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ebanon has not signed the
1951 Refugee Convention and
refugees live in fear of arrest

and detention. Refugees in Lebanon
have no right to residence or work
permits and UNHCR provides only
minimal financial assistance. Most
survive on the informal economy.
Since August 2000 hundreds of Iraqis
have been deported from Lebanon to
Iraq, including dozens of recognised
refugees and asylum seekers.

On paper, Iraqi refugees in Lebanon
seem prime candidates for third-coun-
try resettlement – one of the three
durable solutions for refugees pro-
moted by UNHCR. UNHCR guidelines
make a high priority of resettlement
from countries that threaten refugees
with deportation. Yet, UNHCR’s com-
mitment to seek durable solutions
does not correspond to an actual right
to enjoy one. No country is required
to accept resettlement of refugees
who first seek protection in another
state.  

Resettlement programmes for
refugees who cannot find protection
in the first country they reach are sep-
arate from the normal asylum
systems operated by many govern-
ments for people who arrive directly
on their shores. Refugees who arrive
in Lebanon hence encounter a kind of
parallel protection system with addi-
tional hurdles to overcome.

For asylum seekers in Lebanon, the
first step along the long and winding
road to resettlement is refugee status
determination. In 2001 24% of Iraqi
asylum seekers were accepted by
UNHCR’s Beirut office. UNHCR then
considers whether to refer refugees
for resettlement to third countries. Of
the 653 Iraqis resettled by UNHCR in
2001, the majority went to the US.

As with other refugees referred by
UNHCR in the Middle East, refugees in
Lebanon waited for periodic visits by
US asylum officers. Refugees
approved by US asylum officers in
2001 received a letter that said, sim-
ply, "The Immigration Officer has
determined that the case is tentatively
approved pending post-interview pro-
cedures." Post-interview procedures
normally included health and security
screening. 

Refugee resettlement is optional in
international law and governments
retain the power to stop the process
at any point. After 11 September, the
US resettlement process in Lebanon
came to a near halt. Though process-
ing from other countries in the Middle
East recommenced in spring 2002, by
spring 2003 no US asylum officers
had returned to Lebanon.  

Broken promises?

In May 2003 the Frontiers Center in
Beirut interviewed 20 Iraqi refugees
who had been referred to the US, 16
of whom had received tentative
approval letters. Almost all had
assumed that travel was imminent in
2001 and had made decisions accord-
ingly. This cost them dearly. They
resigned from their jobs, sold or gave
away their belongings, bought articles
for travel and took out loans. Their
most common comment was that
America had made them a ‘promise’
and should be required to keep it.  

These Iraqis report that, when they
approached the UNHCR office in
Beirut to ask for information, UNHCR
turned them away with vague, incom-
plete or inaccurate information. Most
said that they were only able to speak
with the receptionist, a guard or a
policeman at the office gate. They
complained that UNHCR and the UN

system in general had not adequately
represented their interests. They per-
ceived that the US had failed to
discharge its obligations to provide
assistance or compensation for the
unexpected delay in resettlement.
"The US knows very well our suffer-
ing", one Iraqi said. The US did not
send the Iraqis any correspondence
revoking their acceptances. "Because
of their promise, they kept me hop-
ing", said another. 

As the prospect of war in Iraq rose in
early 2003, the Iraqi refugees in
Lebanon wondered whether the US
would ever accept them. After the war
UNHCR announced preliminary plans
to repatriate Iraqis and the Lebanese
government organised the repatria-
tion of more than 1,000 Iraqis. 

Eventually the US did begin allowing
previously approved Iraqis to travel
from Lebanon but at a snail’s pace. In
2002, 27 Iraqi refugees travelled to
the US, followed by 59 in the first half
of 2003. Yet, in July 2003, 191 Iraqis
in Lebanon who were tentatively
approved by the US before 11
September 2001 were still awaiting
official word on when, or if, they
could travel.

The concerns raised by Iraqi refugees
in Lebanon highlight the need for
reform of the durable solutions
system: 

■ UNHCR and governments must
change the way they treat
refugees, allowing them to be
informed decision makers in the
resettlement process.

■ UNHCR and countries participating
in refugee resettlement should
draft and agree to a Code of
Refugee Relations governing com-
munication with refugees during
resettlement processing. 

■ Such a code should guarantee that
refugees will be provided complete
information about the procedures
and timetable involved in their
resettlement and notified of any
changes. 

Promises without solutions:
Iraqi refugees left in the lurch in
Lebanon           by Bashir Osmat, Michael Kagan and Samira Trad

The US decision to halt refugee resettlement follow-
ing the 11 September 2001 attacks1 has left Iraqi
refugees in Lebanon in limbo.
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■ UNHCR should provide refugees
with regular counselling, access to
knowledgeable officials and infor-
mation about the steps the agency
is taking to promote a solution.

■ The international community must
do more to fill the gap between
the UN's promise to seek solutions
for refugees and governments’
willingness to actually deliver solu-
tions. 
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Michael Kagan is a lawyer and
consultant with Frontiers Center
(mikekagan@fastmail.fm). 

The Frontiers Center is an inde-
pendent counselling and research
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1.  See FMR15 pp 48-49.

an mediation systems be devel-
oped which are sensitive to the
values of tribally-based cul-

tures yet also in accordance with the
judicial norms of the host country?
Iran, host for two decades to one of
the world’s largest refugee popula-
tions, has been pioneering an
approach which could be replicated by
other host states.

Uncertainties and fears surrounding
judicial processes are the norm
among members of social groups
lacking official legal status. They
often suffer from high rates of illitera-
cy, poor access to social services and
psychological instability born of
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress disorder, paranoia and/or
survival guilt.

Afghan refugees in Iran are no excep-
tion. So great are their doubts and
uncertainties ("Do I have the right to
claim?"; "Does my claim seem ratio-
nal?"; "If I do not win, what will they
do to me –lock me up, lash me, repa-
triate me?") that most are deterred
from risking stepping inside any for-
mal judicial arena. Coming from a
society where disputes are mostly
resolved by mediation by elders, they
are unfamiliar with the concept of
judicial action. 

In Iran – a state with myriad political
and judicial ambiguities – few can
afford a lawyer. They are afraid of

being treated unfairly in court due to
their dubious immigration status and
their otherness. In the absence of any
alternative to a judicial procedure,
Afghans resign themselves to their
fate or may embark upon actions
which result in imprisonment or
forcible repatriation.

The Special Legal Committees for the
Settlement of Afghan Refugee
Disputes (hereinafter, ‘the commit-
tees’) are a means of providing free
legal advice to Afghan refugees who
would otherwise be unable to reestab-
lish their rights. They arose from
recognition in the early 1990s that
traditional provision of legal assis-
tance to Afghan refugees was 

impossible due to the costs involved
in dealing with a vast number of
cases. 

As an affordable alternative, the
notion of using Afghan refugees with
legal or counselling skills to offer peer
support was developed. In accordance
with a tripartite agreement on repatri-
ation procedures signed by UNHCR
and the governments of Iran and
Afghanistan, the first committees
were established in Mashdad in 1993.
Supported by the Hizb-i Wahdat (a
coalition of Afghan Shi’a political par-
ties forged by the Iranian government)
the concept soon spread to other
areas of Iran where Afghan refugees
reside. In 1994 a second committee,
based at the Afghan Embassy in
Tehran, was established followed
shortly afterwards by another admin-
istered by the Hizb-i Wahdat in the
Iranian capital.

Settling refugee disputes in Iran
by Fatemeh Keyhanlou, Hani Mansourian and Negar Azimi

Legal systems are notoriously refugee-unfriendly.
Are there alternative means of adjudicating refugees’
legal disputes?
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Afghan refugee
merchant, Gulshahr
bazaar, Mashhad,
Iran
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