb/WhatWeDo/poverty.cfm
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IRC-Led Emergency Market Mapping and Analysis (EMMA) of the Labor Market System in North and Bekaa, Lebanon: Constructing
market-based livelihood opportunities for refugees and host community families
April 2013.
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In cases where Syrians are able to find work, labor laws can be unclear. One Syrian
refugee, who supported 13 people by working as an assistant for a local teacher, told
us he had not been paid for months. In the words of the refugee: “I asked this man for
payment for this work. He refused and told me to go do what you will. No one will help
you. I have no contract, where should I go?” In this and other cases, refugees are not
aware of their rights or how to seek recourse for abuse.
Unfortunately, economic recovery programming and cash assistance have not
mirrored the scale of displacement. During an acute emergency, unconditional and
conditional cash is one mechanism that can be used to reduce the need for vulnerable
groups, in particular female-headed households, to resort to undesirable forms of
income-generation, such as survival sex and forced marriage.9
Women and girls
In most conflicts, women and girls suffer disproportionately from sexual violence.
Having fled the violence in Syria, including torture, humiliation, and rape, women and
girls now face elevated threats in Lebanon. Displaced women and girls are subject to
gender based violence (GBV), including sexual violence, intimate partner violence,
exploitation, and abuse.10 The IRC interviewed one member of a municipal
government who observed an increase in the risk to women. He said, “gender-based
violence is on the rise against Syrian women from Lebanese and Syrian men.”
The risks of GBV are heightened when women and girls lack means and opportunities
to support themselves and their families. Without such opportunities, women and girls
face an increased risk of early and forced marriage, trafficking, child labor, and
exchanging of sex for basic goods. Financial support through secure cash transfers
(e.g. personalized ATM cards) can address the immediate needs of refugees, mitigate
risks of GBV and negative coping strategies among women and girls, and decrease
the gap between income and cost of living within host communities.
While the needs far outstrip the quantity of services being provided for women and
girls, the Government of Lebanon, in conjunction with UN agencies and International
NGOs (INGOs), is seeking to provide more adequate services to survivors. A national
GBV taskforce with strong technical leadership has also been established and new
standard operating procedures for GBV prevention and response are being
implemented across the country. However, clinical management of rape and other vital
survivor services, such as case management, and psychosocial care, remain scarce.
In order to support local communities, efforts have been taken by community based
organizations, the Government of Lebanon, and the international community to
support and improve service provision. Some are bearing fruit. For example, the
Lebanese Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA), with the support of UNICEF and UNHCR
9

Unconditional cash transfers, namely the provision cash to individuals or households in order to improve economic resilience and
provide social protection, is most useful for vulnerable individuals and families who are not fit to work. Conditional cash transfers
(those that are dependent on the actions of the receiver), are better used for more able-bodied refugees that can engage in cash-forwork and cash-for-training programs.
10
Syrian Women & Girls: Fleeing death, facing ongoing threats and humiliation. IRC Women’s Protection and Empowerment Rapid
Assessment, August 2012.
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has increased and trained staff in Social Development Centers (SDCs)11 across the
country to increase the provision of services, including psychosocial counseling and
case management for survivors of violence. However, in order to adequately address
service delivery shortages for women and girls in the short and long-term, and mitigate
tensions between refugee and host communities, far more needs to be done to meet
growing needs.
International response
The dramatic scale of displacement in Lebanon has outstripped all predictions. As a
result, the response of the international community, though generous, has not kept
pace with humanitarian needs. The needs outlined in the most recent refugee appeal
– the 2013 Syria Regional Response Plan (RRP4)12 – were based on estimated
numbers of refugees. Those estimates have been surpassed by more than 160
percent according to UNHCR data.13
The end to the conflict in Syria is nowhere in sight. Even if it ends tomorrow, a vast
majority of refugees in Lebanon will be unable to return home quickly, and the process
of reconciliation will take many years to address. Despite promising commitments by a
few donors, funding provided to date is not sufficient to address the most basic
refugee needs. In a limited funding environment, it is of paramount importance to
coordinate more effectively and profile and prioritize needs in order to provide targeted
support to the most vulnerable. A more coordinated and efficient response must not
await additional financial resources.
Dialogue and joint planning between humanitarian and development donors needs to
be stronger to ensure that funding is used most strategically and efficiently. IRC
welcomes efforts by USAID to work with humanitarian donors to explore ways to better
target development dollars to areas most impacted by the refugee influx. The U.S.
Government is working with other donors to establish a dialog with the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund on ways to better assist Lebanon in dealing with
the influx. Other countries should follow suit and direct development dollars to areas
that are more adversely impacted by the influx of Syrian refugees and to improving
infrastructure which will be benefit both Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees.
Conclusion and recommendations
Although commendable efforts have been made by those responding to the Syria
crisis in Lebanon, significant challenges lay ahead. Life-saving assistance must be
provided to the most vulnerable groups, and communities absorbing the overwhelming
influx of refugees must be supported as well.

11

SDCs are government run community centres which operate throughout Lebanon. These centers generally offer services that include
mental health counseling, primary health care and vocational trainings.
12
Syria Regional Response Plan is a U.N. funding appeal which is coordinated with refugee-hosting states and includes funding requests
by NGO partners.
13 UNHCR data estimates that there are 503,558 refugees. The Government of Lebanon estimates that there are 1,000,000 Syrians
living in Lebanon http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=122.
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In order to meet humanitarian needs, mitigate tensions between refugees and
Lebanese communities hosting them, and reduce the likelihood of instability, the IRC
makes the following recommendations for donors, the Government of Lebanon,
aid agencies and the international community.

Donors should:
Ensure that pledges made to the RRP are delivered as swiftly as possible, and
provide additional funds to meet spiralling needs for refugees and host
communities. There is a funding gap for life-saving services that must be
narrowed immediately to prevent this crisis from turning into a catastrophe.
Ensure that development-related funding streams complement the
humanitarian response. This necessitates that both humanitarian and
development donors have capacity and representation in country in order to
ensure high levels of coordination, joint planning, and the flexibility to adjust to
the changing context.
Boost UNHCR’s capacity to register refugees in order to enhance refugees’
access to services and decrease obstacles to obtaining vital legal
documentation.
Recognize the importance of unconditional and conditional cash transfers in
improving economic resilience and providing social protection for vulnerable
individuals and families and invest in this support mechanism.
Invest in activities that provide economic support for women and girls and
increase availability and access to specialized services for GBV survivors,
including protective mechanisms to mitigate risks of violence.
Continue to work with the Government of Lebanon and UNHCR to identify safe
and affordable shelter options for Syrian refugees.
Government of Lebanon should:
Continue the generous open border policy for all Syrian and Palestinian
refugees fleeing the conflict in Syria.
Increase the availability of safe spaces where women and girls can
confidentially access services; standardize services for GBV survivors to
ensure that clinical care for sexual assault survivors meets globally accepted
standards.
Provide greater clarity to the international community and refugees on the right
to work for Syrian refugees.
Support a range of emergency response measures, including cash transfers,
vouchers, and in-kind support for Syrian refugee and vulnerable Lebanese.
United Nations should:
Initiate an expedited process for birth registration and enhance mobile
registration capabilities to reach pockets of unregistered refugees in remote
parts of Lebanon.
Increase protection monitoring at the borders to ensure the most vulnerable are
registered and supported.
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All actors responding to the humanitarian needs in Lebanon should:
Encourage Lebanon to keep its border open to ensure that all those fleeing
Syria are able to seek asylum.
Adopt policy and programmatic approaches which support both vulnerable
Lebanese communities and refugees in order to mitigate social and political
tensions and support the development of Lebanon.
Increase coordination to assess, profile, and prioritize vulnerable Syrian and
Lebanese refugee and host community groups by sector, especially given the
limited funding environment.
Invest in local services providers, such as municipalities and Social
Development Centers, as these structures will continue to exist after the crisis
has abated.
Questions should be directed to:
Bryce Perry, Country Director for Lebanon
Bryce.Perry@rescue.org
Sarah Case, Regional Advocacy Officer (Amman, Jordan)
Sarah.Case@rescue.org
Alexandra “Sana” Brosnan, Senior Policy and Advocacy Officer (Washington, DC)
Alexandra.Brosnan@rescue.org
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