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The Problem  
 

The lack of a solid national strategy and the very limited capacity of 
local government to cope with a large-scale crisis.  

 

Weak coordination between international actors, the central 
government, and formal and informal local authorities, resulting in 
the inequitable and uneven distribution of aid.  

 



Research Objective 

 
This research analyses existing collaboration mechanisms in relation 
to the Syrian crisis in Lebanon and provides a series of 
recommendations, on how national, local and international 
humanitarian actors can work together more effectively to enhance 
urban refugee responses in Lebanon and perhaps in other countries. 



Our Argument 

Humanitarians will only be 
able to ensure their 

responses are sustainable 
and meet needs on the 

ground if they work closely 
with local authorities. 



TWO CASE STUDIES  

BOURJ HAMMOUD AND SAHEL El-ZAHRANI  
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This research proposes a new framework for collaboration based on a qualitative analysis of the coordination mechanisms used by various actors, with a special focus on two case studies: the diverse and largely urban district of Bourj  Hammoud, one of the main commercial hubs  of Greater Beirut; and the peri-urban coastal region of Sahel El Zahrani, located between Sidon and Tyr. 
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INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

Four focus group discussions  

 

Nabaa - Bourj Hammoud 

• Lebanese host group  

• Syrian Refugees 

 

Sahel El-Zahrani 

• Lebanese host group  

• Syrian Refugees 
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30 interviews with informants and representatives from ministries, local authorities, INGOs, UN agencies, and local NGOs were conducted between February and April 2016 . Also four large focus group discussions with Lebanese host community and Syrian refugees have been organized in Sahel al-Zahrani and Nabaa with a 50/50 male female attendance.  



Chapter 1:  
Introduction 

 

Chapter 2:  
The Lebanese context and response to the Syrian crisis 

 

Chapter 3:  
The Refugee Crisis in Lebanon: Coordination between local and 
international actors 

 

Chapter 4:   
Refugees in Sahel el Zahrani 

 

Chapter 5:  
Refugees in Bourj Hammoud 

 

Chapter 6:  
Conclusion: Challenges and Lessons 

REPORT STRUCTURE 



• Administrative decentralization on the level of Qada’a and 

municipality 

• MoIM: supervising authority for municipalities 

• 750 municipalities in 53 municipal unions 

• Challenges of UoM (Unions of Municipalities): 

– Weak administrative capabilities 

– High dependence on independent municipal revenues 

– Submission of municipal councils to central authority  

– More pressure on municipalities in terms of responsibilities, yet 

same municipal budget  

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 
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A brief the governance structure on the level of the public authoritiesHistorically, Lebanon has had a strong commitment to decentralisation. However, municipal governments lost much control as a result of the Lebanese Civil War and the focus on centralisation. Later, the 1989 Ta’if agreement of National Reconciliation strengthened administrative decentralisation on the level of the qada’ and the municipalities. For the sake of clarity, the supervising authority for municipalities is the Ministry of the Interior and Municipalities.Around 750 municipalities (roughly 2/3 of the total) have jointly formed 53 Municipal Unions, to increase their capacities. However, UoMs continue to face several challenges, such as weak administrative capabilities, and high dependence on the Independent Municipal Fund for revenues. Legally speaking, the district mayor and the governor ratify all municipal council decisions, therefore subjecting municipal councils to the central authority



GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 
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Relating the governance of the public authorities to the response to the ongoing crisisthe central government has created a refugee crisis cell formed by the different ministries, which meet regularly with UN agencies and donor countries. UN agencies and donors in turn coordinate with INGOs through sector coordination and interagency coordination meetings. In terms of local governance, the scale goes down from the ministry of interior and municipalities to governorates, Cazas, UoM, and municipalities. SDCs were formed by the ministry of social affairs to assist within the municipalities, in addition to the MSAs allocated by INGOs to support the municipalities. It is also worth mentioning the RTOs created by UN-Habitat since 2006 that also provide assistance and coordination with the unions. Interrelations are formed between the different actors and on the different scales, however coordination becomes complicated due to institutional bureaucracies. 



CASE STUDIES 

Adloun village - Sahel El-Zahrani 

Saksakiehvillage - Sahel El-Zahrani 
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Our case studies were chosen on the basis of studying two areas of different scales of governance, a municipality and a union. However, the geography of the territory is similarly urban in Bourj Hammoud and Sahel al-Zahrani. The refugees are all living in accommodations that can be houses or tents, so paying their rent regularly. While the refugees living in informal tented settlements (ITS) tend to remain where they first relocated, in urban and peri-urban areas, many of the refugees tend to move more frequently due to the living costs or a new employment in another area. Their mobility makes the NGO and UN outreach with the refugees more problematic.



CASE STUDIES: The UoM of Sahel El-Zahrani 
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The Sahel El-Zahrani union is formed of 18 municipalities, which has faced an increased migration to the area After the Syrian conflict broke out and the Syrian refugees out numbered the local residents in some of the villages. The Syrian migrant workers who used to live in this area before the Syrian political crisis brought their families to the villages where they were already working. The town of Bissariyi for example welcomed a high number of refugees (6,500 people) compared to the number of its local inhabitants (7,000 people). Sahel el-Zahrani emerges as a relatively successful case of coordination between local authorities and humanitarian actors, as the Union of Municipalities plays a large role in managing the area. However, coordination is not the mere answer to successful management. The nature and the structure of the relation between different actors emerges as more relevant than assessing if coordination mechanisms are present or not at a local level. In an interview conducted with the Head of the union of Municipalities of Sahel al-Zahrani, the hierarchical relationship between INGOs and local NGOs in fact emerged. 



• Hosts more than 20,000 Syrians 

• Characterized with chronic 

vulnerability  

• Issues started being addressed 

by international programmes 

after the war in Syria.  

• The Bourj Hammoud 

municipality is part of a 

coordination committee  

made of 20 memebers 

including the municipality of 

Sin el-Fil and local NGOs. 

CASE STUDIES:  

The Case of  The Municipality 

of Bourj Hammoud 

 

Bourj Hammoud Satellite map 
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Moving to Bourj Hammoud hosts more than 20,000 Syrians, among large numbers of Asian and African migrant workers who reside in the district due to the cheaper cost of living.International NGOs and UN agencies have barely focused on BH, which is more charachterised by chronic vulnerability. In fact chronic vulnerability started being more addressed by international programmes in the wake of the Syrian crisis from 2011 onwards. Here there are more obvious problems of coordination between local authorities and humanitarian actors. For example, concerning the registration of refugees, considering the several cases of multi-registration.The role of the municipality is smaller and less effective, and the local administration is poorly informed of the plans of international actors in the area, that is according to the municipality. However there is a coordination committee with the Municipality of Sin el-Fil, and counts 16 local NGOs and 2 social centers. The coordination committee was initiated 20 years ago, and was re-activated after the July 2006 war. 



1. The lack of response from the Lebanese government during the first years of the crisis, the outsourcing of 

service provision to international organisations, and leaving local authorities to coordinate their 

interventions on the ground, have proved to be problematic.  

2. The informal mandate of UNHCR and other relief agencies in Lebanon has unintentionally affected 

coordination, particularly in the distribution of roles and tasks among INGOs and local NGOs as well as 

between INGOs and local authorities.  

3. The heavy bureaucracy of the Lebanese central government creates severe hurdles for local authorities to 

play an active role in relief.  

4. While several humanitarian and development agencies aim to strengthen municipalities and UoMs across 

Lebanon, decentralisation, seen as necessary within a wavering state, does not necessarily lead to 

optimal logistic and financial results.  

5. (Mis)coordination between local authorities and humanitarian agencies is largely explained by the 

intersection of global politics of intervention and domestic politics.  

6. Donorship influences short-term and long-term approaches to development and assistance, in 

accordance with the cornerstone of humanitarian action of most international donors and NGOs.  

7. Service allocation according to national and stigmatised criteria such as ‘refugees’ and ‘host 

communities’ exacerbates personal identifications along the lines of ‘criteria of access’ to humanitarian 

assistance regimes.  

8. The lack of a shared vision between local/ international organisations and local authorities creates a 

barrier to coordinating a sustainable response and development programme.  

9. INGOs tendencies to implementing their own programmes independently of local advice in compliance 

with their donors’ agenda or  because the area of intervention is easier to approach and address.  

Challenges 
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9. In some cases, even when INGOs confirm that their intervention is implemented in collaboration with municipalities, at a later stage they resort to implementing their own programmes independently of local advice and in compliance with their donors’ agenda. In other circumstances, humanitarian/ development agencies pursue their agendas regardless of local advice because the area of intervention is easier to approach and address. Thereby, the need for international aid providers – both INGOs and UN agencies – to operate in particular territories becomes poorly responsive to local necessities and aprioristic.
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8. The lack of a shared vision between local/ international organisations and local authorities creates a barrier to coordinating a sustainable response and development programme. For example, in many cases, local authorities have a long-term vision for development in their localities while donor agendas opt for short-term relief measures. 
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7. Service allocation according to national and stigmatised criteria such as ‘refugees’ and ‘host communities’ exacerbates personal identifications along the lines of ‘criteria of access’ to humanitarian assistance regimes. Such rigid criteria of eligibility and classification of vulnerability, in turn, amplify societal frictions and conflicts that stand in the way of building cooperation. 
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6. Donorship influences short-term and long-term approaches to development and assistance, in accordance with the cornerstone of humanitarian action of most international donors and NGOs (to prioritise emergency relief and turn it into development efforts in the longer term). As a consequence, coordinating actors are also faced with the challenge of shifting timeframes, finding themselves in need of readapting their programmes according to long-term or short-term plans. In this framework, the concessions that were made to allocate resources to everyday welfare were only granted to respond to the need to compensate for local resentment. Nonetheless, an emergency-driven logic still dominates humanitarian interventions, widening the gap between the perspectives and the needs of Lebanese municipalities and those of the humanitarian agencies. 
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5. (Mis)coordination between local authorities and humanitarian agencies is largely explained by the intersection of global politics of intervention and domestic politics. For instance, in the context of Lebanon, personal disputes or the individual preferences of appointed governors have an important impact on humanitarian and development responses, such as dependency on the approval or survival of projects during municipal elections, or even on the decision of individual council members, for example during the current garbage crisis. 
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4. Conversely, decentralisation may not be the best scheme to adopt. While several humanitarian and development agencies aim to strengthen municipalities and UoMs across Lebanon, decentralisation, seen as necessary within a wavering state, does not necessarily lead to optimal logistic and financial results. The strength of some mayors to steer funding and activities in their localities based on their own vision is a plus if they can prioritise local needs. However, in cases where mayors lack the knowledge or will to optimally develop their localities in response to the needs of host communities and refugees, their power risks steering funding and programmes in the wrong direction.
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3. The heavy bureaucracy of the Lebanese central government creates severe hurdles for local authorities to play an active role in relief. As a result, while local NGOs tend to partner with international NGOs in order to survive, the latter seek to avoid coordinating with the government to avoid bureaucracy and be able to implement their projects in the short run. 
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2. The informal mandate of UNHCR and other relief agencies in Lebanon has unintentionally affected coordination, particularly in the distribution of roles and tasks among INGOs and local NGOs as well as between INGOs and local authorities. In the absence of a common definition of ‘vulnerability’ criteria, humanitarian actors and local municipalities in Lebanon were unable to coordinate the registration of refugees, eventually leading to several cases of multi-registration that emerged over the last four years (UCLG, 2009). In fact, the agencies’ vaguely defined mandate may well have produced a counter effect of having organisations reluctant to engage in cumbersome collaborative initiatives. Hence, INGOs and UN agencies recognised that, in some cases, they do not negotiate their programmes with local authorities but directly approach project beneficiaries, as this strategy allows them to skip a highly bureaucratised stage. 
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1. The lack of response from the Lebanese government during the first years of the crisis, the outsourcing of service provision to international organisations, and leaving local authorities to coordinate their interventions on the ground, have proved to be problematic. This allowed local politics to take over the management of services, missed an opportunity to channel resources, and ultimately contributed to the dramatic deterioration of both urban and rural livelihoods. This was detrimental, since local authorities lacked the institutional rights as well as the human and financial resources to respond to the crisis appropriately. 



Lebanon’s central government should lead coordination of emergency 

responses at the national level and support the involvement of 

municipalities in local  and regional coordination frameworks. 

ITS in Sahel El-Zahrani 

Policy Pointers 



Humanitarian actors should make a far greater effort to  

coordinate with local authorities,  
including municipalities and Unions of Municipalities, at the onset of crises and as 

emergencies unfold over the longer-term. 

ITS in Sahel El-Zahrani 

Policy Pointers 



The central government and humanitarian agencies  

should promote medium- and long-term programmes through 

the LCRP to ensure greater coordination. 

ITS in Sahel El-Zahrani 

Policy Pointers 



Humanitarian and aid organisations can better facilitate coordination across affected 

sectors within a defined geography by  

adopting area-based, spatial approaches,  
especially when addressing protracted crises in urban contexts. 

ITS in Sahel El-Zahrani 

Policy Pointers 



1. A more effective role for central government. The central government should enhance 
coordination with and support to local municipalities in times of crisis, as well as in the aftermath.  

 
2. A focus shift from emergency relief to medium- and long-term programmes.  

 
3. Enhance coordination at the local level. Local authorities must be involved in coordination 

frameworks and their representatives should attend high-level meetings between humanitarian 
agencies.  

 
4. Listen to the most affected. Innovative coordination mechanisms that take into account the views 

of both refugees and host communities should be established to ensure programmes efficiently 
address their respective needs. 

 
5. Build on sectoral approaches with spatial approaches. Sectoral responses to refugee crises should 

be complemented with area-based approaches. 

 
6. Strengthen regional coordination. Since the majority of municipalities in Lebanon are fairly small, 

INGOs and UN agencies should strengthen coordination with Unions of Municipalities.  

 
7. Respond to urban challenges. It is important to raise awareness and develop the necessary tools 

and coordination mechanisms to optimally address the needs of refugees in urban contexts, 
especially since more refugees are settling in urban areas worldwide. 

 
8. Knowledge sharing should be horizontal. Knowledge should be shared horizontally rather than 

solely through a hierarchical relationship in which international agencies enjoy a monopoly on 
administrative authority and technical knowhow.  

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
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The challenges that hindered coordination during the urban refugee crisis in Lebanon point to a number of steps that could be taken to achieve a more sustainable and efficient response:
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1. A more effective role for central government. The central government should enhance coordination with and support to local municipalities in times of crisis, as well as in the aftermath. This would help to reverse the current resignation of responsibility by state institutions, which tend to rely on aid agencies and municipalities to respond to emergencies due to their own lack of capacity. Moreover, there is a need for greater financial transparency in the government’s annual process of redistributing revenues to both individual municipalities and Unions of Municipalities.
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2. A focus shift from emergency relief to medium- and long-term programmes. The protracted nature of the Syrian crisis and the uncertain timeframe for the eventual return of refugees requires a shift in focus from the rapid implementation of short-term relief interventions to the planning of medium- and long-term programmes and activities. Such programmes must be planned and coordinated at both the national (sector ministries) and local (municipal) level.
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3. Enhance coordination at the local level. Local authorities must be involved in coordination frameworks and their representatives should attend high-level meetings between humanitarian agencies. While it would be impractical to involve all potentially relevant members of municipalities in such meetings, specific criteria could be used to ensure the presence of key representatives, such as the mayors of the municipalities most affected by a crisis. In addition, humanitarian agencies and national authorities should aim to bridge the gap between high-level decision making and implementation on the ground through strengthened local coordination.
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4. Listen to the most affected. Innovative coordination mechanisms that take into account the views of both refugees and host communities should be established to ensure programmes efficiently address their respective needs. Humanitarian agencies should leverage existing, informal local-level coordination mechanisms by integrating them into their response.
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5. Build on sectoral approaches with spatial approaches. Sectoral responses to refugee crises should be complemented with area-based approaches (see Box 1). In terms of implementation, area-based approaches could tap into existing coordination mechanisms – including those operating at the level of Unions of Municipalities and municipalities – and then leverage them to promote the long-term development of the area as a whole. Local committees can play a key role in ensuring that interventions provide an optimal, sustainable response that meets the needs of various social groups.
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6. Strengthen regional coordination. Since the majority of municipalities in Lebanon are fairly small, INGOs and UN agencies should strengthen coordination with Unions of Municipalities. Moreover, all actors should perceive international aid and coordination with local government as opportunities for mutual learning as well as for enhancing the response to a particular crisis. By directing their support to Unions, international agencies can reduce the risk of increasing the relative power of certain municipalities at the expense of marginalising others. That said, all actors should adopt a multi-scalar model of support for local governance to allow them to tailor international and local practices to the specific features of targeted districts.
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7. Respond to urban challenges. Lebanon represents an example of a high concentration of refugees in urban settings. Yet programmes do not tend to be focused on urban areas, nor are they adequately adapted to respond to the demands of urban contexts. It is important to raise awareness and develop the necessary tools and coordination mechanisms to optimally address the needs of refugees in urban contexts, especially since more refugees are settling in urban areas worldwide.
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8. Knowledge sharing should be horizontal. Knowledge should be shared horizontally rather than solely through a hierarchical relationship in which international agencies enjoy a monopoly on administrative authority and technical knowhow. This broader diffusion of expertise would address the primary concern of this research, not merely assessing the degree of coordination, but rather analysing the qualitative relationship between different aid actors and local authorities and how to leverage the knowledge of both parties to achieve a better response.



For more info, kindly check the policy brief and complete document in the links 

below:  

 

Complete document 

 

http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/10799IIED.pdf 

 

Policy Brief 

 

http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/17373IIED.pdf 
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