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Syria Needs Analysis Project (SNAP) 

Scenarios  
Where is Lebanon heading now? 

 
 
 

22 August 2014 
Scenarios are a description of situations that could occur; a  set of informed assumptions about a development that may requir e humanitarian action to support strategic planning, create 

awareness, provide early warning and promote preparedness activities for those working on the Lebanon crisis. The document covers 5 scenarios for Lebanon for the next 6 months.  

Note that these scenarios are in no way logically and mutually exclusive and indeed, some of them could also take place in sequence or even in parallel. 

 

Overview 

Scenario 1: Collapse of the Lebanese economy 

 

Possible to occur within next 6 months  

Important humanitarian impact 

 

Possible triggers: Additional refugee influx impacts the Lebanese economy further. 

The Lebanese government fails to address the economic impact of this influx and 

does not receive additional support from the international community.  

 

Scenario 2: Shift in response design due to reduced funding  

 

Likely to occur within next 6 months  

Moderate humanitarian impact 

 

Possible triggers: The refugee crisis continues, but resources remain insufficient. 

The situation in Iraq further deteriorates, redirecting potential funding from Lebanon.  

 

Scenario 3: Sharp rise in social tensions  

 

Very likely to occur within next 6 months 

Important humanitarian impact 

 

Possible triggers: Limited resources and a degrading economy trigger social 

tensions. Local actors fail in the implementation of stabilisation plans.  

Scenario 4: Increased activism by armed groups 

 

Possible to occur within next 6 months  

Important humanitarian impact 

 

Possible triggers: Opposition groups and/or the Islamic State advance towards the 

Syrian border areas. Both local and international actors fail to deal with tensions, 

triggering widespread violent incidents. 

 

Scenario 5: Improved coordination efforts between conflicting political factions 

and fragile stabilisation 

 

Unlikely to occur within next 6 months  

Insignificant humanitarian impact 

 

Possible triggers: Hezbollah and the Future Movement succeed in reaching an 

agreement. The Lebanese army stabilises the situation in conflict areas. 

 
 
 

 
Legend for Projected Impact:  
 

 Already occurring on a large scale  

 Already occurring on a limited scale 
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Scenario 1: Collapse of the Lebanese economy 

Affected population: up to 5 million, including 1.5 

million refugees 

Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: After 4 consecutive years of economic slowdown, which brought its real 

GDP growth from 9% to just 2% annually, Lebanon’s economy experiences a new 

sharp decline. Global economic weakness, regional instability, national insecurity, 

fragile institutions and an expected 1.5 million Syrian refugees by the end of 2014 

have come to bear an unsustainable impact on the country. Despite being 

responsible for some positive cash flows (large-scale cash assistance), so many 

refugees put pressure on already inadequate public infrastructure and fragile social 

cohesion, while also causing structural changes in the market, especially among 

previously impoverished communities. The large public deficit, combined with rising 

government expenditures to support the growing refugee population, is causing the 

public debt to reach unsustainable levels, increasing sovereign risk. Even with the 

strong and resilient country’s two main creditors, the Central Bank and the national 

private banking sector, the lack of financial resources prevents public  and private 

investments, which puts downward pressure on businesses and therefore on the 

labour market. With an economy mainly relying on services, Lebanon is vulnerable to 

such a crisis. Unemployment, which has already doubled to over 20%, is on the rise. 

The continuous arrival of refugees further increases the number of low-cost workers, 

pushing down wages, making informal and illegal work more attractive and increasing 

the need for welfare services. Central bank reserves are decreasing because of 

measures required to bolster the economy. Lebanon’s short-term debt being mainly 

funded by the Central Bank and private banks, the pressure is growing on the Lira, 

backed by the US Dollar, and on the short-term debt (Lebanese debt being mainly 

composed of short term bonds, the risk of default is growing, preventing the real 

economy from benefiting from Central and private bank reserves). The economy is 

contracting and leading to the bankruptcy of businesses in key sectors already 

suffering from the crisis. 

 

Core Assumptions 

 Instability in the region continues to affect the Lebanese economy. The conflict in 

neighbouring Syria further disrupts key economic activities such as trade, tourism 

and the real-estate industry. Reduced competitiveness and attractiveness of the 

economy causes the slowdown of internal consumption, remittances, foreign and 

domestic investments. 

 The presidential vacuum remains and parliamentary elections planned for 

November 2014 are postponed once again. Low confidence in political institutions 

causes the economy to contract further and reduces support from the 

international community. The newly formed coalition fails to show the necessary 

leadership to put together the fiscal and structural reforms needed to bolster 

economic growth.  

 Regional instability, low confidence in national institutions and poor economic 

prospects trigger capital flight from both domestic and foreign investors (Gulf 

countries and diaspora). The overall economy experiences a general slowdown, 

which in turn slows the growth of the banking sector, already burdened by the 

Lebanese national short-term bonds. In its efforts to stabilise the currency, the 

national Central Bank starts experiencing low levels of liquidity reserves. Lebanon 

is on the verge of sovereign-debt default, due to the fact that the public debt is 

mostly financed by the Central Bank and the banking sector.  

 This risk limits the possibility of investing in public infrastructure and services.  

Due to short-term refinancing issues, the government starts making cuts in the 

wages of civil servants, which triggers significant civil unrest.  

 Due to the lack of resources and political leadership, the government fails to 

restore and expand livelihood opportunities, but also to improve the access to 

and quality of overwhelmed basic public services.  

 The country continues to carry the burden of over one million refugees and 

continues to welcome thousands of new refugees every week. This causes 

further strain on resources, employment and services. Social tensions are 

exacerbated.  

 Unrest caused by civil and jihadist groups leads to an increase in the army 

budget, already threatened by government’s cuts and relying on investments from 

Gulf States.  

 

Projected Impact 

 Livelihoods: The unemployment rate explodes, pushing thousands of Lebanese 

into poverty, adding up to the current 1.2 million poor. Unskilled youth are most 

affected, especially in areas impacted by the flow of refugees. The government 

imposes restrictions on employment of non-Lebanese nationals, increasing 

further the vulnerability levels of refugees.  

 Availability and accessibility: Basic goods, commodities and services 

experience a sharp rise in price due to increasing demand, a drop in imports and 

trade, and general inflation.  

 Social tensions and civil unrest: Most vulnerable groups start resorting to 

extreme coping strategies. Limited livelihood opportunities, combined with 
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increased rental prices, cause refugees to move into informal settlements. 

Tensions escalate between refugees and host communities, and against 

population groups who benefit from some sort of governmental or international 

assistance, especially in areas with high concentration of refugees and poor 

Lebanese. Events of civil unrest become more frequent due to government cuts 

on wages.  

 Returns to Syria: An increasing number of refugees return to Syria due to the 

lack of employment opportunities, harsh living conditions, social tensions and 

insecurity.  

 

Scenario 2: Shift in response design due to reduced funding  

Affected population: Over 2 million people, 

including 1.5 million refugees and 1.2 million 

poor Lebanese 

Probability level    X  

Impact level   X   

 

Summary: With the Syrian conflict well into its fourth year, the region continues to 

see a large and growing number of displaced. Lebanon is the most affected by the 

refugee influx and the refugee population surpasses one third of the overall Lebanese 

population by the end of the year. The needs and vulnerability levels of both refugees 

and the Lebanese population are growing, while funding received is receding in 

proportion to consolidated appeals, despite calls from the international community to 

increase support to Lebanon. The country does not undergo a significant deterioration 

of the security situation, and the conflict in Iraq leads to the refocus of political, 

diplomatic and funding efforts on the eastern part of the region. Social tensions 

surrounding resources, employment and assistance continue to rise, affecting mostly 

areas with a high concentration of refugees and poor Lebanese communities. Both 

the government and international donors demand that international efforts include 

vulnerable Lebanese more, to avert further escalation of tensions. Available financial 

resources do not match sustained or increasing needs, leading to many organisations 

implementing resource-driven programming. Donors request that the system shifts to 

an integrated response plan which includes emergency response and development 

initiatives. Preference is given to long-term programmes that allow immediate impact. 

The scarcity of funding requires cost-efficient, prioritised and targeted assistance, but 

the system struggles to reach consensus and show unified leadership on strategic 

priorities. A focus on the most affected sectors would imply focusing on life-saving 

activities and basic needs, which is not in line with the need for long -term planning, 

stabilisation and resilience building. A focus on the most affected groups would leave 

out most of the vulnerable Lebanese communities, but also an increasing share of the 

refugee population, exacerbating tensions. A focus on the most affected areas would 

limit the response to locations with the highest concentration of displaced and poor 

Lebanese, which would leave out a major part of the refugee population. Either of 

these options sees the emergence of new challenges and / or the swelling of existing 

issues. The failure to pick any of these options results in continued fragmentation of 

the response.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 Lebanon continues to welcome thousands of new refugees every week, and the 

number of refugees reaches 1.5 million by the end of 2014.  

 The economic decline continues, pushing more Lebanese into poverty, adding up 

to the current 1.2 million poor.  

 Funding coverage continues to recede, while needs continue to increase, 

widening the long-advertised gap in resources for the needed response.  

 Scarce funding increases the need for a strategic shift in the design of the 

response, the choice of common priorities and common targeting mechanisms. 

Donors demand efforts to streamline the response system and to reduce the 

number of partners.  

 Both international donors and the Lebanese government require that a share of 

the response target most vulnerable Lebanese communities.  

 Political uncertainty and lack of confidence in national institutions continue to limit 

the level of funding channelled through national mechanisms.  

 Lebanon does not undergo any new significant shock, the response does not 

benefit from an unexpected surge in donations in 2014.  

 

Projected Impact  

 Increased needs and vulnerability levels: The refugee burden puts further 

strain on resources, employment, public services and assistance. The number of 

informal settlements is also on the rise in areas affected by high pressure on the 

shelter/rental market.  

 Social tensions and clashes dramatically increase between refugees and host 

communities, and between groups who still receive assistance and those who do 

not. Incidents against aid workers become more frequent.  

 Returns to Syria: An increasing number of refugees return to Syria due to the 

lack of employment opportunities, harsh living conditions, social tensions and 

insecurity. 
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Scenario 3: Sharp rise in social tensions  

Affected population: 2-3 million people 
Probability level     X 

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: Since the beginning of the Syrian crisis, Lebanon has received over 1 

million refugees in addition to the existing 455,000 Palestinian refugees registered 

with UNRWA. Due to sustained rates of new arrivals, the refugee population reaches 

almost a third of the overall population by late 2014. The government’s non-camp 

policy causes a mushrooming of informal settlements in up to 2,000 localities across 

the country, most of these among low-income communities. This proximity, along with 

the strain on jobs and resources, and the memories of the not-so-distant Syrian 

military presence in Lebanon exacerbates these tensions. The media, community 

leaders and political parties fuel these tensions by participating in the negative 

perception of refugees, and blaming them for insecurity, economic slowdown and 

political instability.  

 

Core Assumptions 

 Lebanon continues to receive thousands of new refugees every week, and the 

number of refugees reaches 1.5 million by the end of 2014.  

 Continued economic hardship pushes more Lebanese into poverty while 

impacting the vulnerability levels of Syrian refugees.  

 Support from the international community stalls. Insufficient funding of the 

humanitarian response causes a decrease in the number of people receiving 

assistance.  

 Small-scale events of communal violence and new security incidents polarise the 

different population groups, leading to clashes between refugees and host 

communities, and between Sunnis and Shias. Conflict developments in Syria also 

play a role in the rising animosity.  

 Additional search raids are carried out by the Lebanese Armed Forces on areas 

with high concentrations of refugees, increasing the negative perception of 

informal settlements. Public perception increasingly holds the refugees 

responsible for the country’s economic and political instability. 

 National and international actors fail to implement an efficient stabilisation plan. 

Resilience of the population is pushed to its limits.  

 

Projected Impact 

 Livelihoods: The livelihoods of Syrian refugees further deteriorate with rising 

figures of unemployment and cost of living. Access to goods, commodities and 

services becomes more difficult. Severe livelihood conditions trigger extreme 

coping mechanisms by affected groups, including an increase in child labour.  

 Displacement: Social tensions with host communities pressure Syrian refugees 

in the North, the South and Bekaa to either return to Syria or flee to safer 

Lebanese areas, specifically towards Beirut and Mount Lebanon.  

 Protection: Animosity is exacerbated between different groups due to social 

tensions. Refugees and beneficiaries of assistance are frequently subject to 

assaults and violence. Tensions also threaten to being drawn along sectarian 

fault lines, which would lead to more polarisation.  

 

Scenario 4: Increased activism by armed groups 

Affected population: The whole population 
Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  

 

Summary: Lebanon witnesses increasing armed activities along the Syrian border 

and an escalation of conflict incidents along sectarian fault lines, especially in Tripoli, 

rapidly triggering the country’s underlying societal and political problems despite 

longstanding attempts to distance itself from regional conflicts. Recent violent events 

in Arsal confirmed that the country is on the edge of a wider conflict, mainly due to 

pre-existing dormant tensions, proximity to the large-scale civil war in Syria and the 

failure of Lebanese armed forces to execute safety plans in conflict and border areas. 

Tensions escalate between Lebanon’s long-conflicting political factions after failing to 

reach any agreement, leaving behind a governmental void and paving the way for 

increased sectarian polarisation. 

 

Core Assumptions 

 Skirmishes in Syria, namely in Qalamoun and Quneitra, put armed groups in a 

deadlock pushing them beyond the Lebanese borders into nearby residential 

areas such as Arsal and Shaba.  

 Islamic State sleeper cells emerge from vulnerable communities to destabilise the 

situation through carrying out attacks on Lebanese infrastructure and/or Shia 

majority areas.  

 Lebanese armed forces fail in carrying out security plans in border and conflict 

areas, especially in Tripoli where intermittent clashes have been recurring for the 

past 3 years.  

 The Lebanese government fails in addressing local needs and problems, mainly 

in Tripoli and Arsal, leaving vulnerable Lebanese populations susceptible to 

sectarian/armed polarisation.  



  

   

 

5 

 

 Lebanon’s diverse conflicting political factions fall short of reaching an 

understanding, widening the country’s political vacuum and increasing pre -

existing tensions.  

 Syrian armed forces continue shelling perceived opposition areas inside 

Lebanese territory. 
 

Projected Impact  

 Displacement: Increased armed activities cause waves of displacement of both 

Lebanese residents and refugees inside Lebanon, but also returns of refugees to 

Syria.  

 Increased needs: Humanitarian needs and vulnerability levels increase among 

both local and refugee communities.  

 Increased tensions: Affected local and refugee communities are further 

polarised along political/sectarian lines. Tensions escalate depending on the 

conflict dynamics: either between the host community and Syrian refugees or 

along sectarian fault lines.  

 Protection: Lebanon’s host and refugee populations suffer casualties and 

injuries due to attacks and counter-attacks. The threat of pre-existing local 

tensions being triggered by violent activities to erupt into a civil war is real.  

 Eviction and returns to Syria: Syrian refugees increasingly become subjected 

to forced returns and/or evictions.  

 Political tensions between conflicting factions increase, possibly resulting in a 

governmental void.  

 Access: Relief agencies restrict their areas of operation or evacuate due to 

extremely unstable circumstances and/or recurrent targeting of aid workers.  

 Funding: The inflow of humanitarian funds into Lebanon increases significantly in 

response to the outbreak of violence.  

 

Scenario 5: Improved coordination efforts between conflicting political factions 

and fragile stabilization 

Affected population: Equal to current level  
Probability level  X    

Impact level X     

 

Summary: After a series of conflict events, there is a local and regional drive to 

further stabilise Lebanon and ensure that the country will not witness further 

escalation of the conflict and will be prepared to face any threat to its security. The 

emphasis of both regional powers -Saudi Arabia and Iran- on preventing any 

escalation on Lebanese territory pressurises their Lebanese counterparts –Hezbollah 

and the Future Movement- into a political rapprochement to face internal and external 

threats. Coordination increases between the different Lebanese political factions on 

two main bases: first, to find a solution for the Syrian refugee status in Lebanon, and 

second, to coordinate response to internal and external security threats.  

 

Core Assumptions: 

 Lebanon’s conflicting political factions, especially the two main opposing blocs , 

Hezbollah and the Future Movement, enter somewhat fruitful negotiations to 

address Lebanon’s underlying problems: presidential vacancy, upcoming 

parliamentary elections, security threats, the Syrian refugee crisis and the 

teachers’ strike, under pressure from their regional and international allies who 

show eagerness to maintain Lebanon’s stability and prevent the country’s buried 

tensions from spilling into a large-scale civil war.  

 With recent financial support from Saudi Arabia and cross-sectarian political 

support, the Lebanese army is able to counter any attempted attack targeting its 

infrastructure and/or Shia majority areas and successfully assumes its sub-role as 

a peacekeeping force preventing any escalation of inter-communal conflict or 

possible conflict incidents with Syrian refugees.  

 The threat of IS on Lebanon pressurises the Lebanese armed forces, Syrian 

armed forces and Hezbollah into greater coordination on security plans. 

 After the recent success of the Syrian-Lebanese agreement to facilitate the return 

of 1,100 Syrian refugees, Lebanese authorities further coordinate and facilitate 

with their Syrian counterparts the return of refugees among other issues related 

to the refugee status. 

 

Projected Impact 

 Economic, political and diplomatic support by regional and international actors 

increases significantly, allowing for the implementation of a few reforms to bolster 

the economy.  

 Lebanon’s political and security situation increasingly stabilises.  

 Complete/partial success of the Lebanese armed forces in executing security 

plans in conflict areas.  

 Syrian refugees are increasingly subject to monitoring and restriction of 

movement.  

 Syrian refugee camps are relocated outside residential neighbourhoods to avoid 

tensions with host communities.  

 A portion of humanitarian aid is redirected to support vulnerable host 

communities.  


