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11th Session of the COVID-19 Observation Seminar in the Societies of the Arab 

World (SOCOSMA): "Migrants in Lebanon facing the double health and 

economic crisis” 

Tuesday, March 30, 2021, 4:00 pm (Abu Dhabi), online. 

Speaker:  

• Kamel Dorai is a researcher at the CNRS and director of the Department of 

Contemporary Studies at the IFPO (Beirut). He was a research associate at the 

Migrinter laboratory from 2010 to 2014.  

Summary of the lecture, presented by Kamel Dorai: 

 Currently, migrants in Lebanon are facing a double economic and health crisis. 

To this can be added the regional, geopolitical crisis, which considerably modifies the 

Lebanese migratory landscape (Palestinian and Syrian immigrations, in particular).  

 The active population in Lebanon comprises a little more than two million 

people. Official and reliable statistics are extremely rare in Lebanon, hence the need 

to remember that these are only estimations. More than a quarter of this labor force is 

made up of migrant workers, who can be broken down into three distinct groups with 

different statuses. The first is the group of Palestinian migrants, established since the 

creation of Lebanon. Their number varies between 175,000 and 400,000, depending 

on the source. The second group is made up of Syrian workers, who represent more 

than 300,000 active workers, spread over the labor market. Finally, the third group, 

which is more heterogeneous, can be understood as "migrant workers" and even 

"domestic workers". It is mainly made up of women (nearly 90%) from Africa and South 

Asia, and numbers around 250,000 people.  

 Initially, Lebanon was a country of emigration. However, the health and banking 

crises (end of year 2019) have contributed to immobilize the population in the country. 

With a liberal economy, the country has organized its labor market around cheap 

foreign labor, on which it is now dependent. The latter is governed by the kafala 

system, which links the employee to his employer. This system has recently been 

crossed by recruitment agencies, facilitating the search for a future employer, 

especially for domestic workers. Initially reserved for non-Arab labor, kafala has 

expanded its influence as the Syrian conflict has progressed: Syrian workers have 

been newly subject to it since 2015. This system governs all migrant workers in 

Lebanon, giving them extremely few rights and freedoms. However, in 2009 and 2020, 

reforms of the Lebanese labor law took place, giving the possibility of a standardized 

labor contract, but with little control by the authorities.  

 Each of the above groups has experienced the health, economic and regional 

crises differently. Until 2011 (the beginning of the Syrian civil war), Syrians enjoyed 

free movement to Lebanon and were exempt from many administrative constraints. 

However, since 2011, their status has changed: unable to return to Syria, they settle 

in Lebanon, and go from workers to refugees. Today, they represent almost one in five 
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inhabitants and have transformed the territorial organization of Lebanon, with the 

installation of numerous refugee camps, as well as the growing pressure in the cities, 

notably due to the installation of families (who had previously remained in Syria), which 

also put pressure on the school system. Moreover, the closure of the European Union's 

borders to migrants from the area in 2015 increases the feeling of permanent (but 

forced) settlement in Lebanon. Today, nearly 75% of Syrian refugees live below the 

poverty line, with 10 to 15% living in extreme poverty. Palestinian refugees from Syria 

are affected by the negative effects of the Syrian and Palestinian populations.   

 The second group of Palestinian workers stands out from the others. Although 

deprived of access to certain professional fields and property, they do have a right to 

residence. The economic crisis, which has led to an unprecedented drop in wages and 

a contraction of the economy, has led to a sharp rise in the unemployment rate among 

Palestinians. This population, which enjoyed a certain "legitimacy" due to its seniority, 

is now competing with other groups, such as "migrant workers". Palestinians remain 

an extremely fragile population, the majority of whom are in refugee camps. The higher 

mortality rates of COVID-19 and the overrepresentation of chronic diseases among 

them reinforce this idea of extreme precariousness.  

 Finally, the third group of migrant workers, which includes mostly domestic 

workers, has a completely different status than the other two. Their entry into the labor 

market developed in the 1970s, with the advent of the Lebanese middle classes and 

the rise of confessionalism. Governed by a very short-term contract, these women 

workers were hit hard by the economic crisis. The transformation of their remuneration 

from the dollar to the Lebanese pound has divided their salary by seven or eight, 

making them even more precarious. Not being able to pay them anymore (because 

they were also affected by this drop in salaries), the employers put them on the street. 

Several thousand workers turned to associations, embassies and consulates (hoping 

for repatriation), but the closure of borders due to the health crisis only complicated 

their situation. In the absence of housing (as they were usually housed with their 

employers), many domestic workers found themselves sleeping on the streets.  

 The economic, health and regional crises that have affected Lebanon have thus 

led to a profound transformation of the power relations in the labor market, which is 

dependent on migrant workers and extremely segmented. The ever-increasing flight of 

qualified Lebanese personnel (medical personnel, entrepreneurs, investors...), and the 

immobilization of migrant populations (previously mobile) lead to the need for an 

overhaul of the Lebanese economic system, which is over 70 years old.   

Report by Justine Clément, CEFREPA and SciencesPo Paris 

 

 

 


