
Abstract

Now in its sixth year, the Syrian Civil War has created the largest global refugee crisis since the 
World War II. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
since 2011 at least 250,000 people lost their lives in Syria, and 7.5 million Syrians are Internal
Displaced People (IDPs). Although often discussed by media as a European humanitarian 
emergency, more than 4,900,000 Syrians are registered with UNHCR in the region of MENA
(Middle East-North Africa) and are overwhelming their neighboring host countries. There are 2.8 
million Syrians in Turkey, more than 2 million in Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Egypt, and 29,000 in 
North Africa. The situation of Syrian refugees will be compared in the two host Arab
countries that are not part of the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees: Lebanon and Jordan.
An overview of the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon and Jordan will be provided on a broadbased
analysis of academic studies, local newspapers, international reports, and governmental sources in 
English, French, Italian and Arabic. The comparison between Lebanon and Jordan will be based 
on an analysis of five key issues, developed to understand the host countries reactions, the impact 
of Syrian refugees on local services, and human rights.
These key aspects will consider refugee settlements, the host government policies to cope with the 
influx of refugees, and the impact of population growth on the health system, local economy, and 
education. The translation of local newspapers will shed light on the role of the media in casting 
refugees as the “root of all evil,” exacerbating the racist behavior of local communities and their 
negative perception of Syrian refugees. This work will discuss which country has approached the 
crisis more effectively and which policies have been more successful. Notably, strategies of the 
host countries often differ dramatically due to varying economic, political, historical, and cultural 
contexts.
Lebanon is geographically smaller than Jordan, though it hosts more than one million Syrians, with 
the highest per-capita concentration of refugees worldwide. The presence of political and religious 
groups further complicates the situation in Lebanon, with an increasing number of groups such as 
Hezbollah actively involved in the Syrian Civil War. Christians, in particular, fear the growing influx 
of refugees coming from Sunni-majority Syria. On the contrary, in the Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, there are only 656,000 Syrians. Palestinian, Iraqi, and recent Syrian refugees comprise 
40% of the Jordanian population. Political and religious divisions do not threaten Jordanian 
stability, not only because is it a monarchy, but because the majority of the population is Sunni like 
the Syrian refugees.
Lebanon and Jordan have approached Syria very differently in the past. Lebanon has historically
maintained strong ties with the neighboring country. In the 90’s, Lebanon signed treaties with Syria 
to guarantee freedom of movement, work, business, and transport across their shared
borders. Relations between Jordan and Syria, however, have historically been hostile. There has 
been little intent of economic or political cooperation. These historical factors have influenced the 
refugee strategies of each host country.
Before evaluating each country’s strategy, it is important to understand the demographics of Syrian 
refugees. On average, refugees are younger and less skilled than residents in their host
communities. They also have larger families and tend to marry at a younger age. Moreover, among 
them, there are Palestinian Refugees from Syria (PRS) and Lebanese returnees. These
individuals are not considered in analyses of the Syrian crisis in Lebanon and Jordan because their 
protection is not within the scope of UNHCR. According to the Regional Refugee & Resilience Plan 
in response to the Syria Crisis (3RP), Syrian refugees often struggle financially.
In 2016, more than 70% of refugees in Lebanon and 90% of refugees in Jordan lived below the 
poverty line. Refugees between the ages of 35 and 49 struggle in particular because they are used 
to being unemployed and often have to look after large families.
Another important consideration is that Syrians often undergo dangerous journeys to cross the 
borders and, once they reach the host countries, they typically settle in the poorest areas.
They share apartments with other families or live in informal settlements such as garages,



encampments, and abandoned or unfinished buildings. They usually live in poor conditions without 
electricity, water supply, or any heating system – conditions that make it difficult to withstand the 
winter in the mountainous areas of Lebanon and the summer in Jordan because
of water shortage.
The comparison between these two countries starts with an analysis of refugee settlements.
At the beginning of the crisis, both Lebanon and Jordan accepted Syrians via an open door policy. 
The Lebanese government refused to build refugee camps, not only because they are
expensive and difficult to dismantle, but because Palestinian camps have become dangerous,
marginalized communities. The Lebanese government also fears that refugee camps may threaten
internal security, attracting arms trafficking and “refugee warriors”. Eighty-five percent of Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon live in the Governorates of Bekaa, North Lebanon and Mount Lebanon
in cities and small municipalities with both positive and negative outcomes. On the one hand, 
contact with host communities could have a positive impact on refugees. Interaction with
locals can foster social integration. The freedom to choose where to live may foster a greater 
sense of self-determination and happiness. On the other hand, the freedom for refugees to choose
where to live makes it tough for NGOs, UNHCR, and other international organizations, to provide 
refugees with aid. Moreover, Syrians compete with the Lebanese population for public services and 
employment, putting a strain on the poorest and most unprepared municipalities,
often exacerbating discrimination and internal tensions.
In contrast, Jordan has chosen to build refugee camps near the borders, maintaining a policy
of marginalization as it has historically as a host country. The most important camp is Zaatari,
the third largest city in Jordan, with more than 79,000 refugees. It has 11 schools, two hospitals
and nine medical clinics. On the positive side, marginalization enables the government to control 
and concentrate refugees, and it makes it easier for international organizations to provide them
with assistance. On the downside, the encampment policy prevents contact with locals and makes 
refugees dependent on aids. The government also does not allow Syrian refugees to leave
camps without the permission of a Jordanian sponsor, precluding Syrians from establishing a
normal life within the local communities. However, despite the Jordanian encampment strategy,
the majority of Syrian refugees live today in cities and municipalities, in the poorest areas of
the Governorates near the borders with Syria, like Amman, al-Mafraq and Irbid.
In both Lebanon and Jordan, the presence of Syrian refugees has strained public infrastructure
and public services including education and health. Though both host countries have
permitted refugee children to attend public schools for free, the Syrian crisis has led to a “vacuum
of education” in the region of MENA, with 59% of Syrian children out of school. The media often 
refers to these children as the “lost generation.” Lacking a proper education, the refugee population 
may never find higher-earning, respectable work and autonomy. Once the crisis is over, there may 
not be enough working-age, educated individuals to contribute to the recovery of the country.
For the most vulnerable families, education is a low priority compared to basic needs such as food, 
health, and shelter. In both countries, one in 10 boys is working to help their family –
begging on the streets, standing in line to receive humanitarian aid, or working in construction
and cleaning. For girls, the situation is even worse. Families traditionally marry their daughters
to older men to secure their financial stability. In both countries, Syrian families cannot afford
the mere costs of transportation, which often is not even available near the camps and informal
settlements.
To give Syrian refugees a primary education and prevent overcrowding in schools, both host 
countries have set up double shifts – a morning shift for local children and an afternoon shift for
Syrians. This strategy severely limits social integration between children and often reduces 
teaching quality since teachers are often working double shifts without a salary increase. Teachers
are also unprepared to deal with foreign students who may struggle with behavioral problems 
stemming from psychological trauma, war, violence, and displacement. Many Syrian children have 
witnessed the destruction of their homes, have experienced separation from immediately family 
members, and have seen friends and relatives die. Another challenge with the second school shift 
has to do with time of day. By the time lessons are in delivered the afternoon, children
have more difficulty concentrating and it’s often dangerous for children, especially girls, to travel 
home. At times, local governments make it impossible for students to even enroll in



schools. They ask Syrians to provide papers that are difficult to obtain (for instance, asking for 
original certificates for prior school years that can be found only in Syria). In Jordan, the education 
system prohibits school enrollment for all children who have been out of school for more than three 
years, negatively impacting refugees whose studies may have been interrupted
due to the war.
The influx of refugees has also had a negative impact on the local health system. The cost of 
medical treatment is shared by host governments, the United Nations, and organizations such as
Doctors Without Borders. Although Syrians can only access public hospitals and clinics if they are 
registered with UNHCR, their presence has burdened the host countries’ overloaded, fragile
infrastructure, pushing more and more Jordanian and Lebanese citizens to private healthcare.
Overcrowding and poor hygiene conditions in camps and informal settlements have contributed to 
the spread of infections and diseases. In Jordan, the location of camps in the arid desert and the 
existing water shortage have promulgated the spread of skin diseases and respiratory problems. 
Since Jordan does not have its own water source, water is supplied for only a few hours
a week. The influx of refugees has only increased water demand. In both countries, refugees are
vulnerable to depression, psychological disorders, anxiety, lethargy, and post-traumatic stress,
linked to their displacement conditions and to their experience of war.
From an economic point of view, even though local communities perceive refugees as a financial 
threat, it is important to underscore that economic challenges existed before the arrival of refugees, 
and that their presence has contributed not only to negative outcomes but also to positive ones. 
Government expenditures have increased in both countries to meet the needs of the
growing population. The presence of Syrian workers, who are cheaper than locals and more easily 
exploitable, has boosted competition and depressed national wages. However, unemployment 
levels have not changed considerably over the last six years. This may be attributed to the fact that 
Syrians are usually employed in informal sectors or because reliable data is not available. Jordan’s 
Hashemite Kingdom, in particular, has forbidden refugees from working without a work
permit and has enacted measures to protect local workers, disbarring refugees from employment
in some sectors (especially the ones that require high skills and artistic-artisan abilities). In fact, 
most refugees in Lebanon and Jordan come from the poorest regions of their country and they are 
usually unskilled or low skilled workers. Left to compete with the most vulnerable segments of local 
population, they provide cheaper services for citizens and they usually are employed in
jobs that most Lebanese and Jordanian workers refuse to do. However, by forbidding refugees to 
enter the internal labor market, stability of the two host countries may be jeopardized.
Restrictions may nurture a large group of young, unemployed, and marginalized people, prone
to criminality, trafficking, and terrorism.
On the bright side, the presence of refugees has boosted the real estate industry by increasing
property demand in both countries. While refugees have helped the real estate market
overall, their presence has unfortunately made rent unaffordable for the poorest segments of
population. Increased demand has led to an increase in prices making rents unaffordable for 
locals. Meanwhile, Syrian refugees are more immune to price increases since they often prefer
to share a single apartment with many families.
The final part of the comparison between Lebanon and Jordan will examine policies adopted by 
each government to cope with the growing influx of refugees. In Lebanon, the growth of the Syrian 
population has exacerbated internal divisions, revealing the war involvement of some
political parties. In 2013 the Lebanese government decided to increase border controls, violating 
the international principle of non-refoulement that prohibits expulsion, deportation, return or 
extradition of asylum-seekers to their state of origin or another state where their life can be 
threatened. In 2015, the Lebanese government asked UNHCR to suspend refugee registrations
to prevent new arrivals. Similarly, in 2013, Jordan began closing the borders with Syria. In 2016,
after a terrorist attack, completely closed its borders. With the closing, The Hashemite Kingdom
has left many Syrians to their fate against the international principle of non-refoulement.
It is hard to determine which country has implemented the best policies to cope with the Syrian 
crisis, largely because they have both failed. From the beginning, Lebanon and Jordan vocalized 
that they did not want to be considered “host countries,” but “countries of transit,” stating that they 
would host Syrian refugees only for a short period of six to nine months. While they did not 



undersign the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, they signed with 
UNHCR a Memorandum of Understanding, in which they committed to comply
with the international principle of non-refoulement and to the human rights of refugees.
If Lebanon and Jordan adopted a temporary policy because they believed the crisis resolve soon, 
they were misguided. Today, after six years of war, refugees in the host countries are living in 
limbo. They can’t stay in Lebanon or Jordan, they can’t return to their war-torn country, and they 
can’t afford to migrate to a third country. Both countries failed to adopt
long-term policies to integrate Syrian refugees in the host communities. As a result, refugees
are trapped facing extreme poverty, an uncertain future, and fear that they will never be able to 
return home. Having never assimilated to their host countries, Syrians are left vulnerable and 
wholly dependent on humanitarian aid and government support. Insurmountable obstacles
placed on refugees – prohibitions in the internal labor markets, limited access to public services
and education etc. – set refugees up for failure and economic dependency. This situation creates a 
vicious cycle: the host governments have to support refugees in all respects because
they put obstacles to the refugees’ financial autonomy. However, as for the other humanitarian
emergencies, the funds of the International Community will not be supplied any longer and the
savings and financial resources of refugees are doomed to deplete. Finally the socio-economic
marginalization of Syrians in the host countries leads to a loss of skills and self-confidence,
delaying the ability of the population to recover from trauma.
In the comparison between refugee settlements, Lebanon’s refusal to set up camps has proved
to be a positive strategy, integration-oriented strategy. It has helped refugees start new lives in
Lebanon, permitting them to live within the local communities. On the contrary, the Hashemite
Kingdom decided to isolate and concentrate refugees in camps. It was their attempt to mak
refugees invisible to local communities and preserve country stability. Jordan’s encampment
policy has failed because the majority of Syrians live outside camps. The minority of refugees
who live in camps are totally dependent upon humanitarian organizations and are not part of 
Jordan’s labor market. If we compare education systems, both governments have permitted
Syrian children to attend public schools for free, but bureaucracy continues to represent an 
obstacle to refugee enrollment. Their strategy thus cannot be completely considered 
integrationoriented.
In regards to education, the Lebanese policy was more effective, since it enables refugee children 
to enroll in the first shift and to assimilate with local children, mitigating prejudices and racist 
behaviors.
With regards to the labor-market, the majority of Syrian refugees in both countries are low or un-
skilled workers and they tend to be employed in the informal sector. However, their situation is 
worse in Jordan, where the government has taken restrictive measures against Syrian refugees
to protect local workers, whereas in Lebanon, the economy is in need of a cheap workforce and
the government has not put legislative obstacles to Syrian workers.
Finally, if we compare the policies of the two host countries, Jordan has definitively closed its 
borders to Syrian refugees, exposing them to a situation of danger and uncertainly, and clashed 
with the international principle of non-refoulement. Unlike the Hashemite Kingdom, the Lebanese 
government has not closed its borders, even though it has tried to discourage new
arrivals by asking UNHCR to stop refugee registrations.
In summary, Lebanese strategies have been more successful, even though the small dimension
of the country, its internal divisions, the ongoing crisis, the highest per-capita concentration of
refugees worldwide, and the overcrowding situation have prevented Lebanese government from
continuing on the path of integration and from undertaking long-term measures.
For the majority of the humanitarian emergencies, hopefully this crisis will come to an end, but 
Syrian refugees will not be able to return to their country for a long time. For this reason,
in order to improve the conditions of Syrian refugees in the host countries and those of the
local communities, it is necessary to undertake and to implement long-term strategies. This is
especially important in the fields of education and employment, with the goal of helping Syrian
refugees to live a normal life in another country, albeit with the hope of coming back home.


