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Political Causes of Exodus from Syria 
The Syrian Civil War began after pro-democracy protests erupted in March 2011 in the southern 

city of Deraa. After President Bashar Al-Assad’s security forces opened fire on demonstrators, 

killing several, more took to the street.  As the year progressed, this use of force intensified, 

transforming the country into a battlefield.  The unrest triggered nationwide protests demanding 

the resignation of Assad.  By July 2011, hundreds of thousands were protesting in the streets.   

Opposition supporters eventually took up arms, first to defend themselves and later to expel 

security forces from their local areas.  Fighting reached the capital Damascus and Aleppo in 2012.  

The war eventually acquired sectarian overtones, pitting the country's Sunni majority against the 

president's Shia Alawite sect.  It has since drawn in world powers and jihadist groups, including 

the Islamic State (IS).  Violence appeared to accelerate after the failure of the Arab League 

monitoring mission. In early February 2012, the Syrian army began a sustained assault on Homs, 

bombarding opposition-held neighborhoods with artillery over a period of several weeks.  In 

subsequent years, this war has become worse in this region of the world that is known to be 

extremely volatile.  

The governments of Iran and Russia have supported up the Alawite-led government of President 

Assad and gradually increased their support.  Assad’s government has also enjoyed the support 

of Lebanon's Shia Islamist Hezbollah movement, whose fighters have provided important 

battlefield support since 2013.  The Sunni-dominated opposition attracted varying degrees of 

support from Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and other Arab states along with the United States, 

United Kingdom and France.  The rise of hardline Islamist rebels and the arrival of jihadists from 

around the world has complicated the situation.  The United States is currently arming a 5,000-

strong force of "moderate" rebels to take the fight to IS on the ground in Syria, and US aircraft 

provide significant support to the Kurdish militia seeking to defend three autonomous enclaves 

in the country's north. 

After hundreds were killed by a chemical weapon attack in August 2013 President Assad agreed 

to the complete removal or destruction of Syria's chemical weapons arsenal as part of a joint 

mission led by the UN and the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW).  A 

year later, the destruction of chemical agents and munitions was announced, but attacks with 

chemical weapons continued. 
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1 Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan host most Syrian refugees. 

A UN commission of inquiry, investigating alleged human rights violations since March 2011, 

found that both sides have committed crimes of war, including murder, rape, disappearances, 

and the blocking of access to food, water, and health services to civilians.  The UN has also 

accused the Islamic State (IS) of waging a campaign of terror in northern and eastern Syria. 

A mass exodus of Syrian refugees has resulted from the Civil War.  In a 2012 study by Salman, 

primary reasons for leaving Syria include: physical violence (25%), fear of being used as a human 

shield (25%), fear of rape (25%), and fear of forced military service (22%).  Many initially seek 

refuge in a neighboring country like Turkey, Lebanon, or Jordan, and some continue their journal 

to Europe. 

Demographics and Infrastructure 
In 2014, Lebanon and Jordan were the countries with the highest numbers of refugees per capita, 

and Turkey was ranked seventh in the world.  As more Syrian refugees in these three countries 

migrate from camps to urban areas, these respective countries will have to meet the challenges 

of integrating these refugees.   

 

Table 1: Composition and Location of Syrian Refugees 

 

Group

Turkey Jordan Lebanon

Boys (under age 18) 542,920    167,379 292,966    

Men 445,970    142,839 258,434    

Girls (under age 18) 504,140    158,570 276,257    

Women 445,970    161,087 286,283    

Total 1,938,999 629,245 1,113,941

Country
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Camps 
There are 22 camps run by various NGOs dispersed across southeastern Turkey, close to the 

Syrian border.  Until early 2013, nearly all Syrian refugees lived in the camps.  By 2014, almost 

half of Syrian refugees lived outside the camps, and by late 2014, nearly four out of five refugees 

were housed in towns and cities (AFAD- Republic of Turkey Prime Ministry Disaster & Emergency 

Management Authority 2013).  The UNHCR has described the camps has having better conditions 

than those in other neighboring countries.  Recreational and educational activities are available 

and security is provided by the Turkish armed forces. 

 

2 TURKISH-SYRIAN BORDER -JUNE 18, 2011: unidentified Syrian people are 
demonstrating against Beshar Al Assad on June 18, 2011 on the Turkish - Syrian border. 

In Jordan, the majority of Syrians live in northern parts of the country with approximately 20 

percent living in refugee camps.  Za’atari Camp opened in July 2012 near the border with Syria 

and is now considered the second largest refugee camp in the world after Dabaab in Kenya.  The 

UNHCR remains responsible for the refugees, and the camp is managed by the Jordanian 

Hashemite Charity Organization / JHCO.  Numerous other organization provide services in the 

camps.  It is home to more than 100,000 Syrians, making it Jordan’s fourth largest city.  The camp 

is home to 12 medical clinics or hospitals, 477 communal water tanks and three schools with over 

12,000 students. Water is provided to the camp primarily through two boreholes within the 

boundaries of the camp and by water trucking from two private boreholes nearby the camp. The 

camp’s water system suffers from unstable water tanks and wastewater drainage issues. During 

2013, shelter in the camp was upgraded with a significant number of tents being replaced with 

14,730 pre-fabrication container dwellings, which offer improved living conditions. Several 

thousand families still live in tents. 

Unlike Turkey and Jordan, Lebanon has not set up formal camps for the over 1.5 million refugees.  

Some of the reluctance to set up refugee camps stems from Lebanon's experience with 
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Palestinian refugees, some 500,000 of whom live in the country 60 years after United Nations 

camps were first established for them in Lebanon.  Many believe that creating formal refugee 

camps for Syrians would encourage them to settle in Lebanon permanently.  Furthermore, some 

opponents of formal refugee camps have argued that the lack of formal camps offers a more 

dignified and sustainable lifestyle for those displaced and provides unique development 

opportunities for overwhelmed locals. (Rainey 2015). 

Many Syrians live in what Lebanese authorities call "informal tented settlements.”  They do not 

have work permits.  In July 2015, officials in the town of Kab Elias in Lebanon's Beqaa Valley, gave 

about 500 residents of the Abu Yasser, a makeshift settlement of 80 shacks, 24 hours to pack up 

and leave.  Each family lives in a makeshift structure of nylon tarps, plastic sheeting and 

mismatched planks.  The eviction notice came as a result of complaints from locals about the 

noise, water consumption and filth from the camp. The locals complain that the refugees are 

depleting the water supply and polluting the fields. Open ditches filled with dirty water appear 

between the shacks.  Despite the eviction order, the refugees refused to leave (Beaubien 2015).  

The UNHCR estimates that in the winter, 660,000 refugees in Lebanon need assistance this winter 

in maintaining their makeshift housing.  Organizations like Oxfam distribute plastic sheets to help 

Syrian refugee families seal their shelters from the elements. 

Urban Areas  
Over one million Syrians have become urban refugees in Turkey for a number of reasons.  First, 

the number of refugees has exceeded camp capacity.  Second, family ties and financial 

independence have enabled some refugees to access shelter in other ways.  Third,  

Syrians who did not enter the country with authorization are not allowed to register to enter a 

camp.  Over a third of urban refugees are not registered.  Urban conditions in Turkey are worse 

than those in the camps.  Many Syrians have trouble finding housing, paying rent, getting jobs, 

or accessing the educational system or health services.  Because of lack of work documents, most 

urban refugees must work either in the informal sector or in otherwise bad conditions at very 

low wages.  The wage deflation causes hostility against Syrian refugees among the Turkish 

population (İçduygu 2015). 


