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Abstract

The latest escalation in hostilities along Lebanon’s southern border is giving rise to emerging needs
that can only be met through a universal and inclusive social protection system. The ongoing armed
conflict is yet another crisis in a plethora of crises that people in Lebanon are left to withstand with
minimal government support. This article demonstrates that a rights-based and inclusive universal
social protection system is necessary in providing protection against risks and life shocks, whether
these are linked to illness, changes in employment, natural or man-made disasters as well as armed
conflicts. A universal social protection system is particularly important in meeting the unique challenges
that groups living in vulnerability, women and children in particular, face during armed conflict. In
February 2024, Lebanon launched its first-ever National Social Protection Strategy. This development
is a milestone in achieving social justice in the country and in establishing a new social contract, with
social rights being its main pillars. While the strategy is an important development, more remains to be
done to secure a universal, inclusive, and rights-based social protection system that caters to the
existing and emerging needs of all people in Lebanon.
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The latest escalation in hostilities along Lebanon’s southern border is giving rise to emerging needs
that can only be met through a universal and inclusive social protection system. The ongoing armed
conflict is yet another crisis in a plethora of crises that people in Lebanon are left to withstand with
minimal government support. This article demonstrates that a rights-based and inclusive universal
social protection system is necessary in providing protection against risks and life shocks, whether
these are linked to illness, changes in employment, natural or man-made disasters as well as armed
conflicts. A universal social protection system is particularly important in meeting the unique challenges
that groups living in vulnerability, women and children in particular, face during armed conflict. In
February 2024, Lebanon launched its first-ever National Social Protection Strategy.

[1]

 This development
is a milestone in achieving social justice in the country and in establishing a new social contract, with
social rights being its main pillars.

[2]

 While the strategy is an important development, more remains to be
done to secure a universal, inclusive, and rights-based social protection system that caters to the
existing and emerging needs of all people in Lebanon.

Israel launched 3,600 strikes on South Lebanon between 8 October 2023 and 19 January 2024,
targeting more than 90 Lebanese villages.

[3]

As of 15 February 2024, more than 88,000 people had been
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displaced since the beginning of the armed conflict
[4]

 along the southern border.
[5]

 At least 52 percent of
those displaced are women and girls.

[6]

 According to Lebanon’s Ministry of Health, 177 people died and
more than 800 were injured.

[7]

 With the vast majority of those injured and dead being men (92
percent), women will find themselves in economic vulnerability and forced to take on the role of
the principal breadwinner.

[8]

 Lebanon lacks social assistance programs for specific groups of women,
including women-headed households.

[9]

 This is despite the fact that about 20 percent of households in
the country are headed by women.

[10]

 Instead, Lebanon’s available social protection schemes are
fragmented, patriarchal and contribute to “widespread social insecurity.”

[11]

Israel’s deliberate and indiscriminate attacks, using white phosphorus against non-military
targets, including agricultural lands

[12]

 endanger the livelihoods of thousands of farmers and
agricultural workers, who are already excluded from the country’s labor code and are
“…considered among the most vulnerable occupational groups in Lebanon.”

[13]

 The sector is also
riddled with gender disparities. Women, who constitute 43 percent of the agricultural workforce, were
found to earn half or two-thirds of the wages paid to men for the same amount of work.

[14]

 Thus, it is
likely that the impact of the destruction of agricultural livelihoods will disproportionately affect
women.

The unofficial truce between Israel and Hamas, which began on 24 November and expired on 1
December 2023 after being renewed twice, provided for some calm along the southern border.

[15]

Farmers who returned to their land amid the truce describe finding their crops “…contaminated with
white phosphorus and dangerous unexploded shells…”

[16]

 Besides issuing recommendations for
farmers, the state is said to be entirely absent.

[17]

 The conflict affected the livelihoods of herders and
farmers, who are unable to herd or care for their animals and land amidst the shelling.

[18]

 The
mayor of a southern Lebanese town reportedly stated that “…half of the 100 chicken farms in the border
areas were destroyed by Israeli attacks, which killed thousands of poultry – the main source of
livelihood for their owners.”

[19]

 Lebanon’s head of the beekeepers’ association confirmed that the
conflict is compromising the livelihoods of 750 beekeepers in the affected areas.

[20]

 Furthermore, the
conflict resulted in the destruction of 123,930 square meters of olive trees, which are considered an
important commodity for the Lebanese economy.

[21]

 The impact of the indiscriminate shelling is expected
to jeopardize one fifth of the national olive production profits, which amounted to nearly USD 23 million
in exports in 2020.

[22]

 The destruction of livelihoods will worsen the socio-economic conditions of
those impacted. 

In the absence of a universal social protection system, the conflict along the southern border will make
a bad situation even worse for Lebanon’s already struggling households. Lebanon continues to grapple
with an economic crisis that the World Bank (WB) ranked among “[…]the top 10, possibly three, most
severe crises episodes globally since 1900.”

[23]

 By February 2023, the Lebanese pound had lost more
than 98 percent of its value prior to the onset of the crisis in 2019.

[24]

 Public assistance, including third-
party payments for health care services, are provided in accordance with the official rate, which is far
from the black market value of the currency.

[25]

 Consequently, those insured by public social security
systems were oftentimes refused admission to hospitals or were asked to deposit large sums of money
to access medical treatment.

[26]

 This is especially the case when considering that Lebanon’s inflation
rate is among the highest globally, standing at 222.42 percent in 2023.

[27]

 Around 80 percent of the
Lebanese live in poverty and nearly half of them, 36 percent, are below the extreme poverty line.

[28]

 In



                                           

this context, several rights are affected, including the right to education and the right to health.

Lebanon’s economic crisis is forcing more and more children out of the classroom and into work. In a
2023 rapid assessment, the UN Children’s Agency (UNICEF) found that 26 percent of sampled
households had children that were not attending school.

[29]

Children’s deprivation of access to education
is particularly worrying among refugee communities, with about half of the sampled Syrian households
having children who were out of school.

[30]

 More families are sending their children to work. According to
the same rapid assessment, 16 percent of Lebanese households and a third of Syrian households had
their children work in order to support household income.

[31]

 To make matters worse, the ongoing
hostilities have forced the closure of around 50 schools in the border area,

[32]

 affecting more than 6,000
students.

[33]

 Moreover, populations experiencing displacement often lose their access to education. In a
survey, 40 percent of sampled young women and girls who were housed in shelters in Lebanon
confirmed that they were not attending any learning.

[34]

The ongoing conflict can also be another breaking point for the psychological wellbeing of people in
Lebanon, and particularly for children. In 2022, one-fifth of Lebanon’s youth (people aged 15 to 24)
reported feeling depressed.

[35]

 As households grapple with conflict-related challenges, the psycho-social
needs of children may exacerbate and be left unaddressed. The same can be said for women. In a
series of consultations led by UN Women and others, it was found that “[w]omen reported an
overwhelming level of stress, frustration and confusion amid the current violence and hostilities.”

[36]

Women and girls who are housed in shelters also experience feelings of insecurity and stress. A recent
survey found that more than half of the 46 adolescent girls and women, aged between 11 and 24,
reported feeling unsafe going to the toilet alone at night.

[37]

UNICEF also found in the 2023 assessment that a staggering 81 percent of sampled households had
decreased their spending on health treatment, up from 75 percent when a similar assessment was
conducted in April 2023.

[38]

 As income and resources shrink, women’s health tends to be perceived as
less of a priority.

[39]

 Research suggests that maternal mortality rates rise during economic crises.
[40]

 This
is the case in Lebanon, where the rate of maternal deaths has nearly tripled between 2019 and 2021.

[41]

Moreover, due to the economic crisis, women who are unable to afford sanitary pads were found to
resort to negative coping mechanisms. A study by Fe-Male and Plan International found that “41.8%
of Lebanese women… had to reduce the number of sanitary pads they use during their menstrual cycle
(meaning they’d use a single pad for a longer period) …”

[42]

 These findings are likely to worsen as
households plunge into further economic distress due to the impact of the armed conflict. Access to
sanitary pads becomes restricted in the context of displacement. Young women and girls stated that
access to sanitary pads was limited in the shelters where they are housed.

[43]

 Gender-based violence
(GBV) also correlates with stressful life experiences.

[44]

 GBV is rampant in Lebanon and cases have
risen particularly against women among Syrian refugees since the onset of the economic crisis.

[45]

 Prior
to the economic crisis, about a third of married Lebanese women were experiencing intimate partner
violence.

[46]

 It is likely that the loss of livelihoods coupled with displacement caused by the
ongoing armed conflict will contribute “…to a generalized level of stress of the sort that is
correlated with higher levels of domestic violence and gender-based violence…”

[47]

Furthermore, the increase in hostilities along the southern border is putting additional strains on the
healthcare sector, which was rapidly disintegrating amid financial collapse.

[48]

 Like the rest of the



                                           

country’s hospitals, health facilities in border towns were already experiencing a shortage of staff, fuel,
and medicine, making them ill-equipped to handle mass casualty events.

[49]

 Within this context, the
Lebanese government’s support remains minimal.

[50]

 Armed conflicts exacerbate health risks due to
limited access to healthcare services, increased exposure to toxic chemicals used in warfare,

[51]

 and
limited access to clean water and sanitation.

[52]

 Together, these factors magnify health concerns among
vulnerable groups, such as women,      children and people with disability.

As people are forced to find housing in safer areas, demand increased on apartments, causing a rise in
rental prices by as much as 100 to 200 percent in some areas.

[53]

 According to the International
Organization for Migration (IOM), the majority of those displaced are staying with host families (81
percent) and13 percent opted to rent apartments elsewhere.

[54]

 Only house two percent of those
displaced are housed in collective shelters.

[55]

 Amid the lack of state support, internally displaced
persons are left to fend for themselves. Aid organizations are providing essential support such as
food, mattresses, pillows and hygiene items.

[56]

 Other support may be available; however, it is
conditional on the type of work that those who are displaced perform.

[57]

 Among those fleeing to safer
regions are Palestinian and Syrian refugees, who have been displaced numerous times before.

[58]

Syrian refugees, who are among the country’s poorest, must also navigate an increasingly hostile
environment, in which access to shelter may be denied.

[59]

The conflict is also disrupting supply lines. In border areas, several pharmacies had reportedly closed
due to the ongoing shelling.

[60]

 Some of the villages became ghost towns with most of their residents
reported to have fled. Bakeries, stores, and groceries have also closed in border towns.

[61]

 This
inevitably impacts livelihoods as well as access to medicine and nutritious food for those who choose to
remain in the villages and towns that are impacted by the ongoing hostilities. Together, these factors
exacerbate the vulnerability of individuals within the conflict zones.

Within this context, and in the absence of state support, informal welfare is being further
entrenched in Lebanon’s fragmented social protection system. In late November 2023, Hezbollah
announced that the party will compensate those directly impacted by the hostilities.

[62]

 This approach is
not uncommon. Sectarian political parties across the board have long provided services to their
constituencies.

[63]

 A clientelist approach to protection must give way to a universal and state-led
social protection system that will strengthen the social contract between citizens and the state
and achieve social justice.

The right to social protection is articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Article
22 states that “ everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to
realization…. of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free
development of his personality.” Article 9 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), an international human rights treaty, recognizes the right to social security.

[64]

 
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, a treaty body that monitors the
implementation of the ICESCR, clarifies the elements of this right. First, the state must make the right to
social security available through a system “… to ensure that benefits are provided for the relevant social
risks and contingencies.”

[65]

 Second, the system should provide for the coverage of principal branches,
including health care, sickness, old age, unemployment, child support, maternity, disability, as well as
survivors and orphans on the death of a breadwinner.

[66]

 Third, the amount and duration of the benefits



                                           

that are made available through the system must be adequate and provide for the realization of
essential economic and social rights.

[67]

 Given that the ICESCR is a legally binding instrument, states
parties are duty-bound to respect, protect, and fulfill the right to social protection of everyone in
territories under their jurisdiction.

[68]

 This is “… without discrimination of any kind as to race,
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other
status.”

[69]

 Social, economic, and cultural rights apply in times of peace, during national
emergencies, and in conflict.

[70]

 The right to social protection is also recognized as a sustainable
development goal.

[71]

 

People in Lebanon cannot be left unaided in withstanding shocks and crises and must benefit from a
formal system that is inclusive, rights-based, and shock-responsive. A universal social protection
scheme would especially benefit women and children, who are exposed to unique vulnerabilities during
armed conflict.

 

*This article is published alongside the infographic "Towards adaptive and shock responsive universal
social protection. Protecting in times of war."
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