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The	 Issam	 Fares	 Institute	 for	 Public	 Policy	 and	 International	 Affairs	 hosted	 a	 lecture	 and	
discussion	with	Dr.	Shadi	Karam	and	Mrs.	Mireille	Girard,	to	discuss	the	United	Nations	General	
Assembly	 Summit	 for	 Refugees	 and	Migrants	 held	 on	 September	 19th.	 The	 Summit	 aimed	 to	
strengthen	 governance	 of	 international	 migration	 and	 presented	 a	 unique	 opportunity	 for	
creating	a	more	responsible,	predictable	system	for	responding	to	large	movements	of	refugees	
and	migrants.		
	
Karam	began	by	offering	what	 he	 termed	 is	 a	 “practitioner’s	 view”	of	 the	way	 the	 Lebanese	
government	has	attempted	 to	deal	with	 the	 influx	of	 refugees	 from	Syria.	 In	agreement	with	
the	official	discourse	of	the	Lebanese	Government,	Karam	preferred	to	use	the	term	“displaced	
Syrians”	rather	than	Syrian	refugees.	To	emphasize	the	severity	of	the	issue,	he	highlighted	that	
over	100,000	Syrian	babies	were	born	 in	Lebanon	between	2012	and	2015.	Offering	 that	 the	
refugee	 crisis	was	 the	 largest	 since	World	War	 II,	 Karam	explained	 that	 the	 influx	of	 Syrians,	
with	ramifications	across	the	region	and	into	Europe,	was	affecting	Lebanon	in	a	particular	way.	
	
In	 the	 Lebanese	 case,	 over	 80%	 of	 Syrians	 displaced	 by	 the	 war	 live	 integrated	 amongst	
Lebanese	 families.	 Karam	 continued	 that	 over	 200	 communities	 in	 Lebanon	 have	 a	 Syrian	
population	twice	as	large	as	that	of	the	local	residents.	This	rapid	influx	of	people	shocked	the	
Lebanese	infrastructure,	because	that	 increase	in	population	was	equivalent	to	the	previously	
projected	population	growth	over	20	years.	Karam	added	that,	although	that	sort	of	shock	may	
be	impossible	to	deal	with	for	any	country,	the	Lebanese	case	is	at	an	even	bigger	disadvantage,	
where	 paralyzed	 institutions	 and	 political	 fragility	 prevent	 consensus-building	 on	 policies.	
Nowhere	was	this	clearer	than	in	the	Government	Crisis	Cell’s	inability	to	offer	a	clear	take	on	
the	influx	of	Syrians.		
	
Since	many	 of	 the	 displaced	 Syrians	were	 settled	 amongst	 a	 Lebanese	 population,	 itself	 in	 a	
poor	 socio-economic	 situation,	 Karam	 emphasized	 that	 the	 Lebanese	 government	 fought	 for	
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host	communities	to	be	included	in	the	aid	that	is	offered	by	the	international	community.	The	
Lebanese	economy	was	already	facing	acute	macroeconomic	problems,	including	a	slowing	GDP	
growth	 (2.8	percent	 in	2012,	2.5	percent	 in	2013,	and	0	percent,	 since	 from	an	average	of	9	
percent	 2007-10),	 lacking	 confidence	 amongst	 investors,	 slow	 remittances	 flows,	 shrinking	
tourism,	 a	 poorly	 performing	 financial	 sector,	 and	 an	 incapacity	 to	 respond	 because	 of	 the	
realities	of	the	Lebanese	political	system.	The	displaced	Syrians	compounded	all	of	this,	as	they	
became	another	factor	complicating	the	political	game.	He	continued	that	much	of	the	political	
decision-making	in	Lebanon	is	oblivious	to	the	realities	on	the	ground.		
	
Karam	made	 the	 case	 that	 Syrian	 refugees	would	actually	benefit	 economies	 in	 Europe,	who	
have	 a	 need	 for	 menial	 unskilled	 laborers	 and	 have	 an	 aging	 large	 population.	 Karam	 also	
offered	 that	 many	 Lebanese	 believe	 the	 attempts	 to	 keep	 the	 Syrians	 in	 Lebanon	 was	 a	
conspiracy	against	the	Lebanese	state,	and	he	opined	that	it	was	based	in	part	on	the	ignorance	
of	the	 international	community,	and	the	 inability	to	understand	the	situation	in	Lebanon.	The	
first	 humanitarian	 response,	 Karam	argued,	was	 insufficient	 and	not	 adaptable	 to	 protracted	
conflicts.	He	said	the	Lebanese	government	had	always	warned	international	aid	agencies	that	
the	 aid	 must	 be	 sustainable	 and	 long-term.	 Comparing	 the	 humanitarian	 response	 to	 the	
beginning	of	the	Syrian	displacement	 issue	to	a	response	to	a	hurricane	or	a	natural	disaster,	
Karam	said	that	he	believed	humanitarian	aid	needed	to	be	blended	with	developmental	aid.	
That	 said,	 Karam	 noted	 that	 the	 education	 and	 healthcare	 were	 the	 sectors	 with	 the	 most	
tangible	 reforms,	 thanks	 to	 the	contribution	and	help	of	UNHCR,	UNDP,	UNRWA,	and	 the	US	
and	UK	governments.		
	
Karam	 set	 out	 a	 conceptual	 framework	 in	 which	 he	 would	 like	 to	 see	 humanitarian	 aid	
implemented	 alongside	 development	 assistance,	 favoring	 local	 needs,	 and	 adhering	 to	
Lebanon’s	 priorities.	 He	 also	 argued	 for	 the	 involvement	 of	 the	 private	 sector,	 saying	 that	 if	
growth	 is	 the	key,	 their	 involvement	 is	 crucial.	 In	 closing	his	 lecture,	he	emphasized	 that	 the	
only	solution	to	the	problem	is	the	return	of	Syrians	to	their	country	and	the	need	for	a	tangible	
plan	 for	 this	 initiative.	 Return,	 Karam	 emphasized,	 pressures	 peace	 and	 reconstruction.	 In	
response	to	a	question	about	the	highly	problematic	and	lengthy	process	Syrian	refugees	must	
undergo	 to	 register	 their	 newborns,	 in	 which	 only	 a	 few	 are	 able	 to	 complete	 and	 follow	
through	 all	 steps	 in	 the	 birth	 registration	 process,	 Karam	 defended	 and	 shifted	 blame	 away	
from	the	Lebanese	government.	The	Syrian	government,	he	claimed,	should	be	responsible	for	
tracking	and	registering	those	births	through	its	embassy.			
	
Speaking	about	the	UN	Summit	in	September,	UNHCR	Representative	in	Lebanon	Mrs.	Mireille	
Girard	 said	 that	 she	 prefers	 to	 see	 the	 glass	 half-full,	 and	 remains	 optimistic	 about	 finding	
solutions	to	the	refugee	crisis.	She	explained	that	the	goal	is	to	have	another	conference	within	
two	 years,	 in	 the	meantime	 testing	 a	model	 they	have	built	 and	designed	 at	 the	 summit	 for	
countries	with	massive	numbers	of	refugees,	with	an	ambition	to	have	a	concluding	review	in	
2018.	Girard	also	reviewed	two	of	the	papers	that	were	released	in	the	conference,	both	Annex	
One	 and	 Annex	 Two.	 The	 first	 paper	 covers	 approaches	 to	 refugees,	 and	 the	 processes	 and	
ways	they	should	be	received	and	treated	upon	arrival.	The	second	paper,	Annex	Two,	covers	
resettlement	and	the	processes	by	which	refugees	who	would	like	to	begin	a	new	life	outside	of	
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their	country	of	origin	can	do	that.	Girard	noted	that	nearly	40%	of	Syrian	refugees	express	no	
interest	 in	 resettlement	 to	 Europe	or	North	America,	 preferring	 instead	 to	 stay	 close	by	 in	 a	
bordering	country	with	an	intention	of	returning	when	the	conflict	is	resolved.	
	
Girard	 also	 touched	 on	 some	 positive	 surprises	 at	 the	 summit	 that	 point	 to	 changing	winds,	
which	includes	a	promise	by	the	UAE	to	accept	15,000	refugees.	All	of	the	countries	committed	
to	share	10%	of	refugees	from	major	host	countries.	All	of	this	was	part	of	the	modus	operandi	
of	the	summit	that	Girard	emphasized	was	one	of	restoring	dignity	to	the	refugees	themselves	
as	actors.		
	
	
	
		

	
	


