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Abstract 

 

The presentation underlines the already fragile state of the natural environment in Lebanon and 

highlights its rapid deterioration given key environmental stressors caused by the massive influx of 

Syrian refugees. The number of refugees has been growing at a fast pace since the start of the Syrian 

conflict in 2011. In 2014, the number of Syrian refugees in Lebanon number has reached 1 Million, 

which constituted 25% of the country total population.
1
 By the end of 2016, this number is expected 

to reach 1.8 million.
2
 This demographic change may have contributed to exceeding the carrying 

capacity of the natural environment, as population density increased from 409 per sqm in 2009 to 444 

per sqm
1
 or 520 per sqm in 2014.

3
 Besides the devastating economic and social impacts of the Syrian 

crisis, the large number of refugees has exerted adverse pressures on the natural resources and on 

environmental quality, specifically in four areas: solid waste, water and wastewater, air pollution, as 

well as land-use and ecosystems.  

 

Environmental problems have embedded aspect of the “commons”, they are social dilemmas as they 

cause situations in which self-interest is at odds with collective interests. Social dilemmas “occur 

whenever individuals in interdependent situations face choices in which the maximization of short-

term self-interest yields outcomes leaving all participants worse off than feasible alternatives” 
4
 

(Ostrom, Nobel Prize, 2009). These are labeled by many names; including the public-good, 

                                                             
1 MOE/EU/UNDP, Lebanon Environmental Assessment of the Syrian Conflict & Priority Interventions | September 2014 
2 The Daily Star. Study shows Syrian influx poses enormous environmental risks | February 29, 2016 
3 World Bank database, Accessed March 28, 2016 
4 Ostrom, E. 1998. A Behavioral Approach to the Rational Choice Theory of Collective Action: presidential address, American Political 

Science Association. American Political Science Review 92 (1): 1-22 
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collective-good problem, and the tragedy of the commons
5
. As examined for each of the four 

impacted areas studied in the Lebanon Environmental Assessment of the Syrian Conflict & Priority 

Interventions report
1
,
 
Environmental Management Plans (EMPs) are considered in order to devise 

environmental protection and mitigation measures. The capital cost of EMPs accounts roughly for a 

total of USD 3,420 million including solid waste management, water and wastewater management, air 

quality mitigation as well as land use and ecosystems management. This estimate will be significantly 

greater when annual operation and maintenance costs are accounted for. 

 

Research and assessments emphasize the fact that environmental degradation existed before the 

Syrian refugees’ crisis in Lebanon. Because environmental protection was never considered a national 

priority, environmental challenges were constantly present in the country. Today, they are worsening 

creating national emergencies in different areas; namely solid waste, water, waste water, energy, 

urban congestion, air quality, water pollution, transportation, etc. Still more, the massive influx of the 

refugees at an unprecedented rate has exacerbated the situation and posed enormous environmental 

impacts bearing alarming health risks on the refugees themselves and on the Lebanese host 

communities (table below). The “commons” in Lebanon are already overused and natural resources 

are either scarce or depleted due to bad governance. This presentation offers recommendations for 

policy reforms and effective environmental management; namely developing a functional decision-

making process, implementing policy development strategies, controlling corruption, fostering 

accountability,  ensuring transparency and cross-sectoral cooperation, as well as enforcing laws and 

monitoring mechanisms. Finally, sharing data among various stakeholders as well as mainstreaming 

environmental protection, social and economic development in national and sectoral policies will 

support institutional reforms towards sustainable development. 

 

This table summarizes the main environmental impacts of the Syrian refugees to Lebanon
1
: 

 

Solid waste 

management 

 Burden on existing waste management infrastructure 

 Increased pollution of surface and ground water resources 

 Spread of open dumping and open burning 

 Worsening of health / safety conditions in the vicinity of dumpsites 

 Amplified risks from health care and infectious wastes 

Water and waste 

water management 

Water resources 

 Stress on water resources in general and on groundwater 

resources in particular 

 Deterioration of water quality causing the emergence of 

diseases that were absent in Lebanon 

Wastewater (WW) 

Management 

 Increased organic biodegradable load from WW discharges in 

the environment 

 Negative environmental and health impacts  

Air pollution 

 Due to increased traffic (10% increase in Nitrogen Oxide (NOx) and 3% of 

Particulate Matter (PM)) 

 From open burning of solid wastes (release of toxic and carcinogenic compounds) 

 From electricity generators: 251 MW increase in demand by refugees. Thus, more 

private generators in residential areas lead to more pollutants and health risks 

Land use and 

ecosystems 

 Urban densification 

 Haphazard and unplanned constructions  

 Informal Tented Settlements (ITSs) growth encroach on agricultural lands and put 

them out of production 

 Negative impacts of ITSs on Environmentally Sensitive Areas and fragile ecosystems 

 Adverse impacts on forest resources 

 Overexploitation of springs and construction of new wells, reducing ecosystem health  

 Generation of WW exacerbate environmental pressures. Sludge disposal on land and 

in streams contaminate ecosystems, increase organic loads, and alter the composition 

of aquatic life and riparian ecosystems 

 

                                                             
5 Hardin, G. 1968. The Tragedy of the Commons. Science 162: 1243-48 


