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Beirut, Friday, 26 March 2010
Press Release
BEIRUT (UNHCR) – “Lebanon has been a generous host to many of the Iraqi refugees who have sought protection in the region outside their homeland since 2003,” said Jean Paul Cavalieri, UNHCR’s deputy Representative, during a Press Conference held at UNHCR’s office in Beirut today.

As of today, there are approximately 10,000 refugees and asylum-seekers registered with UNHCR, 90 percent of them from Iraq and the rest from about 20 other countries.

“Lebanon’s position is that it cannot host refugees permanently,” said Cavalieri. “UNHCR, therefore, is seeking solutions for refugees outside Lebanon, through resettlement to third countries or voluntary repatriation.”

Since 2003 UNHCR has resettled over 6,500 refugees from Lebanon in the US, Australia, Canada, Sweden, and other European countries. Last year, UNHCR resettled more than 2,600 people, double the number in 2008 and is committed to maintain such a target this year and next.  
UNHCR rather than the Government conducts the detailed interviews to determine whether asylum seekers – those requesting the protection of refugee status – are in fact refugees, “because Lebanon has not signed the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, and has no specific laws on refugee status,” explained Cavalieri.
Life in Lebanon can be difficult for refugees and asylum seekers awaiting a decision on their status. To alleviate their plight, UNHCR works in Lebanon with five local partners to deliver humanitarian assistance namely Caritas, MECC, Restart, Amel and AJEM.  
“All refugees and asylum-seekers registered with UNHCR are entitled to assistance, on a needs basis. UNHCR provides funds to its partners to help thousands of refugees each year,” he said. “UNHCR’s partners work tirelessly to ensure refugees have essential food, and access to primary education, vocational training, community development, and health services, including for torture victims and traumatised refugees, whom we help obtain psychiatric care,” he added.
Cavalier commended the close coordination with the relevant ministries, especially the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Social Affairs. 

“In the last two years the Ministry of Education has done much to ensure that all children in Lebanon have access to their basic right to education.  Its work has enabled all refugee children registered with UNHCR to be able to go to school. UNHCR is also having very positive discussions with the Ministry of Health, concerning refugee access to public hospitals.” 

UNHCR’s deputy representative also emphasized the constructive working relationship with its main governmental counterpart the General Security Office (GSO). UNHCR operates in Lebanon under a memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed with the Government of Lebanon in 2003. However, the lack of a specific law on refugees and asylum seekers continues to complicate the work of UNHCR and the Government.
“UNHCR’s position is grounded on international refugee law, which is clear: refugees and asylum-seekers should not be detained for illegal entry and should be protected from refoulement,” said Cavalieri. 
“The source of the problem is essentially that there is no specific legislation in place concerning refugees, and existing laws on foreigners do not provide exceptions for refugees. While the MoU provides some protection space, it is not perfect, as it was not designed to cover such a large number of refugees and asylum-seekers, as the one generated by the conflict in Iraq nor does it specifically address the non detention principle.” 

Although no state has the right to force people back to a place where they have a well-founded fear of persecution, asylum seekers who enter or stay illegally in Lebanon are considered illegal aliens. They don’t have the right to work and, if arrested, may be fined, detained or even expelled. 
According to UNHCR, the remedy to the current protection gap is to legalise the temporary stay of refugees, pending the identification of a durable solution by UNHCR, so that they don’t get arrested or detained. They should also be able to work legally, so that they can sustain themselves and their families and are not a burden to the country or get involved in illegal activities. This is in the best interest of Lebanon.

“That is why UNHCR continues to work with the Government and members of Parliament to find a means for the legal recognition of refugee status in Lebanon – while also addressing the Government’s security concerns and very real need to manage its borders. We have discussed, for instance, amending the 1962 Law on Entry and Exit for Foreigners because we believe that refugees and asylum seekers should not be detained in the first place for mere illegal entry or stay and if they have not committed any crime.”

Cavalieri said that the time is right for “Lebanon is a member of the UN Security Council and has initiated a National Action Plan for Human Rights. Lebanon can be an example to the region and the world of a country which, despite all its own difficulties, provides temporary legal stay to those in dire need of protection.”

From its side, Cavalieiri reiterated, UNHCR’s commitment to continuing to find solutions for refugees outside Lebanon.
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