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Introduction

Entering its ninth year, it has become apparent that 
the crisis of Syrian displaced1 is placing its socio-
economic weight on the displaced and the Lebanese 
host communities alike. Though the attention was 
focused on the socio-economic burden of the influx of 
Syrian displaced to Lebanon in the first five years of the 
crisis (2011-2015), the last four years (2015-2019) have 
witnessed a widespread national-existential-identity 
apprehension among most Lebanese political forces; 
and a growing popular fear resulting from the lack of 
solution to the Syrian crisis, which could disrupt the 
return of the displaced.

The perception of the Syrian displaced by the Lebanese 
citizens is influenced to a large extent by the country’s 
history. Many Palestinians fled to Lebanon during the 
1948 war and settled down in different parts of the 
country. Today, many Lebanese worry that the Syrian 
refugees might follow suit and never leave. Given the 
sectarian nature of Lebanon’s political power-sharing 
system, and the dramatic increase of  the number of 
Syrian displaced, fears grew that the presence of a 
1    “Syria’s displaced” is the official term used by the Lebanese Government since Lebanon is 
not a country of asylum nor it is a signatory to the 1951 UN convention. Also, this term is used to 
differentiate between Syria’s displaced and the Palestinian refugees.
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large number of mostly Sunni Syrian displaced could 
be permanent, which would will alter the demographic 
balance against the interests of Christian and Shia 
political groups in Lebanon and challenge the existent 
political order. The protracted presence of Syrians in 
the country has also contributed to the re-emergence 
of painful memories associated with the Syrian tutelage 
over Lebanon from 1990 to 2005. This is amplified 
by Syria’s historic claim to Lebanon: Syria has always 
considered Lebanon as inseparable part of Greater 
Syria, and was implicitly reluctant to recognize the Cedar 
country as a fully sovereign state. 

Against the backdrop of the socio-economic burden, 
the national-existential-identity apprehension, and the 
popular fear of the protracted nature of the Syrian crisis, 
the Lebanese state failed to develop a comprehensive 
national public policy, blowing the crisis of the displaced 
hither and thither in a wayward retrograde course, 
within the confines of a populist rhetoric marked by 
demagoguery and improvisation.

Although many important researches, studies and 
working papers covering this topic were produced, they 
were sidelined and ignored for the political forces’ poor 
reliance on scientific approaches in the development 
of evidence-based policy to manage crisis; relying on 
such insightful reservoir would have allowed them a 
comprehensive grasp of the geopolitical context with 
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its regional and international complications, before 
embracing stances which are unrelated to solving 
the crisis and rather addressed to their partisans or 
grassroots base.

Considering the above, this policy paper entitled 
“Lebanon and the Syrian displaced/ Management of 
the Crisis and Conditions for Safe Return - Options and 
Scenarios”, comes as a result of an interactive simulation 
session held by Maison du Futur in cooperation with the 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation, which explored, to explore 
three potential trajectories for the complex issue of the 
Syrian displaced in Lebanon based on insights provided 
by experts representing the main actors involved in the 
displacement ordeal.

The policy paper attempts to outline a holistic view while 
avoiding imperative assumptions or a rigid methodology, 
especially reckoning with the sheer scale of the Syrian 
displaced crisis’ complexity, which makes it difficult to 
be solved - contrary to what some people are trying to 
advocate using provocative discourses that are rather 
polarizing and politicized than realistic.

Background

Since 2011, Lebanon has been hosting about 1.5 million 
Syrian displaced who fled their war-torn homeland and 
moved to Lebanon in successive waves. The fundamental 
inconsistency is that as of April 2019, the Lebanese State 
continued to estimate the number of Syrian displaced at 
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1.5 million, while the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) tailed 946,000 registered ones as 
of the same period. The difference between the figures 
of Lebanon and those of the UNHCR raises “the” basic 
scientific question about the criteria used to come up 
with these figures, and the irregularity of a sustainable 
classification that distinguishes between the displaced 
and the Syrian workers, knowing that Lebanon has been 
annually or seasonally recruiting between 300,000 
and 500,000 Syrian workers in the construction and 
agriculture sectors, and other informal sectors.

This divergence in figures is not insignificant as it reveals 
that the Syrian displaced crisis has been the object of 
statistical discrepancy, at a time when the Lebanese 
authorities should have joined forces with the UNHCR 
to register the displaced as an exercise of sovereign 
judgment. This confirms the blurry surrounding the 
crisis’ facts and their concealment, when they ought to 
overrule the process of identifying options and scenarios 
for the crisis solution, or at least to mitigate the crisis 
pending on the settlement of its entanglements at the 
demographic, religious, socio-economic, military-
security, legal and diplomatic levels. At the heart of all 
this reign the existential identity apprehension among 
the Lebanese, but also among the Syrian displaced 
themselves. 

Based on the aforesaid and along with Lebanon’s 
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failure to organize the displaced influx into the country, 
regulate their presence on its territories and develop a 
comprehensive national policy to ensure their return 
along with managing the crisis, and in accordance with 
the outcome of “the” war-game simulation exercise with 
eminent experts, the main purpose of this working paper 
is to elucidate options ahead of Lebanon’s management 
of the Syrian displaced crisis and conditions for a safe 
return along three prospective scenarios: the worst 
case scenario, the best case scenario, and the most 
likely scenario. First and foremost, this working paper 
aims to tackle and evaluate a)the national disagreement 
predicament over the suitable approach to be adopted 
in managing the presence of Syrian displaced in 
Lebanon as well as their eventual return; b) the regional-
international conflict’s deadlock over the displaced crisis; 
c) the repercussions of the political failure on responses 
to the crisis; d) the extent to which a balance between 
the humanitarian, sovereign and diplomatic aspects 
was reached while tackling this issue; e) the assessment 
of the local, regional and international parties’ stances 
as well as those of the Syrian displaced themselves, 
to finally present recommendations based on factual 
conclusions.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
THE NATIONAL DISAGREEMENT PREDICAMENT
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The Lebanese have mastered the art of bulwarking 
behind politics’ meanders, neglecting public policies; 
they have failed to build a national security apparatus to 
protect their country from crises that have turned into 
disasters. They did not learn from their experience with 
the Palestinian refugees, and disregarded the fruitful 
approach adopted since 2005 in the management of 
Palestinian refugees following the establishment of the 
Lebanese-Palestinian Dialogue Committee. This step has 
allowed the development of a public policy to administer 
the presence of Palestinian refugees on Lebanese soil 
in 2017, balancing the human, sovereign and diplomatic 
dimensions. Exploiting Lebanon’s previous negative 
refugee experience with the Palestinians in order to 
deal with the Syrian displaced crisis was nothing but a 
simplistic and shallow approach. 

As much as the Lebanese have mastered the art 
of bulwarking behind politics’ meanders, they have 
mastered acting smart in role reversal and alternating 
stances, underplaying the essential and structural 
antagonism among them towards the displacement 
crisis. While they have politically exploited the Syrian 
displaced crisis, they emphasized a so-called unified 
stance on approaching the Syrian displaced issue with 
the highest priority of ensuring their return to their 
homeland, allegedly to protect their national identity 
and the fabric of their pluralistic society, and shield 
Lebanon from the possibility of settling them because 
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of the protracted nature of the Syrian conflict, which 
has forced them to leave the homeland and attempt to 
normalize their lives where they have sought refuge in 
the first place.

It is worth noting that 6.5 million Syrian refugees have 
sought refuge in Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan. Millions 
more are internally displaced in Syria, in addition to those 
who have emigrated to Europe, the Americas, Canada 
and Australia, or even the Gulf, where they have found 
safe havens despite the socio-economic hardships they 
suffer everywhere.

It is futile to ignore the fact that the national disagreement 
over dealing with the displacement crisis has begun 
with a disagreement over the Syrian crisis itself. The 
Lebanese government adopted the “Dissociation 
Principle” during this crisis, a stance preceded by the 
adoption of the “Baabda Declaration” (2012) which, like 
the “National Pact” (1943), called to neutralize Lebanon 
from regional conflicts; however, the violation of both 
the National Pact and the Baabda Declaration led to the 
national disagreement over the Syrian crisis. Indeed, 
the tragedy of the Syrian displaced was nothing but a 
reverberation of this disagreement.

Hezbollah, a political party with military power, chose 
to cross the Lebanese borders to fight in Syria under 
the banner of “countering terrorism”. There is no room 
within this paper to outline the regional motives and 
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international repercussions of such a move, yet the 
fact that Hezbollah’s large-scale involvement in the 
Syrian war has been a deadly blow to national security 
is noteworthy, especially with regard to the adopted 
dissociation policy  from Syria’s, Iraq’s or Yemen’s 
hardships. Nonetheless, Hezbollah will remain in the 
memory of most Syrian displaced as a body that has 
joined forces with the Syrian regime and its allies, i.e. 
Iran and Russia, to expel them from their homeland, 
once again under the banner of “countering terrorism”.  
Since Hezbollah has crossed the borders, a split among 
Lebanese emerged over the Syrian revolution. While 
Hezbollah and its Lebanese partners viewed the Syrian 
conflict as a foreign conspiracy designed to undermine 
the axis of resistance, other Lebanese parties sided with 
the Syrian revolution and its rightful demands, and 
although they fully agreed on the need to fight terrorism, 
they rejected Hezbollah’s military involvement in Syria 
at odds with both the “Dissociation Principle” and the 
“Baabda Declaration”.

Since 2011, the displaced Syrians have adopted a calm 
resilience attitude, and the Lebanese communities 
have hosted them with remarkable generosity. The 
disagreement over the Syrian crisis and its consequences 
devolved into a disagreement over how to manage the 
displacement crisis on the one hand, and how to marshal 
the return of the displaced on the other.
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These two facets of disagreement were a sign that the 
political parties which  have been sequently represented 
in the government were either keen to lengthening the 
two disagreements in order to avail from the political 
gridlock for their own interests and use it when needed 
to mobilize their supporters and constituencies, 
polarizing and deepening the animus within the broader 
public against a backdrop of a financial and economic 
situation on the brink of collapse. Indeed, what is 
better than scapegoating the Syrian displaced and 
blaming them for the entire anticipated collapse and 
subsequently perpetuate the split over the relation with 
the Syrian regime? Or they are simply playing the role 
reversal game in dealing with the crisis’ wide-reaching 
repercussions on Lebanon’s regional and international 
relations?

Regardless of whether these disagreements reflect 
a real split or are a result of a role reversal game, it 
remains clear that they have exacerbated the crisis and 
undermined the prospect of tackling the crisis based on 
good governance, especially amidst the related regional-
international clash. 

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
THE REGIONAL-INTERNATIONAL CLASH

As much as the Lebanese have mastered the art 
of bulwarking behind politics’ meanders, they have 
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mastered the art of inviting regional and international 
interferences, which further complicated their differences 
in approaching the displacement crisis. If truth be told, 
their internal rift reflects the regional-international 
divide, not only regarding the displacement crisis, but 
also regarding the relationship with the Syrian regime 
and the nature of the war gripping Syria. 

Notwithstanding that this vertical and horizontal division 
with its complicated geopolitical and psychological 
background finds its roots in decades of Syrian 
hegemony over Lebanon ushered in the early 1990s 
with a regional and international blessing, as well as in 
the antagonistic Lebanese-Syrian relation that prevailed 
since the early 1970s, one should acknowledge that the 
main reason behind the national disagreement over the 
management of the Syrian displaced crisis resides in 
the deep divergence among Lebanese over the relation 
with the Syrian regime.  

Additionally, the regional-international clash over 
Syria’s future as a regime and as a state left its mark on 
the national disagreement over the Syrian displaced 
crisis, especially with the different players using the 
displaced as a bargaining chip, each to leverage its own 
political agenda; for instance, the Syrian regime is using 
the refugees as leverage both on Lebanon and on the 
international community to normalize relations with 
Damascus. Referring to the Syrian displaced as a “trump 
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card” downplays the magnitude of this colossal human 
tragedy and throws them in the havoc of this senseless 
bloody war ravaging a country they were forced to flee,  
and to which they hope to return while being aware of 
the enormous obstacles standing in their way.

The regional and international clash over the displaced 
Syrians’ crisis involves two main camps. The first 
encompasses the United Nations, the United States, 
the European Union, Switzerland, and the Arab League, 
and insists on continuing to provide humanitarian, 
educational and medical care to the displaced in 
neighboring host countries, refusing at the same time 
their return before the conditions for a safe return are 
ripe. It also demands that the return of Syrian displaced 
be addressed in a way that reflects the international 
humanitarian legal framework for the protection of 
refugees and the provision of safe and voluntary 
repatriation. The second camp comprises Russia, Iran 
and the Syrian regime, and considers that the war in 
Syria has ended on a note that leaves no room for doubt: 
The Assad regime has decisively won the conflict. It also 
claims that the return of the displaced is guaranteed, 
accusing the first camp of hindering all efforts in this 
regard owing to political gains and not to the so-called 
provision of guarantees. 

The United States, the European Union, Switzerland, the 
Arab League and the United Nations are aware of the 
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importance of reaching a political solution for the Syrian 
conflict under the Geneva Process, a settlement that 
provides guarantees for returnees, ensures the repeal of 
Law No. 10, abolishes the mandatory conscription, and 
addresses arbitrary arrests.

Conversely, Russia, Iran and Turkey are keen to leverage 
the Astana Process outcome, especially in what pertains 
to the reached understandings, including the facilitation 
of the displaced persons’ return while rebuffing efforts to 
link this process to the prospect of achieving a genuine 
political settlement. 

These two camps are far from being axes; parties of a 
camp sideline together for strategic and tactic goals, 
while parties of an axis are tied together by specific and 
clear objectives. This regional and international divide 
casted a shadow over Lebanese debates on the Syrian 
displaced crisis, and although the conflicting parties 
agreed on one highest priority, which is the return of 
the displaced, they remained plagued by a structural 
division in line with the regional and international one. 
While this polarization has undermined any chance 
to develop a comprehensive national public policy to 
manage the displaced crisis, it has also violated the 
“Dissociation Principle”; when Lebanon has committed 
to a dissociation policy it has not only pledged to avoid 
engaging in the regional axes game upholding the 
supreme national interest and national security, but it has 



LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED

Page 13

also pledged to refrain from partaking in any operation 
that justifies displacing Syrian citizens from their towns 
and villages and cities on the pretext of defending them 
against terrorists. Meanwhile, these towns, cities and 
villages seem to have undergone a religious - sectarian 
demographic reshuffle that makes their inhabitance 
return impossible, even hypothetically.

Investing solely in the relief and developmental 
assistance without pushing ahead with a political track 
is very dangerous, because it restrains the international 
community’s role to that of a firefighter, while the fire 
instigators continue to claim victories boosting their 
mutual sphere of influence in Syria and maximizing their 
spoils with the consent and blessing of the country’s  
ruler; meanwhile, the Syrian regime remains in power 
propped up by his allies. 

With the national disagreement over the Syrian displaced 
crisis mirroring the regional-international clash over the 
Syrian war, it was clear that the displacement crisis has 
become a regional and international issue. The Lebanese 
political stakeholders should have been keen to maintain 
neutrality vis-à-vis the sides of this dispute and establish 
a diplomatic framework that identifies what can be done 
and how to reach it and what is impossible and how 
to deal with it. Indeed, engulfing in a pure demagogic 
recrimination process might help reaching the desired 
goal, yet at a price of subversive collapses which could 



put Lebanese once again on a collision course or engulf 
the country in the ongoing regional proxy war. 

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
TWO FAILURES: ILL-MANAGEMENT OF THE CRISIS 
AND RETURN DETERRENCE

The fallout from the national disagreement predicament 
and the regional-international clash over the Syrian 
crisis was palpable through the acute tragedy of the 
displaced persons as well as the exhaustion of the host 
communities, especially in Lebanon and Jordan. Turkey 
succeeded in reaching several agreements with the 
European Union which has concerns over the influx 
of refugees to its territories amid the rise of national 
right-wing and populist movements. This predicament 
led Lebanon to two failures, mainly due to weak 
policymaking by the government, along with omitting 
to implement practical procedures to regulate the influx 
of Syrian displaced into its territories and organize their 
presence on its soil in order to ensure a fluent return 
to their homeland once conditions for a safe return are 
guaranteed.

In an attempt to outline the causes behind these two 
failures, i.e. the ill-management of the crisis and the 
return deterrence, while avoiding to fall into the trap of 
unproved hypothetical conclusions - since some council 
of ministers’ minutes and political parties’ internal 

POLICY PAPER



LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED

Page 15

debates over the crisis remain undisclosed - it is vital 
to address essential questions to decision-makers, 
including but not limited to the following:

1. Since the beginning of the displacement crisis, why has 
Lebanon refrained from producing a comprehensive 
study evaluating its capacity to accommodate the 
displaced, as a precautionary measure before the 
pressure on the Lebanese host communities reaches 
its tipping point?

2. Why has Lebanon refrained from adopting a 
mechanism for the Syrian displaced registration 
since their mass influx from Syria, and entrusted this 
task to the UNHCR? And why has the fragile attempt 
to set a registration mechanism in 2015 failed?

3. Why has Lebanon allowed gaps in birth registration 
with the foreigners’ registry, alleging that such step 
might become a prelude to granting newborns 
citizenship, only to realize afterwards that it leaves 
displaced children stateless with no means of proving 
their parentage or their Syrian nationality? Indeed, 
regulating birth registration with the foreigners’ 
registry would have been an administrative and 
sovereign procedure aiming at protecting their 
identity in order to regulate their return home.  

4. Why have some political parties and religious 
authorities steadfastly pushed for a non-encampment 
approach in the quest for accommodating the 
displaced, regardless of the debate as to where 
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establish formal temporary border camps? Was this 
position dictated by fear of repeating the country’s 
experience with the Palestinian refugee camps as 
they have alleged, or was it intended to leave the 
border loose to ensure freedom of movement to 
some parties keen to advance a regional agenda that 
has nothing to do with Lebanon’s interests? Despite 
the fact that the UNHCR applauded Lebanon for the 
combination of open borders and non-encampment 
initiatives, this injudicious policy has scattered the 
displaced all over the country, leaving local and 
international authorities with no means to control 
their presence or to provide for them. 

5. Why has Lebanon until the year 2015 refrained from 
developing a mode of ordering which classifies the 
displaced into various categories in order to govern 
their presence and ultimately manage their return? In 
fact, a wide array of labels could have been imposed: 
displaced, students, workers and businessmen. Along 
with this, another mode of ordering should have been 
established, one that distinguishes between those 
among the displaced who can return and those who 
cannot, as a lead-in to embolden the return process.

6.  Why have some Lebanese ruling parties refused to 
sign a coordination memorandum of understanding 
with the UNHCR mandated for international refugees’ 
protection, which outlines their mutual roles and 
prerogatives, on the pretext that Lebanon is not a 
signatory to the 1951 Convention? This stance was 
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nothing but a tactless response to such a large-scale 
crisis. 

7. Why has Lebanon refrained from cutting off the 
populist discourse to pursue an effective diplomatic 
strategy instead, and officially requesting to 
participate as an observer in the Geneva and Astana 
tracks? Why has Lebanon refrained from mobilizing 
the International Support Group for Lebanon in 
light of the need for a more equitable sharing of the 
burden and responsibility for hosting the Syrian 
displaced? Why has Lebanon refrained from calling 
on the Security Council to hold a special session to 
recognize the displaced Syrians’ right of return under 
Chapter VII in order to abolish all obstacles that hinder 
the return process?

Instead of wisely addressing these structural questions, 
the Lebanese decision-makers have chosen to rely on a 
populist rhetoric rather than on managing the crisis, and 
bargaining with donors for developmental help rather 
than establishing a concerted roadmap to regulate 
their presence in the country and stimulate their return. 
This situation has triggered resentment among locals 
towards the displaced, holding them accountable for 
dilapidating the state’s already scarce resources and 
therefore for the institutional collapse. This accusation 
is ill-founded and does not account for the real causes 
behind such a collapse.  

These two failures have unfolded two plights. The fact-
description does not acquit the international community 



and the parties involved in the Syrian conflict from any 
responsibility. On the contrary, it is an invitation for the 
decision makers to adjust the wrong path they have 
premeditatedly followed since 2011.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
THE BALANCE BETWEEN THE HUMANITARIAN, 
SOVEREIGN AND DIPLOMATIC DIMENSIONS

The management of the Syrian displaced efflux from 
Syria and their return home is considered a priority, not 
only in order to protect Lebanon’s high national interest, 
but also to protect their rights guaranteed by all Arab 
and international treaties and agreements; most and 
foremost, because this humanitarian crisis demands 
nation states to rise to the moral and ethical responsibility 
to act and protect those fleeing the civil war in Syria.  
In this sense, the right of return becomes as crucial as 
the right to hospitality and protection. Thus, it is urgent 
to balance between the humanitarian, sovereign and 
diplomatic dimensions. 

Until now, this essential balance is absent from the official 
Lebanese lexicon. It is instead submissive to provocative 
polarizations unfolding mutual accusations of treason 
based on sectarian lines. This could have detrimental 
consequences especially with some parties being keen to 
recall the Lebanese Palestinian confrontational patterns, 
knowing that such a recall is deceptive and misleading.
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Back to the absence of a real balance between the 
humanitarian, sovereign and diplomatic dimensions, 
and despite the insistence of some parties on limiting the 
Syrian displaced crisis to its ethical and humanitarian 
aspects, this crisis which has been going on for nine 
years has political-security roots in Syria and socio-
economic repercussions in Lebanon; it deserves to dispel 
the myths and misconceptions spawned by certain 
parties with the aim of attracting their constituencies 
or claiming victory over the opponent Arab and 
international coalition, or to embolden the underlying 
domestic political and confessional polarization. To this 
regards, one should address the main three problematic 
issues revolving around this quandary: the humanitarian 
dimension, the sovereign dimension and the diplomatic 
dimension, along with the necessity of establishing 
a balance between them as previously stated. It also 
entails steady work to correct the distorted concepts 
within these three dimensions as well as to endorse 
an informed policymaking. Establishing a correlative 
and comprehensive public policy can alone pave the 
way ahead of each party involved in the crisis to better 
understand the crisis management scenarios and the 
conditions for safe return.
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1. The Syrian displaced and lebanon: the 
humanitarian problematic

The Lebanese hosted the Syrian displaced because they 
were sympathetic to their pains and fears; through the 
United Nations, the international community has sought 
and is still trying to provide them with aids. However, 
the international community is exhausted; the displaced 
are under the weights of the blurry surrounding their 
fate; and the Lebanese are drained. The dilemma lies 
in the absence of the state or its  reluctance to adopt a 
comprehensive public policy to address the displacement 
ordeal since 2011. An insightful good governance of 
the crisis should have initiated plans to organize the 
influx of the Syrian displaced into the country as well 
as to regulate their presence on its soil. Notwithstanding 
that embracing the Syrian displaced until their return 
remains an ethical responsibility; an equal care for the 
hosting community is no less of an obligation. Mingling 
the settlement concern with the relief one is detrimental.

2. The Syrian displaced and Lebanon: the 
sovereign problematic

Some Lebanese parties did not confine themselves to 
the Lebanese borders, deeply violating the “Dissociation 
Principle”. As much as the displaced persons need to 
return to Syria, these Lebanese parties who shoulder 
the bloody weight of intervening in Syria’s deadly spiral 
of violence and are accountable for this endeavor, 
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need to return to Lebanon.  Focusing on the displaced 
persons’ return to Syria and neglecting their return to 
Lebanon disregard outbursts that the geographic and 
demographic landscape could engender when the power 
of balance shifts. Should such a shift occur, the common 
Lebanese-Syrian memory would be forever stained.

The Syrian displaced and Lebanon: the diplomatic 
problematic

The Lebanese diplomacy has dealt with the UN-
sponsored Geneva track and with the Russia-sponsored 
Astana track with the same ineffective confusion. 
The international community wants the return of the 
displaced provided that legal, security and socio-
economic conditions for a safe return are guaranteed, 
however no political solution is yet in sight. The most 
important task ahead of the Lebanese diplomacy is to 
achieve balance between the humanitarian engagement 
towards the displaced persons and the country’s 
sovereignty.  

The main concern should be to purge the Lebanese 
diplomacy from the illusion of being able to impose 
options that will only lead to Lebanon and the displaced 
facing their fate alone. The displaced persons’ return 
must occur in accordance with the norms of International 
Humanitarian Law, and we should acknowledge that the 
Lebanese diplomacy lacks an effective modus operandi. 
Keeping the Lebanese official position within the 



boundaries of “Rejection” and “Procrastination” while 
waiting for what ought to be, will not lead to a practical 
path.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS? WHAT ARE THE 
SCENARIOS?

In sum, the features of the current political landscape 
lying ahead of us can be encompassed as such:

– The national disagreement over the Syrian displaced 
crisis remains ongoing and is worsening; 

– The regional-international clash is escalating amidst 
a political deadlock and the lack of a plausible solution 
that guaranties a dignified, secure and sustainable 
return for the displaced; 

– Although a symbolic number of the displaced have 
returned, the failure of the Lebanese state to manage 
the crisis and encourage the return is tragic and 
perplex;  

– Lebanon is falling short of ensuring a balance between 
the humanitarian aids, the sovereign concerns and 
the host communities’ urgent needs; 

– The Lebanese foreign policy is highly fissured.  
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This state of affairs is defective and irremediable for the 
ruling political forces are in deep disagreement, whether 
this rift is based on a real divergence among them over 
fundamental issues or it is simply part of a role reversal 
game as previously stated.

Given the immense complexities which govern this 
crisis, the formats of war gaming and simulation have 
been used to layout the prospective scenarios and 
options ahead of the displacement crisis, along with 
consequences associated with each scenario. Scenario-
building is not an end in itself; it is instead a process 
for generating new ideas and recommendations that 
should in turn lead to changes in decision-making. 
The ultimate goal is to develop a long-awaited national 
public policy that deals in a comprehensive way with 
the displacement crisis, hoping it could keep politicians 
away from the demagogic and populist rhetoric as well 
as from ill-informed policies. 

1- Methodological Choices

Based on the given geopolitical chessboard where several 
parties and trends compete, the quest of outlining the 
worst, the best and the most likely scenarios awaiting  the 
Syrian displaced crisis in Lebanon should be grounded 
in defined options reduced to three: “Conspiracy Belief’s 
Complexity”, “Unrealistic Simplification” and “Instigative 
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Pragmatism”.

a- Lebanon and the Syrian displaced: the conspiracy 
belief hindrance

In Lebanon, decision-makers cling to conspiracies 
to explain the country’s ills. Should a conspiracy to 
resettle Syrian displaced where they sought refuge and 
the blocking of their return to Syria be cooked up, we 
ought to face it; the widespread resignation to simple 
conspiratorial answers without trying to thwart them 
reflects either the state’s impairment and collapse, its 
lack of awareness of its national interests and failure 
to develop policies to protect them; or a confusion and 
perplexity as how to deal with this conspiracy, which 
poses serious questions about its ultimate consequences. 
In both cases, impairment and confusion, we would face 
high-risk repercussions. Therefore, we should avoid 
being swept by conspiracy belief. 

b- Lebanon and the Syrian displaced: the unrealistic 
simplification

Opposite to those who champion the conspiracy belief 
stand those who embrace a simplistic viewpoint trying to 
downplay Lebanon’s plight caused by the displacement 
crisis. They argue that the displaced persons have 
boosted the economic cycle in Lebanon, or that they 
have attracted international support for Lebanon; they 
went as far as to asserting that the presence of the Syrian 
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displaced in Lebanon is a guarantee for its stability and 
shields the country from conflicts plaguing the Middle 
East; they cite Europe’s eagerness to maintain stability 
in Lebanon for it fears a new influx of refugees into 
its countries, amid the rise of right-wing and populist 
movements in the European Union founding nations 
in a sharp contrast with its traditional values. Such 
standpoint is nothing but an unrealistic simplification 
of the traumatic ordeals both the Syrian displaced and 
Lebanese population are experiencing. On the one 
hand, the displaced Syrians are being subjected to a 
societal disintegration process, while trying to integrate 
them into the Lebanese society will lead to the later 
disintegration. On the other hand, donors did not live 
up to their commitments and fell short in providing 
the needed aids for the displaced and the hosting 
communities. The ramifications of this aid crisis will go 
beyond the socio-economic hardships, exacerbating the 
existing tension and spiraling chaos in a way difficult to 
overcome. The unrealistic simplification is as dangerous 
as the conspiracy belief, which leaves the instigative 
pragmatism as the better option. 

c- Lebanon and the Syrian displaced: the instigative 
pragmatism

The tragedy of Syrian displaced ends with their return 
to Syria. The return will preserve their national identity, 
protect the fabric of their pluralistic society and restore 
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the territorial integrity and demography of Syria. But 
this return requires legal, security and socio-economic 
guarantees, which hinge on a comprehensive political 
settlement that guarantees sustainable peace. This will 
inevitably pave the way to the reconstruction process. 
Until such scenario becomes plausible, Lebanese 
officials are ought to adopt an approach based on 
instigative pragmatism. This approach encompasses 
two parallel frameworks: a wise management of the 
crisis that balances human and sovereignty concerns; 
and the pursuit of a thoughtful and well-informed 
diplomacy that is not hardwired into the internal disputes 
and recriminations intended to evade responsibility for 
failure to manage both displacement and return crises.

This approach will help in the scenario-building process 
and how to deal with each one of them: the best case 
scenario, the worst case scenario and the most likely 
scenario. These scenarios are not attempts to predict 
the future; they are rather a description of situations 
that could occur based on the simulation-discussion 
among parties involved in the displaced Syrians’ crisis. 
Noteworthy to mention is that the host communities 
were not a focal point of study within these scenarios, 
as the focus was on the drivers which facilitate or hinder 
the movement back to Syria. 

This brings up fundamental questions: is there a scheme 
to alter Syria’s demographics along sectarian lines in a 
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way that hinders the displaced persons’ return?  Who 
is the first beneficiary of this scheme and who will 
implement it? Is it true that some international and 
Arab players intend to use the displaced as a bargaining 
chip when brokering peace in Syria? Is it true that a de 
facto settlement of the Syrian displaced in Lebanon 
will be forced in exchange of channeling protracted 
aids at all levels? And how can we establish a public 
policy that accommodates the outcomes of the UM-
sponsored Geneva peace track and the Astana track? 
In light of the protracted nature of the Syrian crisis 
and the corresponding exhaustion of donors, how can 
aid simultaneously reach displaced persons and host 
communities? Based on Lebanon’s dire and dreadful 
experience with the Palestinian refugees, can Lebanese 
envisage recalling the specter of the past and settle the 
Syrian displaced? 

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
BEST SCENARIO: COMPREHENSIVE AND 
IMMEDIATE RETURN

The full and immediate return of the displaced people 
to Syria is the best case scenario. It allows Syrians 
back to their country which will positively impact their 
communities, restoring their prosperity and vitality. 

Undeniably, this comprehensive and immediate 
return should be ushered with three guarantees for 
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returnees; Legal guarantees, security guarantees and 
socio-economic guarantees. Legal guarantees mean 
preserving their right for return to their homelands and 
to restore their properties even if they are destroyed. 
Security guarantees mean protecting them from arrest, 
liquidation, or disappearance, and exempting them from 
military conscription, if there is a genuine intention of 
rehabilitating the Syrian civil society instead of sustaining 
its militarization; and peace cannot be achieved through 
military mobilization. Socio-economic guarantees mean 
transferring the assistance given to displaced persons 
in host countries to those who are determined to return, 
and providing them with incentives.

All these guarantees would not be possible if a political 
solution for the Syrian conflict is not achieved. In fact, 
the return of the displaced depends on launching the 
reconstruction process, which is contingent on reaching 
peace. That being said, adopting the above mentioned 
incentives should be a priority and it should not be an 
impossible task provided officials in Syria demonstrate 
goodwill, which seems to be beyond the bounds of 
possibility.   

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
WORST CASE SCENARIO: “NO-RETURN AND 
DISINTEGRATION OF TWO COMMUNITIES”

The likelihood of the Syrian displaced staying in 



Lebanon is the worst-case scenario, for it could lead to 
the disintegration of both the displaced community and 
the Lebanese host communities.

Such scenario will widen the fissures already afflicting 
the Lebanese-Syrian relation, and will recall the 
dire reminiscences of 30 years of Syrian hegemony 
over Lebanon which has yielded thousands of dead, 
kidnapped, imprisoned and missing Lebanese in Syria. 
Nonetheless, from the outset, the Lebanese population 
welcomed Syrians fleeing war and terrorism with 
open arms, transcending this turbulent relation and 
offering them protection and hospitality. In another 
vein, we should not forget that a Lebanese party has 
actively participated in the Syrian vortex of violence and 
plunged into killing and large-scale displacement, not 
to mention its role in redrawing Syrian demographics 
along sectarian lines and its continued presence in large 
parties of Syria.

Adding to that, the stay of displaced Syrians in Lebanon 
will have detrimental socio-economic effects on 
the country, especially with international donations 
stagnating. From the onset, the influx of displaced 
into Lebanon has aggravated economic and security 
challenges, impairing major drivers of economy, 
decreasing job opportunities and encouraging locals’ 
emigration. Moreover, economic hardships coupled with 
poor access to education are drivers for radicalization, 
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a radicalization that would be rooted in the displaced 
persons’ loss of personal opportunities rather than 
in political or religious ideologies. In this context, it is 
uncertain whether Lebanon would be able to stem a new 
wave of displaced from knocking at the doors of Europe 
and other Arab states.     

With the United States, European Union, the United 
Nations and even Russia stressing that the future of 
the Syrian displaced is in Syria and not in Lebanon, 
their permanent settlement in the country remains 
hypothetical. However, the Lebanese authorities should 
not overlook the likelihood of such virtual scenario, and 
thus refrain from adopting once again a policy of ostrich-
like denial and start drawing up coping strategies before 
this potential reality reaches its crisis point and the 
Lebanese-Palestinian shared bloody past repeats itself. 

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN DISPLACED 
THE MOST LIKELY SCENARIO: “TEMPORARY STAY 
AND PHASED RETURN”

The Syrian displaced crisis will be a serious long-term 
challenge to Lebanon; it is unlikely that the war in Syria 
will end soon, and when it does, it is implausible that 
the displaced Syrians will immediately return to a yet 
unstable country without providing them with sufficient 
guarantees of safety. Therefore, the temporary stay of 
displaced Syrians in Lebanon and their gradual return 



is the most likely scenario, in particular given that the 
movement of displaced back to Syria has already begun 
in 2017. 

To tackle this probable scenario, Lebanese authorities 
are required to develop a multi-dimensional mission 
statement roadmap. The first task would be to elaborate 
a mode of ordering that classifies the displaced 
into various categories: Economic actors (workers), 
opponents to the Syrian regime and its allies fleeing war 
and terrorism, asylum seekers to third countries, and 
those who are rightly waiting for financial, economic 
and social incentives to return. Once applied, this 
classification would alleviate Lebanon’s worry about 
permanently settling Syrian displaced on its land, 
following suit to the concealed Palestinian refugees’ 
settlement since 71 years. In addition, this classification 
could help pushing all international stakeholders i.e. the 
US, EU, UN and Turkey to pressure the Syrian regime 
to remove obstacles hindering the return process, 
join efforts with the Russian initiative for the gradual 
and safe return of Syrian displaced, and fund UN-led 
development projects in Syria. This path could lead the 
way for a sustained and comprehensive solution to the 
Syrian conflict and launch the reconstruction process. 
Such a context will stimulate the displaced Syrians’ 
return and be part of the reconstruction of their country. 

The second task would be restricting international 
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and local aid to those fleeing armed conflict, violence, 
or persecution, and fear being subjected to politically 
motivated prosecutions should they return home. This 
step could encourage other displaced persons who do 
not fall within this category to return. The third task 
would be the application of the Lebanese Labor Law to 
Syrian workers, while simultaneously shielding locals 
from competition over job opportunities. This would 
secure decent work conditions for Syrian workers along 
with legal guarantees that protect them from being 
abused and exploited. The fourth task would be to collect 
a threefold set of information: from where the displaced 
people came from, what  the ongoing obstacles that hinder 
their return are, and how to remove these obstacles at all 
levels, including reconciliations and the strengthening of 
safety nets. The fifth task would be to continue providing 
education services and empowerment opportunities 
for the displaced Syrians, while focusing at the same 
time on the host communities’ needs to prevent clashes 
between locals and the displaced population. 

This scenario of “temporary stay and phased return” 
requires a well-informed crisis management, coupled 
with the ability of transforming this challenge into 
opportunity. Lebanon has already undertaken some 
steps in this path, even though shyly, under the 
framework of the French-led international conference in 
support for Lebanon development and reforms, CEDRE. 
CEDRE has succeeded in smartly achieving balance 



and complementarity between relief intervention and 
development intervention, in a way to respond to both 
displaced persons and host communities’ needs. 

In the context of this most likely scenario, the Lebanese 
authorities should consider that a percentage of 
displaced Syrians may have to stay in Lebanon for 
security reasons. Therefore, it is vital to implement the 
above-explained mode of ordering, in order to identify 
those among the Syrian displaced in Lebanon whose 
lives could be targeted specifically for their political 
views. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The diagnosis of the Syrian displacement crisis’ impact 
revealed that it has devolved into a mutual and precarious 
disaster for both displaced Syrians and the Lebanese; 
both populations are struggling with economic hardships, 
be it poor living conditions, shrinking livelihoods 
opportunities or an overall reduction in humanitarian 
aid, all chaperoned by a state that has neither been 
able to mitigate nor respond to this vigorous disaster, 
and is paralyzed by an already deteriorating political, 
economic and security situation. Both populations are 
victims of years of a “policy of no policy”, ill-informed 
decision making and miss-management of the crisis. 
On the other side, Syria is witnessing a transfer-like 
demographic reshuffle that could hinder the return of 
the Syrians displaced.
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Based on this tangled ordeal, three main conclusions 
were drawn:

1. Caution and vigilance are mandatory should any of 
the previously detailed scenarios take place, with 
the goal of protecting Lebanon’s national security 
alongside the displaced Syrians’ right to protection 
and right of return. 

2. There is an imminent need to reach a national 
consensus and endorse a policy in which the 
government clearly outlines its priorities, objectives, 
and prerogatives, while avoiding populist rhetoric

3. It is an immediate necessity for the Lebanese 
government to pursue a wise diplomacy able to 
grasp and reassess both regional and international 
geopolitics, and the advocate for Lebanon’s best 
options to resolve the displacement crisis under the 
umbrella of the International Humanitarian Law.

Recommendations: six-fold approach 

1. Withhold the role reversal game among Lebanese 
policy makers and ensure consistency and coherence 
in their stances over the displacement crisis, along 
with avoiding conflicting positions by different 
politicians. The Council of Minister should formalize 
the position of Lebanon towards the Syrian displaced 
and send a unified, clear and unmistakable message 
to the international community by developing a 
public policy and fostering institutional coordination 
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for the return of displaced persons. 

2. The Syrian displaced in Lebanon are not a monolithic 
group but have fled from different backgrounds and 
for different reasons. At present, existing proposals for 
their return do not consider differentiating factors that 
can put thousands of lives at risk. It is thus imperative 
to implement a mode of ordering according to which 
the displaced would be classified into the following 
categories: Economic actors (workers), opponents 
to the Syrian regime and its allies fleeing war and 
terrorism and who face probable threats of being 
detained as they cross the border, asylum seekers to 
third countries, and those who can return. Such mode 
of ordering ascertains that some displaced persons 
may need more measures for protection than others. 

3. The Lebanese government is called to strengthen 
ties with the UNHCR and ratify a cooperation protocol 
with the UN agency intended to continue providing 
humanitarian support to the displaced persons, 
while at the same time planning for their gradual 
return after ensuring that protection thresholds are 
met inside Syria. 

4. Support the displaced Syrians’ return roadmap 
developed by the General Directorate of the General 
Security in cooperation with the UNHCR.

5. Adopt an instigative diplomacy that seeks to partner 
with the international community, more specifically 
the United States, the European Union, and the Arab 
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League, in order to continue supporting Lebanon in 
addressing the consequences of the displacement 
crisis, and urge Russia to put pressure into securing 
guarantees for the returnees.

6. Lastly, Lebanon should request to be included in both 
the Geneva and Astana peace processes, and should 
call upon the Security Council for an emergency 
session during which the displaced Syrians’ right 
of return would be enforced by a binding resolution 
adopted under the council’s Chapter VII powers; 
such a resolution would repeal all sequels resulting 
from legal and field constraints that discourage and 
obstruct the return of Syrian displaced

Lebanon and the Syrian displaced, between the 
management of the crisis and the conditions of safe 
return: a tangled process plaguing one of the worst 
human tragedies of the twenty-first century.
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%D%84%9D%8A%8D%86%9D%8A%7D-86%9
%D%8A%7D%84%9D%81%9D%8B%4D-84%9
%D%8A%7D%84%9D%8B%3D8%9A%D%8A%7
D%8B%3D8%9A-%D%88%9D%8B%9D%82%9D
%8A%8D%8A%7D%8AA-%D%8A%7D%84%9D
%8B%9D%88%9D%8AF%D%8A%-9D%8AA%D-
%8AD%D%8AA-%D%8A%7D%84%9D%85%9D%8
AC%D%87%9D%8B1

•	 	مسألة	املهاجرين	الالجئني	النازحني	جتدد	قضايا	القومية	واحلدود	والسيادة	والضيافة.	اتيني
باليبار-	احلياة	–	8	أب	2018
http://www.alhayat.com/article/4596835/%D%8
B%1D%8A%3D8%9A/%D%8A%7D%84%9D%8B
%5D%8AD%D%8A%7D%81%9D%8A%-9D%8A
%7D%84%9D%8B%9D%8A%7D%84%9D85%9
%D8%9A%D%8A9/%D%85%9D%8B%3D%8A3-
%D%84%9D%8A%-9D%8A%7D%84%9D%85%9D9
%87%D%8A%7D%8AC%D%8B%1D8%9A%D-86%9
%D%8A%7D%84%9D%84%9D%8A%7D%8AC%D
%8A%6D8%9A%D%-86%9D%8A%7D%84%9D%9
%86D%8A%7D%8B%2D%8AD%D8%9A%D-86%9
%D%8AA%D%8AC%D%8AF%D%8AF-
%D%82%9D%8B%6D%8A%7D8%9A%D%8A-7
%D%8A%7D%84%9D%82%9D%88%9D%85%9D9
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8%A%D%8A%-9D%88%9D%8A%7D%84%9D%8A
D%D%8AF%D%88%9D%8AF-%D%88%9D%8A%7
D%84%9D%8B%3D8%9A%D%8A%7D%8AF%D8
%A%-9D%88%9D%8A%7D%84%9D%8B%6D8%9
A%D%8A%7D%81%9D%8A9
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