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Speakers: 

Opening session: H.E. Tarek Mitri, Director of the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs; H.E. Hassan Mneimneh, Chairman of the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue 

Committee; H.E. Wael Abou Faour, Former Minister of Social Affairs and Public Health; Ms. Leila El 
Ali, Executive Director of Najdeh Association. 

First session: Ms. Lilian Halls-French, Co-President Euromed Feminist Initiative (IFE-EFI); Mr. William 
Bill, Senior Middle East Advocacy Advisor, Christian Aid UK & Ireland; Moderated by Dr. Nasser 

Yassin, Director of Research, Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs. 
Second Session: Dr. Rebecca Roberts, Researcher and Consultant on Resilience; Ms. Nour Shawaf, 

Protection Research and Policy Advisor, Oxfam; Mr. Wadih El Asmar, President, Lebanese Center for 
Human Rights - CLDH; Moderated by Mr. Samer Manaa, Executive Director of Human Development 

Center. 
Third Session: Mr. Matteo Benatti, Field Protection Officer and OSO Team Leader, UNRWA; Dr. May 

Hammoud, Legal Officer, Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue Committee; Mr. Motasem Hamade, Palestinian 
National Council Member; Moderated by Leila El Ali, Executive Director of Najdeh Association. 

 
 
The war in Syria serves as another reminder of the precarious reality of Palestinian 

refugees living in neighboring countries. Sixty-nine years after the first expulsion of Palestinians 
during the Nakba, Palestinian refugees in neighboring countries remain in a state of flux and 
insecurity that has been compounded by the Syrian war and arrival of Syrian refugees over the 
past six years. A week after commemorating the 69th anniversary of the Nakba, policy-makers 
and stakeholders met to discuss the increasingly protracted situation facing the 32,000 or so 
Palestinian refugees from Syria (PRS) in Lebanon in the context of human security and refugee 
empowerment and resilience. The Issam Fares Institute held the conference in collaboration with 
the Najdeh Association, Christian Aid, and American Friends Service Committee. 
 The Palestinian right of return and the exigency of crafting political solutions were 
common themes throughout the conference. Speakers discussed how affirmations and denials of 
the right of return have left Palestinian refugees in a state of flux, unable to return home or be 
resettled elsewhere. In the opening remarks, Dr. Tarek Mitri reaffirmed the need to address the 
humanitarian dimensions of the conflict and ensure basic rights for PRS. Chairman Hassan 
Mneimneh highlighted the international dimensions of the PRS issue and discussed the role that 
regional politics has played in the intractable Syrian conflict. Minister Wael Abou Faour pointed 
to the lack of a clear and rational government policy toward Palestinian refugees and stressed the 
need for the Lebanese government to accept the reality of the situation and start developing long 



term solutions to the problems of insecurity and inequality afflicting Palestinians in Lebanon, 
and especially PRS.  Ms. Leila El Ali emphasized the need to integrate the concept of human 
security into a comprehensive methodology that ties together concepts of peace, security, social 
development and human rights. 
 
 
 
Session 1: Human security policies and procedures within the frame of international laws 
and conventions 
 
 The first session delved into the concept of human security and its operation within the 
framework of international law and norms. Ms. Lillian Halls-French advocated for use of 
feminist discourse to apply pressure on governments to enhance protection of 
marginalized/vulnerable refugee communities. She argued that feminism is inextricably linked to 
social change and thus emphasized the need to incorporate gender perspectives in the concept of 
human security. Refugee women are often exposed to multiple forms of violence including 
forced and early marriage, sexual harassment and abuse and other forms of gender and sex based 
violence (GSBV). Halls-French discussed the need to develop public awareness of women’s 
rights and facilitate cross-sector coordination to protect vulnerable refugee women. Further, she 
advocated for the promotion of women within service provision agencies to decision-making and 
management roles in order to augment institutional interventions on behalf of women refugees’ 
particular social and legal needs.  
 Mr. William Bill addressed the lack of political will of the international community to 
find durable solutions to the plight of Palestinian refugee communities. He argued that no 
meaningful change can adhere without a political solution which would require a significant gear 
change in the political will of the international community. Moreover, he stressed the need for 
greater interagency collaboration between UNHCR and UNRWA to better support the security 
and rights of PRS. In light of the inferior level of protection for PRS and their disqualification for 
resettlement services, Bill called for an end to the collective political inertia that has allowed 
more generations to be born in statelessness and insecurity.  
 
Session 2: Resilience in the case of protracted displacement  
 
 The second session of the conference addressed the concept of resilience in the context of 
protracted displacement. Dr. Rebecca Roberts emphasized the importance of developing long-
term solutions to the Palestinian displacement and argued that the refugees themselves must be 
empowered as stakeholders and decision-makers in crafting solutions for their future. She argued 
that the most important forms of external support for promoting resilience were health and 
education, as the provision of these services takes the burden off families and protects their 
future and their communities. She explained that while refugees are quite resilient given the 
severity of their current plight, there is a lack of capacity to cope with shocks and chronic crises, 
evidenced by the erosion of psychological and physical health, and engagement in such negative 
coping mechanisms as child labor, selling organs and risky migration. Further, she concluded 
that given the prevalence of these negative coping mechanisms and limited access to healthcare 
and education, PRS are unable to effectively prepare and plan for the future, thereby inhibiting 
their resiliency.  



 Ms. Nour Shawaf presented some of the results of Oxfam’s recent participatory research 
on refugee safety in Lebanon. She explained that only 24% of PRS respondents said they were 
able to find safety in Lebanon. Given that so many lack residency permits, PRS are often 
confined to the camps, which are unsafe and foster a sense of insecurity. Thus, while safety is 
often individualized and subjective, there were overlapping trends and gender-specific dynamics 
that defined PRS experience in Lebanon. Many reported a daily struggle to maintain dignity in 
light of the worsening socio-economic conditions and legal discrimination and thus most indicted 
that they want to return to Syria if the conflict subsides. Shawaf advocated for a greater inclusion 
of refugee perspectives in building solutions and empowering them as active participants in their 
future.   
 Mr. Wadih El Asmar highlighted the change in status of PRS between Syria and 
Lebanon. As he explained, Palestinian refugees in Syria had full rights and access to social 
services from the government. Many PRS were middle class and educated and thus considerably 
better off than Palestinian refugees in Lebanon who are deprived of most socio-economic rights. 
This discrepancy in status between Syria and Lebanon has negatively affected the resiliency of 
PRS and prompted considerations of returning to Syria or trying to migrate to other countries.  
 
Session 3: International, regional, national and local stakeholders’ responsibilities for 
ensuring human security for Palestinian refugees  
 
 The third session focused on the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders from all levels 
in ensuring human security for Palestinian refugees. Mr. Matteo Benatti provided a 
comprehensive review of the UNRWA mandate and its role in the protection of Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon. As Benatti explained, UNRWA only recently delineated its protection 
strategy in the 2016-2020 charter renewal, which called for the mainstreaming of protection 
standards, namely, safety and dignity, meaningful access to services, accountability and 
participation and empowerment. Thus, the UNRWA’s strategy employs a methodology that links 
the concept of human security to human rights and works to achieve protection through 
providing services that enhance legal and social rights. Yet, Benatti explained that its limited 
resources and its reliance on host governments and donors for support hamper UNRWA’s 
effectiveness. To conclude, Benatti reaffirmed the sentiments from earlier discussants that while 
service provision is a helpful and necessary component in dealing with the situation of PRS, a 
political solution is the only way to end the protracted displacement and suffering of Palestinian 
refugees.  
 Dr. May Hammoud emphasized the importance of creating platforms for dialogue within 
the affected communities and providing social services by building partnerships with UNRWA 
and other relevant aid organizations in Lebanon. She pointed to the lack of accurate population 
statistics on Palestinian refugees as an obstacle to providing effective support. As she explained, 
the LPDC launched the Palestinian census program focused on generating relevant statistics that 
are essential for creating solutions and targeting aid and services for PRS in Lebanon.  
 Mr. Motasem Hamade situated the experience of PRS in Lebanon within the greater 
context of Palestinian history and the fight for international recognition and liberation. He 
explained how the presence of Palestinian refugees are a reminder of the Palestinian right of 
return and thus Israeli policy has always centered on the non-representation of Palestinian 
refugees in peace negotiations. He also discussed the different strategies employed by the 
neighboring governments in dealing with the management and integration of Palestinian 



refugees. Hamade reiterated the points made by other speakers that a permanent solution to the 
crisis must center on the concept of right of return and work toward political solutions that 
recognize and empower the refugee population as stakeholders in their own future.  
 The closing discussion centered on the concepts of protection and neutrality. Ms. Leila El 
Ali argued that there was a clear contradiction in talking about protection and neutrality as 
advocating for the rights of Palestinian refugees requires confrontation with the political issues 
surrounding their displacement. Thus, in order to provide durable solutions, the international 
community must first deal with the political problems that have lead Palestinians into 
statelessness and exile.  
 
 


