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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background

Lebanon is a country that is known for its natural beauty, hospitable
people, and its banking, entertainment and hospitality industries. It has
made a remarkable recovery from the ravages of the Civil War and other
more recent conflicts. Yet, there are dark threads and shadows that weave
through the fabric of Lebanese society. These are often not visible and
many Lebanese feel ashamed to admit their existence. They say that to
talk about these threads tarnishes the image of their country while it is
trying to regain stability and credibility. The 2008 UNDP country study
on Lebanon says that 20.59 percent of the population is poor and an
additional 7.97 percent are extremely poor,' totaling of 28.56 percent.?
More than a quarter of the population lives below the poverty line, with
the extremely poor “clustered far below the upper poverty line.”® Foreign
populations living in Lebanon, such as the Palestinian refugees and
migrant workers, were not included in the calculation of these statistics,
although many of them are also believed to be living in poverty.

Who are these poor and where do they live? In a country that is blessed
with water, fertile soil, an industrious people, a thriving tourist industry,
and a huge global Diaspora, why are more than a quarter of the
population poor? What are the unseen factors that explain the causes of
poverty in Lebanon, dynamics that are not easily explained by economic
indicators alone? What do these poor look like and what are the realities
of their lives?



The development context in Lebanon is complex and is not easily
understood for a number of reasons. First, because of Lebanon’s recent
volatile history, significant data collection was not initiated until close
to the end of the Civil War in 1990. Therefore most of the initial and
baseline data, with which to compare any current data, was not available
until the mid to late 1990’s. Since then there have been a number of
attempts to collect data across the various sectors, but some gaps still
exist. In addition, many of the current documents stem from the same
core surveys, conducted by the same institutions (or their contractors).
This has resulted in reports citing the same sources and deriving similar
conclusions. These national and multinational reports and surveys, albeit
overlapping, have created the only statistical basis for the understanding
of poverty in Lebanon, yet many key decision-makers deem this basis
msufficient.

What has been missing from previous research has been the voice of
the poor and how they understand and experience their poverty. The
quantitative and statistical data and analysis available for Lebanon needs
to be balanced with an understanding of the human face of poverty — the
narrative of the poor.

Profiles of Poverty Study

In order to address the gap in knowledge and understanding about poverty
in Lebanon, the Lebanese Society for Educational and Social Development
(LSESD) and World Vision Lebanon (WVL) decided to study eight
different communities across Lebanon. These communities include four
rural, three urban, and a refugee community. In order to represent some
of the different situations across the country, the communities selected are

located in various geographical areas. Additionally, community selection
allowed some of the diverse groups present in Lebanon to be represented.
The communities studied were:

Rural communities

* Mareh and Bajaa (located in Akkar in the north)

» Wazzani (located in Marjayoun in the south)

¢ Jmeijme, (located in Bint Jbeil in the south)

 Arab el Harouk (a Bedouin community located in the Bekaa)

Urban communities

* Hay el Gharbeh (located in Beirut)
* Hay el Tanak (located in el Mina, outside Tripoli, in the north)

* Karm el Zeitoun (located in Beirut)

Refugee community

¢ El Buss and Jal el Bahr (a Palestinian camp and gathering* located in
Tyre in the south)

The objective was to understand the dynamics of poverty and allow
the groups affected a voice to describe the realities of being poor. The
case studies are written in a manner that allows the poor to speak, define
their reality, and articulate their own perceptions of themselves within a

given framework. In the chapters that follow, an analysis of poverty in
these communities is presented alongside individual narratives in which
community members define how they perceive poverty. While many live
in deplorable conditions, are marginalized, and often have very little that
they can call their own, what became very evident through the interviews
is that most had a very good understanding of their situations. They
understand the context in which they are living; they are able to provide
accurate histories and descriptions about their situations and often were
keen to outline possible solutions.

Patterns of Poverty Observed

Any definitive conclusions about poverty in Lebanon based on the profiles
of eight communities would be presumptuous. However, there were
patterns that were observed that are indicative of the nature and dynamics
of poverty in the country. What has been missing from previous research
has been the voice of the poor and how they understand and experience
their poverty. The existing quantitative and statistical data available about
Lebanon needed to be balanced with an understanding of the human
face of poverty — the narrative of the poor. The objective of the study was
to understand the dynamics of poverty and allow the groups affected a
voice to describe the realities of being poor.

Poverty is multidimensional in that it reflects a reality that is more than
just income insufficiency. The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) tries
to capture this by identifying a range of deprivations in an individual’s life
and household. "The measure assesses the nature and intensity of poverty
at the individual level in education, health outcomes, and standard of
living.”® The MPI indicators include education (years of schooling and

child enrollment), health (child mortality and nutrition), and standard
of living (availability of electricity, type of sanitation, access to drinking
water, the type and quality of the floor in the houschold, the type of
cooking fuel used, and the number of assets the household have).

While these dimensions of poverty were looked at throughout the
interviews, efforts were made to understand why a certain community was
poor, why they were vulnerable to external shocks, and what their coping
mechanisms were. The study moved beyond the MPI indicators to explain
the dynamics of poverty, which only provide a static snapshot of some
aspects of poverty. Other issues such as vulnerability, marginalization,
1solation, powerlessness, and voicelessness were explored and analyzed.

As Lebanon has recovered from the ravages of the fifteen-year Civil
War, there have been huge changes in the demographics of the country.
One of these changes has been the emergence of new vulnerable groups
within the population. These now include the Bedouins, the Dom (also
known as gypsies or Nawar), migrant workers, and more specifically
foreign domestic workers, refugees, and children (those of refugees, of
prisoners, of migrant workers, street kids, etc.). Child labor is a reality
not only in the urban areas but also in many of the rural areas (especially
those that cultivate tobacco). This is beyond the traditionally rural
poor who live in pockets in the north, in the Bekaa and in the south.
Until recently, successive governments had historically neglected these
areas and communities. The traditionally poor also include Lebanese who
have migrated from the rural areas to the urban centers, and because of
the lack of opportunities and the high cost of housing, live in urban slums
or slum like conditions. Not only is 28.54 percent of the population living
below the national poverty line, but the new vulnerable groups, many of
whom do not have Lebanese citizenship, number almost a million people.



While all may not be poor, most are vulnerable and live on the edges of
poverty with very few resources to withstand any emergencies or shocks.

Poverty is manifested in a variety of ways. Those who do not have
citizenship cannot access healthcare or education. They are not entitled
access to the public system and they often cannot afford to access the private
system. Most of the poor work in the informal sector and as a result do not
have consistent work, meaning they are often without any income during
the winter months when the weather is inclement, or when there is war
or violence. Those who live near the southern borders of the country live
with constant feelings of insecurity as they have been displaced numerous
times because of war and violence. They not only loose their livelithoods
but they also incur considerable damage to their homes and property.
The poor who work in the informal sector have low levels of education
and very few vocational skills, and little or no opportunities to gain any
kind of skills training. The rural poor either do not own land or own
very small plots of land that provide for their own needs with almost no
surplus. The urban poor are either squatters in urban slums or they may
“own” their house, though the tenure on the land may be insecure. The
quality of the houses in both the rural and urban areas is consistently poor
and often overcrowded. Childhood nutrition 1s poor and it is suspected
that there are higher levels of micronutrient deficiencies among the poor
because of poor eating habits. This was evident in stunting (implying a
long-term nutritional deficiency) found among some communities. Many
of the health problems that the adults face are no different than problems
faced by populations in developed countries. These include high rates
of diabetes, high blood pressure and cardiovascular illnesses. However,
the causes for these are high levels of chronic stress due to repeated
experiences of violence and conflict, displacement, and the daily struggles
of poverty and marginalization.

It was not possible to identify one vulnerability or cause of poverty
found among all of the communities. The causes of poverty, being
multidimensional, are complex and inter-related, and varied across the
country. However, there were some distinctive vulnerabilities present in
many of the communities. Wazzani and Jmeijme, in southern Lebanon,
struggled to recover from various conflicts and never quite did as they
continue to live in a highly insecure part of the country. Mareh and Bajaa
in Akkar, in northern Lebanon, are located in an isolated region that has
been neglected by many governments, where there are few resources,
and even fewer investments. The Bedouins in the Bekaa and the Dom
community in various parts of the country, have not only struggled with
issues of citizenship, but also with discrimination that does not allow them
to participate in the mainstreams of Lebanese society. Marginalization,
whether of an ethnic group or those living in a particular geographical
area 1s both a cause and a consequence of poverty. They are poor because
of who they are or where they live, and they continue to be poor because
of who they are and where they live.

Many of the urban poor in Hay el Gharbeh, Karm el Zeitoun, and Hay
el Tanak, are migrants who have either moved from another part of the
country or from another country. They live in extremely poor quality
housing and often on land that is not suitable for habitation (such as the
swamp on which Hay el Tanak is located). They are, more often than
not, squatters on the land and do not have secure land tenureship. As a
result of this they are constantly under the threat of being evicted. Other
factors that have contributed to poverty across the country are the lack of
any kind of social safety to help them withstand shocks or emergencies.
The most common social safety net that the poor do not have is the
lack of foreign remittances from family and relatives overseas. This is
compounded by the fact that most of the poor work in the informal sector

and often their livelihood 1s uncertain or unstable due to the weather, to
the seasons (winter), or due to conflict and violence. Because they do not
have formal jobs they are not entitled to the national insurance schemes.
All these vulnerabilities combine to create a downward spiral that not only
increases their vulnerability but also ensures that communities remain
generationally poor. With regards to the refugee populations, Lebanon
1s not a signatory to the Conventions for the Right of Refugees and as a
result most refugees have limited protection and varying access to basic
services. All refugees in the country face an uncertain future, unless they
are repatriated to their own countries or are resettled in a third country.
Those that remain, live on the edges of poverty.

Secure livelihoods are the key to ensuring that the poor can find a way out
of poverty, yet, in Lebanon, most of the poor work in the informal sector
as fishermen, agricultural labor, street vendors, construction workers and
in restaurants. All of these livelihoods (other than those in restaurants)
are outdoors and are dependent on weather. Many find it difficult to find
work during the winter months or during periods of inclement weather.
The seasonality of income sufficiency has a huge impact on the ability of
the poor to save. There is no surplus. Most of the workers in the informal
sector do not have marketable vocational skills, and whatever skills they do
have they have learnt on the job.

Not having any financial or material reserves or assets that they can
leverage, the urban and rural poor, as well as the refugees are limited in
their coping mechanisms. The very few who have families overseas depend
on them, not so much for monthly supplements to their income, but to get
through their difficult times. All the others borrow from extended family,
or, when living in urban areas, buy from the local store on credit. During
times when they do not have employment, they will limit the number
of meals they have daily. The Syrian migrant workers bring basic food

supplies with them from Syria where basic commodities are cheaper.
The foreign migrant workers often crowd into small rented rooms to save
on rent.

The government provides access to basic services, like health and education,
for those who are Lebanese citizens. The quality of public health services
varies considerably across the country. Some health centers are adequately
staffed with enough medical and pharmaceutical supplies while others are
severely understaffed with irregular supplies. In these areas, even though
a center exists, the poor sometimes prefer to pay extra to access health
care at private clinics and hospitals. The quality of the public schools also
varies. Some are staffed and run properly providing a basic education,
but in others the infrastructure is run down and qualified staft is lacking
In these areas, an indication of the severity of poverty is when families
cannot afford private education and are forced to send their children to
public schools in spite of their perceived poor quality. While most children
will attend primary school until about grades 3-5, the dropout rates after
that are very high in the poorer communities. Children dropout to take
care of younger siblings while both parents work or they themselves work
in the informal sectors. A small percentage finishes high school through
to the Brevet level. Only a few make it to university, especially from the
rural areas or from marginalized groups like the Bedouins or the Dom.
The fragmented and confessional nature of Lebanese society makes it
very difficult for young people from these marginalized communities to
find work, even when they do have a university degree, because they do
not have wasta or influence. The few who do have university degrees end
up teaching in schools or starting their own small business.

Poverty in a middle-income country like Lebanon is often seen as an
embarrassment. Most people are not even aware of the extent of it in the



country; much less understand its causes and dynamics. Lebanon is one of
the few countries in the region that is not resource rich and is dependent
on service industries like tourism and hospitality, banking and financial
services, and in being a transshipment point for trade. All of these are
easily disrupted by political tensions, uncertainty, violence and conflict.
This places severe restrictions on the government’s budget to address
issues of poverty.

According to the Human Development Index (HDI) and the Millennium
Development Goals (MDG) Lebanon as a country is doing fairly well.
It has maintained fairly high access to education, its health indicators,
in terms of maternal and child mortality rates, as well as morbidity
rates, are fairly good. There is no food insecurity and overall nutritional
rates are fairly good. All these mask significant pockets of poverty
in the urban areas, in certain rural areas, and among certain ethnic
groups. While there are now government programs that identify and
target the poor, foreign migrant workers and some refugees have
no legal or social protection. Even the Palestinians refugees have limited
access to livelihoods that will move them from the edges of poverty.

What makes the face of poverty different in a country like Lebanon is
that poverty cannot be addressed only by ensuring access to services and
subsidies, or by improving livelihoods and income. These are valuable
interventions and will prevent extreme poverty but will rarely improve
the socioeconomic status of the poor and enable them to move out of
poverty. The confessional and communal structure of Lebanese society
does not allow for social mobility. So while the poor may be able to
access education up to a basic level, they are unable to move out of
chronic poverty and continue to remain vulnerable. The poor belong
to marginalized communities and as a result are either geographically
isolated in remote parts of the country or socially isolated in pockets in

urban areas. They remain voiceless and powerless because those with
influence and power ignore them. Yet, Lebanon in the past fifty years
has witnessed some examples of social movements that have empowered
the poor and marginalized and brought them into the mainstream of
Lebanese society.

Amartya Sen, towards the end of Development as Freedom, writes,
“Central to the challenges we face in the contemporary world is our
idea of an acceptable society...What can we do to make society more
tolerable? Underlying such ideas lie some theories of evaluation and —
often implicitly — even some basic understandings of social justice.” °
Beyond the realities and constraints of confessionalism (which are the
bedrock of Lebanese society), what kind of just society does Lebanon

envisage and where do the poor fit into the national agenda?

1 Extreme poverty is defined in (Laithy, Abu-Ismail, & Hamdan, 2008) p.4
as “unable to meet their most basic food and non-food needs

2 (Laithy, Abu-Ismail, & Hamdan, 2008)

3 (Laithy, Abu-Ismail, & Hamdan, 2008)

4 The definition of a “gathering” used by the Danish Refugee Coouncil in their
2005 Needs Assessment of Palestinian Refugees in Gatherings in Lebanon is
“1. Has a population of Palestinian refugees, including Palestinian refugees
who are registered by UNRWA and/or the Lebanese Government, or are not
registered. 2.Has no official UNRWA camp status or any other legal authority
identified with responsibility for camp management. 3.Is expected to have
clearly defined humanitarian and protection needs, or have a minimum of
25 households; and 4.Has a population with a sense of being a distinct group
living in a geographically identifiable area.” (DRC Needs Assessment p.4-5).

5 (Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative)

6 (Sen) p. 285
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