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Stefan Dercon’s mother, a refugee during the Second World War, had only one thing left 
following the destruction of their homes as a result of the war - her house key. His family was a 
family that had a taste of ‘refugeeness’. With the work he does on the Syria refugee crisis, he 
recognized his mother’s story with Syrian families he met who would fling their keys at him, 
despite not knowing the language. From this story, he goes on with his lecture which highlights 
the importance of taking advantage of this crisis to build and invest in a better future for both 
Syria and Lebanon, as it is a requirement for the future rebuilding of Syria to prepare for the 
large-scale reconstruction of the country.  
Spark (a Dutch NGO), in partnership with AUB’s Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs, hosted University of Oxford’s Professor Stefan Dercon in a lecture entitled 
“For a Better Future for Syria and Lebanon: Investing in People to Rebuild the Post-Conflict 
Syrian Economy.” The Issam Fares Institute Director of Research, Dr. Nasser Yassin, introduced 
Dercon to a full house. “Everything we hear on the news is negative…We need to look 
positively on the presence of Syrian refugees in Lebanon and to work with them to try and 
prepare for the reconstruction [of Syria], keeping in mind the importance of home-grown 
development from the Syrians to the Syrians.” H.E. Hester Somsen, Ambassador of the 
Netherlands to Lebanon added that “most Syrians would go back to Syria tomorrow, if it was 
possible. As long as it’s not the possibility, it is important to prepare for that future, to have some 
sort of education and to be able to contribute to the construction of Syria, while participating in 
their societies here to prepare for going back.” Also introducing the speaker, Director of Spark 
Yannick du Pont gave a brief overview on the Dutch NGO and the role it plays: providing higher 
education for individuals living in conflict areas to improve their economic prospects, fitting in 
to Dercon’s lecture. 
 
Dercon talks about the solution for a better future for both Syria and Lebanon, tackles it from the 
field he is most experienced in – the economy and the benefit of refugees in the markets, with the 
importance of supporting host communities reiterated throughout. “Eighty to eighty-five percent 
of Syrians with secondary or more education came to Europe, which is much higher than the 
average in Syria,” meaning that Syria has lost a large part of its educated population to Europe, 
risking its own future recovery. “It wasn’t planned like that, but the trip to Greece is costly, 



meaning a big share of the Syrian middle-class are in Europe.” Lebanon is at a disadvantage in 
that sense.  
  
Dercon discusses the psychological problem that comes with their exclusion from the formal 
economy in Lebanon, which breeds despair. “Why think of the future when everything is 
reduced to the here and now?” The simple “humanitarian” model is not working, which focuses 
more on the day-to-day, short-term needs. Focusing on the education of the people is crucial, 
fostering the brains of the individuals in the country and utilizing their skills, for they can lose 
them. The idea of supporting host communities is a new thing, as surprising as it is. It would not 
only help sustain the situation but also build its future. The typical mandate is to help refugees 
everywhere, as opposed to help all those vulnerable. Taking the refugee situation as an 
opportunity to reboot the economy would create jobs for both Syrians and Lebanese. Investing in 
the Lebanese economy, especially in labor-intensive sectors. This is for jobs for both Lebanese 
and Syrians. “It’s one of the few opportunities you’ll ever have in Lebanon in history where the 
international community would actually want to help in doing.” 
 
In other words, Dercon suggests creating a more nurturing environment for both Syrian refugees 
and Lebanese in the economy, taking advantage of the labor to boost the Lebanese economy, but 
also to prepare for the reconstruction of Syria. “Refugees will likely stay for a long time. It is 
crucial to make this sustainable respecting the experience of both Lebanese and Syrians.”  
  
Stefan Dercon is Professor of Development Economics at the University of Oxford. Previously, 
he has held positions teaching economics at Jesus College, Oxford, the University of Leuven 
(Belgium) and Addis Ababa University (Ethiopia). He also acted as a Programme Director for 
the World Institute of Development Economics (WIDER), United Nations University. He is also 
Chief Economist at the Department for International Development, London. Stefan Dercon’s 
research interests are diverse,  including research on risk and poverty, the foundations of growth 
in poor societies, agriculture and rural institutions, migration, political economy, childhood 
poverty, social and geographic mobility, micro-insurance, and measurement issues related to 
poverty and vulnerability, in addition to the application of microeconomics and statistics to the 
analysis of development problems. He has published in top general and field journals in 
economics and other disciplines on diverse topics, including risk and poverty, the foundations of 
growth in poor societies, agriculture and rural institutions, migration, political economy, 
childhood poverty, social and geographic mobility, micro-insurance, and measurement issues 
related to poverty and vulnerability. He has worked extensively in Ethiopia, Tanzania and India. 
 


