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Refugees from Homs, 
Syria in the town of 
Arsal, Lebanon
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Syria’s refugee crisis

As the conflict in Syria worsens and the 
media focus on political debates about 
Western intervention, millions of refugees 
continue to leave the country. What are 
the impacts of this crisis?

Over the last few weeks the world’s attention 
has been focused on the horrific aftermath of 
chemical weapons use in Syria. 

The international news media decamped to 
St Petersburg on 5–6 September to cover the G20 
Summit and then jetted off to Washington to report on 
President Obama’s attempts to persuade Congress to 
act. An alternative Russian plan to put Syria’s chemical 
weapons beyond use provided yet another media-
friendly diplomatic twist. This came hot on the heels 
of the soul-searching and hand-wringing following 
the Commons vote against UK intervention in Syria, 
which was said to signify the ‘death of the special 
relationship’ with the USA. 

While the media report these high-level political 
discussions, it could be argued that the real crisis 
continues to unfold with far less media attention

Forgotten millions?
On 3 September the UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) released its latest 
update on the Syrian refugee crisis:
•	 Syria’s total population = 21.4 million
•	 internally displaced people (IDPs) = 4.3 million
•	 refugees in foreign countries = 2 million
Although data on refugees and internally displaced 
people are likely to be rough estimates at best, OCHA 
suggests that close to one-third of Syrians have been 
forced from their homes. The Syrian civil war has 
caused the worst refugee crisis since the Rwandan 
genocide in 1994 when 2.1 million Rwandans fled to 
neighbouring countries. 

Refugee geography 
The majority of Syrians forced from their homes have 
moved within the country, but of the 2 million or more 
who have crossed an international border, most have 
gone to a contiguous country (one that shares a border 
with Syria, see map). Most people fled with very little 
money or possessions, and some with nothing at all.

The scale of the refugee crisis defies belief:
•	 Zaatari refugee camp, opened in 2012, is now Jordan’s 



Unstable destinations
An influx of refugees would place stress on any country, 
but in many cases Syrian refugees are being forced 
to move to countries that are themselves politically 
unstable:
•	 Turkey experienced widespread anti-government 

protests in 2013, and has an ongoing internal conflict 
with the Kurdish population, many of whom live 
along the Turkey–Syria border.

•	 Egypt has suffered from internal turmoil since the 
Arab Spring began in 2011.

•	 Lebanon has long-standing religious divisions and 
complex relations with Syria and Israel.

•	 Iraq is still recovering from the 2003–11 Iraq War.
There is a danger that a continuous influx of refugees 

becomes a destabilising force within countries already 
struggling to maintain order. The UN estimates that 
the number of refugees could pass 3 million in 2014, 
with more than 50% of the remaining population in 
Syria needing some form of humanitarian assistance.

Activities
1 Germany and Canada have already accepted 

some Syrian refugees. Could resettling 
refugees in Europe and North America help 
towards a solution to the refugee crisis?

2 The UK, USA and France have proposed 
missile strikes on Syrian chemical weapons 
stocks, presumably with cruise missiles (each 
of which costs $1.4 million). Why is it that 
some countries are prepared to spend large 
sums on military action, while international 
humanitarian donations only amount to some 
40% of the required funds?

Weblinks to follow up
You can get regular updates on the refugee situation 
and humanitarian crisis at http://reliefweb.int/ and 
OCHA www.unocha.org/ 

Coverage of the camps can be gained from world 
media such as NBC news: www.tinyurl.com/kqo52rx

The Guardian has an interesting interactive map of 
refugees since 1960 at: www.tinyurl.com/nabxm6x

fourth largest urban area, with a population of around 
150,000 (similar in size to Doncaster or Cambridge). 

•	 Refugees have increased Lebanon’s population by 
around 15% in 1 year. 

Who pays for refugee needs?
Refugees place huge burdens on their accepting 
countries, which have to provide shelter, food, water 
and sanitation, medical supplies and longer-term 
education and resettlement services. The UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has overall 
responsibility for many refugee camps. Funding comes 
from international donor countries, but the UN OCHA 
has so far received donations covering only 43% of 
the estimated $4.4 billion cost of dealing with the 
humanitarian and refugee crisis.  
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