
Heflin 1 
 

 

 

 

IMMIGRATION LAW IN THE MIDDLE EAST:  

                HOW STATES ARE HANDLING THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS   

By  

JOSEPH MAURICE HEFLIN 

  

____________________  

  
  

  
A Thesis Submitted to The Honors College  

  
In Partial Fulfillment of the Bachelors degree  

With Honors in  
  

POLITICAL SCIENCE 
  

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA  
  

D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 8  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 

 



Heflin 2 
 

ABSTRACT 
The Syrian Civil War has created the world’s worst refugee crisis since the end of World War II. 

Media attention has mostly focused on the European response to this tragedy. Europe; however, 

has not received the majority of refugees from the Syrian Civil War. The countries that have 

received the most refugees are the immediate neighbors of Syria; which begs the question, what 

domestic vehicles do they maintain to process these refugees? Further, the wealthy Gulf States 

and Iran have meddled in the conflict, have they accepted refugees? I explore the implications of 

various regional state’s domestic immigration policies as well as some states compliance or non-

compliance with the UNHCR as it relates to the ongoing Syrian refugee crisis.  
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The Syrian Civil War 
The Syrian Civil War is an ongoing humanitarian crisis that began on March 15, 2011. 

This conflict is not one that can easily be explained, as there are a plethora of belligerents in the 

conflict, both domestically and internationally. The war initially began with a wave of protests 

during March, 2011; these protests were part of a larger movement across the entire Middle East 

commonly referred to as the Arab Spring. Protests began in response to the Syrian government’s 

detainment of fifteen teenagers in the city of Daraa in response to their writing of anti-

government slogans. Daraa was the first city to protest Bashar Al-Assad and the Syrian 

government, but were quickly joined by larger cities like Damascus and Aleppo. As protests 

began to grow and spread, government crackdown did as well, leading to the deaths of over one 

hundred protestors and mass paranoia within the state. Some protestors had grievances over the 

lack of agriculture subsidies that they were used to, leading to economic difficulties for rural 

farmers; this was paralleled with the urban scene in Syria seeing an influx of Gulf cash for real-

estate speculation. As a result of this influx of cash, housing in the urban real-estate sector was 

priced out of the reach of the middle class in Syria. Other protestors, specifically in Dara, 

protested due to the rise of Salafism and lack of employment opportunities for the youth, as well 

as the security crackdown in the region. Protestors in Banya were protesting the ban of the niqab 

in schools, and protestors in Latakia were protesting the rise of an organization similar to an 

Alawai-mafia. While these protestors all had different goals, they were all rooted in the same 

problem: the struggling Syrian economy and the governments focus on pushing capital to urban 

centers that led to neglect of the suburban and rural population.1  Soon enough, fighting began to 

                                                           
1 Hinnebusch, Raymond. “Syria: From ‘Authoritarian Upgrading’ to Revolution?” International Affairs 88, no. 1 
(January 2012): 95–113. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2346.2012.01059.x. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2346.2012.01059.x
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break out between dissidents, who referred to themselves as the Free Syrian Army (FSA), and 

the government. Many of the members of the FSA were defectors from the military. Soon 

enough, conflict between the FSA and other rebel factions like it began a mission to overthrow 

the government. This regime would not give up without a fight, and thus the world bore witness 

to the atrocities of the Syrian civil war, a subsequent refugee crisis, and political instability 

across the Middle East and other states as a result.  

This is the bare-bones explanation of the Syrian Civil War. In actuality, the conflict is 

much more convoluted, with internal actors aligning and defecting with certain groups on a 

consistent basis, as well as the continued international involvement and backing for certain 

factions within the conflict. Various nations continue to meddle in the Syrian Civil War, and this 

conflict is increasingly becoming an international conflict rather than a domestic one. Generally, 

there are three types of countries who have been meddling in the war. The first, the United States 

and its allies, generally show support for the FSA and other opposition groups in Syria, including 

radical Islamist groups. The second, Russia and its allies, who generally show support for 

President Assad. The third are countries that are internally divided about which side they 

support, or countries that try to stay out of the conflict but are drawn in nonetheless. The focus of 

this paper will be analyzing the role of the nations in the Middle East in the Syrian refugee crisis, 

and thus it is imperative to understand the roles that these countries play in the conflict itself. For 

this reason, actors that are not geographically located in the Middle East will not be focused on, 

although their contributions to the conflict cannot be overstated.  

The first group of countries, the United States and its allies, consists primarily of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) and Turkey. These countries align themselves with the Free Syrian 

Army and similar rebel groups, but the GCC has been known to provide support to radical 
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Salafist groups as well. While there are internal divisions regarding their cooperation, the GCC is 

generally a unified front in relations to their objectives, but not strategies, in Syria. The notable 

exception is the nation of Oman, which, while part of the GCC, generally has its own policies 

and sticks to them, much to the dismay of other GCC members. Oman has not militarily 

intervened in Syria, and maintains an embassy in the war-torn country, and diplomatic relations 

remain open.2 To the frustration of Riyadh, Oman also maintains lukewarm relations with 

Tehran, a regional enemy of Saudi Arabia and opposing force in Syria.3 Putting Oman to the 

side, the GCC’s unified objectives have not let do a unified approach. After the loss of Iraq as a 

Sunni led regime and political ally in 2003, this objective was bolstered by fears of Tehran’s 

expanding influence in Baghdad.4 The governments in Doha, Riyadh, and Manama saw an 

opportunity in the Syrian civil war to limit Iran’s influence in the Levant by replacing the Syrian 

government with one that would not be sympathetic to Iran’s interests, thus severing a key link 

to Hezbollah, Iran’s principle ally in the region. There are two main camps in regards to 

strategies in Syria; both groups primary goal is to replace the government in Syria with a group 

more favorable to their interests, and one that had exceptional political control in the Levant.  

The first group, headed by Riyadh and Manama, preferred its traditional allies of capitalists, 

bureaucrats, businessmen and tribal chiefs, which included Salafists.5 Further, Saudi Arabia 

maintained strong ties with Jordan, a neighbor of Syria. With Jordan’s very capable security 

apparatus and intelligence agencies, it became a prime platform for providing aid to their Syrian 

                                                           
2 Gladstone, Rick. 2015. "Syrian Official’s Visit to Oman May Signal A Diplomatic Opening". Nytimes.Com. 
Accessed October 24 2018. 
3 Lons, Camille. 2018. "Oman: Between Iran And A Hard Place". European Council on Foreign Relations. 
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_oman_between_iran_and_a_hard_place1. 
4 Hokayem, Emile. “Iran, the Gulf States and the Syrian Civil War.” Adelphi Series 54, no. 447–448 (May 19, 
2014): 39–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/19445571.2014.995937. 45. 
5 Ibid, 46. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19445571.2014.995937
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allies.6 The second group, Qatar and its allies, relied more on the support of Turkey and the 

Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.7 Their rivalry quickly became apparent when they attempted to find 

a rebel group that they could bolster to be the face of the revolution, as most groups were 

crushed by Syrian authoritarian rule, and the FSA was, in the eyes of the Gulf Monarchies, not a 

viable successor to President Assad.8 The Gulf States, as of 2018, have failed in their objectives. 

The reality that pumping billions of dollars into a conflict does not necessarily translate into 

victory had slapped the Monarchies in the face.9 Lastly, the Gulf States were deemed at the very 

least complicit in the rise of Jihadist organizations in Syria, such as Al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat Al-

Nusra, as well as ISIS. The Gulf States, while supporting mainly the FSA, also gave logistical 

and monetary support to groups with radical Salafist and Islamic ideologies. This complicated 

their relationship to the conflict and their alliance with Washington, which at the time, tried to 

remain (at least in terms of up-front policy, not covert operations) out of the conflict and the 

Middle East in general.  

The second faction who has played a significant role in Syria is Iran and its allies, namely 

Russia. The Syrian government’s alliance with Tehran began in the 1980s, with the common 

enemy of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.10 As this relationship developed, it became stronger, and was 

centrally against the US-led Middle Eastern order and the Gulf Monarchies. Hezbollah is also a 

key player in this alliance, as it became more of a legitimate power than simply an Iranian proxy. 

The Iranian strategy was to keep President Assad afloat, namely so it could maintain its 

geographic ties to Hezbollah; as Syria acts as a geographic route to transport weapons, among 

                                                           
6 Ibid, 47. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid, 48. 
9 Ibid, 51. 
10 Ibid, 52. 
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other things, to Hezbollah in Lebanon.11 To keep the regime afloat, Iran helped Syria circumvent 

Western sanctions by extending credit lines to the central bank, among other economic 

factions.12 Iran also helped train Syria’s National Defense Forces, which became an important 

line of defense as the traditional military continued to shrink.13 Tehran provided an uninterrupted 

flow of weapons and cash into Syria, and helped modify the traditional military to be more adept 

for guerilla warfare.14 Although Assad has remained above water for now, Iran’s policies raise 

many questions for its future policy: namely, is Assad too dependent on Tehran? That aside, 

Assad would surely not be in power now without the help of Iran. 

The third and final group of international actors in the Syrian civil war are countries that 

have proclaimed neutrality. This does not necessarily mean they have not intervened in Syria, but 

that their official policy is a stance of neutrality. The first of these powers is Israel, who has 

maintained constant conflict with the state of Syria since 1948. Israel has publicly stated that it 

does not support the rebel groups, but also disapproves of Assad remaining in power.15 Even 

with this position, Israel has struck envoys of the Syrian government, as well as Iranian allied 

Hezbollah, hundreds of times during the war.16 This is the extent of their limited military 

involvement, but Israel claims to have played a large role in humanitarian relief. The second 

primary player in this group is Lebanon, who has not played a role in the conflict, has been 

devastated by this conflict. Lebanon has taken in over a million refugees, and spillover from the 

war has occurred on their borders – arguably increasing sectarian violence in the state. Although 

                                                           
11 Martini, Jeffrey, Erin York, and William Young. "Syria as an Arena of Strategic Competition." In Syria as an 
Arena of Strategic Competition, 1-10. RAND Corporation, 2013. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt2jc9hh.1.  
12 Hokayem, Emile. “Iran, the Gulf States and the Syrian Civil War.” Adelphi Series 54, no. 447–448 (May 19, 
2014): 39–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/19445571.2014.995937. 55. 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Martini, Jeffrey, Erin York, and William Young. "Syria as an Arena of Strategic Competition." In Syria as an 
Arena of Strategic Competition, 1-10. RAND Corporation, 2013. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt2jc9hh.1. 
16 Ibid.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt2jc9hh.1
https://doi.org/10.1080/19445571.2014.995937
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt2jc9hh.1
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Lebanon houses Hezbollah, it is a non-state actor, and cannot be attributed to the Lebanese 

government’s stance on the war.  

With these three factions influencing and being influenced by the war, it begs the 

question: what are these states doing to help those affected by the conflict? It is common 

knowledge that the Syrian Civil war has generated millions of refugees, and it was widely 

publicized as a crisis in Europe in 2014. However, most media outlets, specifically in the West, 

have not focused on the efforts of Syria’s Middle Eastern neighbors in dealing with the refugee 

crisis. What states are accepting refugees? What states are not? Why is this the case? This paper 

will attempt to analyze each Middle Eastern country’s immigration and refugee resettlement 

policies, with the scope primarily being on the ongoing Syrian refugee crisis. 

Governing Mechanisms 
In order to analyze the efforts of the nations in the Middle East in regards to the refugee 

crisis, it is imperative to understand the mechanisms that govern refugees in general. The United 

Nations High Commissioner on Refugees (UNHCR) is the authority that manages refugees under 

the mandate of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. This convention lays out the official definition 

of a refugee as: “someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of persecution, 

war or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group.”17 The convention also 

further outlines the legal status and rights of refugees in their respective host countries, as well as 

the refugee’s obligations to the host government. The 1951 convention; however, only focused 

on European refugees, as it was passed in the wake of World War II. The 1967 protocol 

                                                           
17 "What Is A Refugee? Definition and Meaning". 2018. Unrefugees.Org. USA for UNHCR. 
https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/what-is-a-refugee/. 
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expanded the scope and subsequently the authority of the UNHCR in terms of its ability to assist 

refugees.18 States that have signed on to this protocol are expected to cooperate with the UNHCR 

in their dealings with refugees. Unfortunately, only 145 states are signatories to the 1951 

Refugee Convention and it’s 1967 protocol. A number of states that abstained from signing onto 

this agreement are located in the Middle East. This is where the complication between domestic 

laws and international customs arises. As nations in the Middle East continue to push themselves 

into the Syrian conflict, furthering the refugee crisis, it would seem logical that they would 

extend some aid to Syrian refugees. However, as this paper will analyze, sometimes that is not 

the case.  

Syria and its’ Internally Displaced Population 
Before analyzing the aid that various Middle Eastern countries have or have not offered 

to refugees, it is imperative to take a look at the state of Syria itself. According to one estimate, 

there are a total of 13.1 million Syrians fleeing conflict – but the majority are not crossing 

international borders (6.1 million): they are internally displaced persons (IDPs).19 The UNHCR 

defines an IDP as a person who has fled, but remain inside their home country. Often, they are 

not included under the same legal term as a “refugee,” as they do not retain the same rights as 

refugees, but are referred to as such nonetheless. Specifically, they do not maintain the rights 

granted to refugees under international law, and the framework for laws regarding IDPs are not 

legally enforceable, and subsequently fall to the domestic government in which they reside.20 

                                                           
18 "Frequently Asked Questions About The 1951 Refugee Convention". 2018. UNHCR. http://www.unhcr.org/en-
us/news/stories/2001/6/3b4c06578/frequently-asked-questions-1951-refugee-convention.html. 
19 Forced Displacement: Refugees, Asylum-Seekers and Internally Displaced Peoples (Idps). 2018. European 
Commission: European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations. 
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/refugees_en.pdf. 
20 Ahmad, Nafees. 2017. "Internally Displaced Persons and International Refugee Law: Protection Gaps, Challenges 
and Implementation In Practice". The King’s Student Law Review 8 (2): 94-117.  
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The UNHCR has little jurisdiction over IDPs, their protection falls to their hands of their 

respective government, regardless of whether the government were the ones to displace them.21 

The contradiction of international law regarding refugees and IDPs is something that has not 

been addressed as of yet: “the fact that the Syrian government is carrying out widespread and 

increasingly lethal attacks on civilian areas highlights a fundamental contradiction in 

international law: The same authorities that cause displacement are also responsible for 

protecting and assisting those displaced by their actions.”22 This contradiction has only served to 

the detriment of IDPs in Syria. In 2016, the UNHCR made an agreement with the Syrian 

government in order for them to provide aid to IDPs: “In 2016, Syria Humanitarian Response 

Plan (HRP) has been developed in consultation with the Government of Syria and sets out the 

framework within which the humanitarian community will respond to large-scale humanitarian 

and protection needs in Syria throughout 2016 on the basis of the prioritization undertaken 

within and across sectors.”23 With that said, lack of funding is still a severe restraint for the 

UNHCR to be able to complete its objectives in Syria.  

A great deal of Syrian refugees, including IDPs, have exhausted all other means of 

escape. Usually, they tend to move to safer areas where they have connections, like relatives. 

However, this has been increasingly difficult for the people of Syria, as of 2014, 30 percent of 

the housing stock in Syria has been destroyed, with aerial bombings continuing to be 

commonplace.24 It has become increasingly common for those displaced by the conflict to run 

                                                           
21 "Internally Displaced People". 2018. UNHCR. http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/internally-displaced-people.html. 
22 FERRIS, ELIZABETH, and KEMAL KIRIŞCI. "Communities at Risk inside Syria: The Internally Displaced, 
Palestinians, Besieged, and Other Trapped Populations." In The Consequences of Chaos: Syria's Humanitarian 
Crisis and the Failure to Protect, 71-108. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2016. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctt1c2cqws.8. 
23"Internally Displaced People". 2018. UNHCR. http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/internally-displaced-people.html.  
24 FERRIS, ELIZABETH, and KEMAL KIRIŞCI. "Communities at Risk inside Syria: The Internally Displaced, 
Palestinians, Besieged, and Other Trapped Populations." In The Consequences of Chaos: Syria's Humanitarian 
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out of resources, and have no relatives or friends to flee to. In this case, “they seek alternative 

accommodations by living in abandoned property, in makeshift shelters, or even in caves.”25 

This crisis seems to have no end in sight, as many people are trapped in Syria as a result of 

violence or the border policies of neighbor states.  

As horrendous as this situation sounds, these IDPs may be better off than another 

category of people: the Palestinian and Iraqi refugees (who, generally, are also referred to as 

IDPs) currently displaced in Syria. Prior to the war, Syria had played the role that many countries 

in the Middle East are playing now: host. Syria was home to approximately 560,000 registered 

Palestinian refugees prior to the onset of the conflict, according to the UN.26 The United Nations 

Work and Relief Agency (UNWRA) oversees Palestinian refugee camps inside of Syria, and has 

reported that over one third of its facilities have been damaged or destroyed, and that the civilian 

integrity of these camps is no longer respected.27 While attacking refugees is strictly prohibited 

by International law, this has continued to occur nonetheless. The hardships faced by Palestinian 

refugees inside Syria can be examined through the lens of the Yarmouk refugee camp. Prior to 

the war, this camp hosted approximately 200,000 Palestinian refugees and 650,000 Syrians.28 It 

used to function as a mini-city of sorts, with bustling markets and constant activity.29 

Unfortunately, after the onset of the war, this camp would function as a center for misery and 

suffering In 2012, fighting between pro-government and opposition groups resulted in the Free 

Syrian Army and Al-Nusra front taking control of the camp. The Syrian IDPs in the camp, for 

                                                           
Crisis and the Failure to Protect, 71-108. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2016. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctt1c2cqws.8. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid.  
29 Glavin, Terry. 2018. "The Forgotten Palestinians Of Syria - Macleans.Ca". Macleans.Ca. Accessed October 24 
2018. https://www.macleans.ca/news/world/the-forgotten-palestinians-of-syria/. 
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the most part, fled to cities like Damascus or to neighboring countries like Jordan and Lebanon, 

but the Palestinian refugees had less options. In mid-2013, the government took control of the 

camp: barring entry and exit to anyone except a few designated medical personnel. Every school 

in the camp shut down, electricity was shut off, food and medical supplies were in short supply.  

In 2015, the United Nations deemed that Yarmouk was no longer a besieged area; but the 

UNRWA has not been able to access the camp since March, 2015, and approximately 5,000 to 

8,000 people remain in the camp.30 

As Palestinian Refugees continue to suffer under constant siege, the regional community 

has done little to assist them. As registered Palestinian refugees, they are unable to leave Syria 

for the most part. Jordan has closed its border to Palestinian refugees, and Lebanon maintains 

harsh restrictions.31 Iraqi refugees have also faced extreme hardship, but they are able to flee, 

generally. Prior to the conflict, Syria held over 400,000 Iraqi refugees according to the UNHCR. 

However, as conflict began to spread, many Iraqis fled to Northern Iraq, joining Iraqi IDPs as 

well as Syrian refugees from the conflict.32 This area is riddled with political turmoil, and the 

nation of Iraq is one of the least stable in the world, as of 2018 it is ranked as the 11th state on the 

Failed State Index, while Syria is 4th.33 It is also worth mentioning that many Syrians, (including 

                                                           
30 FERRIS, ELIZABETH, and KEMAL KIRIŞCI. "Communities at Risk inside Syria: The Internally Displaced, 
Palestinians, Besieged, and Other Trapped Populations." In The Consequences of Chaos: Syria's Humanitarian 
Crisis and the Failure to Protect, 71-108. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2016. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctt1c2cqws.8. 
31 Davis, Rochelle. "Syria's Refugee Crisis." Great Decisions, 2015, 65-76. http://www.jstor.org/stable/44214795. 
32 FERRIS, ELIZABETH, and KEMAL KIRIŞCI. "Communities at Risk inside Syria: The Internally Displaced, 
Palestinians, Besieged, and Other Trapped Populations." In The Consequences of Chaos: Syria's Humanitarian 
Crisis and the Failure to Protect, 71-108. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2016. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/j.ctt1c2cqws.8. 
33 "Fragile States Index". 2018. Fund For Peace. http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/. 
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Iraqi-Syrian and Palestinian-Syrian refugees) suffer from PTSD, and the suicide rate among 

Syrians is three times that of the United States.34  

Lebanon 
The International Rescue Committee (IRC) has estimated that over one million Syrian 

refugees have fled to neighboring Lebanon. Other estimates have the number pushing two 

million, as the one million mark only includes those refugees who are registered with the 

UNHCR.35 The nation has a population of approximately 4.4 to 6.2 million, which includes the 1 

million Syrian refugees that Lebanon currently hosts. Lebanon is often cited as one of the 

countries who has taken in the most refugees since the start of the Syrian conflict; but, as 

complex as the situation may be, it is made more difficult by Lebanon’s laws regarding refugees. 

The Lebanese government has not ratified the 1951 UN Convention on the status of 

refugees. However, Lebanon is an interesting case when compared to its fellow Middle Eastern 

nations who have not ratified the treaty as well, as Lebanon was actively involved in creating the 

convention as well as the UNHCR.36 Although Lebanon has failed to ratify the convention, the 

UN lauds their support and care for refugees.37 With that said, it is important to remember that 

Lebanon is a primary host nation as of now, and if they were to expel refugees, it would push the 

burdens onto other states, which the UN would consider a disaster. Since they have not ratified 

the convention, the jurisdiction of refugee laws falls to the domestic level. The Lebanese 

government has continuously refuted the idea that it is a country of asylum, going back to the 

                                                           
34 Al Ibraheem, B., Kira, I. A., Aljakoub, J., & Al Ibraheem, A. (2017). The health effect of the Syrian conflict on 
IDPs and refugees. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 23(2), 140-152. 
35 "Lebanon". 2018. International Rescue Committee (IRC). https://www.rescue.org/country/lebanon. 
36 Janmyr, Maja. 2017. "No Country Of Asylum: ‘Legitimizing’ Lebanon’S Rejection Of The 1951 Refugee 
Convention". International Journal Of Refugee Law 29 (3): 438-465. doi:10.1093/ijrl/eex026. 
37 "Lebanon Cannot Bear Brunt Of Syrian Refugee Crisis Alone, UN Relief Official Warns". 2018. UN News. 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2014/03/464172-lebanon-cannot-bear-brunt-syrian-refugee-crisis-alone-un-relief-
official-warns. 
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1926 constitution which prohibited permanent settlements of foreigners.38 Further, in its 

response plan to the Syrian Refugee Crisis, it is stated clearly that: “Lebanon is neither a country 

of asylum, nor a final destination for refugees, let alone a country of resettlement.”39 As refugee 

laws fall to the jurisdiction of the Lebanese government, it is imperative to note that Lebanon 

lacks meaningful and clear legislation regarding the status of refugees. For example: 

The 1962 Law Regulating the Entry and Stay of Foreigners in Lebanon and their 

Exit from the Country contains six articles relating to asylum. The asylum 

provisions in the 1962 Law on Entry and Exit have only been applied once since 

the end of the civil war in 1991, in a highly politicized case where a member of 

the Japanese Red Army received asylum in 2001. Refugees have thus been 

provided with no other status than that afforded to foreign nationals in general, 

causing many to live ‘illegally’ in the country and consequently under extremely 

harsh and marginalized conditions.40 

Thus, with the combination of Lebanon’s confusing domestic policies and its choice to not ratify 

the 1951 convention, the refugees who have fled to Lebanon during the Syrian civil war are in a 

tricky predicament.  While there is a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the 

Lebanese government and the UNHCR, which provides temporary protection to those in 

Lebanon who are seeking asylum41, it is certainly not achieving the goals it was set out to 

accomplish, partially because of the sheer numbers of the influx of Syrian refugees into Lebanon, 

and partially because it collapsed shortly after its inception. The 2003 MoU attempts to appease 

                                                           
38 Janmyr, Maja. 2017. "No Country Of Asylum: ‘Legitimizing’ Lebanon’S Rejection Of The 1951 Refugee 
Convention". International Journal Of Refugee Law 29 (3): 438-465. doi:10.1093/ijrl/eex026. 
39 "Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2015-16 - Year Two - Lebanon". 2018. Reliefweb. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-crisis-response-plan-2015-16-year-two. 
40 Janmyr, Maja. 2017. "No Country Of Asylum: ‘Legitimizing’ Lebanon’S Rejection Of The 1951 Refugee 
Convention". International Journal Of Refugee Law 29 (3): 438-465. doi:10.1093/ijrl/eex026. 
41 Country Operations Plan: Lebanon. 2018. UNHCR. https://perma.cc/H975-EC7S. 
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Lebanese demands in return for some UNHCR jurisdiction in the country; and as a result, the 

agreement contains numerous flaws. One such flaw is the failure to recognize some key 

protections of refugees granted under international law, like the concept of non-refoulement. 

Some in the UNHCR deem this agreement to be a ‘mistake,’ and since interpretations of the 

agreement differ between the Lebanese government and UNHCR, the agreement is all but 

officially null and void. 42 

This MoU has been criticized by both legal scholars and human rights activists, as the 

UN dealt with the Lebanese security forces to come to an agreement, which critics argue gives 

Lebanon the right to categorize refugees as a security threat.43 However, with the sheer volume 

of the Syrian Refugee Crisis, the Lebanese government has more or less taken a back seat to the 

efforts of the UNHCR, which has been criticized for overriding Lebanon’s sovereignty.44 

Lebanon has since tried to take back control of its own affairs regarding refugees, much to the 

detriment of the refugee population.  

First and foremost, some Syrian refugees have not been able to obtain a UNHCR 

registration certificate, meaning their only way to gain residency is to obtain a national sponsor: 

this has profane consequences for the refugee, as they lose many of the international rights 

granted to them as a refugee, and become instead “economic migrants.” Further, this policy helps 

Lebanon’s attempt to cast doubt on Syrian’s claims of refugee status: allowing them to push for 

the return of Syrian refugees to their home country.45 The UNHCR has declared that Syria is not 

                                                           
42 Janmyr, Maja. 2017. "UNHCR And The Syrian Refugee Response: Negotiating Status And Registration In 
Lebanon". The International Journal Of Human Rights 22 (3): 393-419. doi:10.1080/13642987.2017.1371140. 
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid.  
45 Janmyr, Maja. 2018. "The Fragile Legal Order Facing Syrian Refugees In Lebanon". EU Immigration Law Blog. 
http://eumigrationlawblog.eu/the-fragile-legal-order-facing-syrian-refugees-in-lebanon/. 
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safe for migrants to return, however this has been rejected by the Lebanese government.46 Thus, 

refugees are essentially stuck in limbo in Lebanon, with little legal rights afforded to them and a 

government who would much rather them leave than stay. 

This would lead one to assume that Syrian refugees are not in a good situation in 

Lebanon, and they would be correct in this assumption. Despite millions pledged by Western 

countries as well as the Gulf States in order to help Lebanon handle its refugee populations, 

many are in abysmal conditions inside of the country. One example is the fact that Syrian 

children are vulnerable to forced labor and prostitution.47 In addition, Syrians lack food security, 

as policies that allow Syrians to generate income and protection of the domestic Lebanese labor 

market often come into conflict.48  More than three fourths of the Syrian refugees in Lebanon 

live below the poverty line, and half of the overall Syrian refugee population lives in extreme 

poverty.49 Further, because of Lebanon’s disdain for becoming a country of asylum, obtaining 

residency is very difficult for most Syrian refugees, leaving them particularly vulnerable to 

arrests, and making it considerably difficult for children to receive an education, or for any 

Syrians to find a job.50  

The aforementioned aid pledged by Western countries and Gulf States is not reaching 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon, and there are two reasons for this. The first reason is the lack of 
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cooperation between actors – namely, the UNHCR and the Lebanese government. Day-to-day 

coordination lacks basic strategic and contingency planning.51 Further, the Lebanese immigration 

system, as explained earlier, has complicated stances in terms of Syrian Refugees. The Lebanese 

state itself is also not stable – the influx of refugees and domestic political tensions make it 

difficult for external actors to cooperate with each other (as they have competing interests in 

Lebanon, usually) and the Lebanese government. Further, there are a number of non-traditional 

actors in donating humanitarian aid to Lebanon; usually, it is an assumption that aid will be 

provided by rich, western countries, but in Lebanon, the GCC has donated a large amount of 

money to help the government handle the influx of refugees: “Although non-traditional donors 

currently represent only about 12% of official humanitarian aid, their politically selective 

engagement in crises can be significant. This is the case in the Syrian refugee crisis.”52 The GCC 

donors do not donate through official channels, so it is difficult to get prese numbers regarding 

the amount of money they are donating: “A significant part of the aid is channeled through the 

embassies of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, and Qatar.”53 The lack of coordination by the 

UNHCR and closed-door donations by the GCC have meant that funds are not always used as 

they should be. The second issue is simply the amount of money Lebanon needs to be able to 

support its refugee population. Lebanon has requested US 2.05 billion dollars in order to provide 

for its refugee population, and it has only been 54% funded as of December, 2017.54 Basic 

assistance is 67.5% underfunded, with other services such as water and energy fluctuating 
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between 30.3% underfunded and 97.5% underfunded.55 Thus, the combination of a lack of 

funding and coordination means that Syrian refugees continue to live in abysmal conditions.  

Life is not easy in the refugee camps in Lebanon. These camps were initially created for 

Palestinian refugees after the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, and simply were not meant to hold the vast 

numbers of Syrian refugees that Lebanon hosts today. They are also sub-par in terms of their 

health and safety records. One refugee camp in Lebanon has been described as a labyrinth of 

misery: “Many of the meandering alleys are so narrow that the sun never reaches the ground and 

should two people meet, they have to pass each other sideways. The poor sewerage system 

makes the streets slippery and smelly, and above this labyrinth of alleys hangs a tangle of 

electrical cables, looping down in dangerous swathes.”56 In 2013, there was an outbreak of 

Leishmaniasis (also known as “Black Fever” and the “Aleppo Boil”) among the Syrian refugee 

population in Lebanon.57 The lack of sanitation, clean water, and nutrition is felt across each 

refugee camp in Lebanon.58 Lastly, as of 2018, Lebanon has begun a campaign to remove Syrian 

refugees from its borders, although they have attempted to be discreet about it, human rights 

watch and NGOs have uncovered this plan.59 As a result, the Syrian refugee population is faced 

with oppression, discrimination, and systematic economic disadvantageous. 60 They are faced 

                                                           
55 Syrian Refugee Crisis In Lebanon: Fatigue In Numbers. 2018. Beirut, Lebanon: The American University of 
Beirut. https://website.aub.edu.lb/ifi/publications/Documents/infographics/20180514_fatigue_in_numbers.pdf. 
56 " Refugee Camps In Lebanon Reach Crisis Point As More Syrians Arrive - IFRC ". 2018. Ifrc.Org. Accessed 
October 26 2018. http://www.ifrc.org/fr/nouvelles/nouvelles/middle-east-and-north-africa/lebanon/refugee-camps-
in-lebanon-reach-crisis-point-as-more-syrians-arrive-63251/. 
57 Alawieh, Ali, Umayya Musharrafieh, Amani Jaber, Atika Berry, Nada Ghosn, and Abdul Rahman Bizri. 2014. 
"Revisiting Leishmaniasis In The Time Of War: The Syrian Conflict And The Lebanese Outbreak". International 
Journal Of Infectious Diseases 29: 115-119. doi:10.1016/j.ijid.2014.04.023. 
58 "Syrian Refugees In Lebanon Struggling With Health Needs". 2017. Aljazeera.Com. Accessed October 26 2018. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2017/04/syrian-refugees-lebanon-struggling-health-
170403050503338.html. 
59 "“Our Homes Are Not For Strangers” | Mass Evictions Of Syrian Refugees By Lebanese Municipalities". 2018. 
Human Rights Watch. Accessed October 26 2018. https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/20/our-homes-are-not-
strangers/mass-evictions-syrian-refugees-lebanese-municipalities. 
60 "Syrian Refugees In Lebanon Face A Tough Choice". 2018. Equal Times. Accessed October 26 2018. 
https://www.equaltimes.org/syrian-refugees-in-lebanon-face-a?lang=en. 



Heflin 19 
 

with the tough decision of remaining in Lebanon, or returning to Syria; a country still riddled 

with violence. Unless Lebanon receives help from the international community, the prospects 

look bleak for those who remain there. 61 

Jordan 
Jordan, legally speaking, is in a similar situation to its neighbor, Lebanon. Jordan has not 

signed onto the 1951 UN Declaration or the 1967 protocol, but has signed an MoU with the 

UNHCR granting them certain rights in regards to the refugee population in Jordan. The official 

number of refugees given status by the UNHCR is just over 650,00062, but the Jordanian 

government claims that over 1.4 million Syrian refugees reside in their country, including the 

650,000 that the UN claims and a slightly larger number of unregistered refugees.63 Jordan is one 

of the few countries in the Middle East with doctrines in their constitution that allow for refugees 

to have some rights: for example, the Jordanian constitution prohibits the extradition of political 

refugees64. Further, Law 24 of 1973 Article 31 grants “the Minister of the Interior the authority 

to determine on a case-by-case basis whether persons that entered illegally will 

be deported.  However, it does not identify conditions under which individuals will be eligible 

for asylum.  It also does not impose any sanctions against asylum seekers who entered the 

country illegally.”65 With that said, while refugees are granted certain rights in Jordan, much of 

the labor market is excluded to them: much of the work force is closed off to anyone without a 
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residency permit, which generally only last one year and are granted rarely.66 This also bars 

refugees without a residency permit from the education system and sometimes even the 

healthcare system. Lastly, the Jordanian government has a list of occupations that are reserved to 

native Jordanians alone; including, but not limited to: “medical, engineering, administrative, 

accounting and clerical professions; telephone and warehouse employment; sales; education; 

hairdressing; decorating; fuel sales; electrical and mechanical occupations; guards; drivers; and 

construction workers.”67 

However, in contrast to their Lebanese neighbors, the Jordanian population has been 

unusually receptive of Syrian refugees68, but do admit that they put a burden on the Jordanian 

economy and political system6970, but even with that, hostilities have not significantly risen 

toward refugees. In fact, many in Jordan are still sympathetic toward Syrian refugees, and 

support their country hosting them.71 Jordan is a country already facing economic difficulties and 

resource shortages, especially water: and the influx of Syrian refugees has not helped the 

situation. The economy is taking on water as funding from the West falls short of what Jordan 

needs, and the World Bank estimates that “The influx of more than 630,000 Syrian refugees into 

Jordan has cost the Kingdom over $2.5 billion a year … [t]he estimated cost amounts to 6 per 
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cent of Jordan's gross domestic product (GDP) and one-fourth of the government’s annual 

revenues.”72 The Jordanian response to the Syrian refugee crisis can be described as nothing 

short of generous, unfortunately to the detriment of their economy. 

Jordan’s economic difficulties are bolstered by the fact that they continue to receive less 

than adequate international aid in order to host refugees. The requested aid from Jordan to the 

United Nations is only one third funded.73 To further throw Jordan’s economy into its precarious 

situation: a 3.6-billion-dollar aid package from GCC countries, namely Saudi Arabia, ran dry in 

early 2017, and no further assistance has been offered.74 Despite the fact that Saudi Arabia and 

fellow GCC countries know Jordan is a pillar of stability in the region, and that economic 

collapse would result in the ability for groups hostile to GCC interests could rise, they have 

moved closer to the United States and Israel, in order to combat Iranian influence.75 This 

complicates the Jordanian-GCC relationship, as Jordanian maintains a close ideological 

relationship with Palestine, and hosts 2 million Palestinian refugees.76 This complicated 

relationship shows in Jordan’s refusal to sound ground troops into Yemen, despite providing air 

support, as well as supporting the Saudi-led blockade of Qatar, but being the lightest they could 

be toward Doha.77 As seen in these foreign policy actions, Jordan is caught in an ideological 

bind, to blindly follow the lead of Saudi Arabia and turn its back on Palestine, or to keep its 
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ideological ties to Palestine and be ostracized by Saudi Arabia. Although, with the continued 

strain between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, there are opportunities for Qatar and Jordan to become 

closer allies, but only time will tell how the situation evolves. Further, one of the last “safe” 

sources of economic aid came from the UNRWA, who has jurisdiction over Palestinian refugees 

and provides aid to that community. President Trump has vowed to defund this agency – which 

could lead to a catastrophe, according to Jordanian officials.78 The Jordanian government and its 

people are strong, as evidenced as they continued to remain stable despite chaos occurring 

around them for decades. With a 1 billion USD budget deficit, a cutting of subsidies to both the 

refugee and native population, and growing protests over government policy,79 it’s very possible 

that the once rock-solid Jordan is beginning to crack. 

This economic crisis and growing political instability in Jordan has created a distressing 

situation for Syrian refugees who continue to enter Jordan and the ones who have been there for 

years. According to statistics gathered by the UNHCHR, 90 percent of Syrian refugees in Urban 

areas fall below the poverty line, as well as 67 percent of Syrian refugees falling into some kind 

of debt.80 In addition, UNICEF recently released a report that documented poverty among Syrian 

refugee children: “Eighty-five per cent of Syrian refugee children in Jordan are living below the 

poverty line and a staggering 94 per cent of those under five in “multidimensional” poverty, 

meaning that they are deprived of some of the most basic needs such as education, health or 
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protection.”81 This has steered many Syrian refugees into illegal jobs for some form of income.82 

However, since Syrian refugee labor is much cheaper than native Jordanian labor, it further 

caused economic strains on the Jordanian population. Some Syrian refugees have even turned to 

marrying off young daughters in hopes of economic security.8384 Further, Jordan’s economic 

crisis has pushed the government to limit health subsidies to the refugee population. According 

to the UNHCR: “[r]ecent changes to Government regulations in February 2018 mean that Syrian 

refugees are no longer able to access the non-insured Jordanian rate for health, and should now 

pay 80% of foreigner rates. This will have wide ranging implications for the provision and access 

to services for over 650,000 refugees in the country, as well as UNHCR’s ability to cover health 

costs going forward.”85 

Unfortunately, Jordan has reached capacity in its ability to care for refugees, as evidenced 

by poor conditions for Syrian refugees in Jordan, as well as from official government 

statements.86 Jordan closed its Daraa border in 2014, creating a humanitarian crisis along the 

border, and despite pleas from the UN to re-open it as the Syrian government’s offensive grows 

more by the day, the Jordanian government has maintained its closure.87 Jordan’s government 

                                                           
81 "Syrian Refugee Children In Jordan Deprived Of The Most Basic Needs – UNICEF". 2018. UN News. Accessed 
October 29 2018. https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/02/10035 
82 Achilli, Luigi. Syrian refugees in Jordan a reality check. Florence: EUI, 2015. 
83 Laub, Karin. 2018. "Number Of Child Brides Spikes In Jordan As Desperate Syrian Teens Marry In Exchange For 
Security". The Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/child-brides-jordan-syrian-
teenage-refugees-a7880831.html. 
84 "Married At 14: Syria's Refugee Child Brides". 2018. Aljazeera.Com. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/talktojazeera/inthefield/2018/06/married-14-syria-refugee-child-brides-
180630102118158.html. 
85 "UNHCR Jordan Factsheet - February 2018 - Jordan". 2018. Reliefweb. Accessed October 29 2018. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-february-2018. 
86 "Jordan Keeps Border Sealed As It Says It Cannot Take More Syrian Refugees". 2018. Sky News. Accessed 
October 29 2018. https://news.sky.com/story/jordan-keeps-border-sealed-as-it-says-it-cannot-take-more-syrian-
refugees-11417888. 
87 Ibid.  



Heflin 24 
 

has claimed it does not want to abandon Syrian refugees,88 but the country is troubled enough 

with its own domestic issues. Jordan has also faced accusations from Human Rights Watch that 

they are deporting Syrian refugees without due process. An interview with a Syrian Refugee 

reveals the difficulty many face due to Jordan’s position on deportation:  

Abu Samir, a 30-year-old former Free Syrian Army fighter from Daraa, said he 

took his wife and six-month-old daughter to Jordan in May 2016, after their house 

was hit by airstrikes that injured all three of them. Jordan allowed them in for 10 

days of treatment, but then deported them straight from the hospital before they’d 

healed, Abu Samir said. “They brought us to the Jordanian-Syrian border at 1 a.m. 

and left us while we were still injured ... I tried to beg them and say, ‘Leave me, 

I’ll die, that’s fine—but I beg for my child, allah yarhamha, God bless her 

soul.’”89 

The devastation of the Syrian civil war and cost to everyday people cannot be understated, but it 

is clear that Jordan, at the very least, once had a desire to protect these refugees. However, due to 

shifting regional and international alliances and a lack of funding, the nation of Jordan is stuck in 

the middle of a political game, with those who need help the most being left in the cold.  

Turkey 
In contrast to the policies of Lebanon and Jordan, stands Turkey. Turkey is a party to the 

1951 UN Declaration. Turkey holds the most refugees of any nation in the world at 

approximately 3.5 million,90 and, arguably, was probably the most apt to do so on the eve of the 
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Syrian civil war among states near Syria (which does not include any GCC member). In 2011, 

Turkey placed 95th out of 178 on the failed state index, while close neighbor Lebanon fell at 43rd, 

and Jordan at 96th, respectively.91 However, Turkey’s government has begun a dangerous shift 

toward authoritarianism in recent years, and this has not boded well for Syrian refugees who 

have fled to Turkey. In fact, “the country has been in a state of emergency since July 21, 2016, as 

a result of the failed coup d’état on July 15. This state of emergency has triggered the 

replacement of normal legislative procedure with legislation through presidential decrees.”92 As 

of 2018, Turkey has moved to the 58th place in the failed state index,93 much worse than the 95th 

place they received on the eve of the Syrian civil war. Turkey has begun refusing to register 

Syrian refugees, and coercing them back to Syria or turning them away at the border.94 One of 

the drivers of these actions is the Turkish desire to enter the European Union, who applauds 

Turkey’s effort to deter migrants from entering the EU, and turns a blind eye to Turkey’s refusal 

to give Syrian refugees the rights granted to them under the 1951 UN Declaration.95While 

Turkey is a signatory to the 1951 UN Declaration, they have retained a geographic limitation to 

its ratification. That is, it only applies to European refugees. As a result, Syrian refugees are 

given “temporary protected status.”. 

As previously mentioned, Turkey is a party to the international law that governs refugees; 

but clearly has not followed the agreed upon terms of the law; namely the principle of non-

refoulement. Thus, it would be important to examine Turkey’s domestic law regarding refugees. 
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Turkey’s refugee laws are relatively new, passing in 2013 as Turkey continued to take in 

hundreds of thousands of refugees from the Syrian conflict.  

In 2013, Turkey enacted a new law entitled "Law No. 6458 on Foreigners and 

International Protection" ("LFIP"). The LFIP was drafted by the Ministry of 

Interior, in collaboration with various entities, such as international institutions, 

governmental and non-governmental organizations, human rights associations and 

academics.96 

Uniquely, Turkey’s refugee law takes a human rights approach rather than a national security 

approach, perhaps in a way to appease the European Union. Perhaps in another attempt to please 

the European Union, Turkey has limited the scope of the 1951 UN protocol; meaning that it is 

only obligated to apply the declarations to refugees coming from Europe.97  The European 

Union’s high court approved this geographic limitation, but in order for Turkey to even be 

considered to become an EU member state, they are obligated to remove this limitation.98 

Although Turkey remains in talks with the EU over this, it seems like the EU has stalled on the 

issue in order to keep refugees from flowing into their borders. Thus, in accordance with the 

EU’s interests, Turkey maintains its unique position for the time being. Syrian refugees fall into 

a unique category under Turkish domestic law: Turkey’s geographic limitation on the 1951 

convention leaves Syrian’s outside of its jurisdiction. As such, Syrian refugees are granted 

‘temporary protected status’ which gives them certain protections under Turkish domestic law, 

but does not afford them the same rights as international law would. Syrian nationals apply 

directly to the Turkish government for this status, and the UNHCR has no role in the process. 

                                                           
96 "Turkey’s Asylum Policy: An Overview". 2018. Bpb.De. 
http://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/laenderprofile/229968/turkeys-asylum-policy. 
97 Ibid.  
98 Ibid. 



Heflin 27 
 

This puts those fleeing Syria at an increased risk of refoulement.99 As previously mentioned, 

Turkey’s government is not stable at the current time. The country is run by decree of the 

president, which includes immigration laws: As a result of the President’s amendments to the 

Turkish Law on Foreigners and International Protection, immigrants who are accused of being 

involved in terrorist organizations or who the government deems ‘a risk to public safety, public 

order, or public health’ can be removed. This leaves the door open for problematic 

interpretations of those groups, as there is no clear definition of what these groups entail.100 

Syrians in Turkey often are in better positions than in Lebanon or Jordan, but this does 

not necessarily mean that they are in good positions. Especially as of late, Turkey has treated 

Syrians poorly. Externally, Turkey has been accused of firing at Syrian refugees who have 

attempted to cross the border, and is in the process of building a border wall along its border with 

Syria101. The EU has great influence over Turkey, as Turkey has aimed at ascension into the EU 

for decades, and the EU has failed to stop Turkey’s violations of international law. Continued 

violence against Syrian refugees and the Turkish government turning them away at the border 

comes at a time where the European Union has attempted to shut down its borders to asylum-

seekers. The EU does not want any more refugees, and as such treats Turkey as a buffer state 

between themselves and the Syrian conflict. A controversial agreement was reached between 

Turkey and the EU in 2015: “In March, the EU concluded a controversial migration deal with 

Ankara to curb refugee and migration flows to Europe, committing €6 billion in aid to assist 

Syrians in Turkey, reinvigorating Turkey’s EU membership negotiations, and offering the 
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prospect of visa-free travel for Turkish citizens.” As a result of this agreement, Turkey was 

deemed a ‘safe country’ for refugees, and they could be sent to Turkey if they reached the EU’s 

borders.102 

The matter of Syrians attempting to flee to Turkey is one matter, but the treatment of 

Syrians who have already entered into Turkey is another. Syrians face constant fear of arbitrary 

arrest and deportation, and thus have taken actions to confine themselves to communities in 

which they feel safer. In a Human Rights Watch Report published in June of 2018, the conditions 

for Syrian refugees in Turkey was brought to light: “Syrians said Turkish police deported them 

in groups of up to 20 people for not having a permit and that hospitals and schools refused to 

take them in without permits. Some said they returned to Syria so they, or their relatives, could 

get urgent medical care. Others said they decided to return to Syria because only some family 

members had been able to register. All said, they lived in constant fear of arrest and deportation 

and severely restricted their movement to avoid the police.”103 A third of Syrian children are not 

in school in Turkey, and reports of child marriages and forced labor continue to arise.104 Further, 

the Turkish economy has not integrated Syrian refugees well, as only 20,000 work permits have 

been issued, yet it is estimated that 1.5 million Syrian refugees work in an informal capacity; 

leading to issues of exploitation.105 In addition, although Turkey was initially welcoming of 

Syrian refugees, that warmness has begun to fade,106 especially in communities where refugees 
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have upset delicate political cleavages.107108 The Turkish government has begun advocating for 

Syrians to return to Northern Syria, where Turkey argues that it has “under control”.109 They 

have begun moving Syrian refugees to camps along the border with Syria,110 leading many to 

fear that forcing refugees across the border is inevitable.  Turkey’s economy is struggling, and 

more refugees would only exacerbate an already fragile economy, as previously mentioned, 1.5 

million Syrian refugees work without permits, thus leading to a competition of wages between 

the native population and the refugee population, since underground employment of Syrian 

refugees tends to cost a lot less to employers than employing Turkish natives. In addition to this, 

the Turkish currency is beginning to collapse, partially due to the United States’ new tariffs on 

aluminum and steel announced by President Trump111 (perhaps pushing Turkey closer to Iran). 

Despite Qatar, Turkey’s closest ally in the Syrian conflict, providing 15 billion USD to help 

stabilize Turkey’s currency, it continues to fall in value. This has led to a scapegoating of the 

refugee population, as it so often does in economically burdened countries.112113 Refugees are 

now facing a dangerous situation in Turkey, being economically ostracized by the domestic 
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population and pressured to flee back to Syria by the government. The only realistic hope that 

refugees could have is that the EU steps in and denounces the violations of international law 

Turkey has committed, and pressures them to keep the Syrian refugee population safe. This 

seems unlikely; however, as the EU has experienced a rise in right-wing governments and anti-

immigrant sentiment,114 and Turkey has political leverage in the fact that they could allow 

Syrians to cross into Europe.115 It is projected that Turkey will surpass a refugee population of 5 

million by 2028,116 and with the countries already struggling economy and increasingly 

authoritarian government, action is needed drastically by the EU to help the Syrian population in 

Turkey, before it’s too late. Turkey has recently attempted to change the citizenship process, 

allowing Syrians with over 250,000 USD worth of property to apply for citizenship, as opposed 

to the current total of 1 million USD.117 While this may be a step forward, it is still unattainable 

for most Syrian refugees. This move is mainly an aim to ease Turkey’s economic problems, and 

not out of a humanitarian duty to refugees: 

Yehya Mayo, a Syrian refugee who has been living in Gaziantep, southern 

Turkey, for the last three years, told Al-Monitor, “Around 3 million Syrians live 

in Turkey, many of whom await an opportunity to acquire citizenship. However, 

not many Syrians will benefit from the recent amendments. Investors and 
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company owners who have the money and can fulfill the requirements are the 

only ones who will benefit, be they Syrian refugees or foreigners from other 

nationalities residing in Turkey. But Syrian refugees who do not fit the 

requirements will not stand a chance.” 

He added, “The amendment mainly aims at attracting capital to Turkey after the 

economic collapse in the past few months and the drop in the exchange rate of the 

Turkish lira against the US dollar and other currencies. I tried to acquire Turkish 

citizenship — before and after the amendment — but have failed. I have lived in 

Turkey for the last three years and I do not have investments, real estate or 

money in a Turkish bank.”118 

Iraq 
Iraq is a nation that is no stranger to conflict, as it has been the stage of multiple wars 

since 1980. These wars were usually, in some form, a way for certain regional and international 

actors to create a more favorable environment for their interests in the Middle East, not unlike 

the Syrian Civil War. With that in mind, Iraq is by no means a stable state today, and has its own 

refugee diaspora in neighboring countries, but even with the instability of Iraq, many Syrian 

refugees chose to flee across the border to Iraq. Some may do this out of convenience, meaning 

that Iraq was just the closest option during their dire situation, or perhaps some refugees flee to 

Iraq because they have family ties. Whatever the reason, the situation for refugees in Iraq is 

reprehensible. 
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When discussing Iraqi laws regarding refugee rights, it is important to note that Iraq is a 

state that is barely functioning, and riddled with civil sectarian strife. While the government does 

have standing, Iraq is certainly not a state where the rule of law is upheld most of the time. So, 

while Iraq may have certain laws regarding refugees, they simply do not have the means to 

enforce a majority of them. With that said, Iraq is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention or 

its 1967 protocol; yet it hosts Palestinian, Syrian, and Iranian refugees, while also maintaining an 

internally displaced population of approximately 1.2 million.119  The Iraqi government has 

established two instruments relating to refugees in Iraq; the Ministry of Migration and 

Displacement, which provides assistance to both IDPs and refugees inside of Iraq, and the 

Political Refugee law of 1971 which grants only political refugees certain rights, such as the 

right to work and education.120 The Kurdish region of Iraq, located in the Northern part of the 

country that borders Syria, has allowed Syrian refugees to be educated and have granted them 

other important rights.121 It is estimated that 250,000 Syrian refugees, as well as a large portion 

of Iraq’s IDP population currently reside in Iraqi Kurdistan.122 Iraq itself has received very little 

international support for its refugee population, and Kurdistan, being a subsidiary of the Iraqi 

federal government, has received even less.123  

While refugees have continued to flow into Iraq, it is important to remember that during 

2013 to approximately 2016, ISIS/Daesh maintained control of a large portion of both Syrian and 

Iraqi territory. This destabilized the already fragile country, devastated its economy, and helped 
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contribute to the growing number of IDPs in Iraq.124 While the Kurdish region of Iraq has been 

receptive of new refugees,125 it simply does not have the means to bear this burden alone, and 

neither does the federal government of Iraq. Syrian refugees certainly face difficult situations, 

even with the receptiveness of the Iraqi Kurdistan region.126 Relatively speaking, there is little 

information regarding Syrian refugees in Iraq when compared to countries like Jordan and 

Lebanon, potentially because of the lack of stability in Iraq. One thing is for certain, the Iraqi 

government needs assistance from the regional and international community in order to right 

itself and to help its IDP and refugee populations – and this assistance cannot and should not be 

tied to any partisan interests in the region. A strong and safe Iraq is important for the people who 

continue to live underneath the shell of the Iraqi government, with constant violence and 

instability as the commonplace. Neither Saudi Arabian or Iranian interests, nor Russian or 

American interests, should be in play when it comes to providing support for Iraq and its people.   

Egypt 
Egypt, like Turkey, is a party to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees and its 1967 

protocol. Egypt made certain reservations to the 1967 protocol: including the right of refugees to 

receive a public education; yet, Egypt does allow children of recognized UNHCR-registered 

refugees to attend public school.127 Egypt did not make any reservation toward the refugee right 

to work provisions in the 1967 protocol, but Egyptian work permits are difficult to obtain128 and 
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have become an issue among the Syrian refugee population. Currently, Egypt hosts just over 

130,000 Syrian refugees that are registered with the UNHCR,129 but also hosts some refugees 

who are not registered with the UNHCR, although data on this is difficult to find. The Egyptian 

government provides no assistance to refugees, and any benefits granted to refugees are through 

the UNHCR’s office in Egypt or the Egyptian red cross.130  

Many are now fleeing to Egypt as Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey continue to face 

struggles due to the influx of refugees as well as domestic economic problems and a lack of 

foreign aid. To get to Egypt, many refugees have chosen to fly to war-torn Sudan, and migrate 

through the desert to Egypt’s southern corridor,131 sometimes moved from Sudan to Egypt by 

human smugglers.132 The situation for refugees once they make it to Egypt is abysmal, to say the 

least. Egypt has been rattled with political and economic turmoil since the Arab Spring in 2011, 

but the recent imposition of austerity measures has caused the price of fuel to double and the 

Egyptian currency to plummet in value, as well as the Egyptian tourism industry taking 

substantial losses, which has positively correlated with a rise in reports of human rights abuses in 

Egypt.133 As is the case far too often, including in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey, refugees are 

unfairly blamed on the nation’s economic struggles, leading to a rise in anti-refugee sentiment. 

Egypt is usually not the desired destination of Syrian refugees, most of them wish to migrate to 
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greener pastures in Europe. However, similar to the situation in Turkey, the EU has coaxed Cairo 

into patrolling its coastline for any refugees heading toward Europe, promising aid in return.134 

Further, many Syrian refugees do not wish to take the extreme risk of crossing to Europe by sea, 

and feel that Europe is not receptive to them any longer. 

Despite the fact that Syrian refugees have invested an estimated 800 million USD into the 

Egyptian economy,135 many Syrians still face significant hardships. Work is hard to come by; 

even as Syrian businesses sprout up in Egypt’s urban centers. Part of this is certainly due to 

Egypt’s economic struggles, but also because obtaining work permits is exceedingly difficult for 

Syrian refugees. Further, “Article 11 of the Ministry of Labor’s Ministerial Resolution No. 390 

of 1982 requires employers to prove that no Egyptian national is available to do a job before a 

work permit is issued to a refugee.”136 Couple that with rising expenditures by Syrian refugees 

due to the rise in prices of food and everyday services in Egypt, and Syrian refugees are stuck in 

a precarious economic situation.137 In addition, while Syrian refugees have the right to enter the 

public education system, many simply cannot afford the cost of school supplies, uniforms, or 

other educational expenditures. Similarly, they are permitted to access the Egyptian healthcare 

system and receive treatment, but this typically requires a down payment by the patient, and 

Syrian refugees, for the most part, simply do not have the means to pay. Essentially, due to 

economic constraints rather than legal ones, Syrian refugees are denied the rights of work, 
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healthcare, and education. In addition, new legislation is moving through the Egyptian 

government to push for a tax on Syrian refugees to help ease the economic crisis in Egypt;138 

although this would clearly put an undue burden on the refugee population in Egypt. Yet, it was 

reported that the Egyptian president approved a raise in the salaries of senior state officials in his 

administration.139  

Refugees also report poor living conditions in Egypt, often forced into shady apartments 

in the poor areas of Cairo and charged higher rates by landlords.140 Syrian refugees have reported 

that the police force is sub-par, often treating refugees who report crime with contempt and 

offering them little to no assistance.141 This has left Syrian refugees vulnerable to heinous 

crimes; specifically, many Syrian women report being raped, robbed, or being beaten and offered 

little to no legal remedy by the Egyptian police. Syrian children who have the means to be 

educated are often ridiculed because of their Syrian accents, and face bullying from their 

Egyptian peers.142 Female genital mutilation has also been in the rise in Egypt, specifically in 

Syrian refugee communities, due to poverty and the desire to marry off daughters.143 In addition 

to these struggles, many Syrians entered the country without visas, which was initially allowed 

by the government, have been arbitrarily removed by the Egyptian government.144 Syrian 

refugees who wish to flee Egypt are often targeted by human traffickers: 

                                                           
138 "Egypt To Impose Monthly Tax On Syria Refugees". 2018. Middle East Monitor. Accessed October 29 2018. 
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180531-egypt-to-impose-monthly-tax-on-syria-refugees/. 
139 "Egypt Increases Salaries Of Senior Officials In Sisi Regime". 2018. Middle East Monitor. Accessed October 29 
2018. https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180427-egypt-increases-salaries-of-senior-officials-in-sisi-regime/. 
140 "Refugee Law And Policy: Egypt". 2018. Loc.Gov. Accessed October 29 2018. 
http://www.loc.gov/law/help/refugee-law/egypt.php. 
141 Ibid.  
142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid.  
144 Ibid.  



Heflin 37 
 

For example, Reem S., a twenty-nine-year-old Syrian refugee, stated that in 

August 2014, human traffickers kidnapped a refugee group in Alexandria and 

tortured them.  According to Reem, they raped the women in the group, stole the 

refugees’ money, and did not provide them with places on their boats as 

promised.  The refugees did not report the traffickers to security authorities out of 

fear. Likewise, human traffickers operating in the Sinai Peninsula have tortured 

and killed African refugees, mostly from Eritrea, who want to cross the 

Egyptian/Israeli border illegally.145 

Despite the struggles of everyday life, many Syrian refugees remain in Egypt due to the 

fact that there are largely no other options for them, as well as the fact that some remain 

optimistic that fortunes will change in Egypt. Unfortunately, the refugee crisis in Egypt has 

received little attention from the West, as countries like Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey receive 

most of the coverage. Albeit, these countries are in dire straits as well, and require funding well 

beyond what they have received. With that said, the UN’s request for funding for Syrian refugees 

in Egypt was only 9 percent funded in 2014,146 with little being done to alleviate the financial 

burden of Egypt since then. The UNHCR office in Egypt has been underfunded and understaffed 

for years,147 but as the Syrian civil war continues to have no end in sight, the West and other 

wealthy nations need to pledge support for Egypt, as well as neighboring countries that are 

taking on refugees so the west does not have to.  
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Israel 
Israel is a unique state in the region, often in direct or indirect conflict with its Arab 

neighbors. Syria was no exception to this, as Israel annexed the Golan Heights region from Syria 

during the Six Day war and maintains de facto rule over the region to this day. Despite the 

relationship between Israel and Syria becoming less hostile in the last twenty years, tensions still 

remain and the Golan Heights region remains a prominent reminder of Israeli hostility to 

Syrians.  

Israel is a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees, and its’ 1967 protocol. 

Despite playing an active role in building the international refugee system, Israel has not made a 

significant effort to put any of the doctrines into their domestic laws.148 Further, while Israel’s 

main domestic immigration vehicle is the rule of return, which allows for Jews around the world 

to immigrate to Israel: they have rarely extended this law to non-Jewish refugees.149 Israel has 

refused to allow Syrian refugees into Israel, despite facing opposition from the liberal party in its 

own borders: 

Responding to recent calls by Israeli liberals led by opposition leader Isaac 

Herzog to admit Syrian refugees escaping the turmoil in their country, Prime 

Minister Binyamin Netanyahu noted that Israel had provided medical care to over 

one thousand injured Syrians. He further added that Israel had also made “efforts 

to aid African nations and thus stem the flow of migrants from African countries.” 

Netanyahu refused, however, to approve a general policy that would allow Syrian 

refugees to stay in Israel.150   
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Israel has refused entry to Syrians at the border, even as they come bearing white flags of 

peace.151152 In defending this policy, Netanyahu specifically stresses the humanitarian aid that 

Israel has provided to those fleeing conflict. Specifically, Netanyahu points to aiding 1,000 

Syrian refugees with Medical Care, and providing aid packages to African nations to prevent 

illegal migration.153   

While Israel has refused to accept Syrian refugees, Israel has taken in a relatively large 

number (in respect to their own population) of African refugees. Beginning in 2006, many 

African refugees began to cross the Sinai Peninsula in order to migrate to Israel.154 Although 

there is debate as to whether these migrants are economic immigrants or legitimate asylum 

seekers, it is undeniable that the vast majority of these migrants come from countries who are 

unstable – namely Eritrea and Somalia.155 Israel is, for most, not the desired destination; but as 

migrants turn to human smuggling or human trafficking for routes out of their war-torn 

countries, they simply do not have the money or means to flee to more costly destinations like 

Europe and America. African refugees in Israel are not in a good situation; technically, they are 

unable to work under the 2A5 visa they receive from the Israeli government, but some employers 

will look past this legal restriction due to the benefit they could receive from the cheaper labor of 

African migrants.156 In addition, there are no guarantees to protection with the 2A5 visa, as it 
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much be renewed every three months, and there is constant threat that the temporary protection 

of the visa will be revoked,157 especially with the heated political discourse in Israel as of late.  

Recently, Israel has announced a plan to deport African refugees, giving them the option 

of taking a USD 3,500 ticket to Africa or jailing them.158 Although those who have pending 

asylum applications will be exempt, as well as some women and children, the vast majority of 

single men are under threat of deportation.159 Israel is a party to the 1951 UN convention on 

refugees, as mentioned earlier, but Israel does not consider the African migrants as refugees; 

rather, they are considered “infiltrators,” that are not guaranteed the same protections as refugees 

would be.160 Israel has tried to incentivize these “infiltrators,” to leave the country voluntarily, 

offering a USD 3,500 stipend for them to exit the country. However, many of these who have 

opted into this policy have been robbed of their official documents, open to extortion, 

imprisonment, and even forced back to the countries they once fled from.161 In April, the High 

Court of Israel suspended this program, and African nations who were rumored to be apart of the 

agreement to take in migrants denied being involved:162 “The high court had reversed its initial 

consent to the deportations when it was revealed that conditions in Rwanda and Uganda did not 

meet basic humanitarian standards. The two countries in turn refused to accept the refugees when 
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they learned the deportations would be forced.”163 The position of these refugees in Israel, 

subsequently, is still up in the air, as no agreement with UNHCR has been reached.  

As evidenced by the poor treatment and regard of African refugees, it is clear Israel would 

especially not want Syrian refugees within their borders, so instead they turn to financial aid to 

ease international pressure. The specific numbers and quality of Israeli aid to Syrian refugees is 

difficult to find. Many media outlets spin numbers to benefit their point of view or damage an 

opposing point of view; as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict still holds heavy weight in the region. 

With that said, sources can be found on both sides of the issue, claiming that Israel is not doing 

enough or is doing as much as it can. The Israeli defense ministry claims that Arab NGO’s are 

using Israel to deliver humanitarian aid to Syrian refugees, and that Israel itself has increased aid 

packages as bombardments by the Assad government and Russian military continue.164 Aid 

shipments include medical treatment, gasoline, food, and clothing.165 Critics claim this is a 

mechanism to “whitewash” the Israeli military, painting them as a benevolent humanitarian 

institution instead of an occupation force.166 They point to the brutal treatment of Palestinians in 

Gaza and the West Bank, specifically the blockade of the Gaza strip.167  

While both sides have well-backed points, what is important is that the refugees of the 

Syrian conflict, despite Israeli aid, are still suffering. The countries of Jordan, Iraq, Egypt and 

Lebanon have bore an undue amount of stress to their domestic political systems and economies, 
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and despite Israel claiming to have aided these countries and their refugee populations, it is 

simply not enough. Although Israel does not and should not bear the burden of assisting Syrian 

refugees in the region alone, as one of the richest and most stable countries in the region, it 

seems as if they could be doing more. However, unlike other countries in the region, Israel has 

maintained neutrality in the Syrian civil war. Unlike wealthy Saudi Arabia and regionally 

powerful Iran, Israel has not meddled in the conflict in Syria. An increase in Israeli aid, or 

perhaps the unprecedented step of TPS for Syrian Refugees, could go a long way in helping the 

refugee population.  

Iran 

Iran is one of the countries who have meddled most in Syria, as the Assad government 

has a favorable position toward Tehran, and Iran would prefer to keep it that way. As a result, 

Iran has supported the Syrian government from the onset of the war, helping to create the Syrian 

refugee crisis that has threatened to destabilize the governments and regional power balance in 

the region. Iran has also done little in terms of easing the economic and political difficulties that 

the spread of refugees has exacerbated in the region.  

Iran is a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees and its’ 1967 protocol. 

However, information coming from Tehran is very hard to come by, and information regarding 

any Syrian refugees in Iran is almost impossible to find. It could be that there are little to no 

Syrian refugees in Iran, as Iran does not share a border with Syria like Iraq, Lebanon or Jordan. It 

would be extremely difficult to cross from Syria, through Iraq (who, at one point had territory 

controlled by ISIS/Daesh), to the Iranian/Iraqi border and into Iran. With that said, Iran does host 

approximately 1 million refugees, with around 975,000 coming from Afghanistan, and 25,000 
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from Iraq.168 Information coming out of Tehran is hard to find, and any official government 

statements are going to be written from a pro-Iranian perspective. On the other hand, any reports 

coming from Arab media outlets (especially those in the GCC) as well as western media will 

tend to skew reports in favor of their interests and subsequently against Tehran. Therefore, any 

information regarding the treatment of refugees in Iran should be taken with a grain of salt, no 

matter the source.  

The UNHCR has lauded Iran’s generosity in regards to its treatment of Afghani 

refugees.169 For instance, A UN executive applauded Iran’s move to incorporate Afghani 

refugees into a government-sponsored healthcare program.170 In addition, Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei ordered all Iranian schools to accept Afghani children – resulting in 350,000 Afghani 

children benefitting including 48,000 undocumented Afghani refugees.171 However, it is not all 

as rosy as it may seem – Human Rights Watch has accused Iran of arbitrary deportations with no 

chance for victims to appeal.172 They have also been accused of recruiting Afghani refugees to 

fight in the Syrian civil war on the side of Assad’s government in order to win residency papers 

and financial grants in Iran.173 Funding for Iran’s branch of the UNHCR has only received 5.79 

million dollars of 70.66 million requested.174 As far as Syria is concerned, Iran has sent 

ambulances, flour, and medicine to the war-torn nation.175  
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With that said, Iran is clearly not doing enough. Iranian interests are in jeopardy in Syria, 

and they have clearly disregarded to human toll the war has taken in order to advance their 

position in the region. They are not alone in this, but this does not make it right. Dr. Majid 

Rafizedah, a Harvard-educated political scientist who focuses on Iranian-US relations, harshly 

criticizes the Iranian response to the refugee crisis: 

Iran is no stranger to refugees, and certainly has the means to host Syrians fleeing the conflict 

that Iran continues to support. The Iranian government refuses to help Syrians who are displaced 

partially due to political games played by the Iranians themselves whereby Syria is seen as an 

important strategic hub that enables them to spread their influence across the region.176 

Saudi Arabia 
Saudi Arabia, like its fellow GCC nations, is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention 

or 1967 protocol. There has been much confusion on whether Saudi Arabia has actually taken in 

refugees from the Syrian conflict, with conflicting reports from the Saudi Arabian government 

who claims that Saudi Arabia has taken in 2.5 million refugees,177 and western media outlets 

who report that Saudi Arabia and fellow gulf states have taken in zero refugees.178 While the 

Saudi Arabian estimate is most certainly exaggerated, the reporting that the gulf nations have 

taken in zero refugees is also an underrepresentation. The confusion stems from Saudi Arabia 

(and fellow gulf states) failure to sign onto the 1951 UN Convention or its 1967 protocol. Since 

the UNHCR only counts refugees that are officially registered with the UNHCR, it follows that 
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countries who are not signatories and do not have MOUs would, technically speaking, host no 

refugees. Under Saudi Arabian law (and most GCC states, who will be discussed later in this 

paper), Syrian refugees would be considered “Arab brothers and sisters in distress,”179 which is 

not an officially recognized designation for refugees under international law. With that said, it is 

difficult to determine the extent of Saudi Arabia’s hosting of refugees because of these 

circumstances, and sources are few and far between.  Of course, media coverage of Saudi Arabia 

is hard to come by, and most likely skewed to a certain point of view, and official Saudi 

statements are also unreliable, as they usually attempt to skew information to favor a Saudi 

Arabian perspective.  

With that said, Saudi Arabia hosted a certain number of Syrians before the Civil War as 

temporary guest workers. The Saudis claim that the hundreds of thousands of Syrian guest 

workers have been allowed to maintain residency in the kingdom, and bring family over from 

war-torn Syria.180 Although many criticize the Saudis by maintaining that extending the stay of 

guest workers’ is not the same as hosting refugees, the government. Human Rights Watch, for 

instance, criticizes Saudi Arabia’s policies regarding temporary workers:  

Under the current Saudi work sponsorship system, most migrants are not allowed to switch jobs 

or leave the country. HRW has accused Saudi employers of rounding up and deporting migrant 

workers, some of them to countries where their safety would be threatened.181 

Of course, these workers were also in Saudi Arabia prior to the conflict in Syria. The 

question of whether Saudi Arabia has actually taken in migrants from the war is complicated, 

                                                           
179 Winter, Chase. 2018. "Arab Monarchies Turn Down Syrian Refugees Over Security Threat | DW | 
25.01.2016". DW.COM. https://www.dw.com/en/arab-monarchies-turn-down-syrian-refugees-over-security-threat/a-
19002873. 
180 Ibid.  
181 "No, Arab Gulf Countries Are Not Taking In Refugees". 2015. Huffpost. Accessed October 29 2018. 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/chaker-khazaal/no-arab-gulf-countries-ar_b_8280448.html. 



Heflin 46 
 

and due to a lack of trustworthy information, is almost impossible to determine. To migrate to 

Saudi Arabia, for instance, a Syrian refugee would need to apply for a tourist visa or temporary 

work visa, which are expensive to apply for in the first place, and many believe that the gulf 

states willingly deny applications for visas from Syrians.182 Those who are in Saudi Arabia 

currently are usually there because of familial ties, or because they were workers before the 

conflict erupted. Another barrier to entry to Saudi Arabia and other gulf states is the geographic 

distance between their nations and Syria. In addition, Saudi Arabia’s position in the conflict 

leads it to believe that Syrian’s loyal to Assad’s government would attempt to infiltrate Saudi 

Arabia and commit acts of terrorism: “In 2012 as the war with Bashar al-Assad began to become 

a more clearly established competition between Sunni Gulf Arab interests and Iranian aligned 

allies, deep fears began to pervade the Gulf states that Syrians loyal to Mr. Assad would seek to 

infiltrate the Gulf to exact revenge.”183 

While Saudi Arabia has been criticized for its hosting of refugees, or lack thereof, it is 

undeniable that Saudi Arabia has contributed a large sum of money to alleviate the ailments of 

refugees in the region. Recently, Saudi Arabia signed an agreement with the UNHCR, this 

agreement allowed for 3.5 million USD from the Saudi Arabian government to go toward 

helping Lebanon deal with its growing refugee population.184 They have also donated a large 

sum of money, though official numbers are hard to come by, through international humanitarian 

NGO’s.185 The Saudi government also claims it has directly given aid to camps in Lebanon and 
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Jordan. Saudi Arabia has provided food, medical supplies, academic supplies, and more to some 

refugee camps. They have also established medical clinics in some refugee camps, namely the 

Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan – their medical contributions include immunizations, 

preventative care, as well as various medical procedures. They have also paid for the rent and 

living costs of some refugees in Lebanon and Jordan. With that said, aid has not been extended 

to Turkey, as rival religious factions seem to take precedent over Syrian refugee lives.186 

However, as discussed previously, Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey and Egypt are all struggling to 

maintain their refugee populations. They face increasing difficulties as global politics continue to 

shift, and the monetary contributions from Saudi Arabia, while helpful, are simply not enough to 

help these fragile states care for the influx of refugees within their borders. Saudi Arabia has an 

interest in the removal of the Assad government, and has supported rebel groups within Syria 

that, most likely, without financial backing would not have survived up until this point. Saudi 

Arabia views Syria through a political lens; the removal of the Assad government could allow 

for a government to be installed that is favorable to Saudi interests, and more importantly 

unfavorable to Iranian interests. The humanitarian disaster seems to come second to any political 

gain to the Saudis. Saudi Arabia’s wealth runs much deeper than what they have been donating, 

and they are clearly able to house refugees (as they maintain thousands of air-conditioned tents 

for Hajj pilgrims).187 It is clear that Saudi Arabia is not doing enough for Syrian refugees, and 

continue to create crisis across the Middle East in order to advance their influence in the region 
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and counter Iranian influence; this is evidenced by its continued meddling in Syria and its 

stranglehold on Yemen.  

Bahrain 
Bahrain is the political twin of Saudi Arabia, if Saudi Arabia has a political interest, it is 

almost certain Bahrain will follow suit. During Bahrain’s 2011 uprising, Saudi Arabia sent 

military assistance to the Bahraini government to assist in putting down the protests against the 

Bahraini government.188 Bahrain relies on Saudi intervention because the ruling government of 

Bahrain is a Sunni monarchy, but the religious demographics of the native Bahraini populace are 

approximately 70 percent Shiite and 30 percent Sunni.189 Bahrain also maintains a large 

population of foreign workers, most from South Asia and India, who outnumber the domestic 

population by roughly 100,000.190 Due to Bahrain’s fragile population dynamics, it relies on its 

fellow Sunni monarchy, Saudi Arabia, for protection against any domestic unrest. It follows that 

Bahrain’s policy toward Syrian refugees is almost identical to that of Saudi Arabia.  

One key difference is the rumors surrounding Bahraini naturalization of Syrian Sunnis in 

Jordanian camps. Some have claimed that Bahrain is attempting to naturalize Syrian Sunnis in 

Jordan, setting up a cultural center in aims of familiarizing them with Bahraini culture.191 The 

Bahraini government vehemently denies this,192 but given the fragile population demographics in 

Bahrain, it would not be illogical to assume that Bahrain is attempting to naturalize Syrian 

Sunnis to help tip the scale toward the Sunni population in Bahrain. Other than this, Bahrain’s 
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policy is almost identical to Saudi Arabia’s. They have opened schools for Syrian refugees in 

Jordan, accommodating over 4,000 Syrian refugee students.193 Bahraini NGOs, like the Bahraini 

Red Crescent, have sent heaters and hand-warmers to refugees in Lebanon to help them survive 

harsh winter conditions.194  

Given Bahrain’s fragile population demographics and history with uprising in the wake 

of the Arab Spring, they are certainly not keen on allowing in Syrian refugees who they believe 

have “ideas of revolution.”195 Syrian refugees would also have a difficult time entering Bahrain, 

most likely having to pass through Saudi Arabia, which is difficult enough to get to. There is 

little information regarding Bahraini monetary assistance to countries struggling to maintain a 

refugee population, but it would be fair to assume it is in line with Saudi Arabia’s policy – and it 

is clearly not doing enough.  

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
The UAE has, arguably, been the most generous in terms of financial aid to Syrian 

refugees, but also in terms of hosting them. The UAE has been named the top humanitarian 

donor in the world by the Organization of Economic Cooperation and development for five 

straight years,196 dating back to 2013: “the UAE stated it has provided over $530 million in aid, 

pledged a further $100 million, and funded a refugee camp in Jordan homing 4,000 Syrian 
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refugees.”197 The UAE has also extended residency to 100,000 Syrians within its borders, 

making the total Syrian population of the UAE around 242,000.198 Of course, not all of these are 

refugees, some are temporary workers and some are ordinary citizens. The UAE has sent food to 

refugees in Lebanon, as well.199  

Unique to the gulf states, the UAE has recently granted 1-year residency visas (that are 

able to be extended) to those affected by war and civil strife– which grants them certain legal 

rights like access to the work force and education.200 One Syrian migrant discussed the 

implications of this legal move with Khaleej Times: 

Waleed Al Sharif, a Syrian expat in Ajman who has two children living illegally 

in the country, said gaining a legal status would fix his family's lives. His children 

moved here with their mother three years ago from Syria after Daesh had taken 

over their home. "One child of mine hasn't been going to school because of our 

illegal status. A lot of things stop when we don't have a legal status - we can't rent 

a house, we can't buy a SIM card and our kids can't go to school. It becomes very 

hard to live like a normal person," Al Sharif told Khaleej Times. "When my 

children get the visa, they will come out of their depressive state and get their 

lives back to normal."201 
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This move is much more than the other gulf states have done. Further, the UAE has 

announced that it will accept 15,000 Syrian refugees by the year 2021.202 The UAE has been 

lauded for this move by the international community,203 although they have been criticized for 

not yet accepting these refugees as recently as June, 2018: “, the UAE became the first Gulf state 

to announce a large-scale plan to extend refugee status to Syrians. Almost two years later, the 

first refugees have yet to arrive.”204 They have also faced allegations of forced deportations by 

the Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights monitor.205 Despite these allegations and criticisms, it is 

clear that the UAE is doing much more than other gulf states in regards to the Syrian refugee 

crisis. It may not be enough, but if the UAE follows through with its pledge to accept 15,000 

refugees, it would set a great humanitarian precedent for other nations in the gulf. This is 

especially true given the fact that over 90% of the UAE’s population is not native-born,206 

meaning that the population dynamics would fall second to humanitarian aid, which is especially 

important to gulf states like Qatar and Bahrain.  

Qatar 
Qatar is one of the richest countries in the world, with a GDP per capita of approximately 

125,000 USD.207 Qatar’s approach to the Syrian conflict itself might differ from that of Saudi 
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Arabia, aligning with Turkey’s Muslim Brotherhood point of view closer than neighbor Saudi 

Arabia would prefer. However, their policies when it comes to the refugee crisis that the conflict 

has created are more similar than different. Foreign workers may reside in Qatar, but Qatar has 

not officially accepted any Syrian refugees. In defense of this policy, Qatar points to the large 

sum of money they have donated to assist Jordan, Lebanon, and other countries who have taken 

on the most refugees: 

“Qatar is very small and already donating to refugees in Jordan, Turkey and 

northern Iraq. For logistical reasons Qatar cannot take in large numbers of 

refugees so instead Qatar chooses to support them financially,” said Abdullah Al-

Athbah, editor in chief of Arab Newspaper.208 

Although this comment may seem ignorant of the plight of Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq 

and Egypt, who also have small domestic populations and logistical difficulties dealing with 

refugees, it is true that Qatar has donated substantial humanitarian assistance to these countries. 

For example, Qatar has donated 10 million USD209 for vaccines to be deployed to the vulnerable 

Syrian refugee population in Jordan and its neighbors.210 Qatari diplomats also claim that Qatar 

has provided over 2 billion USD in general aid, with an additional 106 million through semi-

governmental organizations.211 The Qatari red crescent has established psychological 
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rehabilitation centers in Jordan, as well.212 Qatar has defended its policy of not hosting refugees 

with this logic: 

In an exclusive interview with the New Statesman, Qatari foreign minister Dr 

Khalid Al-Attiyah responded to allegations that his country was failing in its 

obligations towards the world’s refugees: “Let me be clear”, he said, “the state of 

Qatar is in no way falling short in its responsibilities when it comes to the Syrian 

crisis. Just look at the record and the various initiatives – humanitarian, economic, 

diplomatic and others – supported or directly launched by Qatar. I would also 

urge everyone to look at the timing of our support. We recognized the potential 

for chaos in Syria and the region early on, and urged action by the international 

community.”213 

Many still criticize Qatar and other gulf state’s approaches as selfish, such as HRW which has 

accused Qatar and its fellow gulf states of simply ‘attempting to write a check and push the 

burden onto other countries.’ In addition, they maintain that Qatar and its fellow gulf states hold 

Syrian migrant workers not for humanitarian reasons, but to continue to profit off of their labor 

while maintaining a faux-humanitarian reputation. Since the gulf states are not parties to the 

1951 UN Convention, these foreign workers are provided no protection under the law, and are 

subject to arbitrary deportations. They also do not receive financial assistance, or a path to 

citizenship in these countries.214 
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Qatar, especially, has faced criticism of its treatment of migrant workers. With the FIFA 

World Cup coming to Qatar for 2022, new information about Qatar’s treatment of their migrant 

workers continues to spill out. There has been evidence of forced labor, denying access to 

drinking water, and confiscation of legal documents that essentially makes workers ‘illegal 

aliens’.215216217 With more information coming out about Qatar’s mistreatment of its migrant 

labor force and its refusal to host Syrian refugees, it seems obvious that Qatar is not doing 

enough for Syrian refugees and the conflict that Qatar has helped to fuel. It seems the only 

reprisal that Qatar would listen to is removing the World Cup from their hands.  

Kuwait & Oman 
Kuwait has not accepted any Syrian refugees. Similar to the situation in UAE, though, 

they have extended residency permits to foreign workers from Syria, about 120,000 Syrians have 

benefitted from this program.218 Kuwait is another gulf country that relies on foreign workers, 

but has pledged to reduce the number of foreign workers by 2022 in order to open up 

employment opportunities for the domestic population. Although, there has been recent news of 

Kuwait going back on its pledge to house Syrian within its borders safely, and have been accused 

of deporting Yemeni and Syrian refugees.219  
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Kuwait’s monetary assistance to the Syrian refugee community have certainly been 

important. Kuwait has supplied medical aid, food, and heaters, among other things, that the 

Syrian refugee community desperately needs. They have also donated large sums of money to 

the WFP, which provides food for vulnerable Syrians. Kuwait’s monetary assistance 

approximately totals to: “US$360 million to UNHCR for the Syrian crisis and Iraq. In 2015, the 

country held the position of largest donor per capita and was UNHCR’s sixth largest donor 

globally,” by 2016.220  

Oman is often an afterthought when it comes to the Gulf States, mainly due to the fact 

that they remain politically neutral in many of the conflicts that fellow GCC states take positions 

in. Oman would much prefer to be a peace-keeper in the region rather than an instigator. Oman is 

located approximately 3,000km from Syria, and any refugees who wish to flee to Oman would 

have to cross Saudi Arabia, whose border controls are staunch. The Omani government has not 

taken any Syrian refugees, by the governments decree: 

Oman did not declare that it had received Syrians as refugees from the conflict. In 

general, the Sultanate has only hosted small numbers of Syrian expatriate workers 

over the years. Nevertheless, vast charity operations in favor of the victims of the 

conflict have been organized since the war broke out, under private as well as 

governmental initiatives. The Sultanate’s government is also a major aid donor to 

victims of the conflict in other Middle Eastern states hosting Syrian refugees, 

coordinated by the Ministry of Social Development Affairs. Oman Charitable 

Organization (OCO) helped raise as much as $13 million in one single campaign 
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called “Donation for Syria” in 2013. Oman Charitable Organization was also a 

prominent contributor to the setting up and equipment of Zaatari refugee camp in 

Jordan and it has been “determined to continue with the humanitarian assistance 

program till the end of the crisis.”221 

With that said, another conflict is taking place next door to Oman – the Yemeni civil war. 

Oman has reportedly accepted Yemeni refugees222, as they have close ethnic and political ties 

with the Yemeni people.223 However, it is clear that a rich nation like Oman could be doing more 

for both conflicts, but its political stance of neutrality in the region gets in the way of anything 

they could do to help.  

Where does this leave refugees? 
Each refugee, together with family members, are forced to decide whether to flee, and if 

flight is the choice, where to flee. Is relocation inside their own country safer or should the 

journey to a neighboring country be undertaken. Relocation within Syria is a bleak option as the 

civil war has touched all corners of the country. The countries neighboring Syria are not in great 

shape, either. Lebanon, a country with an already fragile population and governing dynamic, has 

taken in one million refugees; they now account for twenty-five percent of the total population of 

Lebanon. Their economy is slowing, and the World Bank has warned that a crisis could be on the 

horizon.224 Further, the refugee camps where most refugees are sent are in an abysmal state; 
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diseases spread easily due to lack of sanitation, overcrowding, along with other detestable 

conditions. Omitting Lebanon from the potential destinations for resettlement, perhaps refugees 

choose to flee to Turkey. Turkey, who has taken on 3.5 million refugees, is also unstable. Its’ 

economy is struggling due to a collapse of their currency, and the country is flirting closely with 

the idea of autocracy. Syrian refugees are often pushed into underground employment where 

employers can pay them less than they could an average Turkish citizen; this does additional 

damage to the unraveling economic conditions in Turkey. Tensions have been rising in Turkey 

as well, with Syrian refugees often scapegoated for the many current issues Turkey faces.  

Perhaps Israel is a more stable option for Syrian refugees, but alas it is not accepting any Syrian 

refugees, under any conditions. Jordan, a traditional pillar of stability in the region, is also one of 

Syria’s neighbors.  However, Jordan is caught in the middle of a tricky political game – with 

their former Western and Gulf allies moving closer to Israel than ever, they are at risk of being 

isolated. Jordan already hosts a large number of Palestinian refugees, under the jurisdiction of the 

UNRWA, UNRWA’s funding has been cut drastically by the United States, leaving Jordan to 

foot the bill. Adding to this, the Gulf states have not been granting Jordan the same amount of 

aid as they had been in previous years.  Together with other international factors, these funding 

issues have created an economic crisis in Jordan resulting in protests in Jordan. While the 

country is more stable than Lebanon, that is certainly not comforting to refugees fleeing violence 

for security. It is not an ideal safe-haven for Syrian refugees. The last bordering state, if it can be 

considered a state in current condition, is Iraq. Iraq is unsteady, at best. Only a few years ago 

much of the country was under the control of ISIL/Daesh, and the government is cannot be said 

to be control of the country at present. Iraq’s population is unbalanced; with many IDPs, as well 

as bickering between the government and Kurdish de-facto states. Thus, Syrian refugees are left 
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with few options if they look to flee to their neighbors, so they often flee to Europe, who is 

portrayed by the media as facing a refugee crisis. Europe has only accepted around one million 

refugees. Turkey triples that, alone. Europe could do more. The rise of right-wing governments, 

however, seems to have halted any progressive integration of refugees.  It would seem that 

Syrian refugees could flee to the wealthy gulf states who have the resources to assist those 

fleeing for their lives. 

The Gulf States are not accepting refugees. They have only extended the stays of Syrian 

workers who were already within their borders prior to the conflict. This is not out of the 

kindness of their hearts; instead, it is to profit off of their labor, as most of the gulf state’s 

economies rely on foreign workers. Saudi Arabia, where the holy city of Mecca is located, 

maintains over ten thousand empty, air-conditioned tents for pilgrims of the Hajj. None of these 

have been used to support Syrian refugees, who are fleeing for their lives. It should be noted that 

it continues to starve the population of Yemen which demonstrates a clear lack of regard for 

human life; political aspirations in the region dictate its actions without consideration of 

humanitarian need. Bahrain similarly lacks the compassion or political will to help, as its foreign 

policy is dominated by the will of its ally, Saudi Arabia. Oman’s silence in the region’s politics 

is a trend that continues, allowing them to skirt resettling any refugees. Kuwait, likewise, has 

done little to provide relief to those seeking refuge from Syria’s bloody conflict. Even Qatar, 

who has found an ally in Turkey after being isolated from their GCC allies, has failed to 

substantially help Turkey or any state in the region. The UAE, arguably, has done the most, with 

pledges to accept refugees by 2020, but it is still simply not enough. These countries are among 

the richest in the world, and they have refused to settle any refugees. They pledge financial 

assistance, throwing money at the problem, but their crisp checks will not stop the bleeding of 
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the Syrian refugee population. It simply cannot. It only takes a quick glance at the countries 

bearing the brunt of the refugee crisis to see that the money is simply not reaching the Syrian 

refugee population; or easing any economic difficulties of host states like Lebanon, Turkey, and 

Jordan. 

This leaves the Syrian refugee population stuck between a rock and a hard place. They 

can choose to flee to neighboring, unstable, states, and perhaps be persecuted there. 

Alternatively, they can choose to stay as IDPs in Syria, which remains unsafe and unstable. 

Finally, they can also choose to flee to Europe, which is moving to the political right and seeks to 

install anti-refugee policies. The Syrian refugee population has few decisions that are helpful and 

ultimately beneficial. Further, the UNHCR is severely underfunded and this has added to the 

refugee crisis. The Gulf States and Iran are playing a political game sponsored by powerful allies 

in the West. They see Syria as a strategic pawn; a country that, under their guidance, would shift 

the balance of power in their favor. What they are blind to, perhaps willingly, is the suffering of 

the Syrian people.  

Concluding Remarks 
There is a reason that the discussions in this paper vary in their length. The discussion 

involving Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey are vastly longer than those of the various GCC 

countries. These nations have done substantially more for Syrian refugees than the GCC 

countries, and other wealthy countries in the region like Israel, and other instigators of conflict 

like Iran. While the Gulf’s monetary contributions cannot and should not be ignored, it is clear 

that the checks they write do not reach the people who need it the most. The Jordanian and 

Turkish economies are suffering, and shifting political alliances are pushing Turkey toward Iran 

and Jordan toward political isolation. The influx of refugees into Lebanon is beginning to upset 
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the delicate political balance of the state. Jordan and Lebanon have not meddled in the conflict in 

Syria, but have taken on the undue burden of housing vulnerable refugees with comparatively 

little aid from nearby countries in the region. One does not need to delve far into the records to 

see the suffering of refugees on the ground, as conditions remain deplorable and the host nations 

continue to take on more people. With no end in sight, it is clear that the GCC, Israel, Iran, and 

the entire world must step up their commitment to aid the Syrian refugee population. 

One such way they could do this, besides actually housing refugees, is to commit to fully 

fund the UNHCR operations in the region, especially in countries that are struggling to handle 

the influx of refugees. This would benefit the countries in the region, especially the Gulf States. 

Improving their relations with Lebanon, for one example, would be beneficial to the collective 

GCC goal of combating Iranian influence in Hezbollah. In Turkey, Qatar especially has an ally, 

as they support the Turkish Muslim Brotherhood, where Saudi Arabia and others do not. Qatar is 

the richest country in the world – helping an ally whose economy is frankly on the ropes would 

certainly be in their interest. Jordan is strategically located, and the Hashemites are decedents of 

the prophet himself; aiding Jordan would only boost their reputability in the Middle East. These 

are of course only three of the countries who are taking in refugees; but they are the most 

burdened. The Gulf States – namely Saudi Arabia, who has a much larger land mass than all of 

the other GCC countries combined, should host refugees. They have the capability to do it; they 

are not financially burdened. Saudi Arabia certainly could use some positive news in light of 

recent events and attention on its’ alleged abuses of human rights. Providing resettlement for 

refugees would leads to positive press and reform its’ battered image in the West; the Saudis, as 

well as the entire Middle East, and frankly the world, must realize this.  
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