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 Abstract: 

The situation of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon reflects the country’s broader exceptionalism in 
the Middle East. The Palestinian population of Lebanon can be distinguished from their 
counterparts elsewhere in both political and socio-economic terms, as they are generally poorer, less 
integrated and more disenfranchised. This article argues that UNRWA, the UN Agency for 
Palestinian refugees, is emblematic of the latter’s exceptional situation in Lebanon, as it has 
taken on a distinctive role in the country. To explicate this, the article first looks at the factors 
that have fuelled and shaped the Palestinians’ particular vulnerabilities in Lebanon. It then 
examines what this has meant for UNRWA, demonstrating how the Agency’s work in 
Lebanon reflects the particularities of the Palestinians’ situation there. Finally, the article 
concludes by considering the broader significance of this set-up for protracted refugee crises in the 
Middle East. 

 
 
The state of Lebanon has long been exceptional in the Middle East. It is a weak state 
with a democratic political system, no official religion, and significant regional and 
communal variation. As the most religiously diverse country in the region, its state 
structures are defined by a confessional system that denotes political and economic 
power on the basis of sect. Like Jordan, Lebanon’s population includes a significant 
proportion of refugees; unlike Jordan, it is a weak state that has been party to both 
external conflict and civil war in recent decades. Yet it has withstood these internal 
tensions and avoided the recent turmoil of many of its neighbours, thus combining 
insecurity with resilience.   
 

This ‘Lebanese exceptionalism’ is reinforced by the country’s particular significance 
within modern Palestinian history. Since the Nakba, the fates of Lebanon and the 
Palestinians have been closely interlinked. It was one of the primary Arab states to host a 
large Palestinian refugee population in the late 1940s, with the Palestinians quickly 
coming to comprise about one-tenth of the Lebanese population.1 This was especially 
significant in a tiny fledgling state that had gained independence only five years before 
the Nakba. Along with Jordan and Syria, Lebanon has hosted the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) since it began operations in 1950.2 
Yet in subsequent decades Lebanon arguably became more closely entwined with the 
Palestinian struggle than either of the other Arab host states.  

 
In particular, the weakness of the Lebanese central government meant that the 

country became a major base for the Palestinian nationalist movement during the thawra 
of 1969-82. Indeed Shafiq al-Hout, a leading official in the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), said specifically that they chose to base themselves there because 
the country was a ‘garden without a fence’.3 In 1969, the Lebanese government signed 
the Cairo Agreement, giving the PLO a unique and unprecedented degree of autonomy 
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in the country’s refugee camps.4 Lebanon remained the headquarters of the PLO and the 
centre of the Palestinian thawra until the Israeli invasion routed the former from the 
country in 1982.5 Yet the ensuing establishment of Hizbollah meant that Lebanon 
remained a major field of conflict against Israel in the later 20th century and early 21st 
century.6 Finally, the last six years have seen Lebanon once again host a large influx of 
Palestinian refugees, this time fleeing the ongoing conflict in neighbouring Syria.7  

 
All of this has lent a uniqueness to the situation of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. 

In the years of the thawra, they enjoyed an unusual level of autonomy in their camps, as 
the structures of a Palestinian para-state were established. Since 1982, their situation has 
deteriorated drastically, as the camps have lost their once considerable power and the 
refugees have been left marginalised and vulnerable. The weak and fragmented nature of 
the Lebanese state, combined with the tensions of its confessional system and the recent 
impact of the Syrian crisis, serve to further destabilise the situation and jeopardise the 
place of the Palestinian refugees.8 As a result, UNRWA’s work has become increasingly 
important, perhaps more so in Lebanon than anywhere else in the region. Its function in 
the country is indicative of Lebanon’s aforementioned distinctiveness, both in general 
and with specific regard to the Palestinians.  
 
Palestinian vulnerability in Lebanon  
 
Numerous indicators point to the exceptionally difficult position of Palestinians in 
Lebanon today. Tellingly, it is the only host state where the majority of registered 
Palestinian refugees continue to live in camps.9 While many Palestinians elsewhere were 
able to improve their positions and move out of the camps in the later twentieth century, 
the situation in Lebanon was the opposite; the proportion of Palestinian refugees living 
in camps actually increased in the decades after the Nakba.10 The outcome can be observed 
today: in 2014 UNRWA reported that 53% of registered Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 
reside in camps, compared to around 25% in the West Bank, 18% in Jordan, and 
approximately 30% in pre-war Syria.11 Such statistics indicate an unusually high level of 
deprivation, and indeed UNRWA has also reported that Lebanon is the site of the 
highest rate of abject poverty among Palestinian refugees - higher even than Gaza.12 
 
 What such indicators cannot tell us is why this is the case. It is on the surface 
inexplicable that the situation in Lebanon should be worse than that in Gaza, when the 
latter has been suffering under an Israeli blockade since 2007,13 and has been the target of 
three major military offensives in that time.14 By contrast, Lebanon, despite the major 
upheaval and turmoil of its fifteen-year civil war, has remained relatively calm over the 
last decade, certainly in comparison to many of its regional neighbours. How, then, is this 
high rate of Palestinian poverty to be explained?  
 

The answer lies in Lebanese law. As it currently stands, Palestinians in the country 
are denied a number of basic civil rights. They are barred from owning property, 
accessing social services, and working in syndicated professions.15 The rationale for this 
is grounded in the principle of reciprocity - in 2001 for instance, the Lebanese 
parliament adopted an amendment prohibiting the acquisition of property by ‘any 
person not a citizen of a recognised state’.16 This automatically excluded the Palestinians 
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on the grounds that they have no state in which they can reciprocally provide rights to 
Lebanese visitors. However, the full explanation for the existence of these laws is more 
complicated. They are driven by the goal of maintaining and reinforcing the Palestinians’ 
separateness, for fear that their integration and eventual naturalisation in Lebanon would 
fundamentally alter the country’s delicately-balanced confessional system.17 The de jure 
discrimination is facilitated by general anti-Palestinian feeling in Lebanese society, where 
many blame the Palestinians for the outbreak of the civil war.18 

 
Such prohibitions have resulted in a two-tiered system whereby Palestinians 

cannot easily participate in the structures of Lebanese society. This context is crucial for 
understanding their aforementioned poverty, which is the predictable outcome of such 
marginalisation. The refugees’ professional exclusion has been particularly devastating, 
resulting in unemployment of more than 50% among the working-age Palestinian 
population.19 Such circumstances have in turn impacted the state of the refugee camps, 
home to more than half the country’s Palestinian population. Conditions in the camps, 
considered among the worst in the region, are characterised by major overcrowding, 
inadequate sewage systems and decaying infrastructure that all cause serious health 
risks.20 The resulting situation constitutes the most extreme manifestation of the 
Palestinian refugees’ vulnerability.21 Unfortunately, the impact of the Syrian refugee 
crisis means that there is no sign of it improving in the near future.22 
 
The place of UNRWA  
 
There is a considerable body of scholarship on the particular vulnerability of Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon, and their historical trajectory there.23 However, the implications of 
this set-up for UNRWA is the subject of far fewer studies. This dearth lies at odds with 
the Agency’s long-term presence in the country, and its consistently important role 
among the Palestinian refugees. Its response to the distinctive Palestinian situation in 
Lebanon is thus worthy of greater examination.  
 

Having been created the year after the Nakba, UNRWA has been entwined with 
the Palestinians’ exile almost from the beginning. It provided relief services in the camps 
that developed into large-scale health and education programmes; it also issued formal 
documentation and identification to registered Palestinian refugees across its areas of 
operation. By providing such services, UNRWA became a quasi-government for the 
Palestinian refugees, whom it was exclusively mandated to serve. Nowhere was this more 
acute than in Lebanon, where the refugees’ vulnerability was so extreme that UNRWA’s 
quasi-governmental role became especially pronounced. As the Agency was compelled to 
take on additional responsibilities in Lebanon, its work became emblematic of the 
refugees’ exceptional disadvantage there. 

 
UNRWA’s adaptation to Lebanon’s specificities is not a new or recent 

development, but rather one with numerous historical precedents. When the Lebanese 
government signed the Cairo Agreement with the PLO in 1969, UNRWA was compelled 
to break from its usual arrangements with the host states and navigate the Palestinian 
refugee camps in Lebanon as semi-autonomous spaces. The usual modus operandi, 
whereby UNRWA implemented its services in cooperation with the host state, thus 
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became complicated by the rise of the PLO as an alternate de facto ‘host government’. 
Thirteen years later, UNRWA had to adapt again when the PLO’s power base collapsed, 
and the Agency was left as the closest thing the refugees had to a government and 
advocate.  

 
The PLO’s departure from Lebanon also precipitated a further adaptation of 

UNRWA’s work, as it formally expanded its mandate for the first time. Since its early 
days, the Agency had provided services to those who had lived in Palestine from 1946-
48, who had lost both home and livelihood during the Nakba, and who had sought 
refuge in one of UNRWA’s fields of operation. Eligibility was also extended to patrilineal 
descendants.24 This criteria caused considerable controversy, as it excluded significant 
numbers of people who still considered themselves Palestinian refugees25 - something the 
Agency itself acknowledged.26 Yet there was no move to change it until the Sabra-Shatila 
massacre of 1982, after which the UN General Assembly mandated UNRWA to expand 
its services for the first time to unregistered Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.27 That this 
change focussed on Lebanon is telling, as it constituted a formal recognition of the acute 
vulnerability of Palestinians there. Once again, the particularities of the Lebanese 
situation had brought about a shift in UNRWA’s norms. 

 
In recent years, much of UNRWA’s work in Lebanon has been driven by the 

impact of intensified institutional discrimination against Palestinians, juxtaposed with 
the Lebanese state’s detachment from both the refugees and their camps. This has 
created an authority vacuum in the camps, which are distinguished from the surrounding 
areas not only by checkpoints but also by political and socio-economic differentiation. 
Of all the host states, it is Lebanon where the Palestinian refugees are the least 
integrated, and the camps are most obviously demarcated as separate spaces – 
sociologist Sari Hanafi writes that the Palestinian camps in Lebanon are mostly ‘closed’, 
while those in Jordan and pre-war Syria tend to be ‘open’.28 This separateness has 
created a greater need for relief among Palestinians in Lebanon, which in turn places 
additional pressures on UNRWA.  
 
 Specifically, the withdrawal of the state, and the resulting absence of any social 
safety net for Palestinian refugees, means that the majority depend heavily on UNRWA 
for schooling, healthcare, shelter and sanitation.29 UNRWA has responded by expanding 
some of its services in Lebanon, carrying out functions that would usually be the domain 
of the state. It provides four extra grades of education for Palestinian refugees in 
Lebanon, to compensate for their lack of access to state schools.30 Its responsibility for 
the refugees’ protection has also taken on a particular importance in Lebanon, in 
keeping with the aforementioned expansion of its mandate there in 1982.31 The fact that 
UNRWA has been compelled to take on additional responsibilities in Lebanon is 
demonstrative of the Palestinians’ particular marginalisation and vulnerability there. One 
former UNRWA employee in Lebanon has spoken of an ‘implicit consensus’ within the 
Agency that it is the worst host state in which to be a Palestinian refugee.32  
 

 However, UNRWA’s limited resources, and the restrictions of its mandate, have 
meant that it cannot take on the role of the state in Lebanon entirely. It does not, for 
example, provide policing or security services in the camps.33 Instead, internal security 
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affairs are run by ‘popular committees’, first set up in the thawra period and comprised 
of various nationalist organisations.34 To implement its services, UNRWA must navigate 
the complex internal relations of the popular committees, which administer the other 
elements of the state’s role in the camps. Recent years have seen increasing popular 
dissatisfaction with the committees, as camp residents have taken to the streets to 
protest their corruption and incompetence.35 UNRWA has sought to stay out of the 
internal dynamics, emphasising that it is not responsible for security in the camps, and 
does not ‘own’ or administer them as spaces.36 Despite this, the refugees have also 
frequently protested against cuts in the Agency’s services, seeing it as shirking its 
responsibilities.37  
 
 The Palestinians’ exceptional vulnerability in Lebanon has also had financial 
implications for UNRWA, fuelling its already-critical fiscal crisis. Entirely reliant on 
voluntary donations, UNRWA has been underfunded for decades, with its budget 
insufficient to meet the rising needs of the growing Palestinian refugee population.38 
The last decade has seen particular strain on its resources, as the Agency has struggled to 
meet the increased need generated by the impact of the Gaza blockade and the Syrian 
war.39 The particular need for its programmes in Lebanon adds another factor to the 
crisis. As a result, Agency services have faced a demonstrative squeeze. UNRWA’s 
education and healthcare programmes in Lebanon are now severely underfunded; its 74 
schools in the country cannot meet the needs of the increasingly young Palestinian 
population there, while its health clinics are vastly underfunded and see one doctor 
treating an average of 117 patients a day.40 In recent years, the influx of more than a 
million refugees from Syria has added further pressure to an already unsustainable 
situation, which is now near breaking point.41 Lebanon’s Palestinian population is 
accordingly facing the impact of a regional emergency, alongside underlying structural 
disadvantage and deprivation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Lebanon’s unique circumstances have generated exceptional conditions for the 
Palestinian refugees who live there, and the UN Agency responsible for their welfare. 
While it is in many ways distinctive, this does not mean that the case of the Palestinians 
in Lebanon should be disregarded when considering responses to protracted refugee 
crises. Instead, their situation can provide some valuable lessons, which are especially 
pertinent as both the Middle East and the wider world face the biggest refugee crisis 
since the Second World War.42 
 
 The vast majority of Palestinians who became refugees in 1948 thought that their 
exile would be temporary, and expected to return home quickly. Lebanon, like the other 
Arab host states, received them with this same understanding, and the camps were 
originally constructed on this basis. Of course, the reality has proven tragically different, 
as the Palestinians remain stateless and dispossessed 70 years later, with successive 
generations born in the camps. It is their long-term statelessness, and the denial of their 
right of return, that lie at the core of the Palestinians’ plight today. The situation they face 
in Lebanon is in many ways demonstrative of the problems that arise when an exiled 
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community is left in limbo and their plight remains unresolved, with supposedly 
temporary solutions stretching into decades. 
 
 Just as the Palestinian refugees initially expected their exile to be brief, so UNRWA 
was created with the assumption that its work would be short-lived. In fact it has retained 
an officially temporary status, with the UN renewing its mandate every 4-5 years.43 The 
reasons for this paradoxically long-term temporary status are political and largely self-
evident; making UNRWA’s mandate permanent would deny the possibility that the 
Palestinian refugee crisis will ever be resolved. However, the temporary set-up is also 
problematic in its own right, meaning that UNRWA cannot make long-term plans, and is 
compelled to be consistently reactive rather than strategic. These problems are worsened 
by its reliance on voluntary donations, which has resulted in a serious long-term deficit 
and major service cuts. Indeed, the impossible financial situation that UNRWA now 
faces in Lebanon is indicative of the long-term unsustainability of its work.   
 
 The Palestinian refugee crisis is not the only one that has belied original 
expectations of being short-lived. However, as the Palestinians enter their 70th year of 
dispossession, their case remains the longest-lasting refugee crisis in modern history, with 
some of the worst consequences seen in Lebanon today. Yet the lessons to be taken from 
this are nothing if not complex. While it would be easy to place the blame for the 
Palestinians’ plight in Lebanon at the feet of the Lebanese state and UNRWA, the reality 
is more complicated. UNRWA is entirely dependent on voluntary donations, meaning 
that it simply cannot provide the necessary services if its donors do not supply the 
required funding. Lebanon, meanwhile, is a post-war state currently hosting the largest 
number of refugees in the world, relative to its population. As it struggles to cope with a 
situation whereby 1 in 4 of its residents is now a refugee, the solution cannot be simply to 
call on Lebanon to do more.44  
 
 The obvious conclusion is that neither Lebanon nor UNRWA are receiving the 
support they need to deal effectively with a large-scale protracted refugee crisis. Their 
current problems suggest that a more integrated and comprehensive international 
response to regional crises is badly needed, in order to ensure that the responsibility is 
evenly shared. As Lebanon and its regional neighbours continue to receive thousands of 
refugees from the ongoing Syrian conflict, it is undeniable that the historical and 
contemporary struggles of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon contain particularly important 
lessons for both the region and the world today.  
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