
Andersen, Lars Erslev

Research Report

The neglected: Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and the
Syrian refugee crisis

DIIS Report, No. 2016:12

Provided in Cooperation with:
Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS), Copenhagen

Suggested Citation: Andersen, Lars Erslev (2016) : The neglected: Palestinian refugees in Lebanon
and the Syrian refugee crisis, DIIS Report, No. 2016:12, ISBN 978-87-7605-856-2, Danish Institute
for International Studies (DIIS), Copenhagen

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/197637

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/197637
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


THE NEGLECTED: PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS

DIIS REPORT 2016: 12

THE NEGLECTED
PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON 
AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS



DIIS · Danish Institute for International Studies
Østbanegade 117, DK-2100 Copenhagen, Denmark
Tel: +45 32 69 87 87
www.diis.dk

Layout: Mark Gry Christiansen
Printed in Denmark by OnPrint.dk
Coverphoto: El Buss Palestine Refugee Camp in 
South Lebanon by Lars Erslev Andersen

ISBN 978-87-7605-857-9 (print)
ISBN 978-87-7605-856-2 (pdf)

DIIS publications are available for free on diis.dk

© Copenhagen 2016, the author and DIIS

This report is written by Lars Erslev Andersen,  
Senior Researcher at DIIS. The report is a joint publication 
between The Danish Institute for International Studies, 
Copenhagen and the Institute for Migration Studies, 
Lebanese American University, Beirut.



THE NEGLECTED: PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS 3

THE NEGLECTED
PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON  
AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS
BY LARS ERSLEV ANDERSEN

DIIS· DANISH INSTITUTE FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDIES
www.diis.dk



4 THE NEGLECTED: PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS

CONTENTS

Abstract	 5

Introduction	 7

The political context in Lebanon	 11

The Syrian refugee crisis 	 15

The neglected Palestine refugees	 19

The crisis and Palestinian Identity	 27

Social unrest, the risk of terrorism, and projects  
“countering violent extremism” 	 31

Conclusion	 35

Notes 	 37



THE NEGLECTED: PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS 5

ABSTRACT

Lebanon has received app. 1.5 million refugees from Syria since the outbreak of the 
war in Syria 2011. Around 53.000 are Syrian Palestinians refugees. Since the begin-
ning of the crisis, the government in Lebanon has followed a “No Camp Policy”, re-
fusing to establish refugee camps. Instead the refugees are seeking shelter in infor-
mal gatherings in primitive tent camps, e.g. in the Bekaa Valley on private rented soil 
or in the most poor areas including rented rooms in existing Palestinian refugees 
camps, which have existed in Lebanon after the refugee waves following the estab-
lishing of Israel in 1948. 

Based on field study in Lebanon Spring 2016, this paper focuses on the consequenc-
es of the refugee crisis for the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. 455.000 Palestinians 
are registered by UNWRA, the UN agency established to take care of Palestinian 
refugees in the Middle East. App. 250.000 are living in the Palestinian camps while 
the rest are living outside Lebanon. Lebanon refuse to integrate or nationalize the 
Palestinians who have very restricted access to labor market and receive no help 
from the Lebanese government in public services. 

Palestine refugees have experienced decrease in services and they see themselves 
somehow forgotten in the Syrian refugee crisis. This report focuses on how the Pal-
estinians perceives the new situation with refugees from Syria, what consequences 
the crises have for their living conditions, and how they interpret their situation fac-
ing more pressure on their living conditions and still lesser perspective for a return to 
Palestine.
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INTRODUCTION

Leaving the hipster café at midnight in Beirut’s Hamra district, you immediately 
stumble upon a small crowd of women and children on the pavement. They are Syr-
ian refugees begging on the street while local youngsters are commuting between 
the cozy bars, drinking beers and listening to loud music. Walking down Rue Hamra, 
you see small boys from the ages of eight, ten, twelve and older begging. Some of 
them are crying, apparently having given up all hope of receiving any money. They 
are there in the Latin Quarter of Beirut because their parents – who are most likely 
living illegally in the Palestinian refugee camps, hiding from the Lebanese authorities 
– have sent them there to beg money from the foreigners and local Lebanese con-
sumers of parties, beers, and music. It is hardly possible not be touched by the mis-
ery of the young boys and to hand them some bank notes, but if you ask the locals 
about them, the answer will often be: “Oh, they’re good actors; why don’t they go 
back to Syria where they come from?” They then go on to highlight the places in 
Syria that seems safe, such as parts of Damascus, Latakia and maybe others parts 
of the war-devastated country. And, yes, if you do not have issues with the Syrian 
regime, you can stay in Latakia, for example: I met a young woman who had come to 
Beirut from Latakia in a taxi to date a French student she had met on social media. 
Asking her if I could go the same way to Latakia, her answer was no: “You need to 
have good relations with the government – for anyone else the route is not safe”. In 
Syria the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) is now greater than six mil-
lion, none of whom are able to return to their homes because of the war. The same 
is true of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, but the narrative on the streets in Beirut 
among many of the locals is that the refugees would be better off going back to 
Syria than staying in Lebanon, where they threaten both security and society, cause 
social dumping, and exhaust the infrastructure. The bad smell of the garbage on the 
street and the switching off of electricity on a regular basis every day are symbols of 
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the refugee crisis, though they were not caused by it. Lebanon is tired of refugees, 
attitudes towards them oscillating between anger, indifference, and worries for the 
future of Lebanese society. 

However, refugees are not a new phenomenon in Lebanon: ever since the war that 
followed the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, an event the Palestinians 
refer to as Nakba (“catastrophe”), Lebanon has hosted refugees. More than 450,000 
Palestinians are registered by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), tolerated, but not part of Lebanese society. 
About 50% live outside Lebanon, many as stateless, and most of the rest live in 
twelve Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon or in informal settlements with severe 
restrictions on accessing the Lebanese labor market and social and health services. 
They are not integrated, but separated from Lebanese society. Even though most 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon (PRL) would like equal rights guaranteed by citizen-
ship in order to become integrated and settled (tawtin) in the country, they still insist 
on their Right of Return to Palestine. However, they are refused civil rights in Leba-
non and exposed to a political discourse that rejects their claims to citizenship 
through a false contradiction between tawtin and the Right of Return. Thus the argu-
ment for not allowing Palestinian refugees access to many sectors of the labor mar-
ket is that, if Lebanon were to integrate them into the Lebanese state and society, 
they would stay in Lebanon forever. For many generations, therefore, they have being 
living as an alien group in Lebanon caught between being and not being part of Leb-
anese society, almost forgotten in daily life in Lebanon, although many work in the 
jobs they are allowed to do in the private sector, often the least attractive jobs with 
poor pay, or else they work illegally for salaries way below the norm and without the 
same labor rights as Lebanese citizens. This strange and problematic situation for 
the PRL has remained the same for generations and turned into a kind of normalcy 
in Lebanon, to a degree that one can almost talk about the PRL as “The Forgotten 
People.”1 

How has this group of refugees been affected by the war in Syria, which has sent 
more than 1.2 million Syrian refugees fleeing into Lebanon since the outbreak of the 
conflict in 2011? Although the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) handles the vast majority of the Syrian refugees, UNRWA  
handles Palestinian refugees from Syria (PRS). Clearly there is a difference in being 
registered as a UNHCR refugee rather than a UNRWA refugee, as the international 
community has paid much greater attention to the “new” UNHCR refugees from 
Syria than to the “old forgotten people” in Lebanon, not to mention Palestinian 
refugees elsewhere. How has this situation affected the PRL? Because the PRS are 
registered by UNRWA, they also fall into the “old” and to a large extent neglected 
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group of refugees, finding themselves being integrated into “the forgotten people” 
without the same attention from international donors from which the “new” Syrian 
refugees benefit. What does this mean for the PRS, most of whom are second- and 
sometimes even third-time refugees – first when they escaped from Palestine, sec-
ondly when they ended up in Iraq, from where they fled to Syria because of the Iraq 
war, and thirdly in escaping Syria for Lebanon? Many of these PRS are living in the 
Palestinian camps in Lebanon, where they are referred to the services of UNRWA, 
send their children to the same UNRWA schools as the PRL, and depend on the 
same primary health services as the latter. While the international donor community 
has been aware of the “new” Syrian” refugees and has accordingly provided help and 
funding, the Palestinian refugees, both PRS and PRL, have widely been neglected. 

The aim of this report is to draw attention to this neglected group of refugees in 
Lebanon, that is, those Palestinian refugees who have fled from Syria, as well as 
those who have been living in Lebanon since 1948. What have been the consequenc-
es of the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon generally and for the PRL in particular?2
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THE POLITICAL CONTEXT  
IN LEBANON

Lebanon emerged in 1920 as a French mandate and a republic in the new Middle 
East created by the United Kingdom and France in the Sykes-Picot agreement (1916) 
and ratified in the peace settlement after the First World War in the wake of the 
break-up of the Ottoman Empire. From the start the mandate was marked by rivalry 
between different religious groups, especially Christen Maronites and Muslims, the 
latter being themselves divided between a majority of Shia Muslims and a minority 
of Sunni Muslims. Another important religious group is the Druze, and officially to-
day Lebanon has eighteen distinct, officially recognized religious groupings that all 
have to co-exist in a state which covers a territory of only 10,542 sq. km (approxi-
mately a quarter of the territory of Denmark). In adding to the religious patchwork, 
the presence of Palestinian refugees complicates the political situation in Lebanon. 
A little more than 100,000 arrived in 1948, but due to demographic growth and the 
arrival of more Palestinian refugees following conflicts in neighboring countries, 
455,000 had been registered by UNRWA before the Syrian civil war erupted in 2011, 
although many of the registered no longer live in Lebanon. 

The constitution created in 1926 reflected the challenge of establishing a coherent 
state and a stable political system: it gave representation to all the religious groups 
in the parliament, but they still formed militias in the following decades, though with-
out any of them gaining full control. Instead a National Pact in 1943 based on a 1932 
census led to a vulnerable consensus on sharing power: all the recognized groups 
were still to have representation in the parliament, but the pact also stated that the 
president of the republic should be a Christian Maronite, the prime minister a Sunni 
Muslim, and the speaker of the parliament a Shia Muslim. In 1946 Lebanon ceased 
to be a mandate territory and was granted formal sovereignty and independence, but 
neighboring and regional states, in particular Israel, Syria, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, as 
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well as powers like France and the USA, continued to interfere in Lebanese politics 
through their relationships with, support to and mobilization of different factions in 
the small republic, which, together with a vulnerable political and sectarian power 
structure, led to civil war in 1958 and again to the long civil war in 1975–1990. The 
presence of the Palestinian refugees and the attacks they launched from Lebanese 
territory caused clashes with Israel in 1968 and, after the crisis in Jordan in 1970 in 
particular, a new wave of Palestinians refugees arrived in Lebanon, followed by the 
leadership of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). Palestinian attacks into 
Israel, together with increased tensions between Christians and Muslims and inter-
ference by Syria (military intervention from 1976 to 2005) and Israel (military inter-
ventions in 1978, 1982, 1993, 1996, and 2006) threw Lebanon into civil war in 1975. 
Following peace negotiations in Taif in Saudi Arabia in 1989, the civil war came to an 
end in 1990. The Israelis continued to occupy South Lebanon, where they had estab-
lished a so-called security zone in 1978. It was only in May 2000, after a year-long 
fight with Hizbollah, who had been established with the support of Iran in 1985, that 
Israel gave up the security zone and left Lebanon. The confessional distribution of 
key posts at the top political level continued, but the Taif agreement gave more pow-
er to the parliament, which was increased in size, as well as to the president and 
prime minister. The same agreement also required the militias to give up their weap-
ons, but Hizbollah continues to control a strong militia that is probably able to out-
weigh the strength of the Lebanese Army. 

As already indicated, the events of 2005 changed the structure of the political land-
scape in Lebanon. These changes were triggered by the assassination of Prime Min-
ister Rafiq Hariri, a flamboyant businessman with enormous assets earned in Saudi 
Arabia. He came to power as prime minister for the first time in 1992 by launching 
an ambitious plan to rebuild the country after the civil war, including its infrastructure 
and the downtown area in the capital, Beirut, with his own company, Solidère, being 
the main contractor. Due to political instability and regional conflicts the project was 
delayed, as well as being heavy criticized for widespread corruption and the illegal 
expropriation of land, houses, and shops, especially in the poor areas of downtown 
Beirut and on the capital’s seafront, where an impressive corniche was constructed. 
Although Hariri’s relations with Syria were bad, which many see as the reason for his 
assassination, Syria continued to be involved in and to control significant aspects of 
Lebanese politics. However, Hariri’s murder mobilized Lebanese to go onto the 
streets demanding reforms and the withdrawal of Syrian forces. The international 
community reacted by passing UN Security Resolution 1559, sponsored by France 
and the USA, which demanded the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanese terri-
tory and the disarming of Hizbollah. Hizbollah reacted by organizing a large demon-
stration on March 8 in support of Syria and rejecting the resolution, and on March 14, 
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a month after Hariri’s death, hundreds of thousands of Lebanese rallied in central 
Beirut under the slogan ”Freedom, Sovereignty, Independence”. While Syria finally 
pulled its troops out, Hizbollah was not disarmed. The outcome of the event was the 
formation of two main blocs in Lebanese politics named after the days of the re-
spective demonstrations: the March 8th bloc, comprised of Hizbollah, Amal, and the 
Free Patriotic Movement, a Maronite Christian group headed by Michel Aoun; and 
the March 14th bloc, headed by the Sunni Muslim Saad Hariri, son of the murdered 
prime minister, leader of the Future Movement, and supported by the Lebanese Forc-
es (LF) and the Druze Progressive Socialist Party. 

The withdrawal of the Syrian troops as well as the formation of the two main political 
blocs were major changes in Lebanese politics but the political landscape continued 
to be deadlocked, sometimes evolving into serious crises, as in 2008, when Hizbol-
lah and the government ended up in a violent confrontation, which was finally com-
posed. Meanwhile Syria continued to influence politics either through Hizbollah or 
more clandestinely through small extremist Sunni Muslim networks, especially in 
the Tripoli area in the north, where Fatah al-Islam infiltrated the refugee camp of 
Nahd al-Bared and caused a military confrontation with the army that led to more 
than 400 being killed and the demolition of the camp. Some research indicates that 
these confrontations were influenced by Syrian Intelligence activity.3

The situation in Lebanese politics developed into one  
of near-paralysis after the resignation of the president,  
General Michael Suleiman, in May 2014. 

The situation in Lebanese politics developed into one of near-paralysis after the 
resignation of the president, General Michael Suleiman, in May 2014. This peculiar 
development led the leader of the Future Movement, Saad Hariri, to suggest a candi-
date from the March 8 bloc, Suleiman Frangieh, as president, apparently provoking 
his ally Samir Geagea of LF to nominate General Michel Aoun. While Hizbollah was 
prepared to support either, the Shia Muslims insisted on promoting Aoun, leading to 
a political deadlock, with the result that the presidency remained vacant until Michel 
Aoun was at last chosen in October 2016. Parliamentary elections have been post-
poned twice, the second time to 2017. This political paralysis has had serious con-
sequences for politics, the economy, and relations with international partners and 
the international community, including the World Bank, IMF, EU, and UN. It has clear-
ly also had an impact on ways of dealing with the crisis in Syria and the refugees, 
including the Palestinians arriving from Syria, as well as the existing Palestinian ref-
ugee community in Lebanon.
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THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS 

“Of the three main refugee host countries (Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan), Lebanon 
has had the fastest growing Syrian population”, observes Filippo Dionigi in his report 
on ‘The Syrian Refugee Crisis in Lebanon’.4 At the beginning the border between 
Syria and Lebanon was open, and the only thing Syrians needed to do when entering 
Lebanon was to present an ID card. In the first year approximately 100,000 Syrians 
arrived, and the reaction in Lebanon was relatively calm, as the Lebanese expected 
the crisis in Syria to end quickly, allowing the Syrians to return to their own homes. 
There were also grateful memories of how Syria extended friendly hospitality to ref-
ugees from Lebanon during the Summer War in 2006, when Israel, in its war against 
Hizbollah, bombed vast areas, including the Hizbollah controlled area in southern 
Beirut. But Lebanon’s open-door policy in the first few years was also based on two 
other factors. After the civil war Syria kept troops in Lebanon and exerted a compre-
hensive influence over Lebanese politics, formalized in a security and cooperation 
pact that made Lebanon increasingly important for both Syrian security policy in re-
lation to Israel and Syria’s economy, given the high levels of movement across the 
border. 

Secondly the virtual paralysis of Lebanese politics and the different relationships 
with Syria of the different political factions and thus different interpretations of the 
Syrian crisis caused passivity within the government. In other words, the presence of 
the Syrian refugees became a sensitive issue in Lebanese politics, with the potential 
to increase tensions among anti-Syrian groups like the Future Movement, as well as 
Michel Aoun, who had aligned his party with the pro-Syrian Amal and Hizbollah. With 
the dramatic increase in refugees and Hizbollah’s open involvement in the war in 
Syria in support of the al-Assad regime, as well as increased tensions and clashes 
between Syrian opposition groups on the one hand and the army and Hizbollah on 
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the other, with the risk of the Syrian conflict spilling over into Lebanon, the refugee 
problem went higher up the political agenda. Nonetheless Lebanese politicians were 
reluctant to talk about refugees and refused to establish camps where the refugees 
could be resettled because they did not want to see Syrians repeating the history of 
Palestinians in Lebanon. As Dionigi states: “As with previous refugee populations 
such as the Palestinians and the Iraqis, the legal status of Syrians in Lebanon cur-
rently lies in a grey zone area between ‘alien’, ‘displaced’ (nazih) and ‘de facto refu-
gee’. The government has constantly steered away from the internationally acknowl-
edged notion of ‘refugee’, fearing to undertake obligations such a status can 
demand”.5 Thus, Lebanon never signed the 1951 Convention on Refugees, leaving 
the concept of the refugee open to all manner of political quarrels. 

As the problem of the growing Syrian population in Lebanon increased, it could no 
longer be ignored, and the government was forced to take action. Reports of the 
Lebanese authorities forcing Syrians to relocate back to Syria and suggestions that 
refugee camps be established in Syria instead were among the more cynical at-
tempts to deal with the problem. In May 2015 the government asked UNHCR to stop 
registering refugees, and as a consequence we have no reliable official figures of 
how many refugees are actually living in Lebanon. In the summer of 2013 the Gener-
al Security Office (GSO), which is responsible for border control, started enforcing 
stricter controls at the borders, and in autumn 2014 the government agreed a policy 
paper introducing restrictions and new measures for Syrians in Lebanon, to be im-
plemented from January 2015. Syrians now needed a visa to enter Lebanon, and it 
became difficult for them to obtain permission to stay in Lebanon, especially work 
permits, which required documents from an employer, as well documentation prov-
ing one’s ability to pay for one’s stay in Lebanon. The GSO, to which applicants above 
fifteen years old have to pay a USD 200 per person fee for a six-month stay, handles 
all applications and documents. The stay is renewable free of charge for another six 
months subject to approval, but after a year applicants need to pay another fee, 
which is hard to afford for many Syrian families who live in the poorest parts of Leb-
anon without employment or working illegally in poorly paid jobs.6 

The more than one million refugees who have arrived in Lebanon have, of course, 
had tremendous consequences for Lebanese society and economy. Beside the 
heavy pressure on infrastructure, including water and electricity supply and garbage 
removal, housing costs have increased significantly: the rent for a room of ten square 
meters in a Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut has doubled during the crisis. These 
increases in housing costs naturally have an impact on everyone in Lebanon, from 
the landlords and landowners who earn more from it to the refugees and Lebanese 
people who need to pay higher rents. This also affects NGOs and international or-
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ganizations, including UNHCR and UNRWA, which have to rent buildings to run 
schools and health clinics.

There is no doubt that the refugee crisis has had an enormous negative impact and 
caused many serious challenges for Lebanon. In this context, it is understandable 
that Lebanon’s reaction to the crisis has mainly been to stop or reduce the flood of 
Syrian refugees into its territory by enforcing border controls and introducing strict 
restrictions for obtaining permits to stay in Lebanon. However, these measures, to-
gether with the no camp policy, have themselves had negative consequences, caus-
ing problems both for Lebanon and for the refugees: the Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
are supposed to pay all the costs of living in Lebanon themselves, including housing, 
food, and health services, and the government do not run or allow formal camps; this 
policy is known as the no camp policy. Because of this policy, most refugees are 
living in informal tent camps in the Bekaa Valley, the poorest parts of Lebanon, or 
inside the Palestinian refugee camps. As many of them run out of money, despite 
the substantial aid provided by international donors channeled especially through 
UNHCR, many are not able to pay the registration fee to GSO and thus stay on in 
Lebanon unregistered, which in the eyes of the Lebanese authorities is “illegal”. The 
number of unregistered Syrians is increasing, and they hide from the authorities by 
living in poor areas or in the Palestinian refugee camps, where the Lebanese police 
and military have no access (except on special occasions). As they still need to gen-
erate an income, they send their children to beg in the streets or take up the most 
poorly paid jobs, thus putting pressure on other groups in Lebanon who used to do 
these jobs, like the longer established Palestinians and poor Lebanese citizens. The 
result is social dumping, more obstacles for the Palestinians in trying to generate a 
sufficient income, and a steady increase in the number of Syrians who are not regis-
tered as refugees and who are trying to cope with the situation by marrying off their 
daughters to wealthier locals, leading to an increase in polygamy. The babies of 
non-registered refugees are consequently stateless. These problems are growing, 
and the no camp policy is simply increasing the challenges for the refugees, the 
Palestinians, and the Lebanese state and society generally.

However, the no camp policy, the visa restrictions on Syrians, the increased border 
controls, and the troublesome registration fees are not the only measures Lebanon 
has taken to cope with the Syrian refugee crisis. In partnership with UNHCR in par-
ticular, as well as a whole range of NGOs sponsored by international donors, includ-
ing the EU, which has increased its funding for humanitarian aid and development 
programs many times over since the outbreak of the Syrian conflict, the Lebanese 
government has implemented programs in the health and education sectors. The 
government has tasked the Ministry of Social Affairs (MoSA) and the High Relief 
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Committee to coordinate humanitarian aid and take care of basic needs. Nonethe-
less the Lebanese state has been reluctant to take on a more active role, leaving 
UNHCR with greater autonomy in developing programs implemented by internation-
al donors in coordination with government institutions, which have also coordinated 
programs with local and municipal authorities. 

Since the onset of the crisis, the Lebanese Ministry of Education and Higher Educa-
tion (MEHE) has opened the doors of Lebanese public schools to Syrian refugee 
pupils. At the beginning, these children were enrolled in the regular morning classes 
together with Lebanese pupils, but in 2013 the MEHE and UNHCR initiated the 
‘Reaching All Children with Education in Lebanon’ (R.A.C.E.) program involving na-
tionwide outreach and awareness, help with children’s transport between school and 
home, and additional afternoon classes. According to the UNHCR more than 470,000 
registered, school-aged (3-17) Syrian refugee children were enrolled in Lebanese 
public schools in January 2016.7 This and other programs organized by UNHCR, 
funded by international donors and implemented in coordination with Lebanese gov-
ernment institutions, address some of the problems for the Syrian refugees, and the 
numbers enrolled in these public schools indicate clearly the enormous challenges 
that Lebanon, the UN, and NGOs are facing.

Despite these efforts, it is estimated that more than 250,000,  
and perhaps as many as 300,000 Syrian children are still not 
enrolled in schools.

Despite these efforts, it is estimated that more than 250,000, and perhaps as many 
as 300,000 Syrian children are still not enrolled in schools.8 In many cases, of course, 
this is because they are not registered, and some local schools, especially in rural 
areas, may be having problems in actually fulfilling the MEHE’s instructions. Projects 
targeting the needs of Syrians have also created tensions locally in poor areas be-
cause Lebanese citizens living in poverty are witnessing the kind of assistance they 
would like from the government but do not receive being provided to the Syrians by 
UNHCR and NGOs. These problems and tensions become even more acute if we 
look at the situation in the Palestinian refugee camps. 
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THE NEGLECTED PALESTINE 
REFUGEES

Following the war after the establishment of Israel (Nakba), the UN General Assem-
bly passed Resolution 194 (III) (AR 194) in December 1948. Paragraph 11 states that 
the UN “resolves that the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace 
with their neighbors should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and 
that compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return 
and for loss of or damage to property which, under principles of international law or 
in equity, should be made good by the Government or authorities responsible”. These 
words constitute the principle of the Palestinian Right of Return, which still, after 
more than seventy years, has not yet been realized, and seems as far off as ever. 
Because the UN and the international community define the Palestinian refugee 
problem as “temporary”, the UN legal framework regarding the Palestinian conflict is 
anachronistic. Following AR 194, the UN established the United Nations Conciliation 
Commission for Palestine (UNCCP), mandated with the task of realizing the Right of 
Return or achieving compensation as stipulated in the resolution. This would basi-
cally mean solving the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, establishing a Palestinian state, 
and presenting a choice for those registered as Palestinian refugees to be resettled 
in Palestine or receive compensation. The UNCCP never succeeded in its task, and 
today no one really believes that it could have done so at the time or that it is capable 
of doing so either now or in the near future. Still the UNCCP exists as the only UN 
agency with the task of solving the Palestinian refugee problem by finding a sustain-
able solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, even though it has not produced an-
ything for decades. As Michael Kagan notes in his article on the so-called “protection 
gap” debate: “Every year, the General Assembly goes through the ritual of noting ‘with 
regret that the UNCCP has been unable to find means of achieving progress’ in im-
plementing Resolution 194’s provisions for refugee return and compensation, and 
then asks the UNCCP ‘to continue exerting efforts’ and ‘to report’ the following year.”9  
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As a result, this supposedly temporary refugee problem is increasing day by day. 
According to UNRWA, Palestine refugees are defined as “persons whose normal 
place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and 
who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict. UNR-
WA services are available to all those living in its area of operations who meet this 
definition, who are registered with the Agency and who need assistance. The de-
scendants of Palestine refugee males, including adopted children, are also eligible 
for registration. When the Agency began operations in 1950, it was responding to the 
needs of about 750,000 Palestine refugees. Today, some 5 million Palestine refu-
gees are eligible for UNRWA services. UNRWA began maintaining Palestine  refu-
gees’ registration records in May 1950. By the time the initial registration process 
closed, in June 1952, we had registered 914,000 out of 1,000,000 Palestine refugees. 
We reopened the registration process in 1992, and now, Palestine refugees can reg-
ister with UNRWA irrespective of their current place or country of residence.”10 With 
more than five million refugees, in sheer numbers the Palestinian refugee problem is 
the largest in the world – and for today’s media, it may be the most ignored. The 
number is steadily increasing and will carry on doing so until a sustainable solution 
to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict has been implemented that makes it possible for 
Palestinians to return to the state of Palestine. Only then will their registration by 
UNRWA cease. To this should be added an unknown but high number of non-regis-
tered Palestinian refugees and an even higher number of Palestinians registered by 
host states but not by UNRWA, either because they are living outside UNRWA areas 
of activity or for other reasons do not satisfy UNRWA criteria. This is why a special 
terminology has evolved: “Palestine refugee” is used for those registered by UNRWA, 
while state-registered and non-registered refugees are called “Palestinian refugees”. 

Yet the Palestinian refugee problem is treated as a special and temporary problem 
by the international community. While UNHCR handles all other refugees under the 
provisions of the 1951 UN Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refu-
gees, Palestinian refugees are exclusively handled by UNRWA and the ineffectual 
UNCCP. And while UNHCR works on the basis of the legal definitions of the Conven-
tion, “UNRWA lacks a legally ratified definition of its mandate. The General Assembly 
has never established a uniform definition of ‘Palestine refugee’. UNRWA’s ‘working 
definition’ of a Palestine refugee was developed by the Agency for the purposes of 
determining eligibility for services. This is why it contains an economic element (loss 
of livelihood), but as a result it is not a comprehensive set of criteria defining the 
status of a Palestinian refugee. The working definition is also inherently ill-suited for 
identifying people with current international protection needs because it is based on 
past events rather than current threats.”11 This constitutes what has been labeled a 
“protection gap” concerning Palestine refugees. Obviously, the UNHCR is on more 
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solid ground than UNRWA is when it seeks to confront host governments that are 
ignoring or are proving unwilling to carry out their responsibilities towards refugees, 
even though for good reasons UNCHR tries to avoid conflicts with host govern-
ments. “In that regard Palestinian refugees are granted revocable privileges but no 
rights. As a result, they are less protected under international law than any of their 
counterparts in the world. This is why in UNRWA zones Palestinian refugees can be 
forced to live in camp, prohibited from working or cannot benefit from family reunifi-
cation.”12 In addition, there are restrictions on the right of movement, both in and out 
of the host country, as well as between camps. 

Thus the reality is that no UN agency is working on solving the Palestinian problem 
– because of the Palestinian exemption from the 1951 Convention, there is a protec-
tion gap. In his analysis of this problem, Michael Kagan, Senior Fellow at the Center 
for Migration and Refugee Studies at the American University in Cairo, divided needs 
for protection into three areas:

1.	 Promoting durable solutions
2.	 Promoting the general welfare of Palestine refugees
3.	 Individual rights protection  

He concludes that the most acute problem is the lack of protection for individual 
rights, and we can add here that this lack has increased significantly during the crisis 
following the uprising and war in Syria. Of course, he notes the overall and over-
whelming problem of the lack of attempts by the international community to press 
for a sustainable solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Let us look briefly at the 
three areas where there is a protection gap.13

Promoting durable solutions
Since the breakdown, in 2000, of the so-called Oslo process initiated in September 
1993 after secret negotiations between the PLO and Israel, attempts to restart a 
peace process under the auspices of a quartet consisting of the United States, Rus-
sia, the EU, and the UN were started in Madrid in 2002. The idea was that negotia-
tions should lead to a two-state solution establishing a Palestinian state and a nego-
tiated solution to the Palestinian refugee problem. As late as September 2016, a 
statement by the Quartet concluded that no progress has been made in that respect 
and that developments on the ground were making a two-state solution still more 
difficult to reach.14 The phrase “developments on the ground” refers to the security 
barrier Israel has built on occupied Palestinian territory in violation of international 
law and the illegally built Israeli (or Jewish) settlements established in East Jerusa-
lem and the West Bank. Together with the so-called security roads, which enable 
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Jewish settlers to move from the settlements to Israel in greater safety, these “devel-
opments” have reduced Palestinian territory on the West Bank by 60%, and Israel 
continues to annex more territory on a daily basis. The Quartet coordinates a range 
of projects supporting economic and other kinds of development programs for the 
Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and Gaza, but these efforts are being made 
simultaneously with a constantly worsening situation in the Palestinian territories 
due to the de facto Israeli occupation and military campaigns. After the disastrous 
war in Gaza in 2014, when more than 2200 Palestinians were killed, over 270,000 
displaced, 138 schools, 26 health facilities and almost 900 private homes destroyed, 
90,000 homes damaged, infrastructure, and water supplies and power stations 
bombed, generating an estimated USD 4-6 billion in reconstruction costs, no pro-
gress has been made in establishing a Palestinian state that could implement the 
provisions of AR 194.15 The war ended with a ceasefire agreement that included the 
lifting of the Israeli blockade of Gaza, but this has not yet happened, and living con-
ditions in Gaza have steadily worsened since the signing of the agreement. 

Neither the USA and the Quartet nor any UN agencies are 
protecting the Palestinians with a view to creating a durable 
solution to the Palestine refugee problem. In that respect, the 
protection gap is obvious and indisputable. 

The reality today is that the only external actor that could push for serious negotia-
tions in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict is the USA, due to its close relations with Isra-
el and its strong and privileged position in the international community, including its 
permanent seat on the UN Security Council, which also allows it to veto resolutions. 
Despite the fact that the official US position on, for example, Jewish settlements in 
the Palestinian territories is that they violate international law, the US vetoes any 
resolution criticizing Israeli behavior in this regard, thus actively protecting Israel’s 
illegal activities rather than Palestinians’ legal rights.16 The USA insists that the only 
path towards a solution to the Palestinian problem is through bilateral negotiations 
between Israel and the Palestinians, faction effect giving Israel the upper hand and 
the power to set the terms for the negotiations. While no serious negotiations have 
been conducted for years, the situation on the ground is changing dramatically, leav-
ing still less territory for building a Palestinian state, which to a majority of Palestini-
ans today seems completely out of reach. The result is that neither the USA and the 
Quartet nor any UN agencies are protecting the Palestinians with a view to creating 
a durable solution to the Palestine refugee problem. In that respect, the protection 
gap is obvious and indisputable. 
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Promoting the general welfare of Palestine refugees
UNRWA was established precisely to promote the general welfare of Palestinian ref-
ugees, and there is no doubt that throughout its existence it has actually done its 
best to do so, and currently it is carrying out professional activities to aid the Pales-
tinians in the UNRWA zones by protecting their living conditions. Especially in areas 
like education, where it runs primary schools and provides scholarships for further 
education, and in primary health care, where it runs health clinics, women’s pro-
grams centers, and community-based rehabilitation centers, UNRWA has an ex-
panded range of services. UNRWA also provides food aid and issues microcredit 
loans, and until recently it also provided cash support for housing, but due to budg-
etary constraints this aid has been abolished. UNRWA offers services to both Pales-
tine and Palestinian refugees, but the last group experiences additional problems 
because of their legal status. However, UNRWA does not limit its services to provid-
ing help for basic needs, schooling and health, as it also promotes freedom of move-
ment and urges host states to observe international law and human rights, permit 
access to labor markets etc. This is challenging because, like UNHCR, UNRWA 
needs to avoid conflicts with host countries and is therefore limited in its activities in 
these respects. During armed conflicts, especially during Israeli military operations 
in, for example, Gaza, but also during the Summer War in Lebanon in 2006 and the 
current civil war in Syria, UNRWA at best provides shelter within its institutions. How-
ever, the destruction and large numbers of casualties during the war in Gaza in 2014, 
mentioned already, clearly shows that UNRWA’s capacity is very limited when it 
comes to offering real protection during armed conflicts. Nonetheless it tries, and it 
is important to stress that, when reporting to the UN or when the general director 
makes speeches in the General Assembly, UNRWA always stresses the need for 
sustainable solutions to the Palestinian refugee situation.  

Individual rights protection
When it comes to the protection of individual rights, however much UNRWA wants 
to promote protection in this respect, its capacity to do so is very limited. The host 
countries in which UNRWA operates have very different approaches regarding how 
to handle the Palestine refugees. While in Syria before the outbreak of the conflict 
the Palestinians were de facto integrated into Syrian society with full access to the 
labor market, the situation in Lebanon is very different. Here Palestinians are not al-
lowed to take jobs in the public sector, and there are also many restrictions in the 
private sector. For example, they are not allowed to work in the health sector, as 
lawyers or in a range of other professions, nor are they allowed to own property in 
Lebanon. There is a list of jobs they are allowed to do, but then there are problems 
with the Lebanese unions accepting them as members.17 The result is widespread 
unemployment, an illegal work market, and social dumping, all of which has in-
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creased as a result of the Syrian refugee crisis. While UNRWA is aware of all the 
problems relating to human and social rights and tries to confront the Lebanese 
government on the issues, the reality is that the UN agency only can point out the 
problems – it can in no way enforce solutions. 

It is thus obvious that Palestine refugees are exposed to a protection gap in all three 
areas. It is becoming increasingly unsatisfactory for the international community to 
treat this supposedly temporary problem more or less as a permanent situation that 
nothing can be done about. Concerning the human and social rights issues, Pales-
tinians are in a very vulnerable situation, with almost no protection. Only in respect 
of welfare (basic needs) are they protected due to services provided by UNRWA in 
UNRWA areas and by UNHCR or host countries outside those areas. Before the in-
ternational community, for example, the General-Director’s speeches in the UN and 
UNRWA both argue the necessity of a political solution to the Palestine problem, and 
the agency makes a lot of effort to provide shelter during armed conflicts, as well as 
speaking for Palestinians’ human and social rights in the host countries, but it is 
obvious that UNRWA’s resources and capacities in these respects are limited.

Nonetheless there is no doubt that it is because of UNRWA’s activities that the Pal-
estinian nation in UNRWA areas performs so well in education and health compared 
to other nations in the Arab Middle East. There is also no doubt that UNRWA thereby 
contributes to stability in the region. That said, UNRWA also faces criticisms, which 
originate from two sources in particular: on the one hand from the Palestine refu-
gees, and on the other hand from right-wing groups, especially in the US and Israel. 
Right-wing criticism makes the argument that the UN in general and UNRWA in par-
ticular are biased in their support of the Palestinians, that UNRWA only prolongs the 
Palestinian problem, that UNRWA institutions are used by Islamist groups for the 
production of rockets that are used to target Israel, and that UNRWA schools are 
promoting jihadist ideology, including support for ISIL. Based on these accusations, 
they argue either for an end to UNRWA and its activities or, in the US, for the funding 
of UNRWA to end.18 Given that the USA contributed 24% of UNRWA’s total core 
budget in 2014, the ending of US funding would be a catastrophe for UNRWA and 
would create a severe crisis. The accusations from the right wing are, of course, re-
jected as groundless, but with the election of Donald Trump as the new US president 
many are worried that they will find fresh momentum in the new administration. In-
ternational donors, states in the Middle East, and Palestinians themselves argue that 
the ending of US funding could lead to increasing instability, human catastrophes, 
and conflict in the already war-torn Middle East. 
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Criticism of UNRWA from the Palestinians themselves is basically anchored in three 
arguments, namely concerns of UNRWA as representing the Palestinians in rebuild-
ing camps after especially Israel attacks or the confrontation in Nahr al-Bared with 
the Lebanese army, wasta and reforms, but especially the latter, which aim at match-
ing a restricted budget to increasing expenditure due both to demographic changes 
and more recently also to the Syrian refugee crisis. Palestinians grass root organiza-
tions have argued that UNRWA did not work together with them in rebuilding camps 
arguing that several only exists today, e.g. Shatila, to the efforts of the NGOs and not 
to UNRWA who often has ignored these grass root organizations. Wasta is an Arabic 
word meaning favoritism, and by extension the need for connections or knowing 
somebody in order to find a job, get things done etc., as well as the idea that employ-
ees protect each other. According to this criticism, it is almost impossible for Pales-
tinians without the right connections to access jobs in UNRWA institutions or to get 
rid of employees who are perceived as not performing well. Whether this criticism is 
valid or not we cannot judge here, but only note that wasta is a widespread phenom-
enon in Middle Eastern societies and thus a frequent issue everywhere. The other 
criticism is related to reforms aimed at matching UNRWA budgetary restrictions to 
increasing expenditure. This may mean increasing school classes to fifty, ending 
cash support for housing, or changing the distribution of food support in the form of 
goods like flour, fruit, bread etc., and providing families with electronic payment 
cards (e-cards) to use in grocery stores so they can buy goods according to their 
own choices. 

While an increase in the size of classes would obviously mean deterioration, UNRWA 
considers the introduction of e-cards an improvement. Nonetheless many in the 
camps perceive this change as a cut to their food supply, and implementation of this 
measure resulted in social unrest, demonstrations, and the blockading of UNRWA 
offices over the spring and summer of 2016. Problems like these could be solved, 
the critics claim, by including the grassroots more fully in the development of re-
forms. Criticism of UNRWA by Palestinians in Lebanon has increased in line with the 
development of the Syrian refugee. Even if some of this criticism may be valid, it is 
fair to say that most of the problems that have arisen in recent years are related to 
the Syrian refugee crisis. As already explained, this has created increasing problems 
for both UNRWA and the Palestine refugees in Lebanon.  
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THE CRISIS AND PALESTINIAN 
IDENTITY

Palestinian identity is intimately linked to the idea of Palestine as the homeland of 
Palestinians, and thus the Palestinian problem cannot be solved before a Palestinian 
state is established in the area of the former Palestine. The refugee problem is, of 
course, embedded in this demand for a state to which all Palestinians have the right 
to return. This is also the reason why Palestinians insist on maintaining the interna-
tional community’s definition of the problem as a temporary one: not until all Pales-
tinians have the free choice of staying where they live – for example, as citizens of 
Denmark or as Palestine refugees in Lebanon, or returning to a state of Palestine 
comprising at least the territory of Gaza and the West Bank as defined by the June 
borders of 1967 before the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian territories – will the 
rights of the Palestinians be fulfilled. Until this is realized, most Palestinians insist on 
the refugee problem being defined as temporary, even though in practice it is more 
or less treated as permanent by Israel and (though not formally) the international 
community in so far as no solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict is in sight for 
the foreseeable future. This situation has created a polarized duality in the narrative 
on Palestinian identity between the Right of Return and settlement (tawtin) in host 
countries, especially in the Arab Middle East. The latter have exploited this dual nar-
rative by arguing that giving Palestinians full social rights or even citizenship would 
in fact mean supporting Israeli policy, which is seen as being unwillingly to cooperate 
in finding a solution consisting of a Palestinian state and a sustainable resolution of 
the refugee problem, and as undermining UN General Assembly Resolution 194 and 
the principle of the Right of Return. However, the Arab host countries have developed 
very different approaches to the dilemma of maintaining the principle of the Right of 
Return and integrating the Palestinians into their societies with social rights, includ-
ing access to the job market and public services. Lebanon in particular has exploited 
the principle of the Right of Return to forcefully reject the integration of Palestinians 
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into Lebanese society by using rather unpleasant rhetoric. Many in Lebanon still ac-
cuses the Palestinians of causing the civil war in Lebanon and perceive them as an 
alien element in Lebanese society. This highly unpleasant Lebanese narrative of the 
Palestinians in Lebanon also shapes understanding, political rhetoric, and policy 
concerning the Syrian refugees. Even though the Arab states may differ over the di-
lemma between the Right of Return and the settlement of Palestinians on their own 
territory, they agree that any new interpretation concerning settlement should reject 
all forms of settlement that conflict with the special circumstances of the Arab host 
countries as laid down in the Arab Peace Initiative (the Saudi Arabia peace plan) 
ratified in the Arab League 2002 and again in 2007. In reality this gives the Arab host 
countries a free hand to handle the Palestine refugee problem in whatever way suits 
them best.19  

The principle of the Right of Return has also played an important role in Palestinian 
negotiations with Israel. Thus the Declaration of Principle signed by the PLO and Is-
rael in Washington in 1993 and followed by the so-called Oslo Accords excluded the 
1948 Palestine refugees from any role in the establishment of the Palestinian Au-
thority, leading to widespread opposition to the peace negotiations from both secu-
lar and nationalistic Palestinian factions, especially in Lebanon and Syria, as well as 
among the Palestinian Islamic groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad. The PLO approach, 
basically represented by Yasser Arafat’s Fatah, was pragmatic, one that they them-
selves perceived as realistic, in so far as they admitted that the Right of Return could 
not fully be implemented, neither at the time of the negotiations nor in the future. On 
the other hand, other PLO factions, as well as the Islamic groups, considered the 
Declaration of Principle and the Oslo Accords a betrayal of the Palestinian cause and 
an undermining of AR 194. 

Among Palestinians in general interpretation of the Right of Return has undergone 
historical changes. Based on fieldwork in refugee camps in West Bank, Lebanon, and 
Jordan in 2008-2011, Sophie Richter-Devroe, Lecturer at the Institute of Arab and Is-
lamic Studies, University of Exeter, has analyzed and described this development from 
the point of view of the Nakba generation, which tends to long for a permanent return 
to their homes and villages of origin. They thus express a radical claim on the Right of 
Return principle that excludes tawtin, in contrast to the middle generation, which 
stresses human and social rights and international law as a platform for improving 
conditions in the host countries, as well as to the younger generations, who – as Rich-
ter-Devroe notes – formulate the most “innovative political imaginaries on return.”20  In 
my own fieldwork in the camps in Lebanon, I found among the young Palestinians an 
even greater desire to develop an innovative approach, sometimes leading to vigorous 
quarrels between the generations and different political communities. 
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The arrival of Syrian refugees has further influenced the identity narratives of Pales-
tinians in Lebanon: from being “just” aliens, they had become the “old refugees,” who, 
compared to the new “arrivals”, were refugees the Lebanese have grown used to and 
almost come to regard as part of Lebanese society, in contrast to the Syrian, who 
were considered merely “temporary” refugees. This gave Palestinians some hope of 
being accepted more, which in reality has not happened. The Syrian Palestinians 
arriving in the camps in Lebanon were shocked at the living conditions and at the 
severe restrictions on Palestinians in Lebanon. They did not want to live under such 
conditions and were motivated to continue to other places with better conditions, 
which they imagined they would find in Europe, in particular in Germany and Scandi-
navia. This attitude also had an influence on young Lebanese Palestinians who on 
the one hand did not expect to be able to return to Palestine and on the other hand 
did not believe that conditions concerning social and human rights and living condi-
tions would improve in Lebanon. They insist on their rights and the right to citizen-
ship, whether in Lebanon or elsewhere, while at the same time maintaining a longing 
for Palestine in their hearts as an integral and important part of their identity. Even 
though they do not expect the Right of Return to be realized, they will never give it up 
but retain it as an integral part of a kind of postmodern identity narrative that can 
sometimes be difficult for the Nakba generation to comprehend. 

The Syrian Palestinians arriving in the camps in Lebanon were 
shocked at the living conditions and at the severe restrictions on 
Palestinians in Lebanon.

These developments in the identity narrative show that the impact of the Syrian cri-
sis on the Palestinians is complex, being both negative, in the sense of increased 
pressure on living conditions and tougher restrictions from the Lebanese authorities, 
and positive in creating – at least among the younger generations – increasing 
self-confidence in demanding human and social rights and citizenship without giv-
ing up on the Right of Return.  
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SOCIAL UNREST, THE RISK OF 
TERRORISM, AND PROJECTS 
“COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM” 

While the international community including European states, EU, and the USA have 
allocated significant funding in aid to the Syrian refugees for humanitarian reasons 
the concerns are indeed also related to worries about destabilization of Lebanon and 
rise of extremism and terrorism as ramifications of the refugee crisis. Thus the aid 
is not solely justified in humanitarian aid but in countering the risk of a collapse of 
Lebanon resulting in new waves of refugees struggling to reach the shores of Europe 
and eruption of political violence and terrorism related to a still worsened refugee 
crisis. Migration and refugee waves have been securitized both in the European dis-
course as developments Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL known as DAESH 
in the Arab Middle East) or al-Qaida are able to exploit in deploying terrorist in EU and 
in Lebanon where the government has claimed that ISIS and al-Qaida uses the refu-
gee crisis as a cover to infiltrate in the Palestinian camps. Instead of focusing on the 
political problems related to the situation in Syria and in the Israeli – Palestinian 
conflict the refugee crisis is seen as a breeding ground in itself for developing politi-
cal violence and terrorism: Taken out of the political context, refugees and Palestini-
ans are seen as potential terrorists, which justifies strategies and initiatives in order 
to counter extremist violence. This perspective on individuals among the Syrian ref-
ugees and the Palestinians of being what is called “radicalized” and thus in risk of 
becoming terrorist is increasingly part of humanitarian aid programs to Syrian and 
Palestine refugees according to NGOs operating in Lebanon. But this focus seems 
to be a deviation from the political and socio-economic problems of the Syrian as 
well as the Palestine refugee problem.     

Since the confrontation with Salafi jihadist groups and Lebanese forces in the Nahr 
al-Bared Camp in northern Lebanon in 2007, which led to more than 400 killed, 
30,000 displaced, and the demolition of the camp, many worries have surfaced 
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about new outbreaks of violence. It was jihadists from Syria with experience of the 
insurgency in Iraq who had infiltrated Salafi groups in the Tripoli area and the Nahr 
al-Bared camp and who were behind the confrontations in 2007. Some of the jihad-
ists were later involved in militant confrontation in the Ain al-Hilweh camp in Saida in 
southern Lebanon, where they had found shelter from the Lebanese security forces. 
Especially after the outbreak of the civil war in Syria, the Lebanese authorities and 
the international community have been concerned about the possibility of the war 
spilling over into Lebanon. There have been militant confrontations and terrorist 
acts, and it is known that jihadists from Syria affiliated with different Islamic militias 
fighting there, including DAESH and the al-Nusra Front (renamed Jabhat Fatah al-Sh-
am in July 2016), have infiltrated Palestinian factions in the camps and are operating 
in the border areas between Lebanon and Syria. 

The threat is real, and the Lebanese security forces and military intelligence are on 
high alert in order to counter it. But the problem and the situation are much more 
complex and nuanced than what is often depicted in the international media and 
among foreign-policy circles and think tanks. Here the picture is that al-Qaida and 
DAESH are infiltrating the Palestinian camps in order to recruit fighters for their wars 
in Syria and Iraq, as well as to conduct terrorism inside Lebanon and target Hizbol-
lah, which is supporting the Bashar al-Assad regime and is heavily involved in the 
fighting against the Islamist militias in Syria. Ain al-Hilweh camp in particular has 
been at the center of this narrative as a nest for hatching jihadists and terrorists. 
Actually some of the perpetrators behind the terror attack in Hizbollah-controlled 
South Beirut in November 2015 were Syrians affiliated to DAESH hiding in the Burj 
Barajneh camp, though the bombs had been put together by other insurgents in an 
apartment in the Christian quarter of Beirut. Several confrontations between Syrian 
jihadists and the army have taken place in the Arsal area, Bekaa, and on the border 
with Syria. Security around the border is today very tight, and the Lebanese Army is 
working closely with military intelligence and Hizbollah in order to prevent a spillover 
from the Syrian war.  

Hizbollah, which is working closely with Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, is also 
very active in mediating between the different Palestinian factions, of which there 
are more than thirty in the camps. The camps are often described as “no-go areas” 
where all kind of militant groups can emerge and recruit supporters, but the reality is 
that the factions are constantly in dialogue and mediating in order to avoid militant 
internal confrontations, as well as conflicts with the army, which is also playing a 
part in these ongoing attempts to prevent violence among these groups.21 It is also 
important to stress that the vast majority of Palestinians in the camp reject militancy 
and violence as tools for obtaining social and political improvements. Although 
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al-Qaida and DAESH have a certain presence in Lebanon and the camps, the Pales-
tinian Islamic groups, the secular groups and Hizbollah are working to keep them out 
and thus avoid the Syrian civil war from spilling over into Lebanon; even the Shia–
Sunni conflict and sectarianism that is part of many of the conflicts in the Arab Mid-
dle East not being present in the Palestinian camps. Most of the violence is related 
to the ongoing socio-economic deprivation of the Palestinian refugee camps.22 Thus 
the biggest threat of violence and destabilization in Lebanon does not stem from the 
Salafi jihadists – although there of course is a threat from them – but from so-
cio-economic problems in the Palestinian camps and Palestinian informal gather-
ings, as well as the increasing problems of handling the Syrian refugees, who in-
creasingly face greater challenges in living conditions and whose numbers are on 
the rise. 

That said, the threat of so-called radicalization and terrorism rooted in the increas-
ingly dire social and living conditions of refugees in Lebanon, especially in the Pales-
tinian camps, is of great concern to Western states and the international donor com-
munity, which increasingly insists on building in so-called “countering violent 
extremism” (CVE) programs into their human aid and development activities. CVEs, 
also called counter-radicalization programs, build on the idea that terrorism can be 
countered by spotting early signs of radicalization that, through different kinds of 
actions such as counter-narratives, exit programs, and building up resilience in local 
societies, will prevent radicalized individuals crossing the invisible line between ex-
tremist ideologies and militant actions. In order to identify early signs of radicaliza-
tion among individuals, programs are set up to create increased awareness in so-
called “in-risk societies” in order to enable social workers, local leaders etc. to spot 
radicalization and report their worries to the authorities, who can then take action in 
preventing radicalization turning into violent extremism. These CVE programs are 
being drawn up in countries such as Denmark, Holland, Belgium, the UK, and lately 
also the USA and are targeted at individuals whom the authorities see as being at 
risk of becoming terrorists. 

The overall problem with CVE is the lack of any clear and solid definition of the con-
cept of radicalization, making it extremely difficult to establish a consensus over 
what should be identified as early signs of radicalization. Still CVE programs are be-
ing developed by intelligence agencies in cooperation with law enforcement and so-
cial services and implemented in a large number of Western states. In Denmark the 
first government CVE action plan was initiated in January 2009, and several have 
followed since. The plans raise a whole range of unanswered questions, such as the 
incongruity between identifying the root causes of political violence and social un-
rest in the social and political contexts of communities and the individual approach 
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of the CVE programs, but the most urgent question is how  “at-risk societies” or local 
communities respond to being exposed to CVE programs. The problem here is ex-
actly the individual approach in CVE that tends to ignore the social and political con-
texts of so-called radicalization, which leads to the politics being taken out of the 
reasons for extremism: reactions to marginalization, exclusion from the labor mar-
ket, problems with integration into host societies, social problems etc. are sidelined 
in search of vulnerable individuals at risk of being absorbed into a so-called radicali-
zation process.23 Beside of these socio-economic root causes for extremism and 
militancy in Lebanon there is a general opposition towards the Israeli policy that re-
jects incorporating AR 194 in the negotiations with the Palestinians, which is a mo-
bilization and recruitment basis for militant Palestinian groups that promote a mili-
tant strategy against Israel.  

If this criticism of the implementation of CVE in Western societies is valid – that is, 
where social services and institutions, as well as general standards of welfare, are 
much better developed, including cooperation between different public agencies in 
government and municipalities, than in the Lebanon – it should be obvious that this 
problem becomes amplified many times over when CVE models are transferred 
from, for example, Denmark to Lebanon. The Palestinians in the camps apprehend 
their problems as being related to a social and political situation that needs to be 
addressed, and they reject the perception that their camps are nests of radicalization 
and terrorism in the way Western and Middle Eastern governments understand it. 
Thus CVE programs are met with great suspicion: the Palestinians in the camps re-
ject being perceived as potentially radicalized individuals or terrorists. They acknowl-
edge the presence of extremists and the risk of individuals being recruited to vio-
lence, but reject any narrative that portrays the camps and their communities as 
nests of terrorism. However, this was exactly the exaggerated story in the interna-
tional media after the Nahr al-Bared camp episode in 2007, when journalists looking 
for a chilling news story made the pilgrimage to Ain al-Hilweh camp especially, fol-
lowed by researchers who wanted to conduct fieldwork in their attempts to explain 
the Sunni Salafi-jihadi phenomenon.24 Today the Palestinians in the camps treat jour-
nalists and researchers with great suspicion, which I also experienced when doing 
my fieldwork in Burj Barajneh. The inhabitants in the camps worry that NGOs are 
becoming instruments in the authorities´ surveillance and intelligence gathering op-
erations. The focus on CVE thus seems counterproductive when implementing pro-
jects among refugees and in the Palestinian camps, where people simply consider 
themselves to be the victims of particular social and political processes, domestic 
as well as international, as well as wars, conflicts, and the impotence of the interna-
tional community in solving their problems, rather than potential terrorists.
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CONCLUSION

This report has focused on the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon and its implications 
for the Palestinian and Palestine refugees living in Lebanon.

In the first year of the crisis, Lebanon expected that the situation in Syria would soon 
be stabilized and the refugees thus be able to return to Syria. Due to the history of 
relations between Syria and Lebanon, with almost open borders between them, Leb-
anon experienced the fastest growth of the Syrian population of the three main re-
ceiving countries in the Middle East, namely Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. In the 
autumn of 2014 the Lebanese parliament placed restrictions on Syrians’ access, and 
from 2015 the entry of Syrians into Lebanon was severely restricted, by making them 
register with GSO in order to obtain a legal permit to stay in Lebanon. As an increas-
ing number of Syrians are not able to pay the registration fee, they stay unregistered 
in Lebanon, hiding themselves from the authorities in the poorest areas of the coun-
try or in the Palestinian refugee camps. This situation has resulted in extra pressure 
on the labor market, as they take on underpaid jobs, often in conflict with labor mar-
ket regulations, and often for even lower pay than the Palestinians or poor Lebanese 
citizens who used to take these jobs, thus leading to social dumping. 

It is estimated that around 1.5 million Syrians are living in Lebanon today, with seri-
ous consequences for Lebanese society and economy: housing prices have in-
creased to a very high level, the pressure on infrastructure is high – especially in 
poorer areas, but also in the bigger cities, including Beirut – the black market for la-
bor has grown, tensions between poor Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees, who 
sometimes receive more help from UNHCR than the poor receive from the state, are 
increasing, and as Lebanon has opened it schools to refugee children, the pressure 
on education is also growing. Nonetheless it is estimated that between 250,000 and 
300,000 children do not attend school. 
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Beside the registration fee, the refugees are supposed to pay all the costs of living in 
Lebanon themselves, including housing, food, and health services. This is only pos-
sible through the aid provided by international donors, by taking jobs of any kind, and 
by begging on the streets. Despite the humanitarian aid from donors coordinated 
especially by UNHCR, many Syrians are living in very poor conditions in primitive tent 
camps, in the poorer areas of the country, or in the Palestinian camps. All this affects 
the PRL: Living conditions are worsened; access to labor market even more difficult 
than before the Syrian crisis, services from UNRWA worse, space and facilities in the 
camps under pressure, and – maybe most serious – a general marginalization of 
their political situation. 

Approximately 53,000 of the Syrian refugees are Palestinians. They are registered 
and depend on the services provided by UNRWA. Many of these Palestinian refugees 
from Syria are living in the camps, with severe consequences for the poor power and 
water supply, the inefficient disposal of garbage, and very limited space. UNRWA has 
for years been struggling with budgetary constraints, which in Lebanon have be-
come a still greater problem, as expenses for housing, running schools, and provid-
ing health care have grown due to the refugee crisis.

The younger generations are especially conscious of this bad situation and have low 
expectations of the future. Even if they keep a piece of Palestine in their hearts and 
long for the day they will be able to return to their homeland, the most obvious solu-
tion for their desire for a real future, with prospects of education, a job, a family life, 
protection for human and social rights, and welfare, is to move out of the region, 
which presumably is also the desire of the ever-growing number of Syrians now liv-
ing in Lebanon, many of them unregistered. 

It is impossible to predict what will happen if their situation continues to become 
worse and at the same time they are forced to stay where they are. Human suffering 
is, of course, an unavoidable consequence, but whether the social unrest will in-
crease and eventually lead to a serious destabilization of Lebanon, though not inevi-
table, is certainly a serious risk.  

Compared with the CVE programs, humanitarian aid is probably not a sustainable 
way to counter this risk. Much more, including protection of the human, social, and 
political rights of both the Palestinians and the Syrian refugees is needed. If new 
waves of refugees and more human suffering is to be avoided, much greater efforts 
must be made to protect refugees – including the forgotten Palestinians – in the 
conflict zones of the Middle East.  
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