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The Syrian dynamics on Lebanon: politics, security and social 

costs 

 

Syrian and Lebanese relationships are notoriously controversial and based on competitive 

and collaborative interactions. 

One event has marked the recent past of the country within a complex sum of dynamics; it 

is the role of the civil society in the Syrian withdrawal process from Lebanon. 

The 2005 Lebanese uprising, also known as “cedars revolution”, was characterized by 

hundreds of thousands of Lebanese people protesting after the murder of prime minister 

Rafiq Hariri killed in Beirut on the 14th of February 2005. A protest that contributed to the 

departure of the Syrian forces from Lebanon, after almost 30 years. From that event and 

the consequent exit of Syrian forces from Lebanon, to the existing war in Syria, the United 

Nations Mission named “Unifil” and the International Community have supported the 

processes for the stability of the country. 

 

Lebanese Hezbollah and Sunnis 

In Syria, as well as in Lebanon, beside social, cultural, and confessional reasons there are 

geopolitical factors and mechanisms that set the pace of the complex and unstable 

domestic and regional turmoil. 

The war in Syria represents an influencing dynamic factor for the internal equilibrium of 

Lebanon, which avoided to be directly involved in the Syrian conflicts, despite Sunni-Salafi 

elements are supporting the opposition to Bashar al-Assad and Shia groups are 

supporting it, which transposed their conflictual competition abroad. 

On the one hand, the Sunni anti-Syrian approach and the will to prevail over the Shias – 

which is represented in both the parliament and government – loom as shadows over 

some of these factions. Since the beginning of the Syrian war, the battle-field results 

obtained by the armed opposition groups have inspired several Lebanese Sunnis in their 

determination to oppose Hezbollah in Syria and at home. Lebanese Sunnis are 

increasingly divided between hawks and doves. 

On the other hand, Hezbollah has links with Iran and Syria and supports directly the Syrian 

government with its own fighting troops. As consequence, Hezbollah opted for a front-line 

commitment in Syria and a lower profile approach in Lebanon, practically supporting the 

Lebanese institutions. For Hezbollah, flanking Assad’s government and forces in a 

resistance war is a must for  both ideological and pragmatic reasons. Beyond the 

propaganda spread by media, realpolitik pushed Hezbollah to accept an active and 

energetic role in the Syrian war in order to maintain free access to the lines of 

communications to Iran. 

Moreover, should the Syrian State fall, Hezbollah would suffer a mortal isolation. 

Furthermore, sound political pragmatism comes into play as Hezbollah shares with the 

Syrian government not the will to fight the Sunnis in Syria, but rather the will to oppose the 

expansion of Salafi fundamentalism or Islamic State affiliations; a threat that would be 

even greater given a possible fall of Damascus.  
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In addition, Hezbollah currently needs to regain the domestic popular support partially lost 

due to their many fighters fallen in Syria. Therefore, there are many reasons for Hezbollah 

for being in Syria and to maintain the commitment, and very few for leaving. 

Finally, we should take into consideration the moderating role played by the Christian 

minority within the institutions and their substantial low-profile approach toward the conflict 

in Syria. 

 

Security, in general 

The destabilization of Syria is the cause and, at the same time, consequence of the 

regional crisis. In particular, the increasing role played by jihadi armed opposition groups in 

Syria raises growing reasons of concern, also for Lebanon. The Syrian war has attracted 

thousands of jihadist fighters from the Middle East, North Africa and Europe, who have 

joined the “complex militant Sunni galaxy of non-state actors” operating at regional level. 

On the other hand, the facto proxy-war involving foreign State actors boosts tensions and 

violence in Lebanon between those who support and those who oppose the Syrian 

government, in particular after the defeat in Aleppo of the anti-Assad front, included radical 

jihadi groups such as the so-called “Islamic state” and the Jabhat Fatah al-Sham 

(“Conquest of Syria Front”), the former Jabat al-Nusrah front. 

From a security point of view, Lebanon remains very vulnerable to the influencing factors 

deriving from the Syrian instability; Lebanon, such as the other regional actors, face the 

challenge posed by the so-called Islamic State (ISIS/IS) and the challenge of maintaining 

the fragile political balance that maintains the status quo both at the regional and domestic 

level. 

Efforts by the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), in cooperation with Hezbollah- and Sunni-

controlled security groups and international partners, have been effective. They were 

supported by a Hezbollah direct involvement in Syria – including combat troops in 

Damascus and Aleppo – to take control of areas on the Lebanese boundary in order to 

prevent infiltration by militants and jihadi groups from Syria. Even though Hezbollah has 

since extended its operations in Syria, border control remains a priority for the group, as 

shown by their prioritization of the fights for Syrian areas of Qusayr, Qalamoun and 

Zabadani on the Lebanese border, a strategy which has reestablished a measure of 

security to Lebanon.1 

 

Economic and Social security.  

The economic and social impact of the war in Syria is one of the most serious issues that 

Lebanon faces. Economical effects extend beyond the country’s borders, affecting 

Lebanon – in particular trade. These have mainly affected exporters related to the Syrian 

market. Lebanese exports to Syria beverages, tobacco, and food profiting from the war as 

they substituted some of the lost production in Syria. 

The economic losses (lost incomes) due to the Syrian war and the expenses of hosting 

refugees have cost to Lebanon a valued $13.1 billion2 which has strained the public 

                                                 
1  Julien Barnes-Dacey, The War Next Door: Syria And The Erosion Of Stability In Lebanon, Jordan And Turkey , 

European  Council  On Foreign Relations, Policy Brief, June 2016. 
2  The World Bank, the Impact of the Syrian Conflict on Lebanese Trade. 
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financial capacities and the provision of the public services and infrastructures (health, 

energy, water, waste collection, and education). 

From a social perspective, we can observe the consequences of the presence of a 

threefold social vulnerability: the first is the 1,5 million of Syrians refugees (a number 

equivalent to a quarter of the Lebanese population); the second is the 1,5 million of 

“vulnerable/poor” Lebanese people; the third is the thousands Palestinian refugees. 

Of the three, the Syrian refugees have a substantial impact on Lebanon because of the 

humanitarian consequences and the Demographic, Economic/Development and 

Security/Political Impacts, as the numbers below shows. 

Nearly 90 percent of the Syrian refugees live in 242 villages in Lebanon classified as 

“poor” (16 percent live in 2000 Informal Settlements and the 40 percent live in unfinished 

buildings, empty stores and parking lots); since 2011, the labor force in Lebanon have 

increased by 50 percent and the direct effect has been the unemployment have doubled 

and the amount of poor has risen by nearly two-thirds. Furtherly, Lebanon lost around 1 

million tourists (41.5 percent of the total), between 2011-20133. 

What emerges is a situation where instability and insecurity are growing exponentially, as 

showed by the statistics: the total of small crimes have augmented by more than 60 

percent since 2011, and the Lebanese penitentiaries have become over-crowded (26 

percent of the detainees are Syrians); furtherly, it is increased significantly the Human 

Trafficking business of Syrians and Palestinians from Syria4. 

As consequence of these threats to the general Lebanese security, has been implemented 

the “Lebanon Crisis Response Plan” LCRP 2015-2016, the joint Government of Lebanon –

UN plan to guarantee that the humanitarian response to the Syrian crisis concretely 

benefits Lebanon and helps to stabilize it. 

 

 

                                                 
3  Khalil Gebara, The Syrian Crisis & its Implications on Lebanon, Universite Saint Joseph, Beirut, Lecture, 9th March 

2015. 
4  Ibidem. 


