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Durable Solutions’ Dilemma In The International Refugee Regime:  

The Case of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon 

 

Lama Srour 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

The International Refugee Regime (IRR) offers three durable solutions for the 

plight of refugees: (1) local integration in the first country of asylum, (2) voluntary 

repatriation, and (3) resettlement in third party-states. Despite these devised solutions, in 

most refugee crises no durable solutions demand is met (Stein, 1986). This is the case for 

millions of Syrian refugees, who have faced extreme hardship and difficulty since fleeing 

Syria following the start of the civil war in 2011. Ten years into the crisis, nearly 6.6 

million Syrian refugees are displaced across 126 countries, of whom 5.7 million are 

seeking refuge in five countries neighboring Syria (Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, and 

Turkey) (UNHCR, 2019). Lebanon, a fragmented state, remains the host with the largest 

number of refugees per capita worldwide. This dissertation draws international relations 

theory to explain how and why the IRR failed to ensure durable solutions for Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon. It argues that, given the anarchical international system in which the 

IRR operates, responsibility sharing and attaining durable solutions for Syrian refugees 

hosted in Lebanon will remain unlikely as long as the IRR remains unable to exert policy 

decisions on states. This thesis demonstrates the ways in which states draw on 

securitization discourse to justify their non-compliance with and rejection of the durable 

solutions put forward by the IRR and in turn (re)producing their sovereignty. By 

analyzing these elements within the specific context of Lebanon, the dissertation attempts 

to highlight the repercussions of lacking durable solutions for Syrian refugees and 

provides recommendations for achieving the durable solutions and improving the 

workings of the IRR.  

 

Key words: International Refugee Regime, Durable solutions, Syrian refugees, Structural 

realism, Securitization, Sovereignty, Youth, Lebanon. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Every day, an increasing number of ordinary people, under harsh conditions, flee their 

homes from the fear of persecution and death. They leave without prior notice and seek refuge in 

neighboring countries in hopes to feel safe. They might risk their lives while looking for a place 

to host them. Many will never return while others wait for the opportunity to return. In most 

cases, people seek refuge in the country of first entry, regardless of the country’s ability to host 

refugees. These refugees are more likely to settle in refugee camps in vulnerable areas where 

host communities also reside, impacting both host and refugee communities (Chambers, 1986). 

According to Amnesty International, 85% of refugees are being hosted in developing countries, 

and the Executive Committee of the High Commissioner's Program reports that 35 out of the 48 

least developed countries carry the highest burden of hosting refugees (2000). 

The International Refugee Regime (IRR) offers three durable solutions for the plight of 

refugees: (1) local integration in the first country of asylum, (2) voluntary repatriation, and (3) 

resettlement in third party-states. Despite these devised solutions, in most refugee crises no 

durable solutions demand is met (Stein, 1986). For example, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that in protracted settings where conditions for 

refugee return to the homeland are not favorable, less than 1% of refugees are resettled to third 

country states while the vast majority remain in temporary exile in the country of first asylum 
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without proper local integration (Kanamugire, 2016). Given the often challenging conditions in 

bordering countries, refugees are left with no solution and are sometimes “pushed” into 

undignified return (Human Rights Watch, n.d.).  

The reasons for the IRR’s failure to meet the durable solutions are multiple. This thesis 

will assess these factors and their repercussions through a case study of the Syrian refugee file in 

Lebanon. This specific case was chosen for several reasons. First, the sheer magnitude of the 

displacement of Syrians warrants more scholarly attention. Millions of Syrian refugees have fled 

Syria to neighboring countries since the start of the civil war in 2011. Ten years into the crisis, 

nearly 6.6 million Syrian refugees are displaced across 126 countries (Amnesty International, 

n.d.), and 5.7 million of whom are seeking refuge in five countries neighboring Syria (Lebanon, 

Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, and Turkey) (UNHCR, 2019). Second, the uneven burden sharing of the 

Syrian refugee crisis demonstrates the failures of the IRR in managing refugee files. Lebanon, a 

fragmented state, remains the host with the largest number of refugees per capita worldwide and 

the host of the largest number of Syrian refugees per capita. This situation is accompanied by a 

myriad of social and political tensions that the IRR has attempted, but failed, to manage. Since 

the management of the Syrian refugee file in Lebanon is international in nature, it provides 

insight into how the IRR functions, its capabilities and limits, and why it has failed to meet the 

durable solutions for refugees. Therefore, given the complexity, urgency, and international 

nature of the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon, the selection of this case serves as a timely and 

productive site through to analyze the IRR and its durable solutions. The analysis and 

recommendations presented in this thesis can inform policy makers and practitioners at national, 

regional, and international levels working not only on the Syrian refugee file but all other refugee 

crises (which are all international in scope). 
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Moreover, the literature on the refugee crisis in Lebanon reveals the large and increasing 

burden of the protracted Syrian crisis on both host and refugee communities in the country. 

However, despite the profusion of literature on and criticisms of the IRR itself, little attention has 

been given to understand the regime’s (in)ability to achieve its goals and attain durable solutions 

for the case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. The Lebanese state is increasingly securitizing the 

presence of Syrian refugees, and some members of the host community perceive the refugees as 

an existential threat. There is therefore an urgent need to understand and tackle the main 

obstacles preventing the successful implementation of the IRR’s durable solutions.  

1.1  Research Question and Hypothesis 

This dissertation will attempt to answer the following question: Why did the International 

Refugee Regime fail to provide durable solutions for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon?  

This thesis hypothesizes that the IRR’s failure to attain durable solutions for Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon is largely due to the limitations of its anarchical international governing 

system. Within an anarchical international system—in which states are rational unitary actors 

that operate to pursue national interests and preserve national security—responsibility sharing 

among various actors becomes weak. In the case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, a myriad of 

actors are involved in the IRR’s attempts to meet the durable solutions. This includes the 

Lebanese state, which is responsible for coordinating with UN, international, and non-

governmental bodies to facilitate local integration, third party states within the Middle East and 

the West who are responsible for coordinating resettlement, and the Syrian government and the 

international community including the UN bodies who are responsible for coordinating and 

ensuring voluntary repatriation. This thesis argues that the anarchical international system in 
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which the IRR operates is a major contributing factor to the failure to attain durable solutions for 

Syrian refugees hosted in Lebanon. This thesis also argues that the IRR will continue to fail as 

long as IRR remains unable to exert policy decisions on states and as long as the necessary safety 

conditions for a voluntary repatriation in Syria are not met. This work also demonstrates the 

ways in which states draw on securitization discourse to justify their non-compliance with and 

rejection of the durable solutions put forward by the IRR, in turn (re)producing state sovereignty.  

Finally, given the international nature of the problem, the thesis calls for reform at the 

level of the IRR. Specifically, an international supervisory authority should push for the 

implementation of a binding responsibility and burden sharing agenda, to be developed through a 

participatory approach with relevant stakeholders at local, regional, and international levels, and 

on a case-by-case basis. In doing so, the role of UNHCR (the main organization responsible in 

handling refugee cases) in assisting the implementation and monitoring of the durable solutions 

will become more efficient.  

1.2  Research Methodology  

In order to answer the main research question: “Why did the IRR fail to provide durable 

solutions for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon?”, a literature review and a qualitative case study 

approach will be conducted. 

This research provides an overview of and insight into the literature on the IRR and the 

durable solutions particularly in protracted refugee situations where refugees are hosted in 

fragmented and developing host states. This literature review includes analyzing the work of 

academics related to durable solutions for refugees, with an emphasis on the Syrian refugee case 

in Lebanon, as well as examining legal and operational documents, such as international laws 
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and treaties, soft laws and resolutions, the United Nations (UN) and international organizations 

reports and news articles, and political discourse in Lebanon.  

In order to assess and analyze the progress, challenges, and prospects of attaining durable 

solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, this thesis will primarily rely on a secondary data 

analysis. Apart from scholarly articles, the research will be informed by certain perception 

studies and large-scale surveys conducted by UN agencies. For instance, UNHCR’s surveys on 

Syrian Refugees perception and intention for return conducted between 2016 and 2021 (the latest 

available), and UNDP’s regular perception surveys on social tensions throughout Lebanon that 

focus on host-refugee inter-communal tensions while tackling issues related to the durable 

solutions.  

Following the literature review, theories from international relations, namely structural 

realism and securitization theory, as well as the British Council’s Framework on the drivers of 

violent extremism will be utilized to reveal and analyze some potential repercussions of the IRR 

system’s failure to ensure that durable solutions are met Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Secondary 

data will be integrated and interpreted in relation to the theoretical frameworks in order to 

generate the findings, justify the hypothesis, and offer recommendations. 

1.3  Thesis Outline 

This dissertation will be structured into six chapters.  

The first three chapters aim to set the scene for the thesis and includes: an introduction, a 

literature review, and a discussion of the main theoretical frameworks used. The introduction 

will cover the key elements of this research, namely the research question, hypothesis, 

methodology and its significance. The literature review chapter presents the current state of 

knowledge around three focus areas: (1) the structure of the IRR, (2) refugee studies in Lebanon, 
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and (3) durable solutions (both in general and in relation to case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon). 

The chapter also situates this dissertation within the existing literature and the contribution it 

makes to the current body of knowledge. The third chapter presents the main theoretical 

framework used, mainly drawing on IR theories of realism (classic and structural), to conduct the 

case study analysis. This chapter also provides a comprehensive review of the existing legal 

framework of the IRR and covers pertinent ideas, tools and mechanisms involved. These include 

the structure and history of the IRR, the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol, the role of 

the UNHCR, law enforcement and International Court of Justice (ICJ) and other refugee 

commitments, relevant principles and soft laws, the principle of burden and responsibility 

sharing, and lastly, the durable solutions. The chapter also provides an overview of securitization 

theory within IR. 

Chapters 4 and 5 consist of an in-depth analysis of the case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon 

and the status of the durable solutions. The fourth chapter provides background on the 

socioeconomic and political context of Lebanon before and after the refugee crisis. It also 

introduces Lebanon’s refugee legal framework in and the country’s sociopolitical fragility, 

ongoing humanitarian assistance and care for refugees, protection concerns, and host-refugee 

relationships. The fifth chapter hones into the dissertation’s main research question (“Why did 

the IRR fail to provide durable solutions for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon?”). This chapter begins 

with an introduction to the durable solutions agenda for the region and Lebanon, and then sheds 

light on the progress and challenges of the specific durable solutions for Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon. It delves into the facts, figures, perceptions and politics around progresses and 

challenges of each of the three potential solutions (voluntary repatriation, local integration, and 

resettlement). It draws on IR theories to analyze why state and non-state actors acted the way 
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they did and how they draw on securitization discourse to further their goals and reproduce their 

sovereignty. The chapter ends with a discussion of the repercussions of the anarchical 

international system in which the IRR operates, specifically its relation to violent extremism, and 

provides recommendations for how to improve the authority of the durable solutions and the 

IRR. 

Finally, the conclusion presents key analytical findings and summarizes the main 

contribution of this research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

This chapter consists of an in-depth examination of the existing literature on the durable 

solutions. It begins with an overview of the IRR, specifically its creation and setup, and outlines 

the major scholarly critiques of how the IRR functions. The chapter then outlines the three 

durable solutions and provides examples of how they have been managed in various refugee 

contexts. This is followed by an overview of the refugee context in Lebanon, which then informs 

the subsequent review of the Syrian refugee file in Lebanon and what has been written about it. 

This literature review reveals that there remains a large knowledge gap in the existing literature 

on durable solutions when it comes to the intersection of two related issues: the setup of IRR and 

the durable solutions dilemma (in Lebanon and beyond). This thesis will attempt to bridge the 

divide between these two existing bodies of knowledge by drawing on international relations 

(IR) theory, namely structural realism, and applying it to the case of Syrian refugee crisis in 

Lebanon. In doing so, this dissertation will explain how and why the IRR failed to ensure durable 

solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 

2.1  The International Refugee Regime 

The IRR is an assembly of non-governmental and intergovernmental agencies (such as 

UNHCR, the regime’s primary agency), legal instruments, conventions and treaties (including 

the 1951 convention and 1967 protocol on the Status of Refugees), and government funding that 

aims to protect and assist people forcibly displaced from their home-country by fear of 
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persecution, or displaced by the general devastation of war where treaties have extended 

protection to them (Keely, 2001).  

Despite the profusion of literature on the IRR, little attention has been given to the 

regime’s ability to achieve its purpose in managing the case of protracted Syrian refugees and its 

role in attaining durable solutions. Instead, the literature has tackled different angles of the 

regime with great focus on its history and evolution (Barnett, 2002; Gallagher, 1989; Peterson, 

2012, 2015; Scalettaris, 2007; Triola, 2014) as a determining factor of its current performance. 

Moreover, aspects like funding (Gallagher, 1989; Whitaker, 2008), actors’ engagement (Caron, 

2020), and burden sharing (Caron, 2020; Triola, 2014) were also covered by scholars. Some 

scholars directed criticism towards the regime (Barnett, 2002; Gallagher, 1989; Triola, 2014) and 

others suggested reforms and elective pathways (Caron, 2020; Peterson, 2015). When it comes to 

case studies, more emphasis was given to China (Peterson, 2012, 2015; Song, 2018) compared to 

other places. This section offers a snapshot of the existing literature on the IRR, which will be 

used in this dissertation as a foundation to explain the failure of attaining durable solutions for 

Syrian Refugees in Lebanon.  

Caron (2020) explored the history of the IRR to demonstrate how the refugee agenda, 

particularly the humanitarian aspect of refugee protection, has been deeply politicized and driven 

by nation states’ interests and priorities (especially those of the Global-North destination states). 

Caron also examined the role of UNHCR in the IRR and the dynamics between states of origin, 

transit and destination states. Based on governmental reports, history research, NGOs reports and 

interviews from two case studies (Spain-Morocco and U.S.-Mexico), Caron attempted to answer 

two main questions: (1) how did the diverse actors involved in the IRR shape the refugee 
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policies, and (2) how can the understanding of these case studies inform the genuine reform of 

the regime to ensure the protection of refugees which is currently restricted by international law. 

This piece focused on burden-sharing, claiming that burden-sharing is historically weak (Betts & 

Loescher, 2010; Caron, 2020). Similarly, Triola (2014) also claimed that the 1951 Convention 

and 1967 Protocol were not intended to operate as the core of the whole IRR, but instead were 

produced through a progression of reactions to clashes which resulted in a profound detaching of 

the need of the world's refugees and what the system has to bring to the table. That said, the 

refugee issue has become out of control and the IRR is not well equipped to respond to the 

situation. 

Gallagher explored the evolution of the current IRR and claims that despite the evolution 

and institutional alterations that have been made to manage new displacements, they are not 

sufficient to address the challenges ahead (1989). This claim has also been affirmed by other 

scholars (Barnett, 2002; Peterson, 2012). In his writing on the evolution of the IRR since the 

Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, and in accordance with modern states and the adaptation of 

international law, economics, politics and ideologies, Barnett explained that reacting to a past 

filled with strict and political persecution, a thorough refugee regime finally arose after World 

War I under the League of Nations (2002). This regime went through historic changes during 

World War II to make a lasting structure to adapt to the refugee issue through the UNHCR and 

the 1951 Convention relating to the status of refugees. The Cold War affected the standards and 

rules of this regime, and in the post‐Cold War period, the regime has attempted to reflect and 

adjust to arising worldwide concerns such as internally displaced persons, gender, and race 

issues. As UNHCR is compelled to re-examine its definitions and policies, the bigger evolving 
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regime should offer a path to a type of international administration and governance whereby the 

global authority of the UN body has more significant effect on the execution of domestic laws 

and relevant policies.  

Peterson contrasts three displaced populations in Asia to highlight an understudied early 

period of IRR, the establishment era of the UNHCR (Peterson, 2012). The existing literature on 

the historical backdrop of UNHCR underlines its origin to the Cold War and its growing role in 

global politics. Yet, his article recommends that with regards to understanding the UNHCR 

reaction to the refugee emergencies in Asia during the 1950s, a Cold War viewpoint alone is not 

sufficient (Peterson, 2012). What becomes evident through this investigation is that the early 

UNHCR was both a Cold War period establishment and a colonial time foundation (Peterson, 

2012). UNHCR's way to deal with refugee issues in Asia during the 1950s was formed not just 

by a Cold War analytics but a colonial ambiance, one in which it was underestimated that ethnic 

Chinese were both unwanted and banned from most Western nations, and in which solutions to 

the refugee issues in Asia were handled through seasoned colonial understandings of the mass 

displacement of Chinese workers on a worldwide scale to address the issues of inaccessible 

economies (Peterson, 2012). 

Another drawback of the IRR highlighted by Gallagher (Gallagher, 1989) and Whitaker 

(Whitaker, 2008) pertains to existing funding mechanisms. Gallagher argues that priority is given 

to provision of material aid to refugees at the expense of offering protection and legal services, 

due to UNHCR’s reliance on developing countries’ funds and thus interests in a world where 

states protectively watch their sovereignty (Gallagher, 1989). Whitaker discussed the direct 

correlation between funding and protection standards and examined the implications of donor 



 

12 

 

funding on the IRR’s performance and the principle of protection through the case of Tanzania, 

and claims that the shortage of funding has drastically contributed to the modification of national 

government policies resulting in deteriorated protection standards in recent years (Whitaker, 

2008). Whitaker concludes that funding cuts may result in practices that weaken the overall IRR 

since these cuts are inconsistent with its protection standards. 

Some of these articles offer recommendations for reform. While Triola (2014) calls for 

stronger cooperation between organizations monitoring human rights in refugee-making states 

and the organizations offering assistance and protection to refugees, Barnett (2002), suggests that 

the regime should offer a path to a type of international administration and governance whereby 

the global authority of the UN body has more significant effect on the execution of domestic 

laws and relevant policies. Song examined China's engagement in the IRR from a protection 

viewpoint. The article looks at China's experience in being a source of and a destination for 

refugees, its agreement with and implementation of the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 

additional Protocol, and its engagement with the UNHCR and other key players within the 

regime (2018). Song argues that despite China’s long-lasting experience of being an outgoing 

and incoming refugee state, the country has not given priority to the issue of refugee protection. 

Moreover, it has failed to show a consistent willingness to respect the provisions of the legal 

instruments of International Refugee Law, namely the Refugee Convention and Protocol. Song 

argues that China's rising interest in refugee issues represents an occasion for the international 

community to further engage China in the IRR. Therefore, the article recommends that IRR 

actors active in China take advantage of this recent development and further engage China on 

refugee matters. This finding can be applied to other countries, including Lebanon.  
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While the reviewed literature on the IRR highlights key weakness of the regime’s 

structure, it does not directly tackle IRR’s failure to achieve durable solutions. A limited number 

of studies draw on critical analyses of the IRR’s response to refugee crises from the perspective 

of durable solutions. These works will be further explored in the next section of this chapter.  

2.2  Durable Solutions 

The challenges of durable solutions have been addressed by many scholars. A plethora of 

scholarship addresses the idea that the return or voluntary repatriation of refugees is the only 

remaining possible solution in different refugee contexts given number of challenges facing local 

integration and resettlement. Refugee return and voluntary repatriation is in fact the UN’s most 

desired option. However, in many cases, this solution may not be viable as the political situation 

in the country of origin may not justify a coordinated safe return. Moretti (2015) claimed that it 

is important to resort to a “combination” of the three traditional durable solutions for refugees. 

He also proposes to consider normalizing refugee status as migrants within their country of 

asylum—this is referred to as a “4th solution.” Alam examined the degree of responsibility 

sharing between key actors (refugee-producing country, host country and the international 

community) in the case of the Rohingya refugees to explain the challenges of the durable 

solutions (2021). The paper argues that with rights and protections remaining unfulfilled in 

Myanmar, Bangladesh is unable to gain international support to generate repatriation conditions 

for the Rohingya in Myanmar.  

Morel (2009) and Hagen (2017) examined the challenges of attaining durable solutions in 

protracted refugee situation. Morel attempts to answer the question of who is responsible for the 

lack of durable solutions and the plight of refugees in the protracted refugee situation in 
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Tanzania. He argues that it is not Tanzania but the international community that should assume 

the responsibility for the plight of refugees (2009). Hagen argues that the international 

community should continue to pursue the three existing durable solutions and also calls for 

innovative solutions. Similarly, Aleinikoff and Poellot (2014) claim that the international 

community has an obligation to seek solutions for protracted refugees, calling it "Responsibility 

to Solve" (R2S). They offer three arguments for the R2S. The first covers the human troubles 

forced on those left in refugee status limbo for an extended time; the second focuses on the 

international refugee regime’s principles, such as the durable solutions and burden-sharing; and 

the third stems from specific pledges of the UN General Assembly and the Refugee 

Convention’s signatories to collaborate with UNHCR in pursuing solutions. The authors argue 

that the acknowledgement of R2S would provide a new attention to solutions, leading to 

increased funding for voluntary returns and local integration in addition to more resettlement 

opportunities. It would also affirm that the principle of non-refoulement is not the end-goal of the 

IRR, rather it is the international community’s responsibility towards refugees and to end the 

condition of being a refugee (Aleinikoff & Poellot, 2014).  

Stein (1986) blames the failure of durable solutions on UNHCR for considering 

resettlement into a third country state as the “least desirable and costliest solution” and by stating 

that when voluntary return is not immediately possible temporary settlement is sufficient. He 

claims that durable solutions and the refugees’ problem are of a political nature whereas UNHCR 

is not a political agency. Addo (2016) studied the expectations about durable solutions of 

refugees living in Ghana and revealed that while the durable solutions seek security and financial 

incentives for considering voluntary repatriation, the refugees called for non-discrimination 

against them in order to integrate into Ghana. This is just one example of the mismatch between 
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the IRR’s durable solutions and refugee priorities. In response to the growing failure of accessing 

durable solutions to refugees, Bradley (2019) examined how legal instruments, moral duties and 

states interests are entwined in attempts to promote durable solutions. The author argues that the 

tensions between these three factors weaken the possibility of achieving durable solutions, and 

that the durable solutions do not ease these tensions. Other scholars have also taken a focused 

investigation into each of the three durable solutions (repatriation, local integration, and 

resettlement into a third country state), with repatriation being the least covered by scholars as 

outlined below.  

2.2.1 Repatriation 

One of the fundamental rights stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(1948) is: “Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his 

country.”  

UNHCR's humanitarian action to attain durable solutions to refugees focuses on allowing 

refugees to exercise the right to return in safety and with dignity to their country of origin. 

Voluntary repatriation is generally viewed as the most desirable durable solution by refugees, 

UNHCR as well as the international community. According to UNHCR’s statute, repatriation 

must be voluntary and promoted and facilitated by UNHCR, governments and private 

organizations. Although the 1951 Refugee Convention does not tackle the concept of voluntary 

repatriation, under Article 33 of non-refoulement states are prohibited from returning refugees to 

their place of origin where there is risk of being exposed to persecution (UNHCR, 1996).  

On repatriation, Koch (2014) argues that international actors legitimize their engagement 

in the return of asylum seekers who are rejected based on a government’s return objectives and 
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therefore contribute to the norm of state-induced-return based on maintenance of state 

sovereignty. Omata (2013) examined the complex decision making of repatriation for refugees 

living in a protracted situation through the case of Liberian refugees in Ghana. While return to 

the homeland tends to be seen as a natural end result, Omata challenges this hypothesis and 

presents its complexity in relation to refugees’ social, familial, economic and political 

conditions. He argues that there is a need to change the perception of repatriation to a more 

holistic approach, and calls for the reconsideration of what really stands as a durable solution for 

a protracted refugee crisis (Omata, 2013). 

The case study of Sudanese refugees in Uganda demonstrates the inadequate 

simplifications of the categories of home and exile (Kaiser, 2010). Contrary to policymakers’ 

assumptions that Sudanese repatriation to Sudan is unproblematic, refugees in fact resort to 

multiple survival, development and self-protection strategies upon their return. Based on long-

term research on Sudanese refugees in northern Uganda, the author underlines the need to realize 

that durable solutions should not be raised as static in contexts where people may continue to 

migrate in order to meet their needs (Kaiser, 2010). In the case of Greek-Cypriot refugees, 

repatriation has always been advocated for as the only possible solution. Yet, Zetter (1994) 

claims that despite existing research on repatriation, substantial gaps still persist in our 

theoretical and experiential knowledge of the reasons behind refugees’ choices to return home. 

Filling this knowledge gap prior to any large-scale repatriation is necessary for successful 

reintegration (Zetter, 1994).  
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2.2.2 Local Integration 

Local integration is one of three solutions to end the exile of forcibly displaced persons. It 

is the process whereby refugees become full members in the country of asylum and their host 

community (Hovil, 2014). As defined by UNHCR, local integration has three dimensions (Crisp, 

2004) : (1) it is a legal process, through which refugees reach a broader range of rights in the 

country of first asylum, (2) it is an economic process whereby refugees can get access to 

sustainable livelihoods and a living standard similar to their host community, and (3) it is a 

socio-cultural process that allows refugees to become contributors to the social life of their host 

country while living without fearing discrimination.  

In protracted refugee situations, only a very small proportion of refugees are able to 

resettle into a third state. When conditions for voluntary repatriation are not fulfilled, local 

integration may be the most vital durable solution to resolve their daily challenges, as analyzed 

by Kanamugire in South Africa (2016). Considering UNHCR’s definition of local integration as 

an economic, social and legal process, Kanamugire claims that integration allows refugees to 

gain access to their fundamental rights and consequently become meaningful contributors to 

different sectors of the host country (2016). While Tanzania could be observed as a success study 

for the implementation of durable solution through neutralization of nearly 220,000 Burundian 

refugees, Milner (2014) argues that Tanzania failed to ensure the full implementation of the 

policy due to increased national opposition to local integration.  

2.2.3 Resettlement  

According to UNHCR (2004, p.3), “resettlement involves the selection and transfer of 

refugees from a State in which they have sought protection to a third State which has agreed to 

admit them—as refugees—with permanent residence status. The status provided should ensure 
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protection against refoulement and provide a resettled refugee and his/her family or dependents 

with access to civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights similar to those enjoyed by 

nationals. It should also carry with it the opportunity to eventually become a naturalized citizen 

of the resettlement country.” 

Resettlement has three key functions in the refugee context (UNHCR, 2004). First, it 

can be practiced to meet the protection requirements of refugees, particularly for those whose 

protection is at risk in the country of first asylum. Second, it can be used as a key durable 

solution for refugee groups. Third, it can be used as an expression of burden sharing and of 

solidarity by developed states towards countries of first asylum. Refugee integration into a 

third resettled state has also been studied and explained as a result of three key processes 

(Threadgold & Court, 2005): (1) legal processes whereby refugees are granted legal status 

equivalent to that of regular citizens, (2) economic where they become financially self-

dependent, and (3) social and cultural so they can maintain their community social cohesion 

and are not discriminated against.  

Resettlement is widely seen as the most humane durable solution to the refugee problem, 

as discussed by Jubilut and Carneiro (2011) in the context of Latin America’s adoption of 

resettlement in solidarity with refugees. Chimni (2004) reveals the increasing challenges of 

resettlement being considered by strong states as a desirable solution, and argues that dominant 

states in the IRR choose whether or not to resettle refugees based on their interests rather than 

what durable solution is promoted by the IRR as the most desirable. Involuntary repatriation is 

therefore often pursued as the preferred solution to the refugee plight because wealthy Northern 

states, especially in the post-cold war era, have no interest in sharing the burden of refugees with 

the poorer countries of the Global South (Chimni, 2004). This dynamic is evident in the case of 
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durable solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, which will be discussed in the remainder of 

this chapter.  

2.3  Refugees in Lebanon 

The literature on refugees in Lebanon mainly focuses on the two main refugee sub-

populations in the country: Palestinian refugees that arrived post-1948 and the Syrian refugees 

that arrived since the start of the Syrian civil war in 2011. There is a large body of literature that 

investigates the issue of forced migrants in Lebanon from a variety of perspectives. This section 

offers a general overview of this multi-disciplinary literature. 

 Scholars have tackled the social aspect of the crisis by mostly highlighting host-refugee 

relationships (Fakhoury, 2017), including the degree and forms of (in)tolerance between Syrian 

refugees and Lebanese hosts (Kheireddine et al., 2021). These qualitative studies, conducted 

through semi structured interviews, revealed a complex social dynamic between host and refugee 

communities in Lebanon and mainly focus on issues of discrimination, stereotyping, racism, and 

violent tensions. Fakhoury (2017) looked at how the Lebanese government’s response and policy 

towards refugees and the politics of sectarianism shaped host and refugee communities’ 

relationships, and Lehmann and Masterson ( 2020) studied the correlation between aid to 

refugees and anti-refugee resentment. Lehmann and Masterson assessed whether cash transfer to 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon increased anti-refugee violence in Lebanon and found that the 

opposite occurred (2020). They found that, in contradiction to what policy debates assume, aid to 

refugees did not increase hostility as host communities benefited from the cash transfers through 

an increase in demand on local products and services.  
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Other scholars have studied the impacts on the health sector. Blanchet, Fouad, and 

Pherali ( 2016) studied the impact of the influx of Syrian refugees on the health system in 

Lebanon and claimed that the humanitarian assistance structure has contributed to the 

fragmentation of the health system, leaving Lebanese and refugees in search for adequate 

universal health coverage. This claim was also confirmed by Tappis et al (2017) who studied 

refugee access to reproductive health care in Lebanon. Moreover, Benage, et al (2015) concluded 

that standards for antenatal care for Syrian refugees in Lebanon are not met, and DeJong et. al 

found that more coordination between maternal/neonatal health facilities, healthy system 

specialists, and policy makers is needed to support safer maternal and perinatal health care and 

better outcomes (2010). Fahd and Majed (2018) also examined the risk factors of non-

communicable disease in Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, while DeJong et al (DeJong et al., 

2017) analyzed the mental health status of adolescent Syrian refugees in Lebanon and found a 

high level of depression symptoms. Scholars have recently turned their attention to COVID-19 

risk and care for refugees. For example, Hajjar and Abu-Sittah (2021) considered a 

multidimensional assessment of COVID-19’s impact on Syrian refugees in Lebanon, while 

Fouad et al (Fouad et al., 2021) looked at Syrian refugees’ vulnerability to COVID-19. Scholars 

have also studied how medication use for chronic health conditions and mental health status 

changes as Syrian refugees migrate from Lebanon (a conflict-near setting) to Norway (an early 

resettlement setting)(Strømme et al., 2020).  

On the impact of refugees on Lebanese host communities, Davies (2014), Dahi (2015), 

Shlein (2014), and Cherri et al (2016) all discussed the negative impact of Syrian refugee influx 

into Lebanon. Some focused on the social and intercommunal tensions generated from the 
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pressure on resources and the competition for jobs, others looked at the economic problems 

caused by the influx which is reflected by the increase in rents, lack of public services capacity, 

and insufficient health and education infrastructure. Moreover, some touched on the negative 

impact on both communities and at different levels, namely demographic economic, social, 

political and security (Cherri et al., 2016). From the economic aspect, most of the authors have 

shown that regardless of the level of opportunities created by the refugee influx on the capital 

holders/ investors (whether business people working in real estate, consumables, agriculture, 

industrial sector, and other services) in the urban areas, a larger percentage of the low-income 

portion of the population living in rural areas and at the border with Syria were negatively 

affected by the crises. This was due to competition on accessing already scarce resources and 

basic services—such as electricity, water, availability of affordable shelter, education and 

medical services—or the competition within the labor market.  

Based on the above discussion of the literature on refugees in Lebanon, it is evident that 

the refugee file in Lebanon has been a subject of interest for many scholars in the fields of 

migration studies, social science, political science and other disciplines. Yet less has been written 

on the durable solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon.  

2.4  Durable Solutions for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon and the Middle 

East 

This section focuses on studies that investigate the durable solutions for the case of 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon and the region. The three durable solutions are: (1) local integration 

in the first country of asylum, (2) voluntary repatriation, and (3) resettlement in third party-

states. Because the majority of local discourse within Lebanon focuses on refugee return to 
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Syria, much of the scholarship on durable solutions focuses on this issue. Içduygu & Nimer 

(2020) examined the politics of Syrian refugees’ return from neighboring host countries to Syria. 

They argued that any debate regarding the subject of return is problematic as long as the 

conditions of safety, sustainability and voluntariness are not met. Moreover, they state that return 

should be facilitated by international organizations with the engagement of the Syrian state 

authorities rather than by the host countries until the full resolution of the conflict (Içduygu & 

Nimer, 2020). The Refugee Protection Watch (2020) resurveyed hundreds of Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon and interviewed returnees to Syria and found that Syrian refugees found no prospect for 

durable solutions to end their plight in the near future. Instead, refugees found themselves stuck 

with worsening conditions around them as the situation in Syria does not allow for safe return 

and the deteriorating situation in Lebanon prevents voluntary return to Syria. Refugee Protection 

Watch therefore calls for the international community to apply a holistic approach to promote the 

three interlinked durable solutions. 

Fakhoury (2021) studied the governance of Syrian refugees’ return from Lebanon and 

demonstrates how various state and non-state actors in Lebanon began to call for Syrian 

refugees’ return as soon as the conflict in Syria started to shift in favor of the regime. These 

actors, however, had competing agendas over repatriation and diverted responsibility over 

refugee rights for dignified return. Fakhoury argues that the informality and fragmentation of the 

Lebanese state obstructed the role of international actors in ensuring a principles-driven 

repatriation process (2021). Geha and Talhouk (2018) studied Lebanese politics and the plight of 

refugees in Lebanon between 2011 and 2018 and argued that refugees are stuck without a 

comprehensive policy structure and may be forced to return to Syria even if safety, security and 

stability are lacking.  
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Yassen (2019) examined the perceptions of the three durable solutions of Syrian 

Refugees in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq and found that the majority Syrian refugees 

interviewed viewed resettlement to a third country as the most desirable and durable solution, 

while the other two were perceived to be unfeasible. Finally, Kale (2017) examined the 

consequence of the Syrian refugee crisis on the implementation of an effective approach for the 

international burden-sharing. The article argues that the Syrian refugee case in Turkey has shown 

little progress for developing such an approach at regional and international level despite its 

necessity. Kale presents opportunities and challenges for the development of a durable and 

sustainable burden-sharing mechanism (2017). 

2.5  Conclusion 

As the literature on refugees in Lebanon revealed, the burden of the protracted Syrian 

crisis is enormous on both host and refugee communities and is getting worse by the day. 

Despite existing research on durable solutions in general (Addo, 2016; Aleinikoff & Poellot, 

2014; Bidandi, 2018; Gallagher, 1989, 1994; Gozdziak & Marisa O Ensor, 2016; Hagen, 2017; 

Martín, 2017; Moretti, 2015; Omata, 2013; Stein, 1986), or particularly on repatriation (Bradley, 

2019; Kaiser, 2010; Koch, 2014; Omata, 2013; Zetter, 1994), local integration (Kanamugire, 

2016; Milner, 2014), or resettlement (Chimni, 2004; Jubilut & Carneiro, 2011; Threadgold & 

Court, 2005), only few have examined the complex case study of durable solutions for Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon or the region (Fakhoury, 2021; Human Rights Watch, 2020; Içduygu & 

Nimer, 2020; Kale, 2017; Yassen, 2019). As such, substantial gaps in the literature remain, 

particularly those that look at the problem holistically and from an IR perspective. The next 
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chapter will outline the IR theory that will be utilized in the remainder of this thesis to explain 

the IRR’s failure to offer durable solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL AND LEGAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

 This chapter will provide the theoretical foundation needed to analyze how states take 

advantage of the non-binding language and anarchic nature of the international governing 

structure and its respective legal documents to meet their own political interests, to further 

state power, and to avoid their responsibilities in meeting the durable solutions for refugees.  

3.1  International Relations Theory – Classical and Structural Realism 

A theory is a tool to be used in explaining what happens in the real world and to make 

some predictions and what to expect (Waltz, 1979). Developments in the IR arena are so diverse 

and dynamic, making a single theoretical framework insufficient to explain everything. It is 

important to emphasize that IR theories are tools used mostly by scholars to explain political 

developments. Among various IR theories, those dominating the scene include: realism, 

liberalism, and rationalism (Bashota, 2016). For the purpose of this dissertation, structural 

realism will be used to explain the IRR’s failure to meet the durable solutions for Syrian refugees 

in Lebanon. A brief description of both classical and structural realism is presented below, 

including a justification for why structural realism is used in this thesis.  

3.1.1 Classical Realism  

In general, all realists (classical and structural) define security as “the security of the state 

and place particular emphasis on the preservation of the state’s territorial integrity and the 

physical safety of its inhabitants” (Walt, 1991). Classical structuralism was the first among the 
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two to be conceptualized. Hans Morgenthau is the leading classical realist and the founder of 

classical realism within IR theory (Hoffman, 1987, p. 6). Classical realism approaches IR 

through assumptions about human nature. It views human behavior through a pessimistic lens 

and stresses that individuals are predominantly motivated by self-interest rather than moral or 

ethical aspirations. Morgenthau’s theory explains international politics as a struggle for power 

and views domination as a universal human tendency (Morgenthau, 1978). Morgenthau’s work 

has been influential within the IR scholarship. For example, Faure draws on classical realism to 

argue that the global governance of migration is highly obstructed by the nation-state-centered 

structure of the international system and the desire of nation states to hold power (Faure, 2018).  

While the theory of classical realism is very aligned with the concept of distribution of 

power between key states, scholars have critiqued its narrowness and have expanded the study of 

where and how power is distributed within and between states. For example, Lippert (1999) 

analyzed the shortcomings of classical realism using Foucault’s concept of “governmentality” 

(Foucault, 1991)—or the art of government through which the state exerts power and control of 

the populace through mechanisms that extend beyond a limited focus on state politics. Rather 

than taking a classical realist state-centered approach, Lippert employs Foucault’s idea of 

governmentality to include networks of historical effects and practices that shape state power and 

behavior (Foucault, 1991; Lippert, 1999). Similarly, Waltz argues that classical realist’s 

understanding of power is too narrow as it is limited to military power. He expands this idea of 

power within the framework of structural realism to include issues of national capacity (1979).  
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3.1.2 Structural Realism  

Structural realism, also known as neorealism, arose in the late 1970’s in reaction to the 

narrowness of classical realism and has become one of the most influential theories used by 

scholars to analyze global politics. Kenneth Waltz’s seminal work on IR theory, originally 

published in 1979, is considered the foundational text of structural realism (Waltz, 1979). 

Structural realism centers power and attends to the ways in which power matters for state 

survival; survival is the highest goal of states and the more power states have the more likely 

they are to survive (Mearsheimer, 2001). Mearsheimer explains structural realism as a theory 

that posits that states behave according to the structure or architecture of the international 

system. Mearsheimer defined power as both military assets, such as nuclear weapons, as well as 

“latent power,” which includes control over socio-economic conditions, prosperity, and the size 

of the population, and that the key organizing principle of that system is anarchy (2001).  

Mearsheimer’s theory is based on five assumptions. First, the world system is anarchic—

which means there is no higher authority over states that states can turn to when they get into 

trouble. Second, all states possess military capabilities, including weapons and human forces, 

ready to be used to attack other states. Third, states’ intentions can never be verified because 

intentions are thoughts internal to the leaders themselves. Fourth, survival is the primary goal of 

states and a prerequisite for achieving other goals. Lastly, states are rational actors that devise 

strategies to maximize their survival. Unlike classical realists like Morgenthau who view human 

nature as the reason that leads individuals to dominate and seek power, structural realists argue 

that human nature has little to do with why states seek power. However, while structural realists 
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agree that it is the structural architecture of the international system that forces states to seek 

power, they disagree on how much power states seek (Mearsheimer, 2001).  

In agreement with the structural realist understanding that state power is not limited to 

military force, but rather is enacted and reproduced through multiple techniques, the next section 

will provide a discussion of how present-day international refugee law and ‘soft-law’ 

instruments, and the mechanisms through which they are developed, serve as vehicles for 

(re)producing state power. In doing so, this thesis assesses the failure of the IRR through a lens 

that extends beyond state military-centered realism.  

3.2  International Refugees’ Law and ‘soft-law’ instruments 

International refugee law and its associated institutions and “soft-law” instruments are 

major sites through which states reproduce their power, assert sovereignty, and avoid their 

responsibilities in attaining durable solutions for refugees. The ICJ is the primary legal organ of 

the United Nations, established in 1945 by the UN Charter. Its role is to settle, in compliance 

with the international law, disputes that are legally submitted by member states and to provide 

advice on juridical questions referred to it by UN organs and specialized agencies (Kälin, 2003). 

However, the court does not offer a tangible mechanism for strengthening the monitoring of the 

international refugee law. Below is an overview of the main soft-law instruments put in place to 

facilitate international refugee law (Kälin, 2003).  

3.2.1 The 1951 Refugee Convention 

As a post-World War 2 instrument, the United Nations adopted in 1951 a convention 

relating to the status of refugees, which became the foundation for the IRR (UN General 

Assembly, 1950). The convention entered into force in April 1954 and has only been amended 
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once by a Protocol in 1967. The convention provides a comprehensive text on refugee rights and 

considers all previous international instruments. It was originally bounded by its scope as it was 

meant to only protect people fleeing from conflicts and events in Europe in the period before 

January 1951. With the 1967 Protocol, these bounds were removed to give the convention a 

global coverage with no time restrictions. The States Parties to the 1951 Convention and 1961 

Protocol can be found in Figure 1.  

One unique feature of the 1951 convention compared to other texts is its single definition 

of the term “refugee.” The definition focuses on the protection of people from persecution and 

applies to anyone who is no longer able and willing to return to his/her country of origin due to 

‘a well-founded fear of prosecution’ related to their race, gender, political views, religion or 

belonging to a particular social group (UNHCR, 2010). What differentiates a refugee from an 

internally displaced person (IDP) is the crossing of national borders; IDPs, who have not crossed 

national borders, are not covered under the 1951 convention. The protection of refugees, 

however, may be discontinued when the reasons upon which they applied for asylum have 

resolved, or when there is no longer any “well-founded” fear for prosecution justified on the 

basis of facts and evidence. Additionally, the 1951 convention ceases to apply to individuals who 

fall under the following categories: (1) those who voluntarily requested or regained the 

protection of their country of nationality, (2) those who voluntarily recouped their nationality 

after they have lost it, (3) those who acquired a new nationality and enjoy the protection of the 

country of that nationality, (4) those who can no longer refuse to benefit from the protection of 

the country of origin when the reasons according which they were recognized as refugees have 

ended, (5) those who have no nationality and are able to return to their country of original 

residency , (6) those who are benefiting from the protection and assistance of any other UN 
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organization, (7) those who are recognized by the host state’s authority with the same rights and 

obligations as if they possess its nationality, and (8) those who have committed a war crime, a 

serious non-political crime prior to their admission for refuge, or those who are guilty of acts 

against the main United Nations Principles (UNHCR, 2010).  

 The convention is underpinned by three main principles: non-discrimination, non-

penalization and most importantly non-refoulement. The convention in theory should be applied 

without discrimination against anyone seeking asylum, and it stipulates that no asylum seeker 

should be penalized for illegally crossing borders to the country where he/she is seeking refuge. 

This includes not being arbitrarily detained or charged for breaching immigration laws in relation 

to his/her illegal entry to the country. The non-refoulement principle—one that is protected by 

the international customary law and thus is binding of all states regardless of their legal status in 

relation to the convention—aims to protect refugees against expulsion. The convention 

specifically points to non-refoulment and declares that no state has the authority to expel a 

refugee in any manner against his/her will to a place where he/she fears persecution and when 

there is a threat to the individual’s life and freedom (UNHCR, 2010). Moreover, according to the 

stipulations of the 1951 convention, refugees should benefit from at least the same rights as any 

other legal immigrant residing in the state of asylum. These rights include the freedom of 

movement and expression, the right to education and work, the right to have access to basic 

services, as well as any other social and economic right. 

According to article 35 of the convention, “The contracting states undertake to co-operate 

with the UNHCR, or any other agency of the United Nations which may succeed it, in the 

exercise of its functions, and shall in particular facilitate its duty of supervising the application of 
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the provisions of this Convention” (UNHCR, 2010). In practice, this article and others have three 

main functions: (1) it provides a legal foundation for states to acknowledge UNHCR’s role in 

offering international protection to refugees, (2) enforces the obligation of states to answer 

UNHCR’s request for information, and (3) endows UNHCR publications, such as the 

“Handbook”, court submissions, and policy guidelines, with authority. In addition, these articles 

could give ground to bilateral cooperation agreements. It is important to note that the existing 

mechanism of referring disputes related to the application of the 1951 Convention and its 

additional Protocol to the ICJ has never been used, and is unlikely to be used in the near future 

(Kälin, 2003).
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Figure 1- Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and/or its 1967 Protocol (UNHCR, 2005)
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3.2.2 New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants  

Another soft-law instrument pertaining to refugees is the New York Declaration 

for Refugees and Migrants, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 

September 19, 2016. It indorses the significance of the IRR and includes numerous 

commitments by member states to strengthen the mechanisms to protect people on the 

move (UNHCR, 2018). By adopting this convention, member states: 

- Committed to take measures to enhance international cooperation to respond to 

immediate on long-term refugee needs (article 38). 

- Committed to combat xenophobia against refugees and support their integration 

within their societies (article 39). 

- Reaffirmed pre-existing international laws and legal framework including the 

1951 refugee convention and its protocol, international humanitarian law, and the 

international human rights law (articles 65 and 66). 

- Committed to a more equitable burden sharing responsibility for hosting and 

supporting the world’s refugees (article 68).  

- Committed to work towards durable solutions mainly for protracted refugee 

situations, emphasizing on timely sustainable voluntary return in safety and dignity 

unconditioned to the accomplishment of a political solution. This can be achieved through 

reintegration and reconstruction activities (article 75 and 76). 

- Are urged to consider establishing resettlement programmes the earliest 

opportunity possible if they haven’t done so yet or are encouraged to consider increasing 

the size of their programmes. 



 

 

 

34 

 

While many of these commitments, including burden and responsibility sharing, 

were developed before September 2016, the New York Declaration combined them into 

this single framework which was endorsed by all the 193 UN member states. This 

provided the commitments legitimacy and authority. 

Moreover, the UNHCR was invited to evaluate the practical application of the New 

York Declaration in consultation with member states and other relevant stakeholders 

(UNHCR, 2018). This declaration has paved the way for the adoption of another soft-law 

instrument: the Global Compact on Refugees. 

3.2.3 The Global Compact on Refugees 

The Global Compact on Refugees is portrayed as one that “represents the political 

will and ambition of the international community as a whole for strengthened cooperation 

and solidarity with refugees and affected host countries” (UNHCR, n.d.-b). The compact, 

which was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 17 December 2018, promotes an 

equitable responsibility-sharing agenda and acknowledges that durable solutions for 

refugees cannot be attained without international cooperation (UNHCR, n.d.-b). Its non-

binding nature has been underlined as a major aspect facilitating its semi-universal 

adoption; only Hungary and the USA voted against (Acosta & Oehler, 2019). In a joint 

report by the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC), and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) a few years after the 

compact’s adoption, the organizations stated that progress was significantly limited and 

called on world leaders and governments to immediately accelerate efforts towards the 

durable solutions for refugees and host communities (DRC et al., 2021). The non-

binding nature of the IRR and its respective conventions and agreements has also left 
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room for states to “securitize” the presence of protracted refugees within their borders. 

The final section of this chapter will provide an overview of securitization theory within 

the discipline of IR.  

3.3  Securitization Theory 

Within the discipline of IR, securitization theory is used to analyze the ways in 

which states frame refugees as threats to further political agendas. Securitization theory 

was first developed by the Copenhagen School and is a well-defined theory concerned 

with how existential threats are discursively produced to justify the use of extraordinary 

measures (Wæver, 1995). Securitization scholars rely primarily on discourse analysis to 

trace the ways in which threats are constructed and (re)produced (Wæver, 1995). As 

such, securitization is considered as one example of “framing” (Watson, 2012) Framing 

is a concept that is theoretically broad and employed by a large number of social 

science disciplines to describe different forms of meaning making and communication 

(Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Van Gorp, 2007). Securitization has its own distinct logic of 

speech acts that respond to perceived direct causes of harm and lead to immediate 

actions. Securitization thus differs from “riskification” which is a different form of 

speech act and form of framing that is oriented towards potential causes of harm and 

promotes long-term precautionary governance (Corry, 2012). 

Barnhisel outlines two contradicting framings of refugees within political 

discourse: the humanitarian frame and the securitized frame (Barnhisel, 2016). The 

humanitarian frame is invoked to maintain a positive image of the state, whereas the 

securitized frame is invoked when the state is most concerned with stability. Barnshisel 

maintains that both can exist simultaneously within a state’s political discourse, and the 
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dominance of one over the other depends on the state’s interest in portraying a certain 

image. The securitization of immigrants and refugees is not new. In fact, it has been 

central to political discourse in the US following the September 11 attacks in 2001 as 

well as in the European Union (EU) since the refugee crisis which began in 2015 

(Buonfino, 2004). Politicians have utilized the securitized frame within their discourse 

to further anti-refugee and anti-immigrant sentiments and policies to meet particular 

political and governance agendas (Barnhisel, 2016; Tkaczyk, 2017). The next chapter 

will provide an overview of the context in which the Lebanese state promotes the 

securitization of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SYRIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON: POLITICAL 

CONTEXT OF LEBANON  

 

Since the civil uprisings in Syria started in 2011, a refugee crisis has evolved in 

Syria’s neighboring countries. Lebanon remains the host of almost 1.5 million refugees 

(not all registered with UNHCR), comprising one quarter of its population and the highest 

refugee-citizen ration globally (Kayali, 2022). According to the most recent data of 

UNHCR, dated 31 March 2022, the total number of registered Syrian refugees is 839,086 

(UNHCR, 2022c). As discussed previously, the literature reveals that refugees may either 

have negative or positive impacts on host countries, or a combination of both, depending 

on the context. This impact could be economic, social, political, and also related to 

education and health sectors (A. Fakih & Ibrahim, 2015). In order to better assess the 

possibilities of attaining the durable solutions set by the IRR, it is important to understand 

the context of the host country, its historical relation with the sending country, the impact 

of the refugee crisis on the host community, and finally the care and protection offered to 

refugees. The next section will provide this context on Lebanon and its hosting of Syrian 

refugees as a first step in assessing the failures of the IRR in meeting the durable solutions 

for Syrian refugees in Lebanon.  
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4.1  Lebanon: A weak state where sectarian identity drives politics 

Syria’s influence on neighboring Lebanon in fact did not begin with in 2011 and 

can be traced throughout history. The Taif agreement, which put an end to the 1975-1990 

Lebanese civil war, provided legitimacy to Syria’s military presence in Lebanon as a 

guardian for Lebanon’s post-conflict recovery (Fakhoury, 2015). Signed in Saudi Arabia, 

the Taif agreement also transferred various powers from the assigned Christian president 

post to the Sunni prime ministerial position, while modifying the ratio of parliamentary 

Christians to Muslims seats from 6:5 to half and half divided proportionately among each 

sect (Fernandez, 2015). 

With eighteen officially recognized sects, and a power sharing system structured 

on these lines, Lebanon is, since its formation, characterized by a deeply divided political 

system (Fakhoury, 2015). Despite the consociational political system, politicians from the 

three major sectarian identity groups—namely the Maronite Christian, the Sunni Muslim 

and the Shia Muslim—are constantly competing over national power. With the help of 

external regional forces, each is fighting to sustain its position by aligning with whomever 

serves their best interest in exerting their legitimacy (Wilkins, 2016).  

For example, in 2004 and backed by the Syrian Regime, the mandate of Lebanon’s 

former president Emile Lahoud was extended, reinforcing Syrian hegemony in Lebanon 

which led to the frustration of the Prime Minister Rafik Hariri who called for the Syrian 

withdrawal from Lebanon. In 2005, and after the assassination of the Prime Minister Rafik 

Hariri, a large demonstration known as the Cedar Revolution forced the withdrawal of the 

Syrian army from Lebanon. It resulted in the emergence of two competing alliances: the 

anti-Syrian 14th of March coalition–a Sunni bloc under the Leadership of the Future 
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Movement, and the pro-Syrian 8th of March coalition– the Shia’ bloc under the leadership 

of Hezbollah. This new configuration of party blocs sharpened the division between the 

Sunni and Shia communities and increased political polarization within the country 

(Fakhoury, 2015). These two coalitions have transnational regional ties, the Sunni axes 

with Saudi Arabia, United States and the Gulf Monarchies and the Shia’ axes with Iran 

and Syria (Meier, 2013).  

The weakness of the Lebanese state, characterized by its fragmented elites and 

reliance on foreign powers, is unsurprisingly maintaining the civil-war era sectarian 

system as the key driver of and framework for its politics. But the battleaxes of conflict 

and alliances have changed over time. What was a Christian-Muslim conflict at the heart 

of the civil war has become a Sunnis versus Shia’ battle, with Christians being divided 

among themselves between the two camps. It is still sectarian politics, but in a different 

form (Gause, 2013). This dynamic, in addition to Lebanon’s current struggle with 

compounding crises, has heavily shaped how the Lebanese state has responded to Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon.  

4.2  Lebanon’ compounding crises 

In addition to the high number of refugees present within the country, Lebanon is 

experiencing a rapidly evolving multifaceted crisis which started with civil unrests in 

October 2019, followed by social, security and political instabilities, the COVID-19 

pandemic and its socioeconomic repercussions, a deadly explosion in its central capital 

Beirut Port in August of 2020, and the worst economic crisis and currency devaluation 

since the 1975-1990 Lebanese civil war. 
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On October 17, 2019, demonstrations started in Lebanon in a unique and 

unprecedented geographic spread across the country. Protests were mainly motivated by 

demands to access socio-economic rights, which are integral parts of human rights. There 

were two main triggers for protests to erupt on that day (Hodges, 2019): (1) the inability of 

the government to limit the spread of over massive wildfires that broke out on 15 October 

due to Lebanese state’s lack of emergency preparedness, with all three of the country’s 

firefighting helicopters grounded because of maintenance issues; (2) the Lebanese 

government's failure to provide a proper economic plan for the crisis that has been 

looming in the country for the past year and the declaration of additional taxes that 

included tax on WhatsApp calls, gas and tobacco. These conditions triggered protests on 

October 17 across the country.  

The protests spread to more than 70 cities and villages, with at least 1 million 

people joining in, constituting almost one third of Lebanon’s population. The grievances 

were mainly against state corruption and the failures of the government to provide basic 

services such as electricity, water and sanitation (Hodges, 2019). The then Prime Minister 

Saad Hariri requested 72 hours to agree on a solution with the different political parties to 

overcome the country’s crisis. An economic plan was announced within the mentioned 

deadline; however it did not satisfy protesters’ demands. On 29 October, Prime Minister 

Saad Hariri announced the resignation of his government, though protests continued, 

calling for the formation of a new government of competent and independent 

specialists and for the resignation of the entire political class, including Speaker of 

Parliament Nabih Berri and President Michel Aoun. Later, an opposite demonstration led 

by the Free Patriotic Movement took place to support President Aoun and to criticize the 
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other protesters for blocking roads. On December 19, after nearly two months of political 

deadlock, former minister Hassan Diab was named as Prime Minister of Lebanon by 

President Aoun, with the support of Hezbollah and its allies in parliament, including the 

Free Patriotic Movement. Hassan Diab was tasked with building a government to tackle 

Lebanon’s worst economic turmoil, while satisfying the demands of the protest movement. 

Diab did not succeed.  

In 2020, a complete economic collapse hit Lebanon after the Lebanese currency 

started its rapid devaluation in the summer of 2019. Social unrest continued on the streets as 

pressures stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic continued to affect the collapsed 

economy, citizens’ living conditions and their mental health. This was all compounded by 

the Beirut port explosion which occurred on August 4, 2020. The explosion was caused by 

the detonation of hundreds of thousands of tons of highly explosive ammonium nitrate and 

resulted in more than 200 deaths, over 7,500 injuries, much more with psychological 

distress, and over 300,000 internally displaced persons as their homes were either damaged 

or completely destroyed (Dadouch & Durgham, 2021). The World Bank has estimated the 

cost of material damages caused by the blast to be somewhere between 3.8 and 4.6 billion 

US Dollars. More than half of the businesses located in the capital Beirut were affected and 

half of healthcare centers weren’t able to operate immediately after the explosion. Among 

the most vulnerable are those living in underprivileged parts of Beirut, having lost both their 

shelters and source of income. The humanitarian impact of the Beirut port explosion has 

been enormous, and the broader context of the compounding crisis in which it occurred has 

made the path to resilience and recovery a difficult one for Lebanon (IFRC, 2022).  
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 Lebanon today is also facing the worst economic crisis since its 1975-1990 civil 

war. According to Human Rights Watch, living conditions in Lebanon have become 

extremely challenging, with an incredible increase in the number of households living under 

the poverty line and in extreme poverty (Human Rights Watch, 2021a). Since 2021, more 

than 80% of Lebanese citizens have been living in multidimensional poverty and are 

deprived from their basic needs including access to healthcare, water, sanitation, 

electricity, internet connectivity, and stable sources of income. Due to the financial crisis 

and the rapid devaluation of the local currency, medicines, which were previously 

subsidized by the government of Lebanon, haves become unavailable. Moreover, healthcare 

services are less accessible given the massive exodus of healthcare staff out of Lebanon and 

the reduction of operational hours due to the fuel crisis (IFRC, 2022). Food prices have also 

increased by 998% since the beginning of the crisis, leaving 34% of Lebanese, 50% of 

Syrian refugees, and 33% of other refugees food insecure (IFRC, 2022). All of the 

aforementioned crises have increased the risk of internal stability and shaped the ways in 

which the Lebanese state and communities have hosted Syrian refugees. 

4.3  Lebanon as a host community to Syrian refugees 

Lebanon is not a country of asylum as it is not a signatory of the 1951 Geneva 

Convention and its 1967 protocol related to refugees. It does not have any legal framework 

nor constitution that legalizes the presence of refugees and identifies rules to deal with 

them (Trad, 2014). In the early years of the crisis, Lebanon maintained an open-door 

policy with Syria, in which the state allowed refugees to freely enter and settle across the 

country instead of housing them in camps (Fakhoury, 2015). Unlike other neighboring 

countries, the displaced Syrians settled in disbursed settlements across Lebanon, with the 
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highest concentration in Akkar, Baalback/Hermel and Zahle districts (UNHCR, 2016c). In 

2015, Lebanon was host to 1.3 million registered refugees, approximately equal to one 

quarter of the local population, marking the world’s highest number of refugees per capita 

(UNHCR, 2016a) (Figure 2). Today, nearly eleven years into the Syrian crisis, the vast 

majority of Syrian refugees are still being hosted in neighboring countries compared to 

any other parts of the world including Europe. Lebanon also remains the host of almost 1.5 

million refugees (not all registered with UNHCR), comprising one quarter of its 

population and the highest refugee-citizen ration globally (Kayali, 2022). According to the 

most recent data of UNHCR, dated 31 March 2022, the total number of registered Syrian 

refugees is 839,086 (UNHCR, 2022c).  

 

Figure 2- Number of Refugees per 1,000 inhabitants at the end of 2018 (McCarthy, 

2019) 
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 The Syrian civil war and the massive influx of refugees into Lebanon is changing 

the country’s demographic makeup, draining its social contract, and putting pressure on 

Lebanon’s historically fragile economy (Khatib, 2014). The first two years of the Syrian 

civil war led to significant economic stress for neighboring Lebanon. About 86% of the 

Syrian refugees resided in the most vulnerable cadasters of Lebanon which are home to 

66% of Lebanese who live below the poverty line. Consequently, the unemployment rate 

doubled in these areas, reaching more than 20% and especially affecting the unskilled 

youth (The World Bank, 2013). Lebanese commerce and trade activities were also deeply 

affected by the closed Syrian borders; tourism in Lebanon is ranked among the mostly 

affected in the region and the Lebanese banking system is highly unstable (ARK and 

UNDP, 2022; Groizard et al., 2022) .  

The Syrian presence in Lebanon has also exacerbated its sectarian tensions and the 

sectarian policy apparatus. However, it is important to note that these tensions began prior 

to the arrival of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Kadi (2017) highlights how the increased 

anti-refugee rhetoric and fear that host communities directed towards Syrian refugees are 

based on the decades-long presence of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. Knudsen (2009) 

highlights the unsolved plight of Palestine refugees in Lebanon and the ways in which the 

Lebanese state has manipulated the international, regional and local legal regimes that 

govern the Palestinian refugee file to avoid integrating the refugees within Lebanese 

society. Moreover, Knudsen (2009) demonstrates how these various legal regimes have 

contributed to widening the protection gap for refugees.  
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Anxiety among some members of the Christian community over their declining 

proportion in the demographic makeup of Lebanon has been running for decades, however 

the unprecedented Syrian refugee influx has taken it to a boiling point. According to the 

Maronite Church and Christian leaders and mayors, the demographic shift which may be 

resulting from the Syrian refugee presence consists a major threat to the country's unique 

formula of religious co-existence (Rainey, 2014). Such anxiety is also prevalent among 

members of the Shia’ community who fear demographic change that would serve the 

Sunni community. The former Minister of Energy, Gebran Bassil, who is part of a 

Christian political party and allied with Hezbollah, even claimed that the movement of 

high numbers of Syrian refugees into Lebanon is a method of the Alawi-dominated Assad 

government to reduce the Sunni population in Syria and “is pre-planned to transform the 

political and demographic reality [in Syria] and is a new act of partition” (Dettmer, 2013).  

Although host communities have been generous in receiving Syrians, the increased 

economic repercussion have raised the tensions between host and refugee communities. 

Davies (2014) explained that the refugee population within Lebanon placed a large burden 

on the existing scarce resources and increased competition for jobs which lead to inter-

communal tensions between host and refugee communities. Refugee men and boys were 

engaged as daily laborers in construction and agricultural fields, affecting the income and 

life conditions of the poorer Lebanese who engage in the same work. Competition also 

occurred in trades such as plumbing, carpentry, as well as electrical and auto repair. This 

crisis resulted in an increase of unemployment rate and increased economic burden on the 

country (Davies, 2014). Given the multiple compounding crises that Lebanon is facing, its 
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longstanding generosity towards Syrian refugees, and it shouldering a large portion of the 

burden related to the Syrian refugee file, Lebanon cannot and should no longer bear the 

brunt of hosting such a large number of refugees. It is imperative that immediate solutions 

are put in place to handle the Syrian refugee file in Lebanon and beyond. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

UNPACKING THE FAILURE TO MEET THE 

DURABLE SOLUTIONS AGENDA FOR SYRIAN 

REFUGEES IN LEBANON  

This chapter analyzes how the combination of the anarchic international 

governing structure and the IRR’s non-binding nature has contributed to the failure of the 

durable solutions in Lebanon. It will take a structural realist approach to analyse the 

discursive and disciplinary techniques utilized by the Lebanese state as well as other states 

in handling the Syrian refugee file. It will specifically discuss how the Lebanese state 

draws on discourse to securitize the presence of Syrian refugees to justify refugee returns 

to Syria, and how European states make it difficult for refugees to enter their borders. In 

doing so, the analysis reveals the ways in which state power is (re)produced via the 

structure of the IRR. This chapter argues that in order for the durable solutions to be met, 

the IRR needs to enforce stronger accountability and binding measures for all relevant 

stakeholders, including state governments and non-governmental agencies to comply with 

and achieve the durable solutions. 

5.1  The IRR’s response to the Syrian refugee file in Lebanon 

     Figure 3 displays the evolution of the global humanitarian response to the 

Syrian refugee issue in Lebanon between 2012 and 2022. The initial response, termed the 

Regional Response Plan (RRP), was of a humanitarian nature and was designed to directly 
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assist Syrian refugees through UNHCR with very limited support provided to the 

vulnerable host community. As the Syrian conflict escalated and socioeconomic 

conditions deteriorated in Lebanon (and other neighbouring countries), the RRP was 

transformed into Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) which goes beyond 

humanitarian intervention and addresses the longer term socioeconomic impact of the 

Syrian refugee crisis on neighboring host countries (UNHCR, 2016b). The 3RP was 

developed as an expression of the international solidarity to respond to the humanitarian 

crises in Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Turkey and Lebanon. The 3RP has resulted in integrated 

projects in Lebanon aiming to increase access to livelihoods, reduce social tension, and 

strengthen the resilience of local service delivery to stabilize the country (UNHCR, 

2016b). The Lebanon chapter of the regional 3RP is known as the The Lebanon Crisis 

Response Plan (LCRP) and is a joint plan between the Lebanese Government and the UN, 

which includes a wider range of 126 international and national partners. It aims to respond 

holistically to the crisis through integrated medium and long terms planning and follows a 

needs based approach that adjusts to the changing needs captured by an annual needs 

assessment (UNHCR, 2022b). It aims to support more than 3.2 million people affected by 

the crisis in Lebanon.  
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Figure 3- Evolution of global humanitarian response to Syrian refugee influx into 

Lebanon (2012-2022) (3RP, 2022a) 
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5.2  Durable Solutions and the Securitization of Syrian Refugees in 

Lebanon 

This active humanitarian field outlined in Figure 3 unfortunately has not succeeded 

in meeting the durable solutions set by the IRR and has not alleviated the burden that 

Lebanon has been shouldering for over a decade. In addition to the Lebanese state pushing 

for repatriation to Syria as the only possible durable solution, programs and procedures 

related to all three durable solutions (repatriation, resettlement, and integration) have not 

met the standards set by the IRR. This is due to the anarchic international governing 

structure, which provides states with the space to avoid their responsibilities towards 

refugees by promoting securitization to achieve their goals.  

5.2.1 Refusing local integration 

The Lebanese state has been vehemently opposed to achieving the local integration 

of Syrian refugees across the country due to the perceived threat of unsettling the sectarian 

balance within the country and therefore the grounds of power-sharing. Moreover, there is 

a consensus that Lebanon is not a country of asylum and therefore should not and cannot 

bear the brunt of such a humanitarian crisis. Additionally, the country is not a signatory of 

the refugee convention and protocol and therefore is only legally bound by the 

international customary law of non-refoulement. In order to avoid the local integration of 

Syrian refugees, in 2015 the Government of Lebanon asked UNHCR to stop registering 

Syrians as refugees. As a result, for a Syrian to get a legal residency in Lebanon they must 

either prove first entry into the Lebanese territories prior to the cut-off date or by finding a 

Lebanese sponsor which is an expensive scenario that most cannot afford. Moreover, the 
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Lebanese state has forbidden Syrians from working outside of three sectors: agriculture, 

construction, and environment. This has had significant impacts on Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon, including restrictions on freedom of movement and deteriorating socioeconomic 

conditions (NRC & ICLA Lebanon, 2014). Moreover, with the currency devaluation and 

removal of government subsidies, 90% of Syrian refugee households cannot afford basic 

needs despite the increase in humanitarian support (UNHCR et al., 2022). Refugees 

continue to adopt negative coping mechanisms to survive, including begging on the 

streets, sending children to work instead of school, or limiting health related expenses 

(UNHCR et al., 2022). Additionally, in 2021, more household members had poorly paid, 

high-risk jobs, or had to work additional hours and shifts to compensate for the harsh 

economic situation, while remaining significantly dependent on aid. These finding are 

from the annual Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon (VASyR) 

survey led by UNHCR, UNICEF, and WFP. One of the top recommendations was for 

Lebanon to “expand the fee waiver for legal residency to all categories of refugees,” and 

to “allow the increase of refugees’ freedom of movement and access to documentation as 

well as to critical services and to justice” (UNHCR et al., 2022). The organizations 

involved pressed on Lebanon to endorse the commitments made at the Brussels and 

London donor conferences for Syria crisis to preserve dignity of refugees, while imposing 

the implementation of domestic laws without discrimination. Lebanon has so far not 

complied with these recommendations. On the contrary, the Lebanese state has harshened 

its stance against the integration of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. The Lebanese state has 

relied on the securitization of refugees to justify their position and noncompliance with the 

IRR.  
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Estriani (2019) recently analyzed the Lebanese state’s policy towards Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon and explained, drawing from securitization theory, that the Lebanese 

government relies on particular discourses to portray the refugees as “others” and 

existential threats to the safety and sectarian balance of Lebanon (Darwich & Fakhoury, 

2016). Moreover, Guerrero Turbay (2015), Darwich and Fakhoury (2016), and Tavares 

Machado (2018) studied the evolution of the securitization framing of refugees in Lebanon 

during the first two years of the onset of the 2011 Syrian civil war. They found that most 

of the discourse touched on the threat of domestic sectarian violence which ultimately led 

to securitization in 2014. Securitization discourse was heavily promoted through various 

media platforms (Alhelou, 2021). According to a national perception survey conducted by 

International Alert and the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies (2015), Lebanese host 

communities across the country identified Syrian refugees as an existential security threat. 

This perceived threat stemmed from the protracted nature of the crisis and the fear of long-

term stay of a large number of refugees (Palestinian and Syrian) in the country (2015). 

Most respondents expressed their fear of becoming victims of crimes committed by Syrian 

refugees, as well as from the long-term crisis leading to radicalization of refugees (2015). 

Over 90% of Lebanese youth perceived the presence of Syrian refugees as an economic 

and symbolic threat to the country (Chaaban and Khoury, 2015). These works point to the 

ways in which the securitization of refugees in Lebanon is reproduced not only through 

state discourse but also by members of the host community (McDonald, 2008) and how it 

is used to reject local integration as an option and push for repatriation as the only feasible 

durable solution. These works build a general consensus around the presence of increasing 

anti-refugee sentiments across Lebanon issue in the past decade that occurs through the 
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securitization of the refugee. What is missing in these important analyses is the role of the 

IRR’s structure in allowing this securitization to lead to the failure to meet the durable 

solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 

5.2.2 “Voluntary” Repatriation/Return and the IRR’s structure 

The Lebanese government has, since the start of the influx of Syrian refugees to 

Lebanon in 2011, promoted voluntary repatriation and return as the only feasible durable 

solution. The government intensified this position once the conflict in Syria started to 

show signs of turning to favor Assad’s regime which they used as proof of the “resolution” 

of the crisis. Lebanon’s main political leaders rushed to promote Syrian refugees’ return 

by applying harsher repression measures for refugees in Lebanon. The General Security 

Office (GSO) in Lebanon started a “voluntary and safe” program in November 2017 in 

coordination with the Syrian Intelligence counterpart. This targeted any Syrian in Lebanon 

willing to return home regardless of his/her status. At the same time, the GSO and 

municipalities started a campaign to enforce firmer laws to limit Syrians’ access to 

employment and shelter, threatening their livelihood opportunities (Fakhoury & Ozkul, 

2019). In 2017, following that national campaign, the number of Syrian returnees from 

Syria rose, with nearly 20,000 reported returns (Yusof, 2018). Half of them participated in 

the organized returns coordinated between the Lebanese and Syrian authorities. It is 

important to note that the UNHCR reported slightly over 11,000 returns for that same year 

(Figure 4), indicating that around half of the returns in 2017 were unvoluntary or not 

coordinated through the IRR. Given its reluctance to promote repatriation, UNHCR’s 

involvement in these returns was limited; it only started to address protection concerns in 
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June 2018 (Yusof, 2018). Moreover, international humanitarian agencies do not have 

adequate access to information on safety conditions in Syria and therefore are unable to 

properly monitor voluntary return and reintegration in Syria (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

In May 2019, the Lebanese General Security Office issued a statement that all Syrians 

who entered Lebanon irregularly after 24 April 2019 would be deported, in contravention 

of the principle of non-refoulement. This could explain the dramatic increase in returns 

presented in Figure 4. Reports show that Syrian refugees registered with UNHCR were 

forced to sign voluntary return forms, and at least three returnees were detained upon 

arrival in Syria (Human Rights Watch, 2019). As previously mentioned, the UNHCR is 

the main organization of the IRR responsible in handling refugee cases. Yet, UNHCR had 

no authority to prevent the return of Syrian refugees to Syria at the onset of the “voluntary 

and safe” program in November 2017.  
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Figure 4- Voluntary Syrian Refugee Returns (UNHCR, 2022c) 

Since 2017, UNHCR has conducted perception surveys on Syrian refugees’ 

intention to return to Syria from the hosting neighboring countries. The sixth and most 

recent one conducted between February and March 2021 reveals that only 2.4% of 

respondents expressed their intention to return to Syria in the next 12 months, although the 

majority (70%) hope to return one day (UNHCR, 2021). These numbers stayed relatively 

stable between 2018 and 2021. For the minority who intend to return within a year, they 

explained that it was because the security situation in Syria had improved. Recent studies 
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have shown, however, that those who decide to return often take such decision under 

extreme pressure (Human Rights Watch, 2019). For instance, the government of Lebanon 

keeps pursuing policies and introducing new decrees in order to make Syrian refugees’ 

lives difficult and force them to leave. The government obliged some refugees to 

dismantle their concrete structures and imposed curfews at night, complicated the renewal 

of their residency permits, deported Syrian refugees who deemed to have entered the 

Lebanese territories after April 2019, while some municipalities evicted refugees from the 

community (Human Rights Watch, 2019). This reflects how the Lebanese state and its 

extensions including municipalities and political parties, both exert and reproduce their 

power through the (mis)management of Syrian refugees and the durable solutions in 

Lebanon. By promoting, and at times forcing, Syrian refugees to return to Syrian without 

proper assurances of safety and security, the Lebanese state is exerting its dominance over 

refugees and the IRR. Moreover, the lack of a coherent national refugee policy in the 

presence of sharp internal political divisions over the conflict in Syria are contributing to 

security anxieties and sectarian tensions among the different communities in Lebanon. The 

Lebanese state is capitalizing on this situation by drawing on securitizing discourse to 

promote anti-refugee (and sectarian) sentiments as part of the country’s political discourse, 

ensuring the sectarian players’ relevance in the political arena. Rather than cooperating 

with intentional policies and procedures set by the IRR, the Lebanese state is articulating 

and enacting its sovereignty through the haphazard forced return of Syrian refugees. In 

line with neorealist views, the Lebanese state is behaving as a rational unitary actor that 

operates to pursue national interests and to maintain the political-sectarian power of the 

political elite.  
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The political environment in Lebanon is therefore fostering an increase in anti-

refugee rhetoric, which is creating additional pressure for refugees to return. Moreover, the 

discussion of refugee return is an integral part of Syria's political process, especially with 

the UN Special Envoy Pedersen who continues to stress the need to facilitate returns. The 

on-going Ukraine crisis is creating additional refugee influx particularly in Europe and 

additional pressure on aid budgets, which have already been stretched by the global 

COVID pandemic. Scarcer resources, deteriorating conditions, and increased pressure on 

refugees indicate that the subject of refugee return to Syria will be significantly increased. 

This will have a direct impact on millions of Syrian refugees and their pathways towards 

durable solutions (Carnegie Middle East Center, 2022).  

5.2.3  Resettlement 

For those who did not want to return to Syria, reasons include the lack of 

livelihoods opportunities, safety, and security in Syria (UNHCR, 2021), especially for 

those who participated in anti-regime protests in Syria prior to fleeing to Lebanon 

(Chulov, 2018). Refugees continue to refer to safety and security in their homeland as 

their primary concerns when considering returning home despite the harsh living 

conditions and increasing vulnerabilities in Lebanon. For example, in June 2022, the 

Syrian regime’s intelligence apparatus arrested 11 Syrian refugees returning from Lebanon 

illegally, in a new blow to the alleged general amnesty issued by Syrian President Bashar 

Al-Assad at the end of April (AlModon, 2022). Several reports have been published by 

advocacy reports to highlight the abuses carried out by Assad Syrian government against 

innocent Syrians upon their return (Jordan et al., 2022). These abuses include torture, rape, 

and disappearance (Refugee Protection Watch, 2021). It is therefore clear that conditions 
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for a dignified, safe and voluntary return are still unmet and return not be supported 

(Refugee Protection Watch, 2021), and that any forced return should be considered as a 

breach of non-refoulement binding principle (Human Rights Watch, 2021b). This 

conclusion was also reiterated during the second Brussels conference hosted by the EU in 

2018, where participants reached a consensus that Syria is not yet safe for repatriation as 

the security situation in Syria remains volatile (EU & UN, 2018). 

Syrians who are not able to find a dignified life neither in Lebanon nor in Syria are 

often pushed towards lengthy, irregular migration and human smuggling into Europe 

(Enab Baladi, 2022; L. Fakih, 2022). Syrian refugees represent the population with the 

highest global resettlement needs. According to UNHCR, only 305,480 resettlement 

submissions of Syrian refugees have been recorded since 2014, whereas the number of 

registered Syrian refugees totals 5,607,797 (UNHCR, n.d.-a). Due to limited resettlement 

places, submissions from all neighboring countries dramatically decreased between 2016 

and 2017 and it never increased again although a total number of registered refugees 

increased from 4.8 million at the end of 2016 to 5.6 million today. In 2021, 25,351 

individuals submitted for resettlement, comprising less than 5% of the annual resettlement 

needs (3RP, 2022b). The number decreased in 2022, with 18,071 resettlement submissions 

and resubmissions, out of which there were 12,014 departures. Given the large need for 

resettlement among Syrian refugees, UNHCR appealed to countries in the world to “not to 

forget or lose sight of the growing needs of displaced Syrians and refugees inside and 

outside the country,” including “increasing resettlement opportunities for the most 

vulnerable Syrian refugees” (UNHCR, 2022a). Yet resettlement has not been popular 

amongst third country states which tend to be Western states (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5- Main Countries of Resettlement in 2022 (UNHCR, 2022d) 

According to the Lebanese General Security, 92,218 Syrians were resettled into a 

third country state from Lebanon during the first 10-year of the crisis, representing about 

6% of the total Syrian refugee population in Lebanon (Dagher, 2021). As Figure 5 shows, 

the number of Syrian refugees resettled into European and Northern states is miniscule 

compared to the size of the local population within the countries and compared to the 

number residing in Syria’s neighboring countries. Moreover, the intake by Gulf states is 

considerably low. While Gulf states are among the top contributors of financial aid 

directed towards managing the humanitarian aspect of the Syrian conflict, they have been 

the most resistant to granting refugee status to Syrian refugees and creating opportunities 

for resettlement (Charles, 2021; Yahya & Muasher, n.d.). In 2015, Saudi Arabia 

contributed $88.8 million, Kuwait $313.6 million, and the United Arab Emirates $71.9 

million to humanitarian operations related to the Syrian crisis (Oxfam, 2016; Yahya & 
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Muasher, n.d.). And, for example, Saudi Arabia states that it had provided entry permits 

for 2.5 million Syrians since 2011, but scholars have noted that there is a lack of official 

data to support these numbers and that the actual number is closer to 420,000 (de Bel-Air, 

2015; Yahya & Muasher, n.d.). The bulk of the Gulf state’s intake has consisted of Syrian 

migrant workers and students rather than people fleeing conflict (Amnesty International, 

2015; Yahya & Muasher, n.d.). This situation, in which the Gulf states contribute 

financially to the IRR in exchange for no burdens of resettlement, is similar to what 

Cuéllar (2006) describes as the grand compromise in global refugee management, in 

which states in the Global North pay (either UNHCR or refugee-hosting countries) to 

contain refugee populations outside their borders and, in turn, protect their sovereignty 

(Arar, 2018; Charles, 2021). This grand compromise has only increased the unequal 

burden for Syria’s neighboring states, including Lebanon. 

Thinking with Mearsheimer’s theory on structural realism, in which he posits that 

states behave according to the structure or architecture of the international system (2001), 

it becomes clear that despite the IRR’s international commitments, the non-binding and 

anarchic international governing structure in which the IRR operates and it’s soft laws 

and policies give Gulf and Northern states the final decision and cover to respond to the 

Syrian refugee file in ways that suit their personal interests. This explains why Lebanon, 

Jordan, and Turkey continue to bear the brunt of hosting the largest number of Syrian 

refugees while Gulf states have been able to avoid resettling Syrian refugees out of Syria’s 

neighboring countries into their own (Arar, 2018). There is no higher authority in the IRR 

to hold the Gulf states accountable for avoiding resettling Syrian refugees into their 

countries or to pressure European and Northern states to take in more refugees given the 
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states’ financial and infrastructural capacities to do so. Furthermore, states in the Global 

North do not depend on UNHCR for aid (Arar, 2018) and are thus exempt from working 

with UNHCR and other refugee-related international institutions within their borders. 

Charles (2021) analyzes this dynamic in relation to the UAE, and reveals how the UAE’s 

version of the grand compromise allows it to ‘select’ those Syrians that can remain in the 

country, in turn protecting its sovereignty and avoiding having to deal with the social, 

economic, infrastructural challenges of Lebanon and Jordan. The UAE also does not have 

to worry about any involvement of UNHCR and other international organizations in 

domestic affairs since it does not depend on international aid (Charles, 2021). Given the 

UAE’s prominence in fund-raising for UNHCR’s international efforts, it has been 

“excused” from resettling more Syrian refugees (Charles, 2021).  

Moreover, most states have utilized securitization and sectarian discourse, whether 

implicitly or explicitly, to justify their non-compliance with the IRR’s durable solutions as 

acts of “survival.” For example, the Gulf states’ lack of resettlement pathways is 

consistent with the protectionist naturalization laws of these countries (Yahya & Muasher, 

n.d.), which they often claim is to done “protect” and maintain the demographic balance 

within them (Charles, 2021). Similarly, many right-wing and centrist politicians use 

Islamophobia to leverage anti-refugee sentiments and to support closed-border policies 

amidst an influx of Muslim refugees to Europe and the United States (Fritzsche & Nelson, 

2020; Górak-Sosnowska & Pachocka, 2019; Hafez, 2015). Moreover, within existing 

Muslim communities in Europe, racialized categorizations of difference are deployed 
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along the Balkan Route1 to differentiate between local, white European Muslims and 

refugee Arab “others” (Rexhepi, 2018). These sentiments and discourses have provided 

European states with the popular support and power they need to avoid upholding their 

part in handling the Syrian refugee file and meeting the durable solutions. In doing so, 

these states have reproduced and strengthened their sovereignty at the expense of the 

safety and well-being of Syrian refugees and the socioeconomic conditions of Lebanon 

and Syria’s other neighboring states. 

5.3  The Repercussions of Failing to Meet the Durable Solutions 

The failure to meet the durable solutions set by the IRR has direct implications on 

the lives of refugees. These include lost generations (Oxfam, 2021; Theirworld, 2020), 

protection concerns due to a lack of legal documentation (Human Rights Watch, 2020; 

Refugee Protection Watch, 2021; Whitaker, 2008), as well as increased risk of arrests 

(Bidandi, 2018; L. Fakih, 2022) and sexual and gender-based violence (Roupetz et al., 

2020; UN Women, 2013).  

It is important to also consider how these social vulnerabilities might lead to an 

increased risk of violent extremism among refugee and host communities. The British 

Council’s framework (British Council, 2020) on the drivers of violent extremism suggests 

“push” and “pull” factors that contribute to young people’s participation in violence 

                                                 

1 The Balkan Route is a major geopolitical corridor of transitional and transient sites of migrant mobility that 

spreads from Turkey to Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary, Austria, and to Germany. The Balkan Route 

brings together multiple actors, ranging from EU and state-based containment and controls (such as the EU–

Turkey deal) to ordinary people reinforcing and rejecting the borders along the route (Rexhepi, 2018). 
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(Figure 6). Push factors include structural factors that are conducive to violent extremism, 

such as the lack of socio-economic opportunities, marginalization and discrimination, poor 

governance, violations of human rights, as well as prolonged and unresolved conflicts 

(UNODC, 2018). Pull factors are the individual motivations and processes that play a key 

role in transforming ideas and grievances into violent extremist actions. These include 

individual backgrounds and motivations; collective grievances and victimization 

stemming from domination, oppression, subjugation or foreign intervention, distortion and 

misuse of beliefs, political ideologies and ethnic and cultural differences, and available 

leadership and social networks (UNODC, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 6- "Push" and "Pull" factors of violent extremism in youth (British Council, 

2020) 
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Through the case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, we can analyze how the failures 

to meet the durable solutions might potentially increase the risk of violent extremism in 

Lebanon and beyond. As previously discussed, Syrian refugees in Lebanon have faced 

many legal, social, and economic hardships due to the state’s reluctance to acknowledge 

them as legal refugees and therefore excluding them from participating in formal 

employment and schooling. Moreover, the IRR’s non-binding nature and the international 

governing structure in which the IRR operates have made resettlement and voluntary 

return either highly unlikely or impossible. As such, Syrian refugees find themselves stuck 

in a marginalized position, in a country with crumbling infrastructure, and with few 

opportunities to change their situation.  

Moreover, based on the 2021 VASyR survey, over half (51%) of the Syrian 

refugee population in Lebanon was below the age of 18 years (UNHCR et al., 2022) 

(Figure 7). This is important to keep in mind given that young people have been a vital 

source of support for many extremist groups across the world (Darden, 2019). The ways 

that young people are recruited into extremist groups vary widely across contexts, and 

they have taken on roles ranging from cooks to armed fighters (Darden, 2019). Knowing 

the high proportion of youth in the refugee population and the challenging living 

situations, it is important to consider how they may be susceptible to such recruitment 

within Lebanon and beyond. However, it is crucial to situate this phenomenon within the 

context of high rates of unemployment and financial hardship for both Lebanese and 

Syrian households to avoid contributing to the securitization of refugees within the 

country. 
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Figure 7- Population profile of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon, age distribution by 

sex (UNHCR et al., 2022) 

Both Syrians and Lebanese youth are at risk of recruitment into violent extremist 

groups. For some Lebanese youth in Tripoli, joining an armed group during harsh 

economic conditions was seen as an employment opportunity (Slavova & Al Masri, 2018). 

Moreover, the majority of Sunni fighters from Lebanon who went to Syria and Iraq to 

fight with extremist groups come from marginalized areas in Lebanon, such as Tripoli, 

Ersal, Majdal Anjar, and Saidon (Alami, 2014). According to a focus group discussion 

with young people in Tripoli, they saw violence as an integral part of their lives and a 

necessary survival skill (Slavova & Al Masri, 2018). Almost all focus group participants 

could easily recount violent incidents taking place in their neighborhood in the past week, 

and several reported carrying knives (Slavova & Al Masri, 2018). Exposure to armed 

violence also increased in the governorates of Nabatiye, Baalbek-Hermel and the South in 

recent years (ARK and UNDP, 2022). Risks of violent extremism are therefore not 
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particular to Syrian refugees; rather they are a symptom of a much larger and deeper 

structural problems inherent within Lebanon’s governance.  

At the same time, many Lebanese youth consider that the competition of lower 

skilled jobs is a main source of tension between Lebanese and Syrian refugees (ILO, 

2013). This competition arises from the haphazard labor policies set by the Lebanese state 

for both Lebanese and Syrian refugees. Since refugees are not allowed to formally work 

within most sectors in Lebanon, they resort to informal and illegal employment, which 

comes with extremely low wages and no protection, making them more profitable for 

business owners than hiring Lebanese laborers. This is a direct result of Lebanon’s weak 

economic recovery plan (2019) and the IRR’s (which includes humanitarian bodies and 

the Lebanese state) weak enforcement of local integration mechanisms that ensure dignity 

and fair opportunities for host and refugee communities. This competition has led to 

tensions between host-refugee communities in Lebanon and has contributed to the 

securitization of refugees across the country. There are therefore many push factors that 

exist in Lebanon for both Syrian and Lebanese youth to join violent groups as a means to 

compensate for the harsh conditions they find themselves in.  

This is unfortunate given the high potential that young people have for bringing 

positive change to society. Young people often play a key role in providing peer-to-peer, 

family, and community support, whether by taking on key social and economic 

responsibilities, or organizing self-led youth groups, or caring for the elderly or disabled 

(UNHCR, 2013). Young people have also been shown to be important contributors to 

peace building and growth given the extra time they have to offer, the creative solutions 

they put forward, and their technological expertise (GYAC and MYAN, 2018; UNHCR, 
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2013). Yet young people are often “invisible” in refugee response plans (UNHCR, 2013). 

This is due to numerous factors. First, UNHCR and other organizations (governmental and 

non-governmental) do not have a single, agreed-upon definition of “youth.” For example, 

the UN defines youth as those between 15-24 years old (UNHCR, 2013), whereas the 

Lebanese government defines youth as those between 15-29 years old (Youth Forum for 

Youth Policy, 2012). Other age-based classifications used by organizations involved in 

refugee and youth relief programs also exist, including children (0-18 years), adolescents 

(10-19 years), and young people (10-24 years) (UNHCR, 2013). These different 

definitions make it difficult for the IRR to streamline their youth programming. This in 

turn makes it difficult to design and track appropriate solutions for young people who have 

their own unique needs, aspirations and capacities (GYAC and MYAN, 2018; UNHCR, 

2013). The Second, young people and young refugees specifically are often approached 

and perceived through particular stereotypes: young men are seen as vulnerable to 

violence disruption and women as particularly vulnerable and unable to protect themselves 

(UNHCR, 2013). The mismatch in perceptions and potential of young people impacts how 

young refugees are accounted for and included in the durable solutions (GYAC and 

MYAN, 2018; UNHCR, 2013). This mismatch is happening within our aging world, 

where, for example, more than one fifth (20.8%) of the EU population in 2021 was aged 

65 and over (Eurostat, 2022). The rendering of young refugees as “invisible” therefore 

results in a loss of potential for the refugees themselves and society as a whole. It is 

crucial to be more intentional and specific in how the IRR accounts for and includes 

refugee youth in the design and implementation of durable solutions.  
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To try find a more dignified life beyond Lebanon, Syrian refugees are increasingly 

risking their lives in attempt to reach Europe through illegal channels via the 

Mediterranean sea (UNHCR, 2015). These illegal crossings are often violent experiences 

for refugees, who find themselves held at gunpoint by smugglers, provided with little to no 

information on what to expect about their journey and when they arrive to Europe, as well 

as physical beatings from perpetrated by police and other refugees upon their arrival to 

Europe (Ben Farhat et al., 2018; UN News, 2022). Extremist violence therefore also 

happens to refugees rather than only by refugees. The risk of violence remains high within 

the context of malleable, soft laws set by the IRR which do not tackle these acts of 

violence and forms of state power that prevent refugees from finding safety, security, and 

dignified living. State governments exert violence through policing and exclusionary labor 

policies, where as host communities both exert and are prone to violence through 

crumbling social and economic conditions at home, and refugees are vulnerable to 

violence at home, abroad, and enroute to new destinations. As long as the IRR operates in 

an anarchical international system, in which states rely on policing and exclusionary labor 

policies and weak integration and resettlement programs, Syrian refugees and host 

communities will be entangled in multiple forms of violence. It is therefore crucial to 

design durable solutions that prevent the exacerbation of push and pull factors that lead 

refugees to pursue illegal crossings, which are themselves sites that reproduce multiple 

forms violence along the way and at the final destination.  

5.4  Recommendations for Achieving the Durable Solutions 

It is clear that the anarchical international governing structure in which the IRR 

operates and the regime’s reliance on soft laws, which allows states to exert their 



 

 

 

69 

 

sovereignty by evading their responsibilities, is not conducive to meeting the durable 

solutions for refugees across the world. It is therefore crucial to develop a global and 

regional burden sharing plan, though a participatory and highly consultative approach, in 

which different actors contribute to and agree on a fair, concrete, and realistic action-plan 

for meeting the durable solutions. This action-plan should clearly state every country’s 

responsibility towards reaching the durable solutions, and start with the voluntary and safe 

repatriation but not end there. If voluntary and safe repatriation is not possible, then local 

integration and resettlement should also be properly planned. This response plan should 

have clear and binding guidelines related to responsibilities, timeline, reporting, and 

accountability measures. 

The location of integration and resettlement must be decided on based on two 

factors: (1) the will and ability of refugees to integrate into the host community and 

become self-reliant (desire, preference, language and cultural similarities, aspirations) and 

(2) the capacity of a state to integrate these refugees (GDP, labor and skills gaps, 

population density, infrastructural capacity, etc.). This approach is more likely to reach a 

win-win situation, in which refugees are given the opportunity to participate in society and 

are also seen as positive contributors to society by states and host communities. When a 

win-win situation is unlikely to naturally occur, it is important for the regime to consider 

offering some incentives to potential host states. This is particularly critical given the 

regime’s lack of an active enforcement mechanism.  This result is possible even if the 

“4th” solution is adopted, in which refugees are normalized as migrants (Moretti, 2015). 

 The plan should also be time-bound, where timeframes for local integration, 

return, and resettlement are devised through a fair and scientific burden-sharing study. 
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This would set clear expectations, milestones, and transparency for all parties involved 

(Amaral et al., 2018). For example, Arab states, particularly Gulf states, must take on 

more responsibility in hosting and resettling Syrian refugees into their communities within 

a designated timeframe (for example, five years), especially given similarities in cultural 

and linguistic traditions between the communities. There should be a clear and transparent 

process for devising and implementing this plan. Streamlining which durable solutions 

apply to which refugees based on existing circumstances is crucial for a fair and 

transparent resettlement process. Yassin proposes that the Lebanese state must work with 

UNHCR and other members of the IRR to create three categories for the Syrian refugee 

population in Lebanon that will help determine how to proceed with meeting the durable 

solutions (Dagher, 2021). These categories include: (1) those that want to return to Syria 

under the current circumstances but require significant assistance and protection to do so, 

(2) those that can never return to Syria as long as the current regime is in power and who 

must be given asylum in Europe and the U.S. because Lebanon refuses to do so (this is 

expected to be the largest group), and (3) those who do not fit the prior two and that 

Lebanon will have to accept as legal residents with all their rights and protections (Dagher, 

2021). To make this suggestion both possible and realistic, it is important to consider 

Lebanon’s capacity to host the third group as well as the IRR’s capacity to facilitate and 

monitor the first two categories. As the IRR currently stands, while UNHCR and other 

regulatory bodies do have the authority to monitor and evaluate state’s performance in 

complying with the durable solutions, they do not have the power to impose decisions on 

states based on their performance and enforce and update the laws that should hold nation-

states accountable. However, the use of incentives, both financial and material, could be 
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used to comply with the durable solutions for Syrian refugees in Lebanon (Cammett & 

Şaşmaz, 2022). More specifically, the IRR should devise a plan where Lebanon is not 

expected to host more than its capacity while at the same time creating legal, safe, and 

dignified pathways for some Syrian refugees to integrate into the local community. This 

could be done through a fourth solution, or a “work visa” in which refugees would benefit 

from legal and labor rights and protections within Lebanon until regime change occurs in 

Syria or refugee’s individual plans change paths. Potential incentives related to the fourth 

solution include creating designated sectors for Syrian refugees to work in that would not 

decrease the availability of jobs for Lebanese citizens. These could be based on the three 

sectors identified by the GoL based on which Syrian Refugees can obtain legal work 

permits; construction, agriculture and environment. Moreover, the GoL complying with 

the 4th solution could be conditioned on the IRR and the northern states’ investing in the 

local economy of Lebanon and in community support projects including public works (i.e., 

rainwater canals, construction of municipal halls, sidewalks…etc.). The scale and scope of 

these projects should be aligned with the number of Syrian refugees who will be 

normalized through the fourth solution and for the duration of their stay. In this agreement, 

Syrian refugees would be able to generate income and maintain legal status in Lebanon 

while benefiting the GoL and its infrastructure. 

Strengthening the structure of the IRR through clear, timebound, and binding 

mechanisms will hold states and other members of the IRR accountable in meeting the 

durable solutions that they have committed to. This will help the international community 

implement their commitments as well as ensure that burden-sharing and equal 
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responsibility occur. This is the only way that the durable solutions can be met within the 

current IRR system.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

 

The IRR offers three durable solutions for the plight of refugees: (1) local 

integration in the first country of asylum, (2) voluntary repatriation, and (3) resettlement in 

third party-states. Despite these devised solutions, in most refugee crises no durable 

solutions demand is met (Stein, 1986). This dissertation analyzes why this predicament 

happens through the case of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. It mainly draws on two related 

literatures— (1) international relations theory, namely structural realism, and (2) works on 

the IRR and the durable solutions dilemma—and argues that the IRR’s failure to attain 

durable solutions is largely due to the limitations of the international governing system, 

which relies on an anarchical system and non-binding soft laws.  

More specifically, this dissertation discusses how the Lebanese state draws on 

discourse to securitize the presence of Syrian refugees in Lebanon in order to justify 

refugee returns to Syria, and how European and Gulf states make it difficult for refugees 

to enter their borders. States draw on securitization discourse, sectarianism, Islamophobia, 

and physical violence through policing, to justify their non-compliance with the IRR’s soft 

laws and their rejection of the durable solutions put forward by the IRR. In turn, states 

reproduce their sovereignty. State power is therefore (re)produced via the structure of the 

weak structure and non-binding nature of the IRR.  
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The failure to meet the durable solutions set by the IRR has direct implications on 

the lives of refugees and host communities. Not only are whole generations at risk of 

losing their childhood and productive power due to a lack of education and job 

opportunities, especially within conflict and conflict-adjacent states, but many refugees 

and host communities are also at risk of participating or being recruited into violent 

extremist projects. This is the case with Syrian refugees living inside and fleeing Lebanon. 

Despite the unique strengths and capacities for young people to contribute to society, the 

presence of long-lasting financial and social precarity have pushed young people to join 

extremist groups across the world. Knowing the high proportion of youth in the refugee 

population and the multiple forms of violence that they face in Lebanon and as they try to 

secure a better life in Europe, it is important to consider how they may be susceptible to 

such recruitment within Lebanon and beyond. The risk of violence especially remains high 

within the context of malleable, soft laws set by the IRR which contribute to the failures of 

the durable solutions, and do not tackle acts of violence and forms of state power that 

prevent refugees from finding safety, security, and prosperity. Risks of violent extremism 

are therefore not particular to Syrian refugees; rather they are a symptom of a much larger 

and deeper structural problems inherent within Lebanon and the IRR’s governance. 

In the IRR’s current form, while the UNHCR and other regulatory bodies do have 

the authority to monitor and evaluate state’s performance in complying with the durable 

solutions they do not have the power to impose decisions on states based on their 

performance and enforce and update the laws that should hold nation-states accountable. 

Given the international nature of the problem, the thesis calls for reform at the level of the 

IRR. Specifically, it suggests that an international supervisory authority should push for 
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the implementation of a binding responsibility and burden sharing agenda, to be developed 

through a participatory approach with relevant stakeholders at local, regional, and 

international levels, and on a case-by-case basis. In doing so, the role of UNHCR in 

assisting the implementation and monitoring of the durable solutions could become more 

efficient and effective.  

In relation to the Syrian refugee file in Lebanon, the Lebanese state must work 

with UNHCR and other members of the IRR to create realistic and time-bound goals for 

local integration, return, and resettlement that are devised through a fair and scientific 

burden-sharing study. Arab states, particularly Gulf states, must take on more 

responsibility in hosting and resettling Syrian refugees into their communities, European 

countries should take in more refugees given their infrastructural and financial capacity 

and should put an end to the policing of their borders, and the Lebanese state should pass 

labor laws and protections that would protect and improve the well-being of refugees and 

reduce host-refugee tensions.  

This study has key limitations. The case study approach taken in this thesis relied 

on secondary data and findings rather than a primary data analysis. While a primary data 

analysis would have provided more empirical backing for the arguments put forward, the 

thesis’s use of multiple existing surveys and data, which often serve as the basis for much 

of the IRR’s decision-making, does provide important contextual data on which the 

argument can stand.  

Given the complexity, urgency, and international nature of the Syrian refugee crisis 

in Lebanon, the analysis and recommendations presented in this thesis can inform policy 
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makers and practitioners at national, regional and international levels working not only on 

the Syrian refugee file but all other refugee crises (which are all international in scope). 

This work can also be useful to academics in the field of migration and IR who are 

invested in achieving the durable solutions. Strengthening the structure of the IRR through 

clear, timebound, and binding mechanisms will hold states and other members of the IRR 

accountable. These changes would bring the IRR and global community steps closer to 

achieving the durable solutions, and, in turn, ensuring the safety and wellbeing of 

everyday people across the world.  
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