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Dislocations in the West Asian Context

Unlike many parts of the world where culturally diverse communities often face a glaring choice between assimilation into dominant cultures or general exclusion, the West Asian region comes across as unique in that it seems to provide a context whereby dissimilar inhabitants can successfully find a place for themselves without either being assimilated or excluded. It is an approach to ‘multi-culturalism’ or perhaps a form of ‘local cosmopolitanism’ (Zubaida 1999).  Migration has been a part and parcel of human life. Forced migration is one part of the migration history. Forced migration is generally large, sudden and violent, precarious, painful and compelling. It is documented in folk tales, religious texts and in oral narratives of people across the world. Forced migration in contemporary West Asia is most often associated with the Palestinian people’s dispossession from their lands and homes in the 1947-8 war that beckoned the creation of the modern Israeli State. Perhaps next on the list of forced migrants in the region one might consider the case of the Turkish people, whose homeland has been divided across four modern states: Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria. The Fertile Crescent of West Asia, that highly contested stretch of land, has been the focus of centuries, if not millennia, of movements of people. Then, for much of the last five hundred years, the largely involuntary movements of peoples in West Asia declined as a system of government emerged, which encouraged pluralism and tolerated diversity among peoples under its rule; the drawing out of differences between neighbours and the encouragement of unique identities based on cultural, linguistic or religious grounds prevailed. However, the empire, upon which such identities were based, the Ottoman Empire, came to an end with World War I. Amidst the debris left behind in the grab for land and nation-making out of the Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires was the discreet communities of people sharing common beliefs about their identities based on ideas of ethnicity and religious variation. In the West Asian heartland of the Ottoman Empire, belonging was based not on a physical birthplace alone, but specifically included the social community of origin. It was rooted in the connections and links between and among a specific group of people as much as, if not more than, in a territory. 

The twentieth century saw an array of involuntary movements of communities once rooted in the fluid borders disturbed by the disintegration of empires. This included communities on the Russian-Ottoman borderlands such as the Armenian, Circassian, and other North Caucasus peoples. Much of this region has remained deeply contested, even at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  Other dispossessions had their origins in the lines drawn on maps by Great Western Powers to create new nation-states. These included the Palestinians, the Kurds, the pastoral Bedouin and a variety of ‘stateless people.’ Other cases of forced migration, such as those of Yazidis, the Assyrians and some Armenian groups, were closely linked to the regional repercussions of pan-Arab, Socialist and Islamic political movements. Given such competing forces, many communities of single identities were deprived of their land base and forced to move, seeking security elsewhere in the region (and abroad). In Arab West Asia, they set about restoring their social cohesiveness and cultural identity without the tie to territory which largely had been the cause of their previous undoing. 
Although contemporary West Asia has been the focus of detailed scholarship, much of what has been written about the region in the context of migration studies relates to labour migration. As Castle and Millers write, migration is a process which affects every dimension of social existence, making research on migration intrinsically interdisciplinary (Castle and Millers 2009). Almost all theories of migration focus on the voluntary migration of individuals.  In most cases the economic factors are assumed to be predominant in determining the flow of populations and in interpreting the experience after the migration (Richmond 1994). Few writers express an interest in involuntary or politically motivated migrations, it being taken for granted that while there might be some regularity in the movement of economic migrants, the flow of refugees as a result of political crisis or disaster is assumed to be spontaneous and unpredictable. Opposing this position is the work of Agamben and other theorists and philosophers who regard forced migration personified in the refugee, asylum seeker, or illegal migrant as the forerunner of a universal condition (Agamben 1994).  
The study of forced migration is premised upon the distinction between forced and voluntary migration. The separation of these categories emerges largely from policy categories designed to distinguish between and prioritize the rights of different groups of people. Forced migration is often assumed to have a political basis, being based on flight from persecution or conflict; voluntary migration is generally assumed to be underpinned by economic motives.  However, in practice this distinction is problematic, it is not possible to distinguish sharply between volition and coercion, and is likely to be motivated by a mixture of economic and political factors. All migrating individuals face structural constraints and all retain a degree of agency to choose between different options. For example, when refugees face severe political constraints, they often retain choice over a range of options about where and when to move. Similarly, even economic migrants; often face serious structural constraints, as a result of, for example, a lack of livelihood opportunity in their home country. Nevertheless, even though the forced/voluntary distinction represents a spectrum rather than a clear dichotomy, which is inadequately captured by existing policy categories, it remains and important and useful distinction for analytical purposes. This is the case for two reasons. Firstly, despite the problematic nature of the dichotomy, and the challenge of knowing, “where to draw the line,” there are certain categories of people whose basic rights their own states are unwilling or unable to provide, and who are therefore compelled to leave their homes. Secondly, because existing policy categories are based on the distinction, the international politics of forced migration is generally distinct from the politics of other aspects of human mobility. Forced migration can be defined as the movement that takes place under significant structural constraints that result from an existential threat. The most high profile and highly researched category of forced migration is refugees. Refugees are defined as people who “owing to a well-founded fear of persecution on the grounds of race, religion, nationality or membership of a social group find themselves outside their country of origin and are unable or unwilling to avail themselves of the protection of that country” (Article 1A of the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees). During the latter part of the twentieth century, there was an increasing recognition that people could be “in a refugee-like situation” and be in need of international protection without having crossed an international border. People facing political persecution or fleeing conflict might move to a different part of their own state rather than travel across an international border. 
There is a common assumption of a fixed relationship between a nation-state and its culture and society, which also touches upon the understanding of the nature of change, particularly cultural change. The common representation of the world is as a collection of countries with diverse national societies, each rooted in its proper place (Malkki 1992).Thus we have the notion that each country has its own distinctive culture and society. Here the geographic spaces are taken to be the same as the cultural places they contain. Such mapping of cultures onto places fails to account for the existence of cultural differences within a single locality or space as well as internal differences within cultures.  Lebanon is an example of the way in which multiple cultures may share the same place, however uncomfortably. Multiculturalism is thus ‘both a feeble acknowledgement of the fact that cultures have lost their moorings in definite places and an attempt to subsume this plurality of cultures within a framework of a national identity’ (Gupta and Fergusson 1992:7). The idea of ‘subcultures,’ also common in this context, is an attempt to explain the existence of distinct cultures while also acknowledging the existence of a dominant culture sharing the same geographical space. Both notions of ‘multiculture’ and ‘subculture’ attempt to link identity with place rather than simply geographic space.   Ideas and concepts regarding displacement assume a natural correspondence between people, geographical space, and place, which anthropologists such as Malkki (1992) have questioned for some time. As Malkki shows, there is an abundance of ‘botanical metaphors,’ largely derived from nineteenth-century nation-state ideologies, through which both anthropological and nationalist discourses have rooted people in the ‘soil’ of the nation or ‘ethnic territory.’ Yet despite this theoretical preoccupation with ‘roots’ historical research has consistently shown that migration is not the exception in human history, but rather more of a constant. Even more popular post-modern metaphors like ‘grafting,’ ‘transplanting,’ and ‘hybridization’ continue this ‘mother earth’ imagery. Contesting this popular conceptualization, Malkki makes clear that people are chronically mobile and routinely displaced and invent homes and homelands in the absence of territorial national bases…through memories of and claims on, places that they can or will no longer corporeally inhabit (Malkki 1992:24).

In a region like West Asia, where dispossession and forced migration  and diasporic flows have indelibly marked the landscape, the mass movements of people into the region over the past one hundred years, if not millennia, make an attempt to regard the area as a set of homelands and cultural regions. The ‘here’ and ‘there’ have become blurred in such transnational or diasporic situations and the cultural certainty of the ‘çentre’ becomes as unclear and as uneasy as that of the periphery. Thus the experience of displacement is not restricted to those who have moved to the periphery but also affects those in the core (Bhabha 1990:66). This undermining of the connections between people and places, which are imagined to be natural, has not led to cultural homogenization (Clifford 1988). Instead, what has tended to happen with this blurring of places and localities is that ideas of cultural and ethnic distinctions are becoming more prevalent. What we see is the imagined community striving to become attached to imagined places (Anderson 1983). Dispossessed people everywhere remember their imagined homelands in a world that increasingly denies such firm identification of ‘place’ with ‘geographic space.’ Remembered places have often served as symbolic anchors for forced migrants and other dispersed people. Thus homeland is one of the most powerful unifying symbols for the dispossessed, even though the way in which the place is constructed in the social imagination may be quite different among the far flung members of the imagined community. Geographical space, as anthropology has long argued, is made meaningful by people. The experience of space is always socially constructed. Spatial meanings are thus established by those with the power to make places out of spaces. The contestation of these places then often lies on the periphery with those who have been dispossessed or have become minorities in a dominant cultural sphere. It is clear that nationalism plays an important role in the politics of ‘place-making’ out of territorial spaces. Thus, the creation of ‘natural links’ between places and people is largely dominated by the strongest cultural group that controls the state. However, contestation or opposition to these ‘natural links’ is common among the dispossessed and those in the diaspora, as evidenced in the emergence of ethnic counter nations, such as the Circassians, Palestinians, Armenians. The Palestinians for example, express a deeply felt relationship to the ‘villages of origin’ and the ‘land’ in general.  The geographic space and the imagined place is the fundamental inspiration for the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. For many of the dispossessed, the imagined homeland acquires a mythical status and image. It is assumed to be unchanged by the departure and relocation of its dispossessed. Yet the way in which the representation of the imagined community is drawn and fixed rests largely with the people themselves. The past is smoothed out, pre-existing differences and ambiguities are often covered up and members of the dispossessed group often assign a primordial being to the society and homeland. This imagery is now being challenged by anthropologists and geographers, among others and is becoming the ‘current orthodoxy’ in the social sciences.  (Chatty 2010)
Ernest Gellner defines nationalism as ‘primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent…in brief nationalism is a theory of political legitimacy, which requires that ethnic boundaries  should not cut across political ones (Gellner 1983:1). Eriksen (2002) points out that this definition set out by Gellner and adopted by many political scientists refers to a peculiar link between ethnicity and the state.  From this perspective, nationalisms are the same as ethnic ideologies that hold that their group should dominate the state. The nation-state then is the state dominated by one ethnic group and whose ‘ethnic markers’ (such as language and religion) are frequently embedded in the official symbolism and legislation of the state. Contemporary research on ethnic identity formation and boundary maintenance does help to understand the anomaly Eriksen pointed out earlier, regarding the link between ethnicity and the state.  (Chatty 2010)
In West Asia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the introduction of majorities and minorities played havoc with the balance long established in an area that was religiously and ethnically heterogeneous.   For centuries, authority had been derived not by any particular form of representation but rather from war, invasion, conquest, and religious supremacy/ warrant. The Ottoman rulers’ base of authority was derived from Islam. However, the Ottomans recognised the vastly heterogeneous religious and ethnic character of their empire by setting up and managing the millet system. This form of government allowed those who did not belong to the dominant religion of Islam to run their own ecclesiastic or religious heads.  Thus the Jews and the Christians of West Asia, who at times represented as much as 25 per cent of the total population, were formed into numerous millets, which were largely self-governed and dealt with all the important moments of an individual’s life, from through marriage to death (Chatty 2010). These millets were based on not geographical facts but on belief systems and thus their membership could be far-flung depending upon where co-religionists and those sharing the same denomination were located. It was only with the demise of the Ottoman Empire that those who have been considered members of millets, with well-defined and recognised subordinate status in the Muslim body politic, were suddenly transformed into minorities dispersed in small pockets throughout the region. It was in these non-Muslim millets that the western idea of nationalism first spread. 

An ethnic minority can be defined as a group that is numerically inferior to the rest of the population in a society. These are generally non dominant ethnic, religious and linguistic communities; they can include indigenous and tribal peoples, migrant communities, and refugees, (Minority Rights group 2008). By the same definitional features, we can say that an ethnic majority is a group which is numerically superior to the rest of the population in a society; it is politically dominant and is reproduced as an ethnic category. In western nation states largely premised on the idea of   cultural and political unity, and also in many post-colonial nation-states, the existence and growing presence of migrant ethnic communities that are not assimilating and adopting the main common language, history and cultural traditions of the majority community are often viewed as threatening to the ideas of the state. Such peoples, who do not assimilate, take on the common language of the state, and internalize the historical myth of the state, become citizens but not nationals in that they remain outside the framework of the national culture. Countries which hold a common culture to be at the heart of the nation have found it very difficult to deal with ethnic minority presence   and respond by adopting quite restrictive rules of naturalization and citizenship (Castles 2000:279).  

Some regions, in West Asia in particular, but elsewhere too, entertain conflicting notions of the existence of any singular sense of majority culture. With multiple ideas prevailing regarding the notions of cultural identity, as well as competing power struggles between which notion is predominant, the assimilation or integration of a cultural  or ethnic group becomes a recognition of the power relationship  between one community and those more powerful or running the state. If assimilation is taken to mean the process by which one cultural group is absorbed by another, it can be taken to the extreme to mean the complete disappearance of a minority culture into the mainstream ethnic group. It can be regarded as the failure of the weak to be recognized by the powerful. (Complete cultural loss or cultural genocide would be the other extreme). Integration, on the other hand, can be interpreted to mean the process whereby a group becomes a part of the prevalent or majority society. This can take various forms such as economic, political, social or religious integration. The integration can be passive or active, the latter seeking to influence changes and modifies the course of changes to maximise benefits and minimise disadvantages, the former requiring only adaptation and acceptance of change and its consequential impacts. 

In many states of the region, Syria being a case in point, the sense of national unity was created through the struggle for independence (Chatty 2010). Beginning in 1920 with the awarding of the League of Nations mandate to the French administration, the territory was divided into a number of states. Through common cause and hostility, the population of the territory rebelled and continues to fight the French policy of ‘Divide and Rule.’ However, it was not until 1936 that the French reunited the territory administratively into a single state. The exceptions were the areas that had been attached to Mount Lebanon to create the new state of Greater Lebanon and the Sanjay of Alexandretta. With independence in 1946, the Arab Republic of Syria had to build a functioning state and integrate territorially. None of its borders followed any geophysical boundaries but rather were created by the Great Powers. The post independent state led efforts to create a specific Syrian nation, however, have been ambiguous. This is partially the reaction of Syrian political actors to the historical factors that emerged from the protracted dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire. The idea of an Arab nation, as opposed to a Syrian nation remained strong and the Arab Cause as opposed to a specific Syrian Cause was what largely has provided Syrian regimes with legitimacy. A glance at the Syrian constitution shows a continuing ambiguity with regard to the Syrian Arab Republic’s place in the Arab homeland and the Arab nation. With such ambiguity, the essential requirement for a single-majority cultural hegemony within the nation state is not quite as pronounced as in many Western liberal democracies or new post-colonial nation-states. In Syria, the idea of the nation or state, the glue which keeps the modern territory and the people within it together, is perceived to be as the defender of the Arab Cause. Thus, the numerous minorities, many of them forced migrants from the demise of the Ottoman Empire, form discrete unassimilated ethnic communities that are not perceived as a threat to the state, because by and large, they buy into the state sponsorship and prioritization of the Arab nation and its cause. 

In much of West Asia, integration without assimilation can be regarded as the working model for state support and continuity. Economic and political integration of previous forced migration communities is common throughout the region, with social integration arguably not as well delineated. The latter, however, is not perceived as threatening to the state, nor is the lack of any effort to assimilate. Recent settler ethnic communities in the Arab landscape, people recently dispossessed and resettled, continue to maintain a cultural coherence through their adherence to an imagined homeland and an emphasis on maintaining their language as well as their religion or religious denomination/school. These practices do set such groups apart, but in the contextual background of numerous such   groups sharing the same space and thus creating a mosaic of ‘Others,’ the ‘Us’  becomes defined by the very diversity of its surroundings. This supports an ‘everyday cosmopolitanism’ in a sociological sense rather than a normative, philosophical one where individuals and groups are aware of, tolerate, and in some cases, celebrate the ‘mix’ of ‘others’ in their daily relations and social networks (Bayat 2008; Zubaida 1999). 

As the doctrine of ethnic exclusiveness and ethnic nationalism (other than ‘Arabness’) does not largely define the Arab world, the image of a singular, closed and primordial group, as defining the state, does not emerge with such clarity. In fact, the reverse may be truer.  Out of the remains of the former Ottoman Empire and as a result of neo-colonial rule of various lengths in the region, multiple ethnicities are largely accepted as partners in the contemporary states of the region. As Rosel (1997) writes, there is nothing preordained about ethnic conflict. Majority and minority groups live side by side without the spectre of primordial rights necessarily being raised. There will always be specific thresholds to be crossed before ethnic conflict emerges as inevitable and political profiteers, ideologues and warlords, who exploit opportunities for gain at the expense of political failure.  Rosel argues, ethnic conflicts are not tragic confrontations between primordial groups but the result of bad politics, Lebanon being a case in point.   

The twentieth century has seen a surge of forced migration, people displaced, uprooted, and forced out of spaces they had occupied for decades if not centuries. The refugee world was somehow strange and unfamiliar and contrary to the natural/national order of things. Forced migrants cut off from their homeland and thus deracinated, were regarded as lacking some of the qualities that made the rest of us human. For some it went as far as assuming a loss of culture also accompanied the loss of the homeland. The refugee came to be objectified, denoting a category of people without homelands, torn loose from their culture (assumed to be grounded in a territory or particular space). The forced migrant or refugee came to be generally regarded as an aberration to the way the world was meant to be organized and hence requiring therapeutic intervention, in the first instance, the carefully laid out and spatially delimited refugee camp. The close link between culture and national identity with territory, which has been so characteristic of European nation-states and which has largely determined the perception of refugees and other dispossessed people in the West, does not translate as easily to the contemporary states comprising the territory once part of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire.  Here, perhaps because of the large percentage of the population which has experienced both voluntary and involuntary migration in their lifetimes and in those of their parents and grandparents, the acceptance of mobility as normal rather than an aberration is widespread. Furthermore, the tradition of overlapping heritages and homelands, imagined and rooted, sometimes in the same spaces, has meant greater acceptance of the portability of culture and national identities, a kind of local cosmopolitanism. Perhaps the Ottoman Empire, for all its faults and weaknesses, did leave one valuable heritage for all those who once in habited its territorial spread: the integration of ethnic or national communities as important groups in the running of the Empire, the recognition that frontiers were often best protected by the creation of buffer communities of one national or ethnic group or another, and the willingness to allow such communities, though often widely dispersed, to be non-assimilated and culturally self-governed. (Chatty 2010) 

The Syrian Displacement in the aftermath of the ‘Arab Uprisings’

The Civil war in Syria has displaced vast numbers of Syrians from their homes and communities. By August 2014, some 6.45 million were estimated to be displaced within Syria and more than 2.9 million exiled as refugees beyond Syria’s borders, the great majority of them hosted by neighboring countries. Displaced is a rather mild word as tucked away behind that rather innocuous term are for millions, repeated stories of family separation; the loss of children, parents, friends, homes, entire neighbourhoods; and the terror of raining bombs, of extremist threats, of reprisals against family members imprisoned, tortured, raped, disappeared or killed. Displacement not once, twice or three times but multiple uprootings, to the homes of neighbours or into shells of buildings in their own neighbourhoods, displacement within their own districts and governorates or ultimately fleeing across borders to an unknown future. Few responses today are taking into account the trauma that the displaced have suffered and continue to suffer, through recurring flashbacks, through current rejection or continued family separation. 

Displacement is the manifestation of the dreadful fact of complete license that rides rampant in Syria. If ever an armed conflict were characterized by the absence of proportionality and distinction, Syria’s civil war must so be characterized. Across Syria’s borders, neighbouring countries struggle to respond to the needs of the countless refugees that they host today; Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey primarily but also Egypt and even Iraq have been generous beyond all reasonable expectations. Yet after four years, they are feeling the strain; increasing social tensions in host communities, the competition between citizens and Syrian refugees for health care, shelter, water, jobs and places in school. These challenges demand a focus beyond refugees alone, to assess and respond to the strains on communities and on national treasuries. As the civil war drags on, in the context of growing regional stability the numbers of internally displaced people will increase along with the number of refugees. 

In a region already hosting millions of Palestinian and Iraqi refugees, the scale of the Syrian crisis is putting immense additional strain on the resources and capacities of neighbouring countries and the international humanitarian system. The 3,300 refugees on average arriving in neighbouring countries every day in 2014 place a large burden on the protection capacity of the host countries and international actors and further accentuate the already severe negative social, economic and human developmental impacts on the host countries of the region. With no prospects of the civil war abating in Syria and with a peace process that might encourage refugee return even further away, the displacement is becoming protracted. 

The Regional Response Plan 6 (RRP6) 2014 targets assistance to a projected year-end total of 2.85 million Syrian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq collectively, the three countries where the three-year Regional Development and Protection Programme (RDPP is a three year regional programme working in Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq supported by a platform of humanitarian and development donors involving the European Union, Denmark, Ireland, UK, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic and led  by Denmark) is to be implemented and 2.5 million of the 45 million host populations. For refugee households, income-generating activities are scarce and for most of them the income-expenditure gap is substantial and increasing. Livelihood sustainability, cost of living and rent levels, alongside food insecurity and increasing indebtedness, are major concerns for the refugees as well as for their hosts. Syrian refugees find casual, irregular and predominantly unskilled work when they can; across Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq about 30% of the working refugee population are in some form of paid, sporadic employment but, with high competition for work, wage levels are declining. That the majority of refugees live in urban areas is a significant factor since they are more able to engage in economic activity than encamped refugees. However, the opportunities are extremely limited and the livelihood vulnerability of the urban refugees is no less severe than those of camps. 

Whilst refugee registration gives access to humanitarian assistance and some public services, the Syrian refugees have no legal entitlement to work in Jordan and Lebanon without a work permit. Thus it is the informal sector which provides the opportunities for income generation but wages are inevitably very low and working conditions are exploitative. Syrian refugees deploy a variety of highly risky coping strategies. The sale of personal assets is extensive; this not only increases their current impoverishment but depletes the resources that the refugees might have available when and if they return to Syria to rebuild their lives and livelihoods. Lack of employment has disproportionately affected women and youth; conversely, the rising incidence of child labour, as refugee households succumb to increasing impoverishment, is of particular concern in terms of their immediate well-being and in the longer term, the loss of education that will affect their life chances both in exile and when they return to Syria. The overall picture, then, is one of chronic vulnerability which is both deepening and becoming more entrenched. Whilst, inevitably, the human focus is on Syrian refugees, the situation of Palestinian and Iraqi refugees secondarily displaced from Syria is extremely serious. The cost and impacts of displacement on their livelihoods are severe and their marginalization from the mainstream response programme is particularly worrying. 

In terms of micro-economic impacts, housing rent levels are rising steeply, pricing the local population out of the market. Substantial spikes in unemployment, depressed wage rates and limited employment opportunities, mainly for low skilled labour, are widespread. Despite the official restrictions on working some refugees gain employment and the surge in labour supply has deeply affected labour markets, increasing market prices for basic commodities. While cash transfers/vouchers to assist refugees have enhanced their purchasing power it causes prices to rise in local markets, accentuating the livelihood vulnerability of an increasingly large number of local households. As well as the fiscal stress created the impacts on economic production and output are also severely affecting the host populations, impoverishing a very substantial number of (mainly low-income and already poor) households. Even before the crisis, 25 per cent of the Lebanese population lived below the upper poverty line of US$4 per day and the influx of refugees was projected to push an additional 170,000 Lebanese into poverty and to double unemployment to above 20 per cent by 2014. The crisis also had a very detrimental impact on all the public services, notably the health and education sectors, alongside severe impacts on services such as water supply and power. Pre-existing substantial shortfalls in capacity have increased dramatically, despite the assistance from the Regional Response Programme to support infrastructure development. 

There has been severe disruption to regional trading patterns and dynamics affecting import and export performance and commodity prices for consumers. The unstable political and security situation and spillover effects generated by the conflict reduce investor and consumer confidence, further diminishing economic activity and placing public finances under increasing pressure. 

Conversely and maybe less commonly recognized, humanitarian crises can spark development opportunities and positive effects have also been reported in the region: increased availability of cheap labour which favours employers, rising demand and consumption by refugees, and benefits for large-scale agricultural producers, landlords, local traders, businesses and retailers, construction contractors, as well as suppliers of goods and commodities to the humanitarian programme. In some locations, educated refugee professionals such as engineers, doctors and skilled construction and craft workers have augmented local economic capacity. Exports from Lebanon to Syria have increased significantly, and for the first time Lebanon has a positive trade balance with Syria. 

Although Lebanon and Jordan are not signatories to the 1951 Refugee Convention or its 1967 Protocol, they have displayed remarkable solidarity towards the refugee population but an increasingly ambivalent hospitality amongst the host countries and their populations is growing as pressure increases on their livelihoods and living standards. Syrians may enter Jordan with a passport and do not require a visa or residency permit. Under certain conditions they are permitted to reside in urban communities. Possession of a UNHCR registration card is needed for access to assistance if, for example, they move around the country. Many fail to register, because of lack of information but mainly for security reasons and fear of detection by different factions fighting in Syria. 

In Lebanon, a residence permit is required, valid for six months with the possibility of renewal for a further six months. However, subsequent extension is unaffordable by most refugees, effectively stripping them of their legal status. These conditions limit freedom of movement and restrict access to work, services and housing. Palestininian refugees leaving Syria who have already sought protection in neighbouring countries are particularly vulnerable, falling between highly restrictive residency conditions and the severely stretched resources of UNRWA, the UN agency mandated to assist them. 

It appears that despite the heavy emphasis of the humanitarian assistance programme on protection, many of those fleeing Syria are unaware of their rights and obligations. Those refugees with irregular status are increasingly marginalized and vulnerable. Access to borders is the most pressing protection concern for refugees. Lebanon’s periodic border closures, in response to cross-border violence and threats and recent access restrictions put refugees at risk. Some cases of arbitrary arrest and detention are reported in these countries (though less evident in Lebanon). Palestinians have been particularly susceptible to arbitrary detention. Evidence suggests that secondary migration, as refugees move around the country of asylum or engage in circular migration to Syria, increases protection risks and intensifies household vulnerability as refugees lose their regular status. Of growing concern is the number of Syrians falling into irregular immigration status due to their inability to pay for renewal of their visas. 

Socio-economic factors and the lack of legal status increase refugees’ susceptibility to a range of human rights abuses and vulnerabilities whether in camps or urban settings. Forced and early marriages have reportedly risen compared to the pre-crisis period and incidents of domestic violence, sexual and gender-based violence and violence against children are high. In urban settings, the possibility of eviction carries significant protection risks, especially as local authorities in some areas have started to crack down on refugees working informally. The longevity of the crisis has also accentuated the vulnerability of host communities, and tensions between refugee and host communities exacerbate protection risks. 
Syrians in Lebanon and Jordan: An overview
The entry of Syrian refugees into Lebanon and Jordan has resulted in unprecedented social and economic challenges to both countries. These are felt on a day to day basis by all Lebanese and Jordanians citizens whether through higher rents and declining public service availability, or through health and education infrastructure that is stretched beyond its limits. Both the countries have been generous to refugees, particularly at the societal level. However, the tensions between host communities and refugees within Lebanese society are obvious and in both countries a lot of government and societal discourse about refugees has become palpably resentful. 

The crisis has put a huge strain on the fiscal capacity of both countries so urging more state spending may seem counter-intuitive. However, development spending is justified for several reasons. First, the economies of Lebanon and Jordan were suffering from economic problems beforehand. Second, economic spending will benefit these countries’ citizens as well as the Syrian refugees; not spending for fear that it will provide refugees with an incentive to remain will hurt the country’s citizens just as much as it hurts refugees. Third, the fact that most of the refugees in both countries are not in camps  has created particularly challenging problems as reaching the refugees and serving their needs is even more expensive than it would otherwise be. It also means that across the board development spending is the most efficient way to address the humanitarian crisis. 

In both Jordan and Lebanon economic challenges preceded the refugee crisis. The situation in Lebanon is marked by sharper economic and regional inequalities, accompanied by deep social cleavages and sectarian fault lines that have been exacerbated by the Syrian conflict. Sixty per cent of the registered Syrian refugees are in the North and Beka’a Valley regions that are also the poorest regions in Lebanon. These two regions have been historically marginalized as reconstruction after the end of the civil war in Lebanon in 1990 saw most wealth flow to the greater Beirut region. However, both Jordan and Lebanon are loath to embark on major development spending. There is fear that substantial investment in refugees will provide incentives for further inflows, or integration of existing refugees. 

This line of thinking has been criticized. First, neglecting this issue hurts the domestic population as much as the refugee population. Second, the decision or ability to return home for many Syrians will depend on a number of other issues too. Syrians who come from areas where there is no possibility for economic life or where they are too fearful for their lives will prefer to stay, even if it means living in destitution. Third, ignoring the issue will cause more problems than if attempts were made to tackle them head on. The host countries have an incentive to provide refugees with a decent living so as to avoid the social problems that will arise from extreme poverty and destitution. Finally, all the neighbouring countries will benefit from a future Syria that is strong socially and economically. Hence capacity building is an investment in the long term regional economy. 

In the case of Lebanon, in addition to the fears of integration there is also the real issue of weak state capacity. The inflow of foreign aid could give the government the ability to strengthen its capacity without the accompanying fiscal strain. Development initiatives administered by the state such as infrastructural investment in services, healthcare, education and job creation, and targeting host communities as well as refugees, have the benefit of strengthening state capacity and relieving tensions at the same time as addressing refugees’ needs. Though large-scale initiatives carry certain risks, so does inaction, particularly as both refugee and host communities become increasingly restless. 

According to Lebanese law, without the required entry or stay documentation to be in Lebanon, refugees from Syria are considered to be there ‘illegally,’ giving them only limited legal status in the country. Either they crossed into Lebanon through unofficial border crossings or they have not been able to renew their residency visa. As a result, they feel that they have been forced into the situation of being illegally present in Lebanon and feel compelled to limit their movements for fear of being arrested, detained or even deported back to Syria. Many refugees from Syria in Lebanon feel overwhelming concern about the potential risks they face from being in this situation. For refugees with limited legal status, their ability to access basic services, work and UNHCR registration sites and to register births and marriages is severely limited. For Palestinian refugees from Syria the situation is even more challenging, as the restrictions on entering Lebanon and on renewing their legal stay are much more severe. 

Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, hence the limited protection for refugees and asylum seekers in Lebanon, although it is bound by the customary principle of non-refoulement and by the obligations of the human rights treaties which it has signed and which are incorporated into its Constitution. International standards under these obligations recommend, at a minimum, the adoption of temporary protection measures to ensure the safe admission of refugees, to protect them against refoulement and to respect their basic human rights. 

Although UNHCR has been permitted by the Lebanese government to register refugees, the protection offered by such registration remains limited; being registered with UN HCR in Lebanon can provide some legal protection and is important for access to services but it does not grant refugees the right to seek asylum, have legal stay or refugee status. This leaves refugees in a challenging situation. 

In order to address the challenges that refugees with legal status face, they often adopt coping mechanisms which can lead to exposure to new risks. Some of the main ones are: returning to Syria in order to try to re-enter through an official border crossing and thereby get another entry coupon free of charge; paying high prices for retrieving identity documentation from Syria; buying fake documentation; or using other people’s documents. Due to having limited funds and the high cost of visas, many families prioritize the renewal of the residency visa for the main income-earner in the family, usually a male member of the household. This often leaves the other members of the family without legal stay documentation. 

The impact for refugees from Syria of being in a situation of limited legal status is pervasive and affects many aspects of their lives. More than 73 per cent of the 1,256 refugees interviewed in a recent Norwegian Council assessment reported that freedom of movement was the main challenge faced by refugees with limited legal status. They could not move out of the area where they lived; fear of crossing checkpoints was prevalent, especially in locations where there had been an increase in ad hoc official checkpoints. Limitations on their movement also impeded access to services, particularly health care. 

As men, who in certain geographic areas of Lebanon, are more likely to be arrested, decrease their movements, women seem to increase theirs. Some women with limited legal status reported that their husbands prefer to send them to receive assistance because they themselves are afraid of being arrested at checkpoints, particularly in North Lebanon. While this is done so that the family can access assistance, it exposes women to risks of sexual harassment and exploitation, for example, on their way to or at the distribution sites for humanitarian assistance. Due to their limited legal status, they rarely report this harassment to the police or other authorities for fear of being arrested. Adults with limited legal status often send their children to work instead of them, since children are less likely to be arrested. As a consequence, the children cannot attend school and are more likely to be exposed to abuse and exploitation. 

For Palestinian refugees from Syria and Syrian refugees in Lebanon many serious problems emerge as a consequence of having limited legal status, including reducing their ability to seek redress and access justice. As the numbers of refugees from Syria, both Syrians and Palestinians in Lebanon are likely to continue to increase and those who are already there are likely to stay for longer than was anticipated, the need to resolve the legal status challenges for refugees is urgent. 

Two problems have beset the response to the situation of Lebanese host communities with regard to the Syrian refugee presence. The first is the tension over short-term versus long-term strategies towards the displacement, with the former being emergency responses largely excluding the host community and the latter being ‘developmental’ approaches which include them as ‘vulnerable’ populations. The second is the differences in perception and approach between actors, particularly governmental and non-governmental actors, as to whether host community actors should be taken seriously as an empowered channel of assistance or should be viewed as vulnerable. 

Host communities play a significant role in assisting Syrian refugees as a result of the decision of the Lebanese government not to set up camps. The assistance takes many different forms. For example, Lebanese individuals host people directly in their homes, (as family members, prior acquaintances or complete strangers); individuals lend an empty home or an outbuilding to be used by a refugee family without charging rent; landlords reduce the rent payment or accept long delays in rent payment; individuals lend small amounts of money to refugees for everyday expenses; and individuals give furniture, clothes, labour and larger amounts of money to Syrian refugee strangers.   The majority of assistance being afforded to Syrian refugees by the Lebanese host community has come about through personal exchanges and one-to-one interactions. Of course, there are also individuals who are taking advantage of the situation by exploiting the vulnerability of the refugees, through charging high rents or paying low wages. 

Alongside, this there is a micro-economy forming on highly localized scales, as refugees sell food coupons or medical aid for rent money or cash for other payments. People also run up small amounts of credit with local shopkeepers on a weekly basis. A system of job swapping is also evident amongst skilled manual workers and teachers. These small-scale bargains between refugees and their hosts are useful for both populations to get by and highlight both the importance of dignified ‘autonomous’ trade for the refugee, and the significance of the role of the host community in providing assistance by accepting the refugees into the informal economic life of the community. Secondly, Lebanese individuals who are hosting Syrian families do not necessarily expect anything in return for the support they are giving. However, there is a form of gift economy occurring, with many Lebanese individuals who offer assistance expecting to be repaid by the Syrians at some point in the future and there is a mutual understanding that this will occur. Thirdly, a large number of networks of assistance are being formed between women. Although women rarely hold positions of governmental authority within the municipality in north Lebanon, women are often landladies and matriarchs within their household, or are widows or have husbands working abroad in the Gulf; these women are more likely to rent out an outbuilding or basement of their home where they can. These Lebanese hosts who open up their homes to refugees are essentially operating outside of much of the assistance being given to refugees by NGOs. From the outset the ‘host’ Lebanese community has been viewed as a vulnerable group being excluded from the largely emergency oriented planning meant for refugees. Currently, they are seen as vulnerable but an integral part of the longer term development approach which is viewed as the best way of dealing with the protracted Syrian crisis. While building on the assistance offered by the host community may be problematic owing to its ad hoc nature, the potential it has for future community cohesion and civic engagement could be strengthened. The perspective of the host community itself should shift towards a more nuanced view of their potential capacity, alongside their vulnerability, in order to achieve this. 

On the other hand, a cadre of educated middle class Syrian refugees dedicated to improving conditions for Syrians at home and in Lebanon is building a civil society in exile but face obstacles to consolidating their presence and becoming more effective. “You can do a lot for Syria from outside,’’ says one of the refugees activists in Beirut. Some were involved in a range of initiatives to support fellow Syrians at home and in Lebanon, collecting and distributing food and non-food items through networks of private individual benefactors and volunteers, improving conditions in tented settlements or helping Syrian families to pay their rent. Others focused their energies on cultural and educational activities, such as providing art and music classes for refugee children or filming a documentary on the lives of the Syrian intelligentsia in Lebanon. Several were working on projects that they hoped could sow the seeds of a flourishing democratic civil society in Syria, holding workshops on active citizenship and negotiation. These Syrian led initiatives are hampered by several factors. They are not permitted to register officially as NGOs or to open bank account, which hampers their ability to secure funding. Political sensitivities also constrain refugees’ activities as the Lebanese state, with its official policy of disassociation from events in Syria.

Three years into the conflict, displaced Syrians in Lebanon are affected by both governmental and ordinary people’s ambivalence towards their presence. From the point of view of the international humanitarian community, the absence of official camps in Lebanon makes it far harder to ensure refugee protection and coordinate aid relief. The refugees themselves, however, say they prefer living outside camps where they have better opportunities to influence their situation. While local practices of hospitality toward the Syrian refugees are widespread, the Syrians have been used as scapegoats for economic as well as political insecurity. The coping strategy used by Syrian refugees that has the most severe impact is employment in the unskilled labour market   in agriculture, construction or in small businesses. An overwhelming majority of Lebanese believe that Syrians are taking jobs away from the Lebanese and pushing down wages. 

More than 40 per cent of Jordan’s population originates from other countries, including two million Palestinians, up to 1.3 million Syrians and 29,000 Iraqis. In order to protect its national identity in these circumstances and because of the complicated situation in the region generally, the country has not become a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention. Jordan’s law on refugees is defined by a 1998 Memorandum of Understanding with the UNHCR, amended in April 2014. It includes the Convention’s definition of ‘refugee’ and accepts the principle of non-refoulement and third country resettlement for refugees. However, it does not allow for local integration as a solution. Article 21 of the Constitution offers refugee status for political asylum but only in very exceptional situations and it is not an option available for most refugees. 

Everyone crossing the border from Syria is considered to be a refugee unless they are considered a potential security threat or to have crossed illegally. Along the 378 km Syrian-Jordanian border there are 25 recognized crossing points and a further 23 that are open depending on the situation. At the crossing points there are temporary assembly or collection sites where categorization and prioritization takes place. Priority is given first to the injured and sick; then to children, particularly unaccompanied or separated minors; next to the elderly; and lastly to the general adult population. 41 per cent of the incoming refugees are children, 30 per cent are women and 29 per cent are men. There are currently five camps in Jordan and another being planned; however, the vast majority of Syrian asylum seekers and refugees fleeing the conflict are living outside the camps, thus putting the burden on the local and host communities. 

Jordan is faced with the challenge of balancing human rights and national security in the economic, political and social fields. The Jordanian Economic and Social Council has stated that the cost to Jordan per Syrian refugee is over US$500 per year and the direct cost is currently at US$1.2 billion and is expected to rise to $4.2 billion by 2016. Also facing a severe water crisis and needing to recruit more armed forces, but lacking adequate funds, the country has formulated a National Resilience Plan in an effort to protect Jordanian infrastructure. 

Jordan decided not to send anyone back to Syria once they are in the country. But there are Syrians who have returned, some as traders, some to fight, and some say they would rather die in Syria than live in a camp. The high cost of living has been a factor and the snow over the winter was a push for many of them. Others believe the Syrian government when it says that it controls 70 per cent of the country and make the decision to return. In the case of voluntary returns, the individuals must sign a letter in the presence of UNHCR to say that they are consenting to the return. Returns are arranged both through official and unofficial borders. 

Jordan supports resettlement but the government refuses to discuss it in the media as it fears it will encourage Syrians to come to Jordan as a ‘gateway’ to third countries. The limited numbers of resettlement slots available make resettlement inadequate as a real solution. Stabilizing Syria is the best solution. The Ministry of Interior also asks the international community not to forget Jordan. Jordan plays a large role in controlling the region and keeping it safe. It is helping to contain the effects of the conflict and, by extension, protecting the economic interests of many Western nations. 

Despite Jordan not being a party to the 1951 Convention, the history of refugees and migrants in Jordan and the practice and the experience of the country demonstrate respect for human dignity and humanitarianism as much as or more than many countries who are party to the Convention. The main obstacle to the protection of migrants’ and refugees’ rights is not the absence of law but the failure of states to respect the conventions, agreements and declarations that they have freely accepted. 
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