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SUMMARY 

Addressing the needs of refugees living in informal settlements (IS) in Lebanon poses a unique set of challenges 
to humanitarian actors, who must confront concentrated vulnerability as well as dynamics among refugees that 
are different from other settings. While they lack resources and social capital within Lebanese society, refugees 
living in IS often share linkages that have important implications on their overall vulnerability or resilience. While 
these connections allow refugees to solve problems collectively and protect the most vulnerable among them, 
homogeneity and social cohesion may have negative implications, as evidenced by refugee groups that 
collectively do not access health care or education services, face labour exploitation, or are exposed to 
insecurity.  

A majority of IS have existed for a year or more and are largely inhabited by refugees who have not lived 
elsewhere in Lebanon since the crisis began. With most fleeing generalized violence in Syria, security is a major 
concern in deciding where to settle in Lebanon. As a result, IS are generally located on the outskirts of host 
communities and residents are limited to households that share a common bonds. IS in Akkar are markedly 
smaller than in other regions of Lebanon, posing additional challenges to humanitarian actors in achieving 
economies of scale in interventions. 

Protection concerns affect individuals as well as entire communities. This assessment also found that 
approximately 15% of households are led by women (653) and 1% by children (109). Protection concerns affect 
individuals as well as entire communities. Nearly one third of households entering Lebanon through unofficial 
crossings, and about the same proportion of individuals lacking residence permits. As a result, checkpoints 
were the main security concerns of refugees living in informal settlements. Further, nearly one fifth reported 
incidents of harassment and assault, while significant numbers also reported theft, robbery, and community 
violence. Refugees living in IS may have limited recourse with authorities; those reporting insecurity most 
frequently cited host communities, the military and police, and local authorities as the source. 

Almost all IS are highly dependent upon assistance and loans, with labour a distant third source of income. 
When available, income generating opportunities are hard to find, low paying, and irregular. Refugees living in IS 
are further constrained by a lack marketable skills, host community regulations, and transportation. As a 
result, coping mechanisms are prevalent, particularly ones involving loans and credit. To deal with scarcity, many 
IS may also pool resources and coordinate access to income-generating opportunities, with the shawish (focal 
point of the IS) serving as a middleman for refugees seeking work and Lebanese seeking cheap labour. With 
inhabitants of IS facing mobility constraints and often working for and indebted to landlords, already vulnerable 
populations may be placed in even more precarious positions. 

The cost of rent in the vast majority of IS is under 133 USD per month per tent, with most households paying 
between 33 and 66 USD. One quarter do not pay rent and are either hosted for free by the landlord or perform 
services in exchange for rent. Almost all IS are located on private land parcels that were never intended for 
human settlement and are in need of extensive improvements. This assessment found that over two thirds 
rely on improvised electricity connections, three quarters of sites lack site boundaries, and approximately one 
half are prone to flooding. Gravel, which would reduce the effects of heavy rains, and fencing, which would 
enhance feelings of security, were among key informants’ top priorities for site improvements. Almost all key 
informants expressed a need for plastic sheets, which would keep out rain and snow during the winter 
months. 

Water and sanitation in IS are substandard with wide disparities between individual settlements. While most 
have on-site access to sources of drinking and domestic water from wells provided by landlords, it may be of low 
quality. Latrines are a particularly urgent need. Approximately 60% of IS fail to meet basic standards of one 
latrine per 20 individuals, while 10% of IS had no latrines at all. In IS where latrines are present, almost all fall 
short of recognised standards with regards to hygiene, privacy, gender separation, and access for persons with 
specific needs. Lack of access to municipal solid waste systems has forced many IS to rely on burning and 
open dumping to dispose of rubbish. In addition to environmental damage, such ad hoc systems lead to the 
spread of disease and outbreaks of insects and rodents.  
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Providing IS with services or the means to access them may pose a unique set of challenges. With 
approximately 60% of refugees in IS under the age of 18, education is an urgent need, but gaps in coverage 
and a  lack of knowledge regarding services mean that only a fraction of school aged children attend. 
Substandard water, sanitation and shelter conditions have wide-ranging implications on health, but many 
refugees do not access health services or bypass options intended to be affordable or accessible. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

As the Syrian crisis continues into a fourth year, increasing numbers of displaced Syrians seeking refuge in 
neighbouring countries have formed informal settlements (IS) in close proximity to host communities. This has 
been the case in Lebanon, where an absence of formal camps has led to a proliferation of improvised housing 
accommodations. With the number of registered refugees in Lebanon surpassing 1.1 million during the course of 
this assessment,1 affordable and suitable housing has become increasingly scarce. 

The growth of IS reflects these trends. Predominately handmade shelters pieced together with a combination of 
plastic sheeting, timber, and various other materials sourced by displaced persons, IS are not recognized by the 
Government of Lebanon as formal camps. While they are but one housing context where refugees have settled, 
challenges associated with addressing their needs may be unique. Refugees living in IS represent the most 
vulnerable strata of the refugee population and often lack access to services. Usually located on the outskirts of 
host communities, IS generally lack utilities, have low access to services and protection, and are substandard in 
terms of site planning, shelter, water and sanitation. While the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) has continued to advocate for the establishment of managed settlements, humanitarian actors have 
sought ways to improve living conditions in IS and support the communities that host them.2 

In addition to understanding some of the factors that have contributed to the growth in IS, there is an urgent need 
to understand their vulnerabilities. Most IS do not benefit from the services available in neighbouring villages 
simply because they cannot afford to pay for them. As a result, access to basic services such as water and 
electricity often pose major challenges. Problems with accessing social services are exacerbated by a lack of 
protection, making support towards the informal settlements a priority for the humanitarian community.   

The 2014 Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian Refugees (VASyR) found that approximately 14% of the refugee 
population throughout Lebanon lives in IS.3 The proportion of refugees living in IS in Akkar is much higher. 
Registration data obtained from UNHCR, which lists 109,372 refugees registered in Akkar,4 as well as 
assessments conducted of IS, place the figure at about  25% the refugee population in the Governorate. Since 
Akkar-wide assessments of IS in Akkar began in February 2014, the figure has appeared to be growing. 
Approximately 19,500 individuals were found living in 219 shelters at the conclusion of the first sweep in March 
2014. 

While some anecdotal evidence indicates that a significant part of the growth in IS can be attributed to 
agricultural seasonal labour, other accounts suggest that the growth in population may be due to other factors 
that at play, including events in Syria and other regions of Lebanon, access to livelihoods, increased refugee 
vulnerability, and changing housing market conditions.  

Social marginalization and stigma associated with living in informal settlements may also prevent access to 
livelihoods and social services such as education and health care. Nomadic and semi-nomadic populations 
composed of Lebanese, Syrian, and stateless groups have long resided in informal settlements in Akkar, with 
farms in the Governorate serving as a destination for migrant workers seeking work during harvests. Among host 
community populations, refugees living in IS may often be cast in this light, and their current circumstances may 
be viewed as unfortunate but not extraordinary. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many Lebanese believe that 
refugees who live in IS lived in similar substandard housing in Syria before the crisis. 

IS are one of the most visible manifestations of the refugee crisis in many communities in Akkar, one of 
Lebanon’s underdeveloped regions, and where 63% of the Lebanese population lives under the poverty line.5 
With this in mind, IS place additional burdens on already fragile infrastructure, services, and livelihoods. In areas 
where IS are heavily concentrated, particularly in Akkar’s Sahel region, addressing the basic needs of IS play an 
important role not only in the vulnerability and resilience of refugees but in host communities and the 
humanitarian response overall.  

                                                           

1UNHCR Data. Inter-agency Information Sharing Portal. http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=122 
2 Regional Response Plan 6, 59 
3 VASyR, preliminary results, World Food Program, (Beirut, 2014) 
4 Data obtained from UNHCR. 
5 World Bank - Lebanon: Economic and Social Impact Assessment of the Syrian Conflict. (Beirut 2013) 
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METHODOLOGY 

The objective of the assessment is to provide a baseline of data and information on needs and vulnerabilities 
across WASH, education, child protection, health and other relevant sectors to better inform the humanitarian 
community’s response to some of the most vulnerable refugees in Akkar and in Lebanon. This assessment 
builds off of REACH’s previous work identifying and mapping IS as an Interagency Mapping Platform (IAMP) 
partner. IS included in this assessment were ones that had been pre-identified and p-coded during the course of 
REACH’s on-going IS mapping assessment. 

Using a geographic sweep approach agreed upon by IAMP partners, REACH has been continuously identifying, 
geo-referencing, and collecting key data on all IS in Akkar since February 2014. During the course of a 
geographic sweep, REACH field teams collect data on demographics, registration status, settlement leadership, 
landlords, establishment dates, rental costs, and place of origin in each IS. Conducting a complete geographic 
sweep of Akkar takes approximately six to eight weeks, and after one sweep concludes, another begins. 

According to the interagency approach, IS are defined by two factors:  

 

 Number of shelters: Informal settlements, according to the IAMP definition, IS are settlements with 
four structures or more. While the IAMP approach recently began to assign p-codes to settlements with 
less than four shelters, at the time of the assessment they were not considered IS. REACH assessed a 
separate sample of settlements with less than four tents; these are included in a separate section. 

 Social structure: While shelters that comprise an IS are generally clustered in close proximity to one 
another, the definition of an IS is not based on spatial relationships between shelters but on social 
relationships. Households belong to a single IS if they share a single focal point, or shawish (settlement 
focal point), who coordinates internal and external relations.  
 

So leadership structure, rather than the arrangement of shelters, defines what constitutes an informal settlement. 
While such instances are rare, a single cluster of structures that by all outside appearances might appear to 
comprise a single community, may, in fact be counted as multiple IS if they have different shawishes.  

REACH sought to ensure a snapshot in time by assessing the 303 settlements that had been identified and p-
coded during its second geographic sweep, which took place between March 31 and May 31 2014. In addition to 
the 303 sites included from second sweep, REACH included an additional ten sites that had been identified and 
p-coded at the start of the assessment. In total, 289 sites were assessed with key informant interviews with 
settlement shawishes. Representatives from these IS were interviewed on the phone using a separate 
questionnaire. To maintain a consistent sample, IS that were identified during the concurrent third sweep 
mapping were also not included.  

Note: A total of 24 settlements identified during the second sweep were no longer present when REACH data 
collection teams visited during the course of the assessment, their residents having moved to other locations in 
Lebanon or in some cases returned to Syria.  

 

KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS AND SITE OBSERVATIONS  

The shawish of each IS was requested to answer a comprehensive, multi-sector questionnaire that allowed 
REACH to develop a baseline dataset on the welfare, needs, and vulnerabilities affecting their community. The 
questionnaire administered to key informants was based on the community-level key informant assessment tool, 
designed and developed by the national information management working group and endorsed by the sector 
working groups. This national tool is designed to provide organisations conducting community level assessments 
with a core set of nationally agreed questions from which to base their assessments. This process aims to 
facilitate the development of comparable data sets across organisations.  

To take into account the differing information needs at the Akkar operational level, the nationally agreed 
assessment tool was presented to the sector working groups, who actively participated in designing the final 
version of the questionnaire.   
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The final version incorporated a number of questions in addition to the nationally agreed minimum. REACH made 
efforts to ensure that the additional questions included in the data collection tool are based on those used in the 
Regional Response Plan 6, as well as internal standardised questions and indicators used by REACH in 
previous assessments. 

Data collection was conducted with a version of the tool built on the Open Data Kit (ODK) platform and deployed 
on Android smartphones to reduce the incidence of inaccuracies and inconsistencies in the data collection and 
cleaning processes. Data collected in the field was validated by the team leader before being uploaded to the 
centralised database, after which a final data quality check was conducted by a REACH database specialist. In 
addition to this report, the collected data during key informant interviews was used to develop a database, map 
products, and individual IS profiles to inform the targeting of specific interventions.  

Key informant interviews and site observations were conducted over the course of 20 days during June and July 
2014 Where and when available, REACH attempted to crosscheck information provided against other sources, 
including information gathered during the site observations. While information officers attempted to verify 
information provided by key informants through the site observation component of assessment, it was not 
possible to conduct extensive secondary verification through additional research.  

 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

In addition to key informant interviews, REACH conducted focus group discussions in 35 IS. Providing contextual 
information and an opportunity to validate key informants’ responses, focus group discussions allowed REACH to 
collect information on how IS are formed and organized and how they cope with challenges. They also offered a 
venue for participants to discuss interventions that would be most beneficial to the community, bridging the gap 
between needs and potential solutions while providing information about local capacities and stress-points that 
may be useful in efforts to coordinate and condition aid.  

Beyond contextual information, focus group discussions provided an opportunity to test the degree to which key 
informant responses accurately reflected conditions present in IS. Discussions in which participants provided 
disparate responses would reflect a degree of dissimilarity amongst residents of individual IS whereas consistent 
responses would suggest homogeneity. 

Selection of sites for 30 focus groups was based on random selection amongst IS with 150 inhabitants or more; 
five were selected on the basis of specific attributes of interest to partners, including settlements that were 
female-led, inhabited by stateless populations ones that were under threat of eviction, and ones where a majority 
of residents were unregistered. 

 

CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS 

While key informants were selected on their ability to answer sector-specific information on behalf of their entire 
community, their knowledge of the community in the settlement may vary according to population and other 
factors. Similarly, some of the questions asked by KIs required specific degree of knowledge that some may 
have lacked. As a result, questions about access to services, health and nutrition, and registration and legal 
status, may be considered indicative rather than authoritative. As a result, while the findings in this assessment 
serve as an indication of the overall situation about informal settlements in general. 

Information presented in this report is intended to be representative of needs and conditions in IS throughout 
Akkar; however specific details will change over time. The population of IS is constantly changing as settlements 
form or disappear or lose or gain residents. Humanitarian interventions can have substantial positive impacts in 
relatively short periods of time, thus making the information presented about living conditions and access to 
essential services subject to change. 

Finally, the community level-approach used in this assessment has some limitations in terms of comparability 
across IS in different population categories. While many findings are presented on an IS-level, wherever possible 
and relevant, findings are weighted to reflect how indicators related to vulnerability and access to services affect 
refugees living in IS as a whole.  
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FINDINGS 

Findings of the assessment are organised into several short sections that provide an overview of populations 
living in IS as well as sector-specific challenges. The first sections, covering demographics, intentions, and 
organisation of IS, are intended to shed light on the population of refugees who live in IS and how settlements 
are formed and managed. Subsequent sections on shelter and WASH cover two of the greatest challenges faced 
by humanitarian actors and refugees – the provision of adequate and safe infrastructure for rapidly growing and 
changing communities. The livelihoods section outlines challenges and coping mechanisms that may be unique 
to IS, while sections on education and health examine barriers refuges face in accessing social services. 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS 

The assessment presented in this report took place between the second and third geographic sweeps of IS in 
Akkar conducted by REACH. During the second sweep, which was conducted from March 31 until May 28, 2014, 
REACH identified 303 IS hosting 27,667 individuals. This assessment found 26,641 individuals living in the 289 
previously identified and p-coded settlements. 

 

Table 1: Key population figures 

 

 

IS in Akkar are markedly smaller than ones in other regions of Lebanon. An IS in Akkar is home to 92 refugees, a 
figure significantly lower than the national average of 133 or that of other regions. For example, IS in Bekaa host 
164 refugees on average. As the graph below illustrates, 42% of settlements are home to just 15% of the 
population of refugees living in IS. On the other hand, 63% of refugees live in just 29% of IS. 

 

Figure 1: Population and size of IS 

 

 

The smaller size of settlements in Akkar may pose challenges to humanitarian actors to achieve economies of 
scale when designing interventions. As subsequent sections will discuss, while approximately half of settlements 
could accommodate more households, patterns whereby refugees are likely to settle amongst family and friends 
are likely to ensure that settlements remain small. Additional factors present in Akkar host communities and 
amongst the refugee population may also influence the size of IS. 
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Table 2: Key demographic figures 

 

 

Several other demographic features of IS in Akkar are worth highlighting. The population of refugees is 
overwhelmingly Syrian. Lebanese returnees, Palestinians from Syria, and stateless individuals made up just a 
small proportion of individuals living in IS. It is also comparatively young; 60% of refugees living in IS are 18 
years old or younger. 

 

Figure 2: Age structure of IS 

 

 

INTENTIONS OF POPULATIONS IN INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS 

Uncertainty regarding residents’ intentions may pose challenges for humanitarian actors in coordinating effective 
interventions. New IS may be formed but only exist for short periods of time, IS that have existed for 
comparatively long periods of time may face sudden eviction by landlords or municipalities, and fissures within IS 
populations may divide communities and drive some members to relocate.  

This assessment found that on a whole, most IS are in existence for periods long enough to warrant extensive 
interventions. As the graph below shows, approximately 39% of the settlements were present during the 
assessment had been founded in the past year; 36% had been occupied for periods between one and two years; 
and approximately 23% have been in existence for two years or more. Most IS have existed for a year or more 
with the median length of time being 15-18 months. 
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Figure 3: Date of IS formation 

 

 

While it is generally accurate to characterise IS as a last resort shelter solution for refugees, most do not consist 
of individuals who have been pushed out of other forms of shelter, such as homes and apartments. According to 
key informant interviews, 75% of settlements consisted predominantly of refugees who moved directly from their 
homes in Syria to IS in Akkar. The remainder are inhabited primarily by residents who had previously lived in 
other IS in Akkar (11%), in other regions of Lebanon (9%), and other housing contexts in Akkar, such as houses 
and apartments (4%). As a result, the growth of IS likely reflects a shortage of adequate and affordable housing 
that makes other options unattainable in the first place, rather than refugees being pushed out of other housing. 
In other words, refugees who have been forced to leave other housing contexts such as apartments have likely 
only been a marginal source of population growth in IS.  

On a whole, populations in IS are relatively stable and in very few cases do residents express plans to move 
elsewhere or return to Syria. By contrast, IS that decamp en masse are a far greater source of population 
change. (See section on migrant labour below.) At the same time, small changes and turnover are relatively 
common in IS with households regularly joining or leaving IS. Key informants in 34% settlements reported taking 
in new residents in the four weeks prior to assessment. In 88% of IS, the majority of new residents arrived 
directly from Syria. IS receiving new arrivals from Syria were seven times more likely to report that they arrived 
from the same governorates as established residents than from other regions. 

During the same time period, 24% of key informants reported that they had residents who had left their 
settlement.. In 56% of cases, IS reporting departures of individuals and households were to other locations in 
Akkar and 13% were to Bekaa. Only 4% of IS reported former residents who returned to Syria, but these 
accounted for a small number of departures – 19 individuals in total throughout Akkar.  

Most commonly, refugees who settle in IS will have already established contact with friends or relatives living in 
their eventual destination prior to leaving Syria. In other cases, groups of families living in IS left Syria  together, 
and less frequently, discussants recounted stories of how they moved to IS with families they met at the border 
or after fleeing Syria. If they do not know each other, they are often from the same region; in the 219 IS where 
key informants reported that residents arrived directly from Syria, only 9% of key informants named multiple 
governorates in Syria as refugees’ areas of origin.  
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Similarly, focus group discussions indicated that it is common for families living in IS to be related to one another 
or to belong to the same extended kinship group. In instances where IS residents were not connected on the 
basis of kinship, they were often neighbours or worked in the same workshops or factories. In several focus 
group discussions held in larger IS, residents consisted of two or three separate interconnected groups from 
different parts of Syria, each of which maintained its own sense of community in Akkar.  

As the figure below shows, key informants cited generalized violence in their home communities in Syria as their 
primary reason for fleeing. Fear of individual prosecution, economic insecurity, and lack of services were 
secondary and tertiary reasons for leaving, and actual harm suffered by individuals and family members was 
ranked fourth. 

Figure 4: Reasons for fleeing Syria 

 

Multiple considerations inform refugees’ decisions to establish IS in specific locations. Notably, non-economic 
factors took precedence over ones related to livelihoods — key informants cited security as their primary 
concern, followed by affordable rent, host community support, and jobs. In total, over three fourths of key 
informants responded that security informed their decisions to settle in their current location and not others. 

 

Figure 5: Factors informing site selection 

 

ORGANISATION OF INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS 

Very little has been written about the organizational structure of informal settlements in Lebanon; however, key 
informant interviews and focus group discussions suggest that they exhibit substantial variation and that such 
differences may make important contributions to communities’ overall resilience. Often isolated from Lebanese 
institutions and host communities, IS have significant autonomy in organizing and managing their own affairs.  
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In some settings, residents participate actively in decisions that affect their communities, while others exhibit a 
more top-down, authoritarian systems.  

Due in part to settlements’ interactions with the humanitarian community, one common thread amongst IS is the 
presence of a shawish, a focal point for various households who often serves as the settlement’s leader. On the 
most basic level, the shawish coordinates relationships with the host community and aid agencies. Often, it is the 
shawish who identified land for rent and established an agreement (often informal) in order to lease it. In larger 
settlements, it is generally the shawish’s responsibility to collect rent for the landlord. 

In an article published in UNHCR’s Refugees Daily about informal settlements in Bekaa, the shawish is 
characterized as ―a refugee who has built up connections with local Lebanese officials or has prominent family 
connections among the refugees.‖ The article suggests that their roles are often controlling or exploitive, with the 
shawish charging a commission for his services or using his influence and status to take advantage of refugees.6 
This assessment found little evidence to suggest that these types of exploitative relationships are widespread in 
Akkar, although in some focus group discussions, participants alluded to dissatisfaction with the way their 
communities were managed.  

In this assessment, focus group discussions indicated that shawishes do often have prior experience living or 
working in Lebanon or have prior connections to the host community. In many cases they identify a parcel of land 
available for rent and guide refugees to it. It was not clear whether the shawish of individual IS kept portions of 
residents’ rents; in some smaller settlements, residents reported paying the landlord directly, avoiding 
commissions or potential malfeasance. 

In some IS, focus group discussions indicated that they had selected individuals to serve as shawish based on 
their perceived ability to effectively represent the IS to the host community or humanitarian organisations. For 
example, participants in a focus group held in a large IS explained that they designated a former lawyer to be 
shawish because they felt his background would allow him to effectively represent them. In a focus group held in 
an IS headed by a female shawish, participants explained their choice was based on the fact that she was the 
only one with mobile phone service at the time the settlement was founded and was thus, the only effective 
representative of the IS with aid agencies. 

During focus groups, participants described a number of other duties associated with the shawish, including:  

 

 Serving as broker or middleman for landlords seeking cheap labour 

 Representing the settlement in the host community and to humanitarian organizations  

 Identifying social services and referring residents to community resources 

 Procuring services and utilities, such as electricity and water 

 Allocating work opportunities outside the settlement 

 Acquiring permission for new families to live in the settlement 

 Overseeing the placement and arrangement of new tents 

 Enforcing rules and resolving disputes within the settlement 

 

Shawishes’ duties may vary depending on the size of the settlement and its relationship with the landlord and 
host community. In larger settlements, the shawish appears to play a more extensive organizational role and in 
extreme instances, few decisions that affect the community or individual households’ livelihoods can be taken 
without his permission. In settlements that do not pay rent, landlords may have more influence, and the 
shawish’s role is limited to representing the settlement to the host community and procuring utilities.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           

6 http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refdaily?pass=463ef21123&date=2014-05-16&cat=Syria 
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EDUCATION 

Approximately 60% of residents of IS are under the age of 18 and there is a tremendous need for access to 
education. The transient nature of some IS may prolong students’ out-of-school status. Combined with a lack of 
family resources, discrimination, bullying, and other pressures that may be more pronounced among populations 
living in IS, children may face significant barriers in accessing to education.  

Approximately 60% of key informants reported that at least some of the children in their IS regularly attend 
school. Based on their responses, 3,024 children living in IS in Akkar are currently receiving some kind of 
education. With a population of 15,957 children under 18 living in IS, however, the numbers currently attending 
may represent only a small fraction of the population of school-aged children as a whole.7 The rate of school 
attendance in IS may be lower than that of children living in other housing contexts; the 2014 VASyR found that 
48% of Syrian refugee children in Akkar were attending school, versus a national average of 34%.8  

Approximately 90% of key informants reported that children in their settlements attended formal education 
(accounting for 86% of children who live in IS and who are currently attending school), while 8% reported that 
children attended non-formal education. Approximately 2% reported that they did not know whether schooling 
was formal or non-formal, reflecting at the very least, some amount of confusion over the Lebanese school 
system and available educational programmes provided by the humanitarian community. 73% of children attend 
public schools and 27% attend private free schools. Based on key informants’ responses, 1,923 children from 
informal settlements currently attend public schools in Akkar. 

In a March 2014 assessment of public schools of Akkar, REACH found 5,938 Syrian children attending public 
school in ―first shift‖ programs and 4,384 attending in ―second shift‖ afternoon programs targeted towards Syrian 
refugees, for a combined total of 10,322 Syrian students attending public schools in Akkar.9 The school 
attendance figures provided by key informants would indicate that approximately 19% of Syrian children enrolled 
in public schools reside in informal settlements. Significant anecdotal evidence from humanitarian partners 
working in education suggests that this proportion may be disproportionately high. 

Previous assessments have indicated that in many cases, knowledge about educational opportunities among 
residents of IS is low and that many do not know what types of schools are available in host communities. For 
example, a February 2014 study by Concern Worldwide regarding education IS found that 49% of respondents 
did not know what type of schools were accessible, even though 41% have primary schools nearby.10 Along 
similar lines, it is quite likely that key informants may not have been aware of the distinctions between formal and 
non-formal education and between various private and public schools in Lebanon’s very different and highly 
privatized school system. 

With demand for education far exceeding supply, ensuring that refugee children have access to schooling may 
involve harnessing resources that settlements already have. Key informants in 99 settlements reported the 
presence of trained, qualified teachers -- 350 across all IS in Akkar. These teachers may be important in filling 
current gaps, particularly in areas where children do not attend school; in 35 settlements where teachers were 
present children reportedly attended neither formal nor non-formal education.  

In focus group discussions, bullying, transportation costs, and fears about safety were parents’ primary concerns 
about Lebanese schools and factors that made them reluctant to send children outside of the settlement. Focus 
groups indicated in interest in education that takes place in settlements, provided it is sufficiently rigorous At the 
same time, participants did not consider non-formal education options were not to provide valid substitutes for 
formal schools. Focus group discussions also indicated widespread dissatisfaction with the Lebanese curriculum, 
particularly the use of French, as well as a high demand for Syrian schools and curriculum.  

                                                           

7 Different definitions of school-aged children are used. The education sector and the Regional Response Plan considers children aged 3-18 to be school 
aged, while Lebanon’s Ministry of Education and higher education considers school-aged children to be between 6-16. This assessment did not collect 
specific information about school aged children. 
8 VASyR. 2014 
9 REACH 2014. Geneva. Akkar Public Schools Assessment. 
10Multi Sector Needs Assessment, Social Cohesion Chapter (Beirut:2013) https://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=5392  p. 22. 
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Figure 6: Informal settlements where children attend school 

 

HEALTH AND NUTRITION 

Marked by poverty, poor sanitation, and substandard shelter conditions, IS may be vulnerable to infectious and 
preventable diseases, as manifested by reports of skin diseases, diarrhoea, fever, and respiratory ailments. As in 
other settings, refugees living in IS may not take advantage of opportunities to obtain care at reduced fees 
because of initial apprehensions regarding the cost of treatment and medication as well as other indirect barriers 
such as transportation barriers and perceived quality of care.  

With substandard WASH conditions, infectious diseases in IS are common. Asked about the presence of 
symptoms among settlement residents over the past two weeks, more than half of key informants reported 
incidents of skin diseases and diarrhoea -- 70% and 64% for each, respectively. Follow-up questions about the 
prevalence of infectious diseases and symptoms indicated that substantial proportions of the population living in 
IS had been affected during the past two weeks. Approximately 15% experienced skin diseases and 5% of 
residents had contracted diarrhoea. Symptoms related to other diseases were also common – 3% experienced 
fevers and 2% had respiratory ailments. 

 

Table 3: Reports of infectious diseases and symptoms 
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Focus group discussions indicated a degree of uniformity with regard to whether and where residents of 
individual of IS access medical facilities or seek treatment for illnesses. In addition to having collective 
preferences, different focus groups often held sharp and divergent opinions about individual clinics and hospitals, 
typically due to one or two bad experiences that residents may have had.  

Key informants in 75% of IS reported that residents of their IS have used health facilities in Lebanon. In the 25% 
that do not, a majority of key informants reported aware of the existence of UNHCR-supported facilities that offer 
treatment to registered refugees at reduced costs. Despite 25% of IS not using health facilities in Lebanon, key 
informants claimed that both they and residents have a high degree of knowledge about health care resources; 
however, responses to subsequent questions indicated that levels of knowledge about health care is likely to be 
low. 

Table 4: Knowledge of healthcare facilities 

 

 

Despite the availability of subsidised clinics, the cost of treatment still figures prominently in many IS residents’ 
decisions regarding whether or not to access health care. In most cases, key informants cited factors related to 
cost – of treatment as well as transportation – as reasons for not using health facilities in Lebanon. As the graph 
below illustrates, 80% of key informants cited financial factors as a barrier in settings where residents did not use 
health facilities. And while key informants reported broad awareness of UNHCR facilities, 19% reported lack of 
knowledge as a barrier. 

Figure 7: Barriers to healthcare access 

 

 

With the cost of transport and a lack of knowledge playing important roles in health care access for residents of 
IS, mobile medical units (MMUs) play a critical role in providing access to primary health care. Nearly two thirds 
of key informants indicated that an MMU had visited their settlement, and 28% reported visits in the month prior 
to the interview. Despite relatively significant coverage, approximately one third of key informants reported that 
their settlement had never been visited by an MMU. IS that had reportedly not been visited by MMUs tended to 
be smaller; while representing  a third of IS, they represent one quarter of the IS population living in them.  

Welcoming and accessibility appear to be important factors in determining where IS residents go for treatment. 
For example, in one focus group, participants complained that personnel at a clinic they had visited did not seem 
to want to touch them. In several others, participants noted that they preferred to pay additional costs or travel 
further to access clinics run by private charities.  
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Reports of refugees traveling to Syria to seek treatment for serious illnesses were less frequent, but common 
enough to warrant mentioning as a means of accessing services. In several focus group discussions, participants 
said that they do not go to public health clinics because clinics are not open long enough.   

 

It is unlikely that the residents in the 25% of IS in which inhabitants do access health facilities in Lebanon or 
receive visits from MMUs are accessing treatment elsewhere, although a small minority of IS have their own 
rudimentary health care infrastructure. During focus group discussions, REACH visited two IS with physicians 
who treated patients in exchange for small fees. Some IS also have residents who were nurses in Syria and who 
may also play an important role in providing basic primary care. In another IS, a former physician had started an 
informal pharmacy, importing medications from Syria to sell to residents at rates far cheaper rates than available 
in Lebanon. 

 

Figure 8: Informal settlements where pregnant women access health facilities 
 

 

It is unlikely that the residents in the 25% of IS in which inhabitants do access health facilities in Lebanon or 
receive visits from MMUs are accessing treatment elsewhere, although a small minority of IS have their own 
rudimentary health care infrastructure. During focus group discussions, REACH visited two IS with physicians 
who treated patients in exchange for small fees. Some IS also have residents who were nurses in Syria and who 
may also play an important role in providing basic primary care. In another IS, a former physician had started an 
informal pharmacy, importing medications from Syria to sell to residents at rates far cheaper rates than available 
in Lebanon. 

In focus group discussions, residents in very few IS reported making special efforts to prevent the spread of 
disease, such as trying to separate people who are ill and making special efforts to clean the settlement following 
a disease outbreak. Instead, diarrhoea, skin diseases, and other ailments are often treated with traditional 
remedies made by refugees themselves, particularly in areas where clinics are far away or deemed to be too 
expensive. In one case, residents of an IS travelled to the coast to bathe in seawater to treat skin infections. In 
keeping with a reliance on traditional remedies, injuries such as fractures are sometimes treated with homemade 
braces. 

Rates of access to health services for pregnant women also relatively low. Key informants indicated that 
throughout all IS assessed in Akkar, there are currently 924 pregnant women and girls – a significant portion of 
the population as a whole. According to key informants, pregnant women and girls in only two-thirds of 
settlements (66%) accessed health services.  
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Focus group discussions suggest that these visits may be somewhat limited in their frequency and purpose; 
instead of receiving regular check-ups, pregnant women wait until it is time to give birth or if facing complications. 

Nutrition and Food Security 

Similar to responses about livelihoods trends, key informants reported that residents’ overall nutritional situation 
had gotten worse over the past six months. Approximately 79% felt that it had declined, while 18% felt there had 
been no change. Only seven settlements, or 2% of IS, felt that their nutritional situations had improved. Key 
informants in 63% of settlements indicated they thought that some members of their community were 
malnourished. Notably, 62% respondents named boys ages 6-18 as the group most affected by malnourishment, 
followed by children under 5 (16%). Poverty and variations of the consequences associated with a lack of income 
were to blame.  

Table 5: Change in nutrition in the past 6 months 

 

 

Refugees living in IS face multiple barriers in accessing food. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the first is income, which 
was cited by 93% of key informants as one of their three main concerns. The second barrier is a lack of cooking 
fuel, cited by 77% overall. With limited possessions and means to outfit kitchens, a lack of cooking facilities and 
utensils also figured prominently, with 56% and 36% of key respondents citing them as barriers, respectively. As 
many IS are isolated from host communities, 29% cited a distance from markets. 

 

Table 6: Challenges in accessing food (Percentage of IS reporting challenges) 

 

 

LIVELIHOODS 

Life in IS is marked by extreme poverty, limited income-generating opportunities, and pessimism about the 
future, with refugees living in IS dependent upon assistance, credit, daily labour, and the deployment of various 
coping mechanisms. The fact that vulnerable groups whose mobility is constrained may often be indebted to 
landlords to whom they also have work obligations should be cause for concern. 

Ad hoc approaches to managing vulnerability, such as the pooling resources and using strategies to coordinate 
access to income-generating opportunities, provide makeshift safety nets for residents living in IS. In settlements 
where inhabitants share connections and social capital, these may be stronger still. The dark side of 
interdependence between households is that when shocks that affect the community occur, they may be more 
deeply felt. 
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On a whole, the economic outlook in IS may be characterized by pessimism about the future. When asked to 
describe changes in residents’ economic situations over the past six months, 73% of key informants reported that 
they had worsened. Key informants in only two IS reported an improvement, while 26% of key informants 
reported they had stayed the same.  

Most residents of IS report having been unskilled workers in Syria; in focus group discussions, positions involving  
daily labour, factory work, and service work were the most common positions. IS residents who reported having 
been engaged in skilled trades or owning small businesses were less common, and professionals and white-
collar workers were less common still. Very few residents of IS held professions in Syria although some reported 
that there were doctors, lawyers, teachers, pharmacists, and nurses among residents.  

Facing a job market where the supply of unskilled work far exceeds demand, IS residents rely on UNHCR 
assistance and loans as their main sources of household income. In focus group discussions, participants also 
frequently reported having received support and charitable contributions from regional and Lebanese charities. 
Charities based in Gulf countries (Qatari and Kuwaiti in particular), local sheikhs, and local Lebanese 
organizations were also often cited as sources of support. 

Figure 9: Sources of income 

 

With 70% of IS reporting work as a source of income, labour is an unreliable source of income for many 
settlements, and the overall percentage of refugees living in IS who work is small. Based on responses provided 
by key informants, 1,745 of the 10,684 adults (aged 18 and over) living in IS worked within the previous month – 
a figure representing approximately 16% of the adult population living in IS. Work is often infrequent and based 
on daily or seasonal labour; adults who worked spent an average of 3.11 days per week on the job. 

When they are available, income-generating opportunities generally consist of daily labour in agriculture or 
construction for men and work as servants or field hands for women. Focus group discussion participants 
highlighted how limited mobility, increasing numbers of refugees, and economic constraints exacerbate the lack 
of livelihood opportunities in Akkar. In some cases, participants described limited skills as a barrier, noting that 
they lacked training or trades which would allow them to compete.  

When opportunities are perceived to be available, they may be blocked by checkpoints, a lack of access to 
transportation, or other factors. Some municipalities have reportedly enacted restrictions that make it more 
difficult for refugees to find work, for example, prohibiting refugees from queuing in areas where they might be 
able to find daily labour more easily. 

Key informants in 57 settlements reported children who worked within the past month, totalling 446 children, or 
approximately 3% of the population under 18 living in IS in Akkar. On average, children reportedly worked less 
than one day per week. Focus group discussions suggested, however, that children often help mothers with 
work, particularly harvesting, more frequently than reported. Given the sensitivity of questions about child labour, 
the actual incidence and frequency of children working may have been underreported. 
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IS INHABITED BY MIGRANT LABOURERS 

A subset of IS are inhabited by seasonal labourers who travel between regions in Lebanon – typically Akkar and 

Bekaa – to harvest potatoes, tomatoes, strawberries, olives, and other crops. Migrant labourers have long 

traversed Akkar and Bekaa looking for seasonal agricultural work, but the current crisis may have drawn other 

classes into work traditionally associated with Bedouin or stateless populations.  

IS inhabited by migrant labourers may pose specific challenges for humanitarian actors. They may only exist for 

substantially shorter periods of time, making it more difficult to coordinate interventions. Hosting more individuals 

than settlements in Akkar on average, their arrival or departure may give the impression of sudden influxes or 

exoduses of refugees to and from host communities. 

In total, REACH identified 24 p-coded settlements that relocated in between the period in which it conducted its 

second IAMP sweep to the end of the current assessment. It was able to contact the shawish of 23 of them. Of 

the 23 interviewed, 16 moved to Bekaa and seven moved within Akkar. Together, the 23 settlements represented 

a migration of 2,870 individuals. 

Telephone interviews with the shawishes of the 16 IS that had relocated to Bekaa indicated that residents who 

left Akkar generally remained together in Bekaa. One community lost approximately 20% of its inhabitants in the 

course of moving; those that went elsewhere went south to Minieh instead. While communities stayed together, 

shawishes reported that IS departing for Bekaa grew in size or joined much larger, already established IS. 

All of the settlements that relocated had existed for less than a year, with a majority having so for less than three 

months. All reported having left their pervious location in Akkar for work opportunities; however, in some cases 

also reported problems with host communities or in accessing aid in Akkar. While interviews did not include 

questions about community members’ livelihoods in Syria, some shawishes volunteered that they had been 

engaged in seasonal agricultural work in Lebanon before the crisis. Most reported plans to return to Akkar before 

the winter or to help with the harvest next year; 12 reported that they planned to return to Akkar at a later date, 

two were not certain, and two planned to remain in Bekaa. 

Notably, settlements engaged in migrant labour were larger on average— consisting of 148 individuals versus 92 

for IS as a whole. Few reported having a work relationship with their landlord in Akkar or in Bekaa  and almost all 

paid rent. In other words, it appears that IS engaged in migrant labour rent live on the land of other, nearby 

landowners. 

According to IAMP data collected during the second sweep, 50% of individuals living in these settlements were 

reportedly unregistered. Shawishes in 14 settlements reported that children had not been attending school and 

nine reported that children in their group worked; however, none reported that a majority of children worked and 

one qualified child participation, noting that only children older than 15 worked. 

All of the IS that relocated to Bekaa were engaged in seasonal agricultural work or currently seeking it; 11 

harvested potatoes; three left to harvest tomatoes and two were still looking for seasonal labour agriculture. On 

average, the seasonal labourers earn 6,000-6,500 LBP (4-4.33 USD) per day in Akkar and earn only slightly 

more – 500 LBP (0.33 USD) per day more in Bekaa. 
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Approximately 24% have a relationship with the landlord. Around half of the large IS included in focus group 
discussions had reported some form of work relationship with the landlord, most commonly in settlements on 
agricultural land. Work arrangements with landlords in these settlements may not have been reported in key 
informant interviews because they do not involve a majority of households or occur largely on an ad hoc basis. 
According to focus group discussions, it is common for at least some residents of IS to perform daily labour with 
the shawish selecting several men from the settlement on the landlord’s behalf. While work is generally 
agricultural and as-needed, arrangements and types of work vary. One IS reported that the landowner owned a 
factory and he would use the shawish to select men from the settlement to work. In one IS the shawish reported 
that residents need to work for the landlord exclusively because they lived on his land without paying rent. 

 

Figure 10: Informal Settlements where children work 
 

 

 

The communal pooling of resources and strategies to coordinate access to work opportunities may be factors 
that insulate individual households in IS from exogenous shocks. Based on focus group discussions, individual IS 
lie somewhere on a spectrum between collective and more individualistic forms of organization. In several IS 
where focus groups were held, residents explained that each household looked after itself or tries to secure work.  

On the opposite end of the spectrum, one IS reported that the shawish was responsible for collecting residents’ 
wages and re-distributing them amongst residents. Arrangements between these two extremes may be most 
common. In a majority of focus groups, participants reported that the shawish coordinated some aspect of 
access to income-generating opportunities, whether for daily labour on the landlord’s estate or assigning turns to 
look for work in the host community. 
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Figure 11: Informal settlements where adults work 

 

 

 

Focus group discussions indicate that attitudes towards women working outside of the home and the IS may vary 
greatly. These may reflect cultural norms that residents have taken with them, but they may also be reactions to 
negative experiences refugees have had in Lebanon and concerns about women being exposed to harassment 
and unsafe situations. Attitudes and practices regarding women’s employment may also reflect strategies to 
manage competition and ensure that households are able to secure livelihoods. For example, in one IS, women 
were allowed to work outside the settlement if their husband had a disability or if they were widowed. In these 
cases, the shawish prioritized finding women work because they were the head of the household. In one 
settlement were many men worked outside of Akkar, women had broad flexibility in determining whether to work 
or not.  

In most cases, women in IS are either permitted or prohibited from working outside of the settlement on a 
collective basis, and it appears less common for it to be an individual family-level decision. One focus group 
discussion reported that their settlement was divided between residents from Edlib, and residents from Homs. 
Each occupied a separate area of the IS and while women from Homs worked, women from Edlib did not. In 
another IS, focus group participants pointed out that that while they were reluctant to have women work outside 
of the settlement, they encouraged it because women could pass through checkpoints more easily. 

Residents of IS reported employing various combinations of negative coping strategies in the two weeks prior to 
assessment. In the face of limited income-generating opportunities, borrowing money or buying food on credit 
from shop owners was the most common. While there was frequent mention of loans from storeowners and 
landlords in focus group discussions, informal inter-household borrowing may also be common and be closely 
intertwined with efforts to pool resources. Borrowing food, relying on help from friends and relatives, and 
reducing the size of meals were the next most common and almost as widely reported. Other means of 
restricting food intake may also be common, including reducing non-essential food expenditures, restricting 
consumption, and spending days without eating. Selling goods and using savings were not as widely reported, 
perhaps reflecting the fact that many residents have already accessed reserves that would have allowed them to 
manage expenses. While only one IS reported having to resort to begging, evidence of relying on extreme coping 
mechanisms was evident during some site visits and focus group discussions; in one case, a single mother with 
children reported having to sell her tent to pay for food. 
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Table 7: Coping mechanisms 

 

 

PROTECTION 

Generally situated on the physical and social margins of host communities, the lives of refugees living in 
settlements are defined by a generalised lack of protection and security. While many issues, such as access to 
health care and education, economic exploitation, and substandard WASH and shelter facilities are protection 
issues that cut across different sectors, REACH found a number of specific concerns affecting women and 
children that warrant specific mention: 

 

 15% of households are headed by women 

 13% of households are headed by widows 

 3% of households are headed by unmarried women 

 1% of households are headed by children 

 

In addition, 40 IS reported separated children, totalling 215 across all IS in Akkar as a whole.  

Based on information provided by key informants, women and girls under 18 who are currently pregnant make up 
a sizable portion of the female population in IS. As discussed in the subsequent section on access to health, a 
significant portion of these women do not have access health care services before giving birth. 

In addition to individuals and households with specific concerns, IS residents’ positions on the margins of 
communities – both physical and social – leave them vulnerable to a range of protection concerns that may affect 
their communities as a whole. Approximately 43% of key informants from IS reported security concerns, most 
commonly related to checkpoints. Checkpoints are a concern as many refugees living in IS may have limited 
identification documents, do not have current residence permits, or have entered Lebanon through unofficial 
border crossings.  
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Figure 12: Top security concerns 

 

Due to many IS residents limited legal statuses, residents of IS may have limited recourse with authorities and 
encounters with authorities may be a source of insecurity. While half of communities cited sources or insecurity 
as coming from the host community, nearly the same amount cited the police and army, followed by local 
authorities, at 20%. Notably, only 1% of key informants cited other members of the refugee community as a 
source of insecurity. 

In focus group discussions, feelings of safety and security varied greatly amongst individual IS. In more extreme 
cases, residents of IS reported instances of threats or physical violence. At the same time, some focus group 
discussions reported initial periods of tensions with host communities that dissipated following efforts by 
community leaders to address problems. Focus group discussions indicated that landowners may also play a 
role in liaising with the local community to prevent instances of tension between IS and the Lebanese inhabitants 
of the villages that host them. The fact that some IS experienced tensions but managed to contain them speaks 
to the importance of dispute resolution mechanisms.  

In addition to dispute resolution feelings of security may not be due to positive interactions but rather, distance 
and separation between IS and host communities. For example, in several focus group discussions, participants 
attributed feelings of security to their distance from host communities and main roads.  

Because they often have limited recourse with authorities, IS may have to resort to self-policing or community-
based approaches to feel secure. For example, in one settlement where most residents crossed the border at 
unofficial crossings, the shawish instituted a 7:00 p.m. curfew to help prevent problems between IS residents and 
the local authorities. Additionally, one settlement reported that men living there took turns patrolling and guarding 
the settlement at night.  

Figure 13: Sources of insecurity 
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Key informants were asked to give or estimate the number of families or individuals without key forms of legal 
documentation. Based on their responses, approximately 29% of IS residents lack residence permits, and 10% of 
families lack valid identification documents. Lack of identification may contribute to a high rate of unregistered 
families. In this assessment, 18% of families were reported as being unregistered across all IS.  

It may be that that figures related to residence permits and use of unofficial crossings are underreported due to 
concerns about the implications of reporting limited legal status in Lebanon; the 2014 VASyR, found for example, 
that 49% of refugees in Akkar lacked residential permits.11 

 

Table 8: Refugees with limited legal status 

 

 

Most commonly, IS are composed of refugees who entered through a combination of official and unofficial 
crossings. Key informants in 49% of settlements reported that residents had used both types to enter Lebanon. 
While most IS have residents that entered through a combination of official and unofficial crossings, 12% are 
composed of residents who entered exclusively through unofficial points.  

Altogether, approximately 32% of households entered through unofficial crossings. This number is largely 
consistent with other assessments, including one by the Norwegian Refugee Council, which found that 34% of 
refugees it interviewed in Bekaa and North Lebanon had crossed at unofficial points.12 Among IS with residents 
that had entered at unofficial points, 47% reported residents who crossed through Wadi Kahled, while 39% 
reported residents who had crossed through Arsal.. The rate of families without documents in Akkar –according 
to key informants in this assessment, 10%, is higher than the overall rate found in other assessments. (For 
example, the NRC’s which found that 5% of the individuals it interviewed lacked documents.)13  

 

SHELTER 

IS predominately consist of handmade makeshift shelters – ―tents‖ – produced with a combination of plastic 
sheeting, tarpaulin, timber, and various other materials sourced by refugees. Structurally weak and providing little 
protection against the elements, tents are typically 25-30 metres square and house five to six refugees on 
average. In addition to sleeping quarters, most tents have a small room or space dedicated to cooking and 
bathing and a separate communal area, which may be used for additional sleeping space.  

The vast majority of IS in Akkar (96%) are located on private land, with refugees facing widely different market 
conditions and tenancy arrangements. Approximately 87% do not have formal contracts with the landlord, 
although focus group discussions indicate that many have long-term verbal agreements or pay for rent months in 
advance. Tenancy arrangements are often unstable; 29% of IS (85) may be facing forced relocation, with 
landlords being the driving force in 93% of cases, and host communities and local authorities behind the 
remainder. 

                                                           

11VASyR 2014 
12 Norwegian Refugee Council-Lebanon. Consequences of Limited Legal Status for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon. (Beirut 2014) 
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NRC%20Consequences%20of%20Limited%20Legal%20Status%20for%20Syrian%20Refugees%20in
%20Lebanon%20April%202014.pdf 
13 Ibid. 
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Shelter Units 

With few exceptions, families pay less than 133 USD per tent, per month – only 3% of settlements reported 
higher rent costs. As the figure below illustrates, a space in most IS costs families between 33-66 USD. More 
precise rent data, collected during the course of the IAMP second sweep, showed the average rent price per 
month, per tent to be 49 USD. Excluding IS hosted free of charge, rent averaged 64 USD per month, per tent. 

 

Figure 14: Rents in IS – per tent per month 

 

Approximately 25% of IS do not pay rent. These tend to be smaller, housing 70 individuals on average and 
accounting for 19% of residents living in IS overall. They are also more likely to perform services for the landlord 
in lieu of paying rent. As table 3 below shows, 41% of IS that do not pay rent work in exchange for rent. IS that 
perform services for the landlord are smaller still – 57 individuals on average—regardless of whether or not they 
pay rent. 

Table 9: Landlord arrangements  

 

 

Most IS report some form of access to electricity, with only 3% reporting neither a connection to public supplies 
nor generators. Approximately two thirds of IS rely on improvised electricity connections, which generally tap into 
public power supplies.  
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These improvised connections can place substantial burdens on electricity supplies available in Lebanese host 
communities. In an assessment of host communities in Akkar conducted between March and April 2014, REACH 
found that villages hosting IS were almost twice as likely to report that electricity supplies had been adversely 
affected by the crisis than villages overall. Additionally, IS with improvised connections were reported to be a 
source of tensions between Syrian and Lebanese populations.14  

 

Figure 15: Access to Electricity 

 

 

Dependence on improvised connections appears to be product of financial constraints rather than other barriers, 
such as distance. Approximately 35% of IS report access to a generator; however, many IS continue to tap into 
public supplies. Notably, 27% of IS with generators rely on improvised connections to public supplies, suggesting 
that cost of fuel is the limiting factor in making them operational. 

Site Improvements 

In addition to being constructed of substandard materials, IS are situated on parcels of land that were generally 
never intended for human occupation. Many have poor drainage and are prone to flooding, while a lack of site 
boundaries and enclosures increases feelings of vulnerability. Poor site planning and organization presents fire 
risks and at the very least, a nuisance and lack of privacy.   

Most IS lack boundaries and enclosures that would enhance feelings of security. Only 24% of key informants 
reported their settlement had a boundary or enclosure: 8% reported fences, 3% reported concrete walls, and 2% 
reported trenches. Combined boundaries, consisting of fences and trenches, concrete walls and fences, etc., 
were present in 11%. 

IS are often haphazardly planned, with structures placed in close proximity to one another and at irregular 
intervals. At a minimum, congested and crowded sites may exacerbate the lack of privacy present in most IS. At 
worst, poor site planning leaves settlements prone to hazards in the event of fires. Despite the advantages that 
may be associated with re-planning, key informants did not indicate substantial interest in changing the layout 
and configuration of their current sites. Only 9% indicated an interest in re-planning and 1% indicated an interest 
in decongestion. 

 

 

                                                           

14 REACH, (Geneva, July 2014) Lebanese Communities Hosting Syrian Refugees-Akkar Governorate. 
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Key informants in a majority of IS reported needing better drainage systems and remediation against flooding. 
Approximately 59% reported that their settlements are prone to flooding and 47% reported that that it had 
flooded at some time in the past. Altogether, 63% of families and individuals living in IS live in locations which are 
consistently prone to flooding. While the assessment did not specifically capture the severity of flooding and 
damage caused by it, responses indicate a need to better safeguard IS against the elements. 

 

Figure 16: Informal settlement land type: public vs. private 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: IS site planning and flood vulnerability 
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Key informants indicated significant interest in other types of improvements, most commonly, the placement of 
gravel in common areas (78%) and on access roads (65%) with such measures helping to reduce the impact of 
heavy rainfall and the resulting mud during the winter months. With approximately three quarters of IS lacking 
enclosures, 31% of key informants indicated a need for fencing. 

 

Figure 18: Site improvement needs 

 

Approximately 62% of IS report receiving some form of shelter assistance related to individual structures. Plastic 
sheeting is the most commonly cited form of assistance received as well as the most frequently mentioned need. 
It is common to see structures that use banners, posters, and even carpets in lieu of plastic sheeting that could 
adequately cover shelters. Where present, plastic sheeting is often severely worn and damaged by the elements.  

In addition to plastic sheets, over two thirds of key informants expressed a need for floor kits, quick-fix kits and 
kits for building new shelters. REACH Information Officers judged weather proofing to be an urgent need in 78% 
of IS, while needs for drainage and grading were observed in 45% and 24% of IS, respectively. 
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Figure 19: Shelter assistance needed vs. received 

 

 

Approximately half of IS in Akkar have room to expand or to host more families – 50% of key informants 
indicated that an extension of their current site was possible. Another 64% of key informants reported the 
presence of unused spaces which could hold shelters on their current sites. In other words, there may be 
significant space to accommodate other households in already existing IS. As focus group discussions suggest, 
the formation of new IS in lieu of the full use of space in existing ones is likely a product of refugees electing to 
settle in communities where they have connections with previous residents. With reports of local authorities in 
many locations growing wary IS in general or large IS specifically, it remains to be seen whether settlements will 
grow in number but shrink in size, or whether an aversion to larger settlements will prompt existing sites to be 
more fully utilized.  

 

WATER AND SANITATION 

Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) in Akkar IS are generally substandard with wide disparities between 
individual settlements. While most have on-site access to sources of drinking and domestic water, it may be of 
low quality and communities may lack the means to store it. Similarly, while a majority of IS have access to 
latrines, most have to few and almost none have ones that meet standards. IS are rarely covered by municipal 
garbage collection routes and are forced to rely on ad hoc methods of disposing of solid waste such as burning 
or open dumping. 

Combined, the WASH challenges facing IS pose public health challenges as well as long-term environmental 
concerns for host communities, with uncoordinated well drilling, rudimentary latrines, and poor solid waste 
coverage foreshadowing environmental damage that villages will have to face for years to come.  

Water 

Key informants reported that on average, households in IS consume 350-400 litres of water per day but that 
individual sites only have an average of 1,200 litres of water storage capacity. Nearly two thirds (64%) of 
settlements access water as needed from wells, which are often located onsite, dug by landlords, and included in 
rental costs. (Approximately 88% of settlements reportedly did not pay for water.)  
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Key informants in 6% of settlements reported ―natural sources‖ of drinking water; these may include springs, but 
in a number of settlements this refers to rivers, which run the risk of quickly becoming polluted or unsanitary. Key 
informants in approximately 9% of settlements (25) reported that residents had to travel 10 minutes or more to 
access water. In settlements where residents pay for water, costs and payment modalities vary, with some IS 
charged for water access on a household level and some on a community basis. With few exceptions, the 
sources IS reported using for drinking water are the same ones used for domestic use (washing, bathing, etc.).  

According to the 2014 Interagency Multi Sector Needs Assessment (MSNA), rates of water treatment may be 
higher in IS than in other housing contexts, mainly due a focus on distributing water filters in IS as part of the 
2013 humanitarian response.15 Despite these efforts, approximately 93% of key informants reported no means of 
treating water. Where water treatment was reported, chlorine was the most common method (reported in 6% of 
settlements) with filters and ―traditional‖ means employed in only two settlements each, respectively. In 
approximately half of focus group discussions participants reported consuming water that was contaminated or 
unsanitary. 

Latrines 

Latrine access and standards vary widely across IS, with a sizable minority of settlements meeting standards for 
basic availability and the remainder falling either closely or very far behind. According to Sphere Standards, there 
should be one latrine available for every 20 individuals in settings such as IS.16 While approximately 41% of IS 
fall within the 1:20 ratio, the remaining 59% do not.  

Figure 20: Latrines available per person in IS 

 

 

REACH Information Officers also identified that 10% of IS that have no latrines at all. Representing 8% of the 
population living in IS, inhabitants of these settlements are forced to rely on open defecation. While IS that lack 
latrines tend to be smaller on average, some are among the largest in Akkar. Two IS, with 372 and 367 
individuals each, completely lacked latrines. In order to meet Sphere Standards, each would need 19 latrines. 
Extreme examples such as these owe not to a lack of willingness among residents or humanitarian actors but to 
landlords, who refuse to allow improvements or modifications to their sites. 

 

                                                           

15 Multi Sector Needs Assessment, WASH Chapter, 25. https://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=5394 
16The Sphere Project. Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response. 
 http://www.spherehandbook.org/en/excreta-disposal-standard-2-appropriate-and-adequate-toilet-facilities/ 
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Figure 21: Latrine availability – IS that meet basic standards of latrine availability (1 per 20 individuals) 

 

 

Across all IS in Akkar, 601 additional latrines would be necessary to bring settlements up to the standard of one 
latrine for every 20 persons. Latrine facilities would remain substandard in other regards, with 85% lacking 
separate facilities for men and women, and almost all lacking appropriate levels of privacy, access for individuals 
with disabilities, adequate sanitation, and infrastructure to limit environmental impact. Traditional pit latrines are 
the most common and were present in 70% of settlements. 

 

Figure 22: Prevalence of latrine types 

 

 

Much remains to be done to bring existing latrine facilities up to standard. Prioritization may be given first to IS 
with open air facilities and latrines that leak or deposit into waterways. Based on site observations, flies were 
present in 77% and 27% had noticeable leaks. Only 16% had surfaces and surroundings that appeared clean. In 
83% of IS with latrines, waste is deposited into pits, septic tanks, holding tanks, or municipal sewage networks. 
The remaining 17% is deposited into rivers, causing sanitation hazards in the communities that host them and 
threatening water supplies for those refugees who are dependent on natural sources of water.  

 

Figure 23: Latrine deposit location 
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Solid Waste 

Typically situated on the outskirts of host communities or between villages, IS often lack access to solid waste 
collection services. While 35% of IS dispose of rubbish in bins collected by municipalities, it is common for IS to 
employ multiple means for managing solid waste. Coordination problems and unwillingness on the part of local 
authorities and the contractors to extend services to IS has led many settlements to employ unsanitary and 
environmentally hazardous means of disposal.  

The most common method of disposing of rubbish is burning, practiced in 42% of IS, followed by open dumping 
(leaving it in a field), which is employed in 38%. Approximately 8% of IS have bins that are collected by parties 
other than the municipality and 2% have dedicated rubbish pits. While not captured by the key informant 
assessment tool, participants in some focus groups reported disposing of rubbish in the sea or piling it along 
main roads.  

 

Figure 24: Solid waste disposal methods 

 

 

Key informants and focus groups expressed a desire for more sanitary and less environmentally hazardous ways 
of disposing of rubbish. Approximately 28% of key informants reported a need for bins, which would allow 
rubbish to be collected or at least better contained. On average, each settlement reported a need for three bins – 
a total of 689 across Akkar. 

In addition to environmental damage, unmanaged solid waste, combined with unhygienic wastewater 
management practices, contributes to disease vectors. Mosquitoes, flies, and rats were reported in the 
overwhelming majority of settlements – 98% and 95%, and 92% each, respectively, while fleas were reported to 
be present in 70%. Snakes, a disease vector not captured by the key informant assessment tool, were 
mentioned frequently in focus group discussions and were drawn to vermin in settlements. At the same time, 
access to vector control in most settlements is low; only 23% of key informant reported access to insecticide and 
only 8% reported the availability of powder to kill rats.  

 

SMALL INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS (LESS THAN 4 TENTS) 

Settlements that had less than four tents during the course of second sweep – ―small settlements‖ – were not 
included in the sample presented in the main body of this report. Prior to the assessment and during the course 
of it, such settlements were not assigned p-codes and in most cases, partners only collected limited data on 
them as a result of not being classified as IS in shelter sector guidelines and the IAMP; however, with partners 
intervening in them and small settlements and IS regularly moving above and below the four-tent threshold, data 
collection in them as been standardized. REACH as well as other IAMP partners are now collecting the same 
information on both settlements with less than four tents as on ones with more than four. 
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While the distinction between small settlements and IS is artificial, classifying IS based on the four-tent threshold 
remains a useful distinction for understanding trends in refugee settlement patterns. Between the second and 
third IAMP sweep, REACH noted a decline in the population of refugees living in IS and substantial increase in 
the number settlements with less than four tents, as well as the number of individuals living in them.  

 

Table 10: Small settlement population figures 

 

 

To understand the growth in small settlements as well as to shed light on their needs and conditions of refugees 
living in them, REACH collected information from a sample of small settlements using the same methodology 
outlined in the main body of the report. The questionnaire administered to key informants was for the most part 
identical, but included several additional questions about intentions. To maintain a consistent sample, REACH 
randomly sampled from the 242 small settlements identified during second sweep at 95% confidence and a 5% 
margin of error. The goal of this section is to highlight ways in which smaller settlements may differ from their 
larger counterparts. For purposes of this report, and to facilitate comparison, settlements with less than four tents 
are referred to as ―small settlements‖ while ones assessed in the other section are referred to simply as ―IS.‖ 

REACH visited 161 locations identified as small settlements in the IAMP second sweep and assessed 143. The 
18 not included in the analysis were ones that had added additional shelters and had become IS according to the 
IAMP / shelter sector definition. In terms age, gender, and nationality demographics, small settlements sampled 
resembled their larger counterparts. With an average of 12 individuals and two families each, small settlements 
have similar age compositions and household profiles. On average, small settlements have existed for as long as 
their larger counterparts. In other respects, however, particularly with regard to protection, shelter, and WASH, 
they exhibited significant differences.  

Small settlements had a unique protection profile, differing with larger settlements with respect to legal status and 
security. Key informants in small settlements reported similar rates of registration and legal documentation. While 
in 29% of refugees in IS reportedly lacked residence permits, 45% did in small settlements.  

Small settlements were much less likely to report feelings of insecurity. Only 17% of key informants in small 
settlements reported feelings of insecurity in the previous three months, versus 43% in large ones. Overall, 11% 
reported insecurity related to checkpoints, 6% reported harassment or assault; and 4% reported theft or robbery. 
A higher proportion reporting insecurity cited the police or army as a source, while approximately the same 
proportion cited host communities. Remarkably, while 20% of key informants in large settlements reported local 
authorities as a source of insecurity, no key informants reported them as a source in small settlements. 

Approximately, 83% of key informants in small settlements named as a factor – a figure slightly higher than IS. 
Asked to name some advantages to living in a small settlement instead of a larger IS, 68% of key informants also  
cited security; 61% thought small settlements were better environments to raise children. In 58% and 50% of 
cases, key informants noted that smaller settlements were cleaner and calmer, respectively, while others named 
less rent, a greater sense of community and opportunities to work for the landlord. Notably 11% noted that living 
in a small settlement had advantages because they would be unable to cope psychosocially with larger IS, where 
noise, commotion and a lack of privacy are more commonplace.  
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Figure 25: Advantages of living in a small settlement (in comparison with larger IS) 

 

 

The most common disadvantages to living in small settlements that key informants cited were that aid 
organizations would not provide help (83%), followed by a lack of latrines and WASH facilities (62%). Lower 
access to services such as health care and education were cited in 30% of IS as well as less of a sense of 
community in 11%. Residents of small settlements think that smaller settlements are safer – only 9% cited less 
security as a disadvantage of living in a small settlements. 

Figure 26: Disadvantages of living in a small settlement (in comparison with larger IS) 
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Over two thirds of key informants (68%) heard about opportunities to live on the land from family and friends; 
16% had lived or worked before the crisis in the same host community, and 7% heard about the possibility of 
settling on their current land while living in other housing in the same village.  

The immediate origins of residents of small settlements differed from those living in IS: 63% of key informants 
said that residents mainly came directly from Syria; 6% cited other housing contexts in Akkar, and 6% came from 
other regions in Lebanon. Refugees living in small settlements were approximately twice as likely to have moved 
from other IS in Akkar than refugees living in IS. While 23% of key informants in small settlements reported that 
residents were comprised primarily of refugees who had previously in other settlements, only 11% of IS were 
inhabited by refugees who had lived in other IS. In other words, small settlements are more likely to be formed by 
households breaking of from IS with larger populations. 

Small settlements are also much more likely to be hosted rent free than IS. While 25% of IS are hosted rent free, 
39% of small settlements do not pay rent. Perhaps unexpectedly, small IS are not significantly more likely to 
have work relationships with landlords; approximately 27% of small settlements reported performing services for 
the landlord in exchange for staying – a proportion not much higher than in IS (24%).  

Small settlements are much less likely to have received shelter assistance; 66% of small settlements reported 
having not received assistance, versus 38% of larger ones. As in IS, key informants cited the need for plastic 
sheets; however the numbers that reported needing plastic sheets were larger – key informants in every 
settlement but one cited a need for plastic sheets. While shelter-specific needs were more widely reported, site 
improvement ones were less common; a lower proportion of key informants reported needing gravelling, and new 
roads; interest in fencing and boundaries was also low. 

WASH profiles of small settlements also differed. Due in part to the small numbers of inhabitants of small 
settlements, 84% met basic Sphere Standards for latrine availability on the basis of having one latrine alone. All 
but two small settlements failed to meet basic latrine availability standards because they had no latrines at all. At 
15%, the rate of small settlements lacking latrines is slightly higher than the rate in larger ones, 10%. 
Approximately 77% of small settlements got their water from wells, versus 64% in larger IS. Solid waste practices 
were largely the same in small settlements as in large ones, with approximately 36% having access to municipal 
waste collection. 

In most respects, the health and nutrition profiles of residents of small settlements mirrors those of IS. Key 
informants reported rates of skin disease that were nearly 50% lower among small settlements residents (8% 
versus 15%) and rates of diarrhoea that were 50% higher (10% versus 5%). MMUs visit small settlements, but 
with lower frequency than IS. Whereas approximately one third of IS reported not having been visited by an 
MMU, 72% reported no visits in small settlements. And while 75% of key informants in IS reported accessing 
health care facilities in Lebanon, the rate was slightly higher in small settlements at 83%. 

As in IS, a significant portion of children do not attend school. In small settlements, however, the coverage rate 
was lower (fewer settlements report sending children to school), but the overall attendance rate in terms of 
children attending school appeared to be higher. Key informants in 37% of small settlements reported that 
children regularly attended school, a rate considerably lower than in IS, where the rate was 60%. Despite lower 
rates of individual settlements sending children to school, 15% of children under 18 in small settlements went to 
school, versus 12% in IS. While the population of children under 18 does not correspond with the school-aged 
population, it may serve as a proxy for the proportion of children attending school. 
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CONCLUSION 

Some aspects of life in informal settlements pose specific challenges to humanitarian actors that may not be 
present in other types of emergency settlement settings. Widespread vulnerability and poverty may be tempered 
by forms of resilience and safety nets that other refugee populations do not have. At the same time, the 
downside of homogeneity and social cohesion is that shocks to communities may have more far-reaching impact 
when they occur and collective behavior may ultimately preclude refugees from accessing services that may 
ultimately help them. 

There is an urgent need to address basic shelter, water and sanitation infrastructure in IS. With winter 
approaching, nearly all settlements need supplies to reinforce shelters and sites against the elements. Plastic 
sheeting, floor raising kits, and site improvements to protect against rain and snow are the most urgent shelter 
needs. With almost  all IS falling short of WASH standards, some drastically, latrines as well as ways to manage 
solid waste are urgent needs across many IS. IS with no latrines at all, ones that fall far short of basic availability 
standards, and ones that deposit into waterways have urgent needs to address. Providing receptacles for solid 
waste and helping integrate IS into garbage collection routes would help protect the public health and 
environment for refugees and Lebanese host communities alike. 

With regard to livelihoods, dynamics in IS that are not present in other housing contexts may pose additional 
challenges. Forms of resilience, seen in mechanisms for coordinating access to income generating opportunities, 
community sharing, and pooling of scare resources appears to offer a rudimentary safety net to the most 
vulnerable households and individuals. At the same time, IS residents’ low skill levels and social marginalization 
may pose additional challenges. Greater understanding of livelihoods and labour markets, particularly a 
household level, would enhance understanding of vulnerability and resilience. With widespread debt and 
dependency on landlords for shelter, credit, and employment, understanding livelihoods in IS is an important 
protection concern as well. 

There is also a need to better understand and address current gaps in education and health access and expand 
coverage to IS not receiving services. In instances where barriers remain, it will be important to understand why 
many refugees do not access services that may be available to them. With education, this may involve providing 
schooling options that reflect the needs and demands of the refugee population, while with health care, it will 
likely involve reducing costs while finding ways to increase quality of care. 
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ANNEX I: MULTI SECTOR COMMUNITY LEVEL KEY INFORMANT TOOL 
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