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From Inactivity to Reactivity and Gut
Proactivity: Review of Lebanon’s State
Policies Towards Syrian Refugees
(2011-2022)
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With an estimated 1.5 million, Lebanon is one of the most affected countries by
the Syrian refugee crisis, making it the country with the highest rate of refugees
per capita in the world. While praised in the early years for its hospitality,
Lebanon’s policy response towards refugees became gradually more restrictive
and repulsive. The following article gives a comprehensive review of Lebanon’s
policies regarding Syrian refugees between 2011 and 2022. It argues that during
this period, the state’s policy response can be divided into three major phases
defined by the concepts of inactivity, reactivity and gut proactivity. Each of
these phases comprise a multitude of different policies on the local, national and
international levels, which are thoroughly examined and categorised. In addition,
the article gives interpretations for the probable motives behind the various
policies by linking them to the peculiarity of the Lebanese political system itself.
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Introduction

The Syrian civil war that started in 2011 triggered one of the greatest humanitarian tragedies
of the 21% century by displacing millions of Syrians both internally and internationally.?
Neighbouring Lebanon is one of the most impacted countries by this refugee crisis. The
country witnessed the influx of around 1.5 million of Syrian refugees, making it the
second biggest recipient for Syrian refugees.® In this respect, with a population of roughly
4.5 million, Lebanon became the country with the highest rate of refugees per capita in
the world, making up around 30% of its total population according to the United Nations
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High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) itself.* While praised in the early years for
its generous hospitality, Lebanon saw a shift of its policy towards the Syrian refugee
population. In this regard, authorities switched gradually from no-policy to policies of
exclusion and policies of return. The aim of this analysis is to present a comprehensive
review of Lebanon’s policies regarding Syrian refugees from 2011 up until 2022. For that
purpose, it reviews the three phases that it conceptualises as phases of inactivity, reactivity
and gut proactivity. Afterwise, it examines the three phases’ different policies that were
undertaken on the local, national and international levels, and tries to interpret the various
motives behind each of these measures. Nonetheless, the first step below is dedicated to
the detailed presentation of the context in which these policies were adopted.

The context

Lebanese state policies towards Syrian refugees have to be understood in their proper
context. Despite its complexity, this context has three main relevant dimensions that
have to be taken into consideration for the following analysis. The first dimension can
be qualified as structural, as it is related to the Lebanese political system’s nature itself,
its institutions, as well as to the different binding international regulations to which the
country adheres. Understanding this structure is key for the interpretation of motives
behind the different policies. The second dimension is temporal. It is related to the timeline
of the Syrian refugees’ influx in numbers and their evolution through years. They help us
to establish correlations between fluctuations in refugee numbers and implemented public
policies. The third dimension is conjectural, as the Syrian refugee crisis coincides with the
multileveled financial, socioeconomic and political crisis that Lebanon witnessed starting
from 2019.

1. Regarding the structural background, Lebanon is known for its peculiar
consociational political system based on consensual power-sharing between its various
religious components guaranteed through mutual veto.> Implications of this system are
twofold: on the one hand, power is divided among sectarian political parties. But since
each has its own interests and priorities, consensual power-sharing often results in
a multi-cephalous executive which prevents unified decision-making.® As a consequence,
the Lebanese state policies are characterised by a high level of institutional ambiguity.”
Therefore, the system’s structural dysfunctionalities reflect on a generalised systemic
weakness that relativises any policy analysis. On the other hand, since the system grants
each sect a proportional representation through quotas, the fragile sectarian status quo
engages sects in a mutual “confidence game”® in which each aims constantly at maintaining
the sectarian demographic balance in order to avoid any questioning of the quotas’
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repartition.® Thus, fear from demographic change is a key driver of actors’ decisions and
policy initiatives. The influx of Syrian refugees must be understood then as a perceived
threat by many decision-makers. This context might also explain other structural elements
like, for example, that Lebanon is not signatory of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention." Yet,
the government abides by the principle of non-refoulement."" This is also an important
framing element for policy analysis.!?

2. Regarding the second contextual dimension, Lebanon is one of the most impacted
countries by the Syrian refugee crisis. Any attempt of understanding its state policy towards
refugees must be put in the context of the evolution of the refugees’ influx itself. With
the absence of any reliable official census, the UNHCR’s data provide a valid indicator
of numbers and their trends. In this respect, after a consequent increase during the first
years, the number of UNHCR-registered refugees reached a peak in spring 2015 with
around 1.2 million.” Later, the number dropped back below the one million, with around
919,000 registered for autumn 2019.'* Afterwise, numbers continued to decrease further
slightly by reaching 814,715 by the end of 2022."> This can be explained by a multitude
of factors such as resettlement, return to Syria, and illegal migration towards Turkey and
Europe induced by the worsening economic conditions as presented later. For instance,
100,000 refugees were resettled to third countries by June 2019.'° In the meantime, the
Lebanese state continues to give the number of 1.5 million Syrian refugees as its official
estimation.!” In consequence, the analysis of Lebanon’s refugee-related policies has to be
understood in the wake of these fluctuations through time.

3. Finally, regarding the conjectural context, since 2019 Lebanon has been facing
a multitude of parallel and intertwined crises that are both affecting public opinion and
the state’s policy response in relation to Syrian refugees. In this respect, the worsening
economic situation of the past years triggered a wave of mass protests starting of October
2019."® The multileveled crisis had some dramatic consequences on the Lebanese
population. In fact, annual inflation rates surpassed 150% for 2021 and 170% for 2022,
while the Lebanese Pound’s devaluation reached 95% by the end of 2022,?° and the — once
thriving — banking sector prevented access of depositors to their own savings.?! But the
ruling class failed at providing adequate solutions, leading the World Bank (2022) of
qualifying the crisis as deliberately-orchestrated by its elites and as one of the world’s
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worst economic collapses since 1850.>* As a result, 80% of Lebanese were pushed into
poverty by the end of 2022, and thousands lost their jobs or were forced to emigrate to
seek better opportunities.?* Many politicians of the ruling elite were tempted at blaming
refugees,? fuelling by that the overall resentment against them.?®

The different phases of Lebanon’s refugee response

The Lebanese state’s policy response towards the Syrian refugee crisis was already
comprehensively and continuously analysed during the past years. Generally speaking,
the state’s undertaken policies can be categorised under three separate phases that evolved
chronologically on the timeline. In fact, between 2011 and 2020, they shifted gradually
from what we call here inactivity (2011-2014), to reactivity (2014—2016) and gut proactivity
(2016-2022). The following few paragraphs give a summary of these main phases.

This first phase of inactivity was often described as a phase characterised by a “policy
of no policy” or “ostrich policy”.?” During this phase, borders remained open for Syrians,
but they were denied any specific legal status.?® Most of the time, the government was
unable to explicitly formulate any refugee-related policy, and when it did, it failed in its
implementation.?® However, the only exception to the rule of no-policy was the strict and
declared ban of camps.* Indeed, in contrast with Jordan for instance, Lebanon did not
regulate or establish refugee camps. As a consequence, the uncontrolled flood of refugees
had directly impacted municipalities. Soon, local authorities were left without any form
of guidance from the government,* leading to a multitude of ad-hoc decisions taken on
the local level.*? In parallel, assistance was “outsourced” to various local or international
governmental and non-governmental organisations.*

The second phase of reactivity saw between 2015 and 2016 a shift towards the so-called
“policies of exclusion”* through which the government tried to regulate the transborder
movement of Syrians.?® The turning point happened in late 2014 when the cabinet officially
addressed the Syrian refugee crisis for the first time after three years of its beginning.*
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The declared rationale was articulated around the need to contain the influx through
recording all entries at the borders.*” This development is definitely linked to the context:
as mentioned earlier, numbers of UNHCR-registered Syrian refugees reached 1.2 million
in 2015. As a result, during the following few months, the General Security*® (GS) applied
restrictive visa and residency measures on Syrians®® and the Lebanese authorities asked
the UNHCR to stop new registrations, depriving by that many Syrians from both financial
and in-kind aid provided for registered refugees.*’ It also pushed most of them into a status
of illegal residency that put them at risk of vulnerability and exploitation.*!

The third phase of gut proactivity” comes in the light of Michel Aoun’s election
as President in late 2016. It is characterised by the rising advocacy and the gradual
implementation of a soft plan for the return of Syrian refugees.** This move came in the
context of a general consensus among Lebanese influential political actors on the necessity
of the return of Syrian refugees after years of conflicting positions. But the multiplicity
of initiatives coupled with fragmented decision-making processes make its tracing
quite difficult.** These go from the creation of official bureaus at the General Security
for receiving applications of voluntary returnees,* to the formation of other committees
managed by non-state actors such as political parties who coordinate return directly with
the General Security.*® But as usual in the Lebanese consociational political system, there
was no consensus among political parties on the return’s modalities.*” Details around
these policies are tackled in the next parts.

Three levels of policy response

After the chronological approach that led us to identify the three main phases of
Lebanon’s policy response to the Syrian refugee crisis, the analysis needs to be completed
by a detailed typology of the various policies implemented. For that, policies must be
examined separately on their local, national and international levels.
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The local level

As mentioned earlier, on the local level, the state’s inaction transferred the management of
refugees to local authorities such as municipalities.*® In other words, municipalities were
kind of indirectly “sub-contracted” by the state. As a result, state inactivity turned soon
into municipal reactivity. It gave local authorities complete freedom in adopting all kinds
of ad hoc — and sometimes illegal — measures and regulations that ranged from restrictive
to inclusive.* Their actions were inconsistent.>® For example, many municipalities limited
residing refugees to receive guests after specific hours, or forbade them to access public
spaces.® In some towns, Syrians were simply asked to leave, or were prohibited to access
the area. In this regard, refugees faced eviction notices and mass expulsions in many
regions.>> Other municipalities like Hadath for instance — a Christian town in the vicinity
of Beirut’s southern suburbs — simply banned Syrians from working within their territory.>
Elsewhere, municipalities limited Syrians’ movement after certain hours through curfews.
For instance, within one year between 2014 and 2015, more than 45 municipalities were
identified to have imposed curfews for unjustified motives, despite being forbidden in
doing so.>* The United Nations documented that, up until 2018, 14% of refugee households
experienced imposed curfews in their areas of residency, varying from 1% in Beirut
or Akkar in the North, up to 45% in some of South Lebanon’s regions.>> Curfews were
issued by municipalities in 97% of the cases.”® With the worsening economic and financial
crisis that Lebanon started to experience in recent years, many municipalities began to
tighten even more their restrictive measures against Syrian refugees.” Indeed, crises need
scapegoats. It progressively pushed some municipalities to undertake populist measures
against Syrians, such as setting daily wages caps for Syrian workers,*® in order to ease
Lebanese — and their resentment — who often perceive Syrians as stealing their jobs.>®

The national level
The national level is the core focus of this analysis. For a better understanding of the full

picture, the analysis requires a thematic dissection of the various policies. In this respect,
the meticulous review enables us to distinguish between 1. economy and labour policies;
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2. identity-protecting policies; and finally, 3. an escalating policy of return. The first two
categories are mainly reactive measures, while the third is proactive.

1. Economy and labour policies were one of the first reactive actions to be declared
by the Lebanese Government. It started in 2013, when the Ministry of Labour intended
at regulating the work of Syrians by confining them into specific restricted domains.*
But the Council of the Ministers revoked this measure, in parallel with its decision to
link United Nations aid and assistance’s eligibility to unemployment status, according
to which “displaced” would no-longer be considered as such if practicing a job.®* These
first measures correlate with the rise of incoming Syrian refugees in 2013 and onwards as
presented earlier. Later, the Ministry of Labour succeeded in limiting work permissions
for low-skilled positions such as agriculture, cleaning and construction.® If the regulation
seemed to be relatively progressive, the practice revealed the policy’s real intentions.
In fact, the paperwork and regularisation demarches proved to be quasi-impossible to
meet, since it required employers of proving that no Lebanese could fill the position
of Syrian postulants, and that they would abide by a 9-to-1 quota of Lebanese versus
Syrian employees.®® Then, in 2015, Lebanese authorities imposed work permits on Syrian
employees, and asked in parallel the UNHCR to remove employed Syrians from their list
of aid beneficiaries.*

2. The second category of policies include those reactive measures intended at
protecting Lebanon from various threats to its national security. It includes policies and
actions that prohibited the institutionalisation of organised camps, as well as those that
tried to limit any form of long-term implantation of Syrians in the country. The formers
are also referred to as the no-camp policy.®> As previously explained, Lebanon prevented
the elaboration of a camp policy for Syrian refugees.’ This decision was most probably
linked to the country’s past experience with Palestinian refugees who settled in camps
that are regulated by various Palestinian factions and remain out of direct state control.”
Hezbollah — one of the most influential political actors on the Lebanese scene — expressed
its fear of having potential security “pocket zones” that would soon fall out of control.®®
Indeed, many thought that these zones could witness the proliferation of Sunni extremist
groups and eventually become a threat for state security.®® The latter policies, those
that intend at limiting long-term Syrian settlement, concretised through initiatives that
prohibited Syrian refugees from building shelters out of hard or long-lasting construction
material. In this regard, the Lebanese Supreme Defence Council ordered the demolition of
all informal shelters identified as built of such material, which technically turned around
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3,500 Syrian families into homeless people in Aarsal alone.” In parallel, the Ministry of
Social Affairs dispatched some watchdogs across the country to monitor and keep an eye
on all Syrian refugee-related humanitarian activities, preventing any form of perennial
improvements on refugee accommodations and constructions.” In this respect, any other
construction material than wood or plastic was destined to be demolished.”> On another
note, these decisions had some dramatic consequences on refugees’ safety. The sole use of
light construction material put many settlements at high risk of fire hazards, like in 2020 in
Minieh, North Lebanon,” or in Aarsal in the Beqaa,™ leading often to many casualties.

3. The third category of policies regroup the state’s instigation and progressive
escalation of return initiatives that characterise the third phase that we named gut
proactivity. As indicated by the appellation, this phase is defined by a switch from mere
reactive measures to proactive procedures, albeit emotionally-driven as if coming from the
gut. In this respect, the policy of return had to be first accepted, then planned and finally
implemented. When it comes to the first step, political struggles between the pro-Western
and anti-Syrian regime 14" of March coalition on the one hand, and the pro-Syrian regime
8" of March coalition on the other, — both included in consensual governments of national
unity — made it difficult to agree on a unified vision about return. For example, parties
could not agree over the question of safe zones within Syria.” But calls for the immediate
return of refugees were gradually growing. The Christian Free Patriotic Movement (FPM)
of Michel Aoun went as far as proposing its implementation by force.” Hezbollah — the
former’s ally — was also holding similar positions.”” In fact, when the Syrian conflict
started to lose in intensity, the 8" of March coalition — namely Hezbollah and its allies
(Amal and FPM) — adopted the Assad regime’s narrative and claimed that Syrians were
safe to return home, unlike the 14" of March coalition which declared the contrary.” This
takes us to the next steps in which intentions were to be translated into concrete actions.
One of these actions was implemented by the GS who started to relocate thousands of
refugees based on their “voluntary” will to return to “safe zones” in Syria.”® By the end of
August 2019, the GS declared to have supervised the repatriation of around 2,700 Syrians
in just three months, a step considered by Human Rights Watch as “placing them at risk of
arbitrary detention and torture”.®° Since then, the so-called voluntary return organised by
the GS continued on a regular pace.®* But obviously, these initiatives were still perceived
as shy by the government. In the decision-makers’ perspective, return policies needed an
upscale at the size of the crisis itself. Intentions for a comprehensive plan were translated
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into the elaboration of a clear roadmap by the 2020 Hassan Diab Government for the safe
return of Syrian refugees, and was based on the cooperation with the Syrian regime.®
Nevertheless, the cabinet’s resignation following the deadly Beirut port blast of August
2020% diverted the focus of the caretaker government towards other priorities. The plan
was to be reactivated under the Mikati Government of 2021, which upon its formation,
issued a decision over the return question, followed by the appointment of a ministerial
committee to deal with this folder.?* This came along with a rising discourse that stressed
on the inability of the country to cope with the crisis anymore.?> It also led to some
suspicious cases of what some organisations denounced as being arbitrary deportations.
The organisation of so-called mass voluntary returns was undertaken by the Minister
of Displaced Issam Charafeddine. In July 2022, Charafeddine announced his plan to
organise the safe return of 15,000 Syrians per month in collaboration with Damascus,?
considering Syria a safe place,®® and suggesting the deportation of dissident refugees
to third countries.®® Soon, and despite the objections of the UNHCR, President Aoun
announced the launch of the minister’s plan in October 2022.°° By the end of October, the
results remained far from the target, as only 751 persons were successfully repatriated,®
showing the limits of mass voluntary return policies. All in all, although being difficult to
measure with exactitude, an estimated 76,000 Syrian refugees returned back home from
Lebanon during the 2016—2022 period.*

The international level

Lebanon’s policy on the international level was previously conceptualised as a type of
“refugee rentier state”.®® This appellation refers to states that use refugees as a mean to
excerpt “refugee revenues” from donors in return for keeping them on their soil.** There
are two types of refugee rentier state strategies: one uses blackmailing by threatening
donor states with refugees like Turkey, while another uses softer back-scratching methods
for its chantage, such as promising donors to keep refugees contained within their borders
in return of cash assistance and aid.* In this respect, Lebanon’s political elites are
profiting from international aid allocated for hosting Syrians. In the past years, the state’s
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representatives used international donor conferences as platforms for their back-scratching
discourses.®® These strategies were also complemented by other behaviours in which the
government tried to bargain donations in counterpart of incentives, such as for example
the delivery of work permits to Syrian refugees, who happened to be already employed on
the black market.”

The different motives behind the policies

The policy analysis of the previous sections provides tangible evidence and hints about the
probable underlying motives that drive the many actions and initiatives of the Lebanese
state towards Syrian refugees. Regarding the phase of inactivity, it is undeniable that
decision-makers and key actors have had some kind of humanitarian considerations.
Hezbollah for instance had a previous debt towards Syrians when they welcomed Lebanese
Shia from South Lebanon during the 2006 war with Israel.”® Nevertheless, this explanation
must be balanced with the structural realities of the Lebanese political system that cause
deadlock and paralysis in decision-making:*® a more logical explanation for the state’s
initial inactivity. Also, the inability to control the fluid Syrian—Lebanese borders discredits
any argument that tries to claim that the open door policy was intentional.!®® When it comes
to the phase of reactivity, the prior concerns of authorities were most probably of economic
nature for the sake of protecting the domestic jobs market,'™ while the no-camp policy was
driven by security concerns linked to the Palestinian precedent.'” In addition, this phase
can also be interpreted as a message from the government to the international community
stressing on its refusal of becoming a country of asylum for millions.!*® Finally, the phase
of gut proactivity — marked by the initiation of an upscaled return policy — engages the
analysis in a multitude of subtle interpretations. While some might see it as a mere variant
of state securitisation,'®* others interpret it as linked to the perception of fear from Syrian
refugees as a threat to the country’s sectarian demographic balance.!®®> This is especially
relevant for the non-Muslim Sunni religious groups, mainly Shia, Druze and Christians.

Conclusion

All in all, from an initial inactive phase marked by a policy of no-policy, the Lebanese
state started to adopt more reactive policies of restriction and exclusion, before shifting
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towards implementing a proactive policy of return. The first phase was defined by
a context of general hospitality, while the second was triggered by the exponential growth
of incoming refugees. Finally, the third phase was generated by the indefinite prolongation
of the refugee crisis, coupled with the worsening economic crisis in Lebanon. Throughout
the three phases, different policies were adopted on the local, national and international
levels. On the local level, the state did not adopt any policy. Hence, municipalities and
local communities had to deal with the crisis by their own. On the national level, the
state implemented restrictive policies in many different sectors. Some of these were
economy-related — such as the regulation of the Syrian labour force — while some others
were security-related such as the no-camp policy. Later, the state started to push more
aggressively towards organising mass voluntary return. On the international level, the
Lebanese state acted as a rentier state by using chantage in order to attract international aid.
While these policies were determined by a multitude of different security and economic
motives, it is important to underline that their main driver might be linked to the fear that
Syrian refugees generate a perceived threat to the country’s fragile sectarian demographic
balance. But this claim needs to be corroborated by further investigations.
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