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Abstract 
The European Union (EU) has increased its cooperation on the management of the refugee influx 
with the Lebanese government and has been the leading donor in Lebanon in the context of 
Syrians’ displacement. In its turn, the Lebanese government has indirectly delegated key 
responsibilities in refugee protection and assistance to supranational organizations. Despite the 
fact that this approach has boosted cooperation between the Lebanese government and various 
international actors, several dilemmas emerged in this regard. The outcomes that were present on 
the ground showed a deficiency in the externalization policy that has been adopted by the 
European Union and other international actors. An understanding of this approach’s drawbacks 
requires an insight into how the Lebanese government has interacted with the EU’s policy and 
how this interaction has impacted the issue of refugee assistance and protection on the ground. 
Thus, this paper identifies the gaps and incoherencies of the EU externalisation policy, particularly 
in regard to its intent and policy delivery. Furthermore, it displays how the Lebanese government 
has leveraged the refugee crisis to advance its political agenda and play a strategic role that would 
enable it to solicit more funding and reposition itself as a strategic actor in the international scene. 
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Introduction 
The past decade has witnessed various crises that have shocked the world and highlighted 

the various shortcomings within foreign policy, crisis response plans, and the institutional 
structures of national and international organizations. The Syrian refugee crisis is considered to be 
one of the main challenges facing our world now, knowing that according to the United Nations 
High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), over 5.6 million people have fled Syria since 2011, 
seeking safety in Lebanon, Turkey, Jordan and beyond1. In light of the dire humanitarian conditions, 
many Syrians ended up living in refugee camps or settling in urban marginalized areas of 
neighbouring countries and in some cases took perilous and dangerous journeys across the 
Mediterranean Sea, seeking a safe haven in Europe. However, unlike countries in the EU, the norm 
of refugee protection has not been adopted into the laws and practices of Syria’s neighbouring 
countries. Nevertheless, politics and national interests have continued to be central in the shaping 
of their responses to the crisis. Scholars have witnessed a pattern of response in which the EU has 
resorted to the externalization of the crisis through the funnelling of aid; whereas, the hosting 
communities engage in what scholars have referred to as “refugee rentierism”. In fact, the term 
“refugee rentier states”2 describe states that seek to leverage their position as host states of 
displaced communities to receive material gain. Hence, they employ their position as welcoming 
states of refugees in order to extract revenue, or refugee rent, from other state or non-state actors 
by keeping these refugees within their borders. Therefore, this paper will focus specifically on the 
interaction between the Lebanese state and the EU in the light of the refugee crisis. It will focus on 
providing a critical assessment of the EU’s assistance to the Lebanese state. The policy approaches 
in response to the refugee crisis have portrayed a gap between institutional bodies’ ‘aspirations’ 
and refugee-hosting states’ sense making of the refugee issue. It has also revealed incoherencies 
across the policy arenas in which the EU has preferred resilience and stability over accountability 
and reform. Thus, there was a gap between the EU’s policy intent and policy delivery which 
enabled the Lebanese government to play a strategic role and use the refugee issue as a tool that 
would enable it to solicit more funding and reposition itself as a strategic actor in the international 
scene. 

The Lebanese Response 
Eight years into the Syria crisis, Lebanon has taken in 1.5 million Syrian and Palestinian 

refugees from Syria which make up 30% of Lebanon's population, the highest concentration per 
capita of refugees in the world3. The geographical proximity, the shared language and historical 

 
1 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Emergency,” UNHCR, accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://www.unhcr.org/syria-emergency.html. 
2 Gerasimos Tsourapas, “The Syrian Refugee Crisis and Foreign Policy Decision-Making in Jordan, Lebanon, and 
Turkey,” Journal of Global Security Studies 4, no. 4 (October 1, 2019): 464–81, https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogz016. 
3 “UNHCR Lebanon Factsheet, January 2019 - Lebanon,” ReliefWeb, accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/unhcr-lebanon-factsheet-january-2019. 
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backgrounds positioned Lebanon as a safe area to most refugees despite the dysfunctional 
refugee regime and political instability prevalent in the country.  Lebanon’s treatment of the 
displaced Syrians has reflected a weak governance structure and buried hostilities that date back 
to the history with Palestinian refugees during the 1975-1990 Lebanese civil war4, as well as the 
Syrian tutelage over Lebanon from 1990 to 20055. Given the sectarian nature of Lebanon’s political 
power-sharing system, the response of the government was tainted with fear and apprehension 
of the presence of a large number of mostly Sunni Syrian displaced, which would alter the 
demographic balance against the interests of Christian and Shia political groups in Lebanon and 
challenge the existing political order6 which is based on confessionalism7. Hence, the Lebanese 
government failed to adopt a standardized response and adopt a comprehensive national public 
policy to respond to the huge refugee influx. It is worth noting that the Lebanese state is not a 
signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention. It rather relies on a 2003 Memorandum of 
Understanding with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)8. Under 
Lebanese law, refugees are not distinguished from irregular migrants and Syrian refugees are 
considered temporary guests (Nazihin) rather than refugees. By using the label of migrants, the 
Lebanese state has been able to avoid its moral and humanitarian obligations to displaced persons 
within their sphere of responsibility. 

At the beginning of the crisis, Lebanon adopted an open-border policy to welcome Syrian 
refugees fleeing violence. Nevertheless, there was no clear, defined and consistent policy adopted 
by the government to organize and manage the legal and institutional work needed to welcome 
the Syrians who fled to Lebanon. This void of law and policy is attributed to the dynamics of the 
Lebanese political system, characterized by slack governance, an elitist fractured model, politics of 
dependence on external and domestic non-state actors9. Within this context, the Lebanese 
government relied on two key policy instruments to define its stance towards the Syrian crisis and 
its refugee governance system. The official Lebanese position was clearly stated in the 2012 

 
4 Sune Haugbolle, “The Historiography and the Memory of the Lebanese Civil War,” Online Encyclopedia of Mass 
Violence, accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://www.academia.edu/6890391/The_Historiography_and_the_Memory_of_the_Lebanese_Civil_War. 
5 “Syrian Troops Leave Lebanon After 29-Year Occupation - The New York Times,” accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/26/international/middleeast/syrian-troops-leave-lebanon-after-29year-
occupation.html. 
6 Ziad El Sayegh, “Lebanon and the Syrian Displaced: Management of the Crisis and Conditions for Safe Return; 
Options and Scenarios,” Maison Du Futur, June 1, 2019, http://maisondufutur.org//en/Publications/Policy-
Papers/Lebanon-and-the-Syrian-Displaced-Management-of-the-Crisis-and-Conditions-for-Safe-Return) 
7 Confessionalism is a system of government that proportionally allocates political power among a country's 
communities—whether religious or ethnic—according to their percentage of the population (United States Institute of 
Peace, 2016) 
8 “Country Operations Plan,” accessed November 15, 2019, https://www.unhcr.org/3fd9c6a14.pdf. 
9 Tamirace Fakhoury, “Governance Strategies And Refugee Response: Lebanon In The Face Of Syrian Displacement,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 49, no. 4 (2017): pp. 681-700, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020743817000654)  

http://maisondufutur.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Lebanon-and-the-Syrian-Displaced-Management-of-the-Crisis-and-Conditions-for-Safe-Return
http://maisondufutur.org/en/Publications/Policy-Papers/Lebanon-and-the-Syrian-Displaced-Management-of-the-Crisis-and-Conditions-for-Safe-Return
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020743817000654
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Baabda Declaration10 and the Dissociation Principle11 which highlighted the Lebanese 
government’s neutrality and intent to dissociate itself from the war in Syria. Nevertheless, this 
policy of neutrality became highly contested after Hezbollah, a party inside the Lebanese 
parliament, decided to intervene in Syria and support the Assad regime12. 

In December 2014, the Lebanese government launched the Lebanese Crisis Response 
Plan13 document in Berlin, which presented a road map for organizing Lebanon’s politics of 
reception with international actors and NGOs; as well as, provide support for the Lebanese state 
and ensure the protection of vulnerable populations. Though Lebanon has opened its borders to 
displaced Syrians and cooperated with the international community to face the huge refugee influx, 
the government insisted on a non-encampment policy and continued to adopt a ‘policy-of-no 
policy’ as a way to deal with the crisis. Thus, the Lebanese official position has been oscillating 
between the boundaries of “rejection” and “procrastination”14. This approach has added a new 
layer of complexity to an already drained system with weak infrastructure, ineffective social policies 
and inefficient management of public goods. It has also enabled Lebanese politicians to use the 
refugees as a bargaining chip, each to leverage its own political agenda and solicit political gains. 
Many politicians used the refugees as a scapegoat, blaming them for the country’s myriad of social 
and, more importantly, economic problems. The discourse of Lebanese politicians has contributed 
to the rise of tensions between refugees and the host community who have accused the Syrians 
for stealing their jobs, spreading diseases and contributing to the deterioration of the economy15. 
For instance, the governmental stance espoused the populist rhetoric that plays on fear and 
sectarianism by showing solidarity with those who feel threatened by the Syrian presence in 
Lebanon. In addition, the government resorted to exaggerating the crisis as a way to receive more 
international support and spread fear and apprehension among the population.  As of April 2019, 
the Lebanese state continued to estimate the number of Syrian displaced in Lebanon at 1.5 million, 
while the UNHCR indicates that 946,000  people were registered during the same period16. Rather 
than establishing a concrete roadmap to deal with the huge number of refugees, the government 

 
10“Baabda Declaration,” Baabda Declaration (The United Nations, June 21, 2012), 
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/{65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9}/Lebanon S 2012 
477.pdf) 
11  “Lebanon Adopts Dissociation Policy at Arab League Meet on Syria,” The Daily Star Lebanon, July 23, 2012, 
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2012/Jul-23/181620-lebanon-adopts-dissociation-policy-at-arab-
league-meet-on-syria.ashx)  
12  Middle East Policy Council, “Hezbollah's ‘Foreign Intervention’ in Syria,” Middle East Policy Council, accessed 
November 26, 2019, https://mepc.org/commentary/hezbollahs-foreign-intervention-syria)  
13“Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017-2020 [EN/AR] - Lebanon,” ReliefWeb, January 16, 2017, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-crisis-response-plan-2017-2020-enar)  
14 El Sayegh, “Lebanon and the Syrian Displaced.” 
15 “Politics-and-the-Plight-of-Syrian-Refugees-in-Lebanon.Pdf,” accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://www.aub.edu.lb/Documents/Politics-and-the-Plight-of-Syrian-Refugees-in-Lebanon.pdf. 
16 El Sayegh, “Lebanon and the Syrian Displaced.” 

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2012/Jul-23/181620-lebanon-adopts-dissociation-policy-at-arab-league-meet-on-syria.ashx
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2012/Jul-23/181620-lebanon-adopts-dissociation-policy-at-arab-league-meet-on-syria.ashx
https://mepc.org/commentary/hezbollahs-foreign-intervention-syria
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-crisis-response-plan-2017-2020-enar
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decided to resort to the politics of delegation, handing all of the management, registration and 
project implementation to the UNHCR and other non-state actors and civil society groups17. As a 
matter of fact, Lebanon’s incoherent policy frame has established itself to be a planned strategy 
adopted by the government to avoid the adoption of a well-articulated refugee regime and secure 
leverage in Lebanon’s international relations. Scholars have argued that Lebanon was among the 
countries who have engaged in refugee rent-seeking behaviour in which it has deployed a back-
scratching strategy based on deals that promise to maintain refugee populations within its borders, 
if compensated18.  

The European Union’s Response 
The European Union has been the leading donor in Lebanon in the context of the 

displacement of Syrians, in which Lebanon has received US$ 7.1 billion to support refugee and 
host community response plans between 2012 and 201819. In fact, US$ 3.4 billion was provided 
to Lebanon in grants for 2018 and in loans for 2018-2020 as part of responding to the needs of 
countries affected by the Syrian crisis (of which US$ 303 million was provided by EU institutions)20. 
The funding provided by the EU is viewed as part of its outsourcing and externalization response 
toward the refugee crisis. The EU has aligned its refugee response by prioritising the resiliency of 
its Southern neighbours, namely in the face of the refugee influx, by catering to their stability while 
safeguarding the collective security of the EU and limiting refugee flows to Europe21. As an interim 
solution for Lebanon, the European Union resorted to international forums and bilateral 
agreements to provide refugee aid and improve the livelihoods of both refugee and host 
communities while balancing between humanitarian and development assistance. In 2016, the 
Lebanese government adopted the EU-Lebanon compact that focused on synchronizing refugee 
aid with the country’s development agenda, which then evolved into an opportunity to tackle 
domestic challenges22. The EU has also organized several conferences to discuss the crisis, 

 
17 Fakhoury, “Governance Strategies and Refugee Response.” 
18 Tsourapas, “The Syrian Refugee Crisis and Foreign Policy Decision-Making in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey.” 
19 “Lebanon,” Financial Tracking Service, accessed November 26, 2019, 
https://fts.unocha.org/countries/124/summary/2019) 
20“Supporting Syria and the Region: Post-Brussels Conference Financial Tracking,” Supporting Syria and the Region: 
Post-Brussels Conference Financial Tracking (European Council, September 2019), 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/40718/ec-syria-tracking-report_eight.pdf)  
21 Tamirace Fakhoury, “Multi-Level Governance and Migration Politics in the Arab World: the Case of Syria’s 
Displacement,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 8 (June 2018): pp. 1310-1326, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2018.1441609) 
22 Tamirace Fakhoury, “Contested Meanings of Resilience Building: How Great Expectations in Brussels Are Dashed in 
Beirut,” Middle East Centre, July 25, 2019, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2019/07/05/contested-meanings-of-resilience-
building-how-great-expectations-in-brussels-are-dashed-in-beirut/) 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/40718/ec-syria-tracking-report_eight.pdf
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notably, the Brussels Conference for Supporting the Future of Syria and the Region23 and CEDRE24. 
Furthermore, in light of the absence of a common European Asylum Policy, the EU has resorted to 
establishing the Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis (EUTF Madad) 25as a tool to ensure 
synergy and cooperation across the various European financial instruments and member states; 
as well as, provide a resilience plan to secure long-term benefits for both the refugees and the host 
communities.  Due to Lebanon’s politics of corruption and poor record in funnelling foreign aid, the 
international community decided to inject money through selected partners, mainly local NGOS,  
rather than governmental institutions26.  
 Nevertheless, the policy of outsourcing refugee responses has faced several criticisms. 
Many scholars27 comment that the EU’s policy instruments have not matched the realities of 
“refugeehood” and the interests and historical legacies of the hosting state; in addition, the adopted 
policies have opposed the European humanitarian legacy and moral obligations to implement and 
spread refugee protection norms. The EU’s securitization of refugees and the contested debates 
in Brussels have transmitted the message to Arab hosting states that the EU is trying to avoid 
sharing the refugee burden with them. Based on that, Lebanese policy makers have exploited the 
EU’s fear that Syrians seek “the path to Europe” as tactical strategies to buttress foreign and 
domestic policy stances in international circles28. Lebanese politicians resorted to a populist 
discourse and began calling for the immediate return of refugees to Syria and posited that 
international funding is mainly targeting Syrians and have ignored the vulnerable Lebanese 
population. In April 2018, former Prime Minister Saad Hariri reiterated at international donor 
conferences, CEDRE and Brussels II, Lebanon’s commitment to the international community to 
continue accommodating Syrian refugees which was followed with a call for additional 
international funding and donor commitment to support both refugee and host community needs29. 
Additional pressure has been put on international donors by the Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil 

 
23 Konstantinos Anatolitis, “Brussels Conference - Supporting the Future of Syria and the Region (12-13.03.2019): EU 
Gathers Syrian, Regional and International NGO's for a High-Level Meeting with Politicians at the Days of Dialogue,” 
European Neighbourhood Policy And Enlargement Negotiations - European Commission, March 11, 2019, 
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/news/brussels-conference-supporting-future-syria-
and-region-12-13032019-eu-gathers_en) 
24“CEDRE (Conférence Économique Pour Le Développement, Par Les Réformes Et Avec Les Entreprises) Joint 
Statement - Lebanon,” ReliefWeb, accessed November 15, 2019, https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/cedre-conf-
rence-conomique-pour-le-d-veloppement-par-les-r-formes-et-avec-les) 
25“EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis,” Home | EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian 
crisis, 1AD, https://ec.europa.eu/trustfund-syria-region/content/home_en) 
26 Fakhoury, “Governance Strategies and Refugee Response.” 
27 Tamirace Fakhoury, “The European Union and Arab Refugee Hosting States: Frictional Encounters,” The European 
Union and Arab Refugee Hosting States: Frictional Encounters (Centre for European Integration Research, 2019), 
https://eif.univie.ac.at/downloads/workingpapers/wp2019-01.pdf) 
28 Fakhoury. 
29 Geha, Carmen, and Joumana Talhouk. ‘Politics and the Plight of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon’. Political Brief on the 
Return of Syrian Refugees. American University of Beirut, August 2018. 
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who ordered a freeze on residency permits for UNHCR staff, and threatened to take further 
measures against UNHCR, accusing the agency of impeding the refugees’ return to Syria30. 
Nevertheless, the EU has stressed the importance of refugees’ voluntary return when conditions 
in Syria are conducive to such a scenario31. The Lebanese model has offered a broader insight on 
the intricacies and dynamics defining the interaction between the European Union and the 
Lebanese government in the light of the refugee crisis. 

Rethinking Assessment and Response Plans 
As we have seen, Lebanese politicians have benefitted from the Syrian refugee crisis in 

making use of the threat of a Syrian refugee flow to Europe as leverage for receiving international 
funding and delegating the responsibility to international donors32. This has presented certain 
short-comings in the EU’s response and externalization policy which has been negatively impacted 
by the Lebanese government’s incoherent objectives and lack of clear national policy to respond 
to the crisis. It is worth noting that the adoption of an external dimension is due to the EU’s failure 
of establishing a unified internal asylum policy within its member states.  Furthermore, scholars 
have argued that German Chancellor Merkel’s decision that thousands of refugees would be 
denied admission to Germany and returned to Turkey along with  €3 billion of aid33; indirectly 
alerted the governments of other regional refugee hosting countries that they could use their 
refugee population as a bargaining chip34. Thus, the EU lost some of its ability to shape rights-
based refugee governance and balance its human rights considerations. The basis of the EU’s 
confidence in the Lebanese government’s commitment to keep up its promises and respond to the 
refugees needs is difficult to understand. The EU starkly criticized Lebanon’s refugee legal 
framework35. Nonetheless, it has not refrained from consolidating its partnership with the 
government despite their slack record in refugee governance. Increased cooperation on the 
refugee issue has moreover occurred in a broader geopolitical context whereby the EU has turned 
a blind eye to Hezbollah’s military role in Syria36. Instead of leading by example in refugee 
protection, the EU’s approach has failed to close the gap between rhetoric and practice and find a 
balance between human rights commitments, sovereignty and security challenges, notably to 

 
30 Tsourapas, “The Syrian Refugee Crisis and Foreign Policy Decision-Making in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey.” 
31 “The EU and the Crisis in Syria,” EEAS, accessed November 27, 2019, 
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/59417/The EU and the crisis in Syria)  
32 Fakhoury, “The European Union and Arab Refugee Hosting States: Frictional Encounters.” 
33 Leo Cendrowicz , “Refugee Crisis: EU Pays €3bn to Turkey in Exchange for Help on Dealing with European 
Migration,” The Independent, January 29, 2015, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/refugee-crisis-eu-
pays-3bn-to-turkey-in-exchange-for-help-on-dealing-with-european-migration-a6753861.html) 
34 Alexander Betts and Paul Collier, Refuge: Rethinking Refugee Policy in a Changing World (Oxford University Press, 
2017)) 
35 “Implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy in Lebanon Progress in 2014 and Recommendations for 
Actions,” accessed November 15, 2019, http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/enp/pdf/2015/lebanon-enp-report-
2015_en.pdf. 
36 Fakhoury, “The European Union and Arab Refugee Hosting States: Frictional Encounters.” 
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enhance refugee protection in Lebanon. In fact, the EU did not tie its funding instruments with 
conditionality on refugee rights nor has it been able to boldly push the Lebanese government to 
adopt a unified legal framework to deal with refugees on its territory.  

Conclusion 
This paper has looked into the political gains that the Lebanese state has derived from the 

refugee crisis and questioned the relevance of the EU’s external policy toward Lebanon by 
highlighting the wide gap between the EU’s policy intent and policy delivery. By adopting a 
humanitarian and socio-economic approach to deal with a political problem, the EU is resorting to 
a short-term, ephemeral solution that does not reflect the humanitarian values present in the EU 
Charter. Hence, the EU is invited to create an opportunity from the refugee crisis to push countries 
such as Lebanon to adopt the European humanitarian approach and produce national strategies 
that would enable them to face crises while respecting international obligations. As one of the 
biggest funders, the EU should shift its humanitarian role towards a more politically oriented 
approach that focuses on the root causes rather than the symptoms of the crisis. It should 
recognize that the current system has failed and allocate responsibility to the Lebanese state by 
pressuring it to introduce changes to the Lebanese refugee protection framework. The ‘policy of 
no policy’ should be replaced by an accessible formal position by the Lebanese government 
guaranteeing a long-term solution that would ensure the humanitarian needs of the refugee 
population and ensure their safe return once the crisis ends. Currently, the EU is managing the 
misery rather than doing the political deals to end them37. Therefore, the Lebanese government 
needs to be strongly encouraged to adopt a unified national policy before any attempt to provide 
assistance. A strong refugee regime will likely gain public support since it will provide a clear 
roadmap that defines the rights and obligations of the refugees while taking into consideration the 
worries and concerns of the host community. Hence, this framework will prove itself to be 
beneficial for all the actors involved: the Lebanese government, Lebanese citizens and refugees 
alike.  Finally, the Lebanese model provides insights relevant to the contested effectiveness of the 
current refugee protection response and the necessity to explore a different approach that shifts 
from a purely humanitarian approach to a political approach with legal reforms and policy reforms 
with implementation at its core. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
37 Alexander Betts and Paul Collier, Refuge: Rethinking Refugee Policy in a Changing World. 
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