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Speakers: Head of the EU Delegation to Lebanon, Christina Lassen; Ambassador of 
Germany to Lebanon,  Martin Huth;, Ambassador of Italy to Lebanon  Massimo 
Marotti; Greek Deputy Head of Mission and Consul  Thanos Leousis; UNHCR 

Representative Mireille Girard; and Issam Fares Institute Director,  Tarek Mitri acted 
as moderator  

 
With no end in sight to the war in Syria, and the horrendous living conditions and 
restrictions facing refugees in neighboring countries, increasing numbers of refugees 
are making the perilous trip to the West in pursuit of stability, safety and better 
prospects for work, education and healthcare. Speakers at the panel discussion held by 
the AUB’s Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs focused 
their talks on the issues resulting from the “the flow of refugees”, especially Syrians, 
into Europe. Various points were highlighted, mainly that the ultimate solution for the 
Syrian refugee crisis is closely linked to reaching a political solution in Syria, that 
there is a need to consolidate efforts and actions between EU countries to control the 
borders in order to face the on-going crisis, and that this influx of refugees into 
Europe is associated with the rising security concerns and the limited humanitarian 
assistance given by European nations to the Syrian refugees in neighboring countries. 
 
Dr. Tarek Mitri’s opening remarks reflected the magnitude of the problem while 
referring to the vast numbers of Syrians crossing the Mediterranean, fleeing violence 
and oppression and seeking refuge in Europe, and those who lost their lives while 
making this journey. He also emphasized that the policies Europe are making today 
will definitely impact the lives of Syrian refugees in neighboring countries, including 
Lebanon. The discussion went on to tackle several pressing issues that came to 
surface with the unfolding refugee crisis.  
 
Humanitarian Assistance 
 
H.E. Christina Lassen stated that the EU response consists of assistance to 
neighboring countries, as they are currently carrying the heaviest burden and their 
resources and infrastructure are overstretched, and therefore unable to respond 
effectively. It also included assistance to the EU member states most affected by the 
crisis. In an attempt to re-humanize a dehumanized situation, the German 
Ambassador, Martin Huth emphasized the importance of looking at the crisis first and 
foremost as a humanitarian one, echoing the German policies that are favorable 
towards refugees, as they were received with widespread humanity and compassion. 
Lassen stated that more than €5 billion was granted by the EU and the United States 
to support the refugees, half of which was given by the EU. Five-hundred million was 
given to Lebanon alone to be distributed not only to the refugees in need but also to 
the Lebanese host communities.  
 
Unprepared Europe 



 
One of the recurring themes across the Greek and Italian ambassadors was the fact 
that their countries were unprepared for such an influx of refugees in terms of 
infrastructure and institutions. Although the Italian ambassador, Massimo Marotti, 
acknowledged the efforts carried out by neighboring countries and most notably 
Lebanon, he still maintained that Italy is facing a crisis, as their facilities were only 
equipped to receive 15,000 refugees while now it is hosting 192,000  refugees. Mr. 
Thanos Leousis, Greek Deputy Head of Mission and Consul, raised the same 
concerns as more refugees reach the shores of Greece. He also urged the need to find 
solutions to combat trafficking in order to halt the inflow of refugees. UNHCR 
representative Mireille Girard argued that the numbers taken in by Europe are 
relatively small in comparison to those hosted in neighboring countries. It is of great 
importance to put numbers into perspective, to understand the gravity of the situation 
in countries such as Lebanon, where refugees are one-third of its population.  
 
Fears of Terrorism and Policies of Integration 
 
Huth dismissed any allegations indicating connections between the influx of refugees 
and the recent terrorist attacks. He argued that there is academic evidence that the 
influence of ISIS among refugees is minimal. On the other hand, Marotti argued that 
ISIS is using refugees as a tool to impose its influence on the European territory. In 
light of the rise of the extreme right in European countries especially after the latest 
terrorist attacks, Huth stressed on the urgency in integrating the refugees into the 
European countries, and he pointed out the important role education plays in ensuring 
successful integration. He added that integration is a generational task, and takes 
significant time to achieve it fully.  
 
Burden Sharing 
 
Huth points out “we are the three countries that share the biggest burden, with Italy 
and Greece as first destinations and Germany the desired final destination”; therefore, 
they have a mutual interest in sharing the burden equally. Girard emphasized that we 
should talk more about sharing the responsibility rather than sharing the burden. She 
stressed that it is important to address the refugee issue collectively through 
international cooperation. She described the refugee crisis as a failure of the 
international community. Girard mentioned the need to adjust the plan into a 
multiyear plan to provide a proper safety net for the refugees. Lassen stated that 
efforts need to be doubled to fight trafficking, to ensure asylum is given to those who 
truly deserve it. She also talked about stricter border control.  
 
Dr. Fadlo Khuri, the president of AUB, gave a concluding commentary on the 
panelists’ discussions. He mainly emphasized that education of refugees is “important 
but inadequate without intercultural integration”, especially for European nations that 
will eventually settle many of these immigrants. He also argued “it is very important 
to learn from the lessons from what failed to happen with Moroccan and Algerian 
immigrants to France”. Finally, he expressed confidence in this dialogue, which will 
eventually end up with some very valuable information. 
 
This timely event was attended by several key diplomatic and political figures, 
namely Ambassador of Belgium to Lebanon Alex Lenaerts, Ambassador of Egypt to 
Lebanon Mohamed Badereldin, the Turkish Deputy Head of Mission Utku Atahan, 
Australian Acting Deputy Head of Mission Helen Horsington, Former Ministers Raya 
El Hassan and Adel Cortas, Member of Parliament Ziad el Kadri and Advisor to the 
Minister at the Lebanese Ministry of Social Affairs Hala Helou, in addition to AUB 
President Fadlo Khuri.  


