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SYRIA REFUGEE CRISIS 

Protection Threats in Lebanon, 

Jordan and Iraq 

As the situation inside the country deteriorates, 

Syrians are being displaced multiple times – first 

inside Syria and then within refugee hosting 

countries.  After refugees have fled Syria, the risk 

of sectarian tensions spilling over into host coun-

tries is a constant concern for refugees and host  

communities alike.  With thousands of new  

refugees arriving in Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and 

other host countries every day, it has become  

extremely difficult for local communities to  

absorb them.  Tensions are growing between 

hosts and refugees, aggravated by the rising cost 

of living, dropping rates of pay, and  

misperceptions about aid delivery.  Meanwhile 

aid organizations have been ill prepared to han-

dle the huge influx of refugees, and money to 

deliver aid is fast running out.  There is an urgent 

need to provide refugees with adequate shelter, 

more reliable transparent communication about 

how to access assistance, and above all, funding 

and planning efforts that reflect the massive scale 

and scope of the crisis.  

 

Funding:   Without an immediate infusion of 

funds the international aid response could soon be 

brought to a halt, with serious humanitarian, 

economic, and political consequences in a region 

currently hosting over one million identified refugees.  

Shelter:  In Jordan and Iraq, refugee camps 

have far exceeded their capacity. In Lebanon, host 

communities are quickly running out of space (and 

patience). There is a need for large-scale shelter 

strategies to accommodate current refugees and new 

arrivals.   

Planning & Transparency: Within the 

humanitarian community there is a need for more 

realistic contingency planning and preparedness to 

provide for refugees, as well as greater transparency 

in the selection of projects and beneficiaries.  

Information services:  Refugees must receive 

more consistent information about registering with 

UNHCR, accessing services, legal status and related 

issues will help improve access to available services.   
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 Key Protection Concerns  

Multiple displacements:  

Many refugees from Syria have been displaced 

repeatedly before making the decision to cross the 

border into neighbouring countries.  Most fled 

suddenly, leaving possessions behind, and 

depleting more of their resources with every new 

displacement.  

In addition to the material and financial loss, 

moving within and from conflict zones is also 

  What’s needed 

Increasing risk of sectarian violence and     

      divisions 

Cross border violence 

Threat of exploitation and abuse– including  

      sexual and labour exploitation 

Repeated displacement leading to  

      increased vulnerability 

Tension between host communities and  

      refugees 
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physically dangerous.  Transportation routes are often 

controlled by armed actors and displaced families 

often find themselves harassed, detained, and robbed 

on roads and at checkpoints along their route.  In 

Syria today, many people are displaced internally, 

preferring to stay within their country in spite of the 

crisis.  Others are simply not able to flee. In the 

refugee population, there are few people above 60 

years’ old. NRC fears that many vulnerable groups, 

elderly, disabled and sick are not able to flee.  NRC 

has also spoken to refugees who are concerned for 

friends and relatives that are trapped in their homes 

and other temporary shelters by the intense fighting in 

Syria, unable to seek help.   

 “We get news from home, but the news is 

getting worse every day.  My sister and her three 

daughters are trapped in their apartment.  They 

have not been able to go out to get food.  They 

would leave Syria if they could, but it is too 

dangerous to move.”  

(Palestinian man from Syria.  Interviewed by NRC in 

March 2013)  

There are also families who have also been displaced 

within Lebanon as they move to find shelter and 

services. In Jordan, tens of thousands of refugees that 

have paid the fees necessary to leave Zaatari refugee 

camp and have relocated into Jordan’s urban centres.  

In some cases, relocation within host countries allows 

refugees to find work or to better access resources or 

the support of family and friends. However, as more 

refugees arrive in host countries every day, friends, 

family, and generous local communities are becoming 

saturated and frustrated with the presence of large 

numbers of Syrians. With less and less shelter and 

help available from host communities in border areas 

of countries neighbouring Syria, some refugees are 

moving again into larger cities in the hopes of 

accessing the assistance and services they need in 

order to survive.  This shift towards urban 

displacement threatens to make refugees more 

vulnerable as they lose touch with aid providers and 

disappear among the urban poor. 

 

Risk of Cross Border Violence & Sectarian 

Conflict:  

The sectarian nature of the conflict in Syria, and the 

historic ties between Syrians and communities in 

bordering countries means that there has always been 

a serious risk of conflict spilling over into the rest of 

the region.  For refugees, this threat is beginning to 

manifest itself in a number of troubling ways.  

First, many refugee families have been hesitant to 

register with UNHCR or to make themselves known to 

the local government or to international organisations.  

They fear that their information will be shared with 

parties to the conflict inside Syria, that they will be 

branded traitors or rebels and unable to return home.  

They also fear for family and friends still inside the 

country that might be affected by having ties to people 

branded traitors or rebels who have fled.  As refugees 

become more desperate for help they are beginning to 

come forward, but this fear persists.  

Concern that conflict will spread beyond Syria  is a 

main reason why Iraq has closed its borders for Syrian 

refugees, in Anbar province in particular. 

Consequently, Syrian refugees can access the 

Kurdish area of the country through informal border 

crossings, but have no formal access to Iraqi territory.   

To date, there have been no security incidents 

reported directly relating to the safety of the refugees 

in the two camps near  al Qaim . However, armed 

operations in the border region and in close proximity 

to the camps have created concern.  In February a 

missile was launched across the border into Iraq.  In a 

separate incident, roughly 40 Syrian soldiers and their 

Iraqi army escorts were killed in a well-organised 

ambush in the border area.   

In northern Lebanon, in the region of Wadi Khaled, a 

large concentration of refugees is at risk of daily cross-

border shelling. Checkpoints in and out of the area 

limit the movement of people inside Lebanon, and 

refugees without official entry documentation risk 

detention and harassment.  For refugees that 

traumatized by the conflict, just the anxiety associated 

with checkpoints can be enough to prevent them from 
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moving around freely.   

In the Bekaa valley, local communities are beginning 

to see Syria’s sectarian conflict reflected in their own 

neighbourhoods. In February 2013, two Lebanese 

soldiers and one other man were killed in an attempt 

to arrest a man affiliated with a particular armed 

faction inside Syria.   

Refugees naturally seek shelter and help in 

communities where they have family and friends, and 

with communities that are most culturally familiar.  

With no camps in Lebanon, this often means that 

refugees are settling in areas that reflect the 

demographic divisions already evident in the Bekaa 

and throughout the country.   

 One local man told NRC, “We feel the 

danger.” (NRC interview with host community leader 

in southern Lebanon, March 2013)  

As the conflict and violence intensifies in Syria, and as 

more refugees arrive in Lebanon with sectarian and 

political allegiances to all sides, there is an ongoing 

risk of tensions and violent incidents mirroring Syria’s 

internal conflict. It is remarkable that to date, these 

sectarian tensions have largely been kept in check. 

Yet,  the socio economic impact of the crisis and the 

toll on host communities, often already among 

Lebanon’s poorest, can easily trigger animosities 

which may be turned into sectarian conflict.    

In addition to the risk of violence and political tension, 

these sectarian divisions have implications for the 

humanitarian community.  Rumors and misperceptions 

about who is receiving aid, and how aid is being 

distributed can lead local communities as well as 

refugees to believe that aid organisations favour one 

group over another.  In a context where political and 

sectarian divisions are so prominent these 

misperceptions can spark or exacerbate tensions, and 

put humanitarian workers and beneficiaries at serious 

risk.  Strong coordination, consistency, transparency 

and , above all , impartiality in humanitarian decision-

making will ensure that aid is delivered strictly 

according to need, and that humanitarian action is not 

manipulated for political purposes.  

Day-to-day risks & Tensions:  

Other threats are developing due to the long stay of 

the refugees, and the increasing number and visibility 

of Syrians in host countries and communities.  As 

tensions between refugees and hosts communities 

increase, day-to-day frustrations are beginning to 

foster a negative perception of refugees as a threat to 

law and order.  This perception is being amplified as 

refugees without resources begin to be more visible in 

urban centres.   

In some cases, resentment is building as poor 

communities struggle to provide shelter, food, and 

other assistance to refugees, and then watch 

international organisations provide help to the 

refugees and not to them.  The cost of food, of rent, 

and of all essential goods and services has 

skyrocketed, while the cost of labour in being driven 

down by the availability of desperate Syrian people 

willing to work for very little. (Link to host-community 

piece) 

There is increasing evidence of harassment and 

abuse of women by landlords, shopkeepers, and 

others.  In camp settings, overcrowding and the daily 

arrival of thousands of new faces makes it easy for 

people to become lost in the crowd.  This, combined 

with a lack of adequate assistance – food, shelter, 

basic necessities – has left refugees desperate and 

vulnerable to harassment, exploitation, and to 

violence, including sexual violence.  

The sheer volume of new arrivals in settings such as 

Zaatari camp in Jordan, and the pressure on aid 

organizations to ramp up delivery of basic assistance 

and services, has meant that there is little funding or 

capacity to collect reliable information about the scale 

or severity of these threats.  A more effective 

protection monitoring system, and programmes 

targeted at protecting the most vulnerable are needed 

now.   
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Assistance Gaps and Contingency 

Planning: 

Efforts to plan and prepare for the continuing influx of 

refugees have been insufficient.  There has been a 

vast underestimation of the scale and speed of 

displacement inside Syria and into refugee hosting 

countries, and a significant gap between official 

refugee numbers (UNHCR-registered or identified) 

and the total actual number of refugees in all host 

countries. Contingency planning has been based on 

unrealistic assumptions, and even the existing plans 

continue to be underfunded.  

Some refugees with means are able to rent 

apartments and purchase the things that they need.  

For many, however, savings, goods, and the good 

will and resources of friends and family, are running 

out. These refugees are beginning to seek 

assistance from international aid organisations 

alongside refugees that arrived with nothing.  Other 

refugees that had been afraid or unwilling to register 

with UNHCR or make themselves known are now 

beginning to come forward, giving aid providers a 

glimpse of the huge, unidentified refugee populations 

in host countries.    

Two years into the conflict, and over a year into the 

full scale refugee crisis, a large proportion of aid 

continues to be delivered in an ad hoc and 

uncoordinated way.  In Lebanon, a great deal of 

assistance is coming from the generous host 

communities that have scrambled to find shelter, 

food, mattresses and other essential goods for the 

thousands of refugees arriving on their doorsteps.  

Other distributions represent one-time donations 

from private donors, or governments, and cannot be 

relied upon in the long-term.  Often the criterion used 

to identify beneficiaries is unclear and inconsistent.   

NRC spoke with one woman that had recently 

arrived in Lebanon “I don’t represent the very rich, 

but I don’t represent the poor either.   I am well 

educated. I had a good job and a good salary in 

Syria, but violence broke out and I had to grab my 

child and run.  Now I have nothing.  I don’t even 

know where my son and I will sleep a week from 

now.  I’m begging for help and it’s 

humiliating.” (March 2013) 

In Zaatari camp in Jordan, the delivery of aid is more 

regularised, but with over 130,000 refugees 

registered in the camp, and thousands more arriving 

daily, even well-coordinated aid efforts are entirely 

insufficient to meet basic needs.  A lack of funding 

has created an imminent threat that aid will run out.  

The financial capacity of major international aid 

providers seems to be severely limited.   

In the Kurdish Region of Iraq, the majority of the 

refugees have registered with UNHCR but as a 

result of generous residency and work regulations 

and a total lack of space in Domiz camp, more than 

50% of the refugees have moved to the urban areas 

and are surviving with almost no assistance. Two 

new camps are now being built to accommodate new 

arrivals. However, due to lack of funding, the urban 

refugees are likely to continue being at a 

disadvantage and “invisible” to the humanitarian 

community 

One population is particularly vulnerable.  Palestine 

refugees from Syria are – for the most part – settling 

in the camps and gatherings that house the 

Palestine refugees that have been in Lebanon for 

many years.  These are poor communities in 

overcrowded sites, and are providing help in the 

same way as Lebanese families.  The distinction is 

that Palestinians from Syria are receiving a fraction 

of the international help that other Syrian refugees 

are receiving.  

A loophole in the international refugee protection 

system means that they cannot register as refugees 

with UNHCR, and yet, the organisation responsible 

for the protection and assistance of Palestinian 

refugees – UNRWA – has not been funded to 

provide for the huge additional caseload in Lebanon.  

These host communities are bearing a much bigger 

burden. Start of  report  


