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This publication is a report and an appeal from a group of  Leba-
nese cultural actors to decision-makers within the Lebanese govern-
ment and municipalities. It appeals to public officials to recognise the 
usefulness of  shared cultural space and activity for promoting social 
harmony and stability between Syrian migrant and Lebanese host 
communities – a national security goal.

The report identifies government restrictions it sees as unnecessarily 
hindering the exercise and enjoyment of  culture by the Syrian minority 
in Lebanon. Were these to be re-thought and modified or removed 
the implications for contemporary Lebanese society, in general, would 
be positive. The report analyses these restrictions in light of  interna-
tional human rights law and the law of  Lebanon.

Firstly, the coalition fully understands the huge economic and social 
impact of  the Syrian influx into Lebanon and the strain it has put on 
the country’s economy and communities. In its 2016 submission to 
the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (UNCESCR), the Lebanese government has explained:
 

In the government’s own words, there is a lack of  any prospect of   
‘Syrian refugees fleeing war being able to return to their homeland in 
 the near future’.2 These unfortunate circumstances beg a response to  

INTRODUCTION

«The influx of  Syrian migrants has cost Lebanon billions of  dollars, 
placed its economy under heavy pressure and severely strained its 
health, education, electricity and infrastructural services. The Syrian 
migrant crisis has also given rise to social tensions insofar as  
Syrian migrants are competing with Lebanese nationals for the  
meagre employment opportunities available;
The increasingly grave problems of  demographic overcrowding,  
poverty, scarcity of  resources and competition even for low-ranking 
jobs have caused social friction between the Syrian migrants 
and the Lebanese communities hosting them.» 1

1 Page 30. Full Submission available at:
  http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2fC.12%2fLBN%2f2&Lang=en
2 Ibid. Page 32.
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the reality of  increasing social unrest between Lebanese and Syrian 
communities. Central and municipal government responses to the 
influx have at times unnecessarily exacerbated these tensions, and 
hindered efforts at allaying them. This coalition seeks to use culture 
as a way to build bridges between communities and create shared 
cultural space; be it through organised theatre performances; cultural 
workshops; poetry and writing; music and concerts, and other forms 
of  cultural activity. Like access to education, access to culture also 
works against the spread of  terrorist ideologies, which feed off aliena-
tion and desperation within poor and segregated communities.
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The coalition supports central and municipal government policy 
that allows and promotes opportunities for affordable, shared, 
social and cultural activity between Lebanese citizens and Syrian 
refugees, whatever their legal status. Policies that favour a shared 
cultural freedom and space give opportunities for real understanding, 
empathy and respect between individuals of  different communities to 
develop. Such policies include those implemented by international aid 
organisations, NGOs and local civil society actors and communities 
themselves. 

Artists can act as representatives – voices – of  their communities; 
communicating and expressing  collective sentiments and experiences 
to other groups. Once this societal role is taken seriously, existing 
government restrictions on the ability of  Syrian artists to perform and 
express themselves become concerning, for they curtail Syrian artists‘ 
rights to express and communicate sentiments of, and for, their own 
communities, as well as for Lebanese audiences. Opportunities for 
shared cultural dialogue are lost.

This group does not support, nor believe in the productiveness, 
of  policy measures based on segregation. Real and meaningful 
understanding and trust stem from direct shared experience and 
communication. This stands in comparison to xenophobic populism 
and media sensationalism. The forced segregation of  communities 
from one another is a sure means to inciting fear by normalising 
discrimination and distrust. The documented cases of  municipal 
curfews, as well as restrictions and prohibitions on access to certain 
public spaces by Syrians, are clear examples of  such policies.

SUMMARY
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“Balanced cultural, social and economic development of  the regions
is a basic pillar of  national unity and structural stability.”

Paragraph (g) Preamble

Lebanese Constitution

“Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of  the 
community.”

Article 27(1)

Universal Declaration of  Human Rights

Lebanon, founding drafter 1948

“States Parties recognize the right of  everyone to take part in cultural life.”

Article 15(1)(a)

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

Signed by Lebanon 1991

“States Parties undertake to prohibit and to eliminate racial discrimination 
in all its forms and to guarantee the right of  everyone, without distinction 

as to race, colour, or national or ethnic origin: the right to equal participati-
on in cultural activities.”

Article 5 (e) (vi))

International Convention on the Elimination of  All Forms of  Racial Discrimination

Signed by Lebanon 1971

“States Parties shall respect and promote the right of  the child to participate 
fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of  

appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and 
leisure activity.”

Article 31(2)

International Convention on the Rights of  the Child

Signed by Lebanon 1991
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Residency and work permits
In order to perform or practice in all legality, Syrian artists are requi-
red to have a work permit. Difficulties in obtaining a work permit are 
connected to those of  renewing a residency permit. New residency 
procedures introduced by the Lebanese government in 2015 are so 
onerous and costly ‘that it is extremely difficult for people to meet the 
requirements’.3 This has left many refugees without legal status in the 
country, effectively illegal and devoid of  any rights.

The vast majority of  Syrians within Lebanon are registered with the 
UNHCR, and have been required to make a ‘pledge not to work’, 
signed in the presence of  a notary, when obtaining their Lebanese 
residency permits.4 Syrians not registered with the UNHCR are re-
quired to provide a ‘pledge of  responsibility’ from a Lebanese natio-
nal acting as their sponsor when renewing their residency. Lebanese 
sponsors commit to obtaining a work permit for the Syrian national 
and are liable for any misdemeanour on their behalf  as well as being 
responsible for their work, housing, food and other costs.5 Only a 
small number of  Syrians have a sponsor.

SYRIAN ARTISTS

3 For full details of  the restrictions see: Amnesty International, Pushed to the edge: Syrian refugees face increased restrictions in Le-  
  banon, June 2015, available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde24/1785/2015/en/
4 Amnesty International, Submission to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: Lebanon, Sep 2016, Pages 10-11.  
  Available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde18/4435/2016/en/
5 Ibid.
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Culture as ‘work’
A major issue concerning Syrian artists seeking to perform and ex-
press themselves publicly; to partake in cultural life, has been the Le-
banese government’s strict conflation of  artistic practice, expression 
and activity with commercial activity, or what it defines as ‘work’. 
Syrian artists who have managed to perform for Lebanese and Syrian 
audiences, for either no or small amounts of  money – and who are 
unable to obtain a work permit let alone renew their residency – are 
investigated and subjected to questioning by the General Security; 
compelled to re-sign a ‘pledge not to work’ or to find a sponsor.6  Those 
who are designated to have been ‘working’, even intermittently, without 
meeting the new requirements with regard to sponsorship, are at risk 
of  arrest and detention if  caught.7

Living under such conditions has compelled many talented Syrian 
artists to seek to leave Lebanon. Many who cannot have fallen into 
self-censorship. The valuable potential of  Syrian artists as cultural  
intermediaries between the Lebanese and Syrian communities is 
being lost.

The Committee of  the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights request States parties, ‘to bear in mind that cultural activi-
ties… have economic and cultural dimensions, conveying identity, 
values and meanings. They must not be treated as having solely a 
commercial value.8  …States parties should adopt measures to protect 
and promote the diversity of  cultural expressions… In this respect, 
due regard should be paid to human rights standards, including the 
right to information and expression, and to the need to protect the 
free flow of  ideas by word and image.’ 9

In light of  the reality that many Syrian artists are unable to gain 
work, let alone residency permits due to such draconian restrictions, 
we call on the Lebanese government to stop penalising artists who 
perform publicly.

Restrictions on cultural rights of  Syrian children: case study
The Caravan is a Lebanese group of  professional theatre artists whose 
workshops train Syrians in refugee settlements to perform. One 
such project in 2016 sought to tour with two Syrian children within  
Lebanon, to express their stories to Lebanese audiences. The two 
youths were denied travel permits for a two day period on the grounds 

6 Interviews conducted with Syrian artists in Beirut, October 2017.
7 Amnesty International, Pushed to the edge: Syrian refugees face increased restrictions in Lebanon, Page 18.
8 See also: UNESCO, Convention on the Protection and Promotion of  the Diversity of  Cultural Expressions, preamble, para. 18. See   
  also the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, art. 8.
9 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 21 Right of  Everyone to Take Part in Cultural Life (Art.  
  15, para. 1(a) of  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), Dec 2009, Para. 43. Available at: http://  
  tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2fC.12%2fGC%2f21&Lang=en
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of  having no residency and no work permit, despite the performance 
being non-commercial.

The denial of  travel permits for these Syrian youth - for the pur-
poses of  a theatre performance - is an apparent violation of  their 
right, under article 31 paragraph 2 of  the Convention on the Rights of  the 
Child, to participate fully in cultural and artistic life. The discrimina-
tory grounds for the denial, namely their de facto illegal status, are 
grounds prohibited by the Convention under Article 2 para 1.
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Municipal curfews applying exclusively to Syrians are  
discriminatory and disproportionate policies that breach 
both Lebanese and international human rights law. They 
are harmful to  prospects of  Syrian-Lebanese dialogue and 
understanding.

Since 2014 curfews targeting the Syrian communities have been 
implemented in at least 45 municipalities and prohibit the presence 
of  Syrians outside of  their dwellings in the evenings.10 Syrians may 
face fines, short-term imprisonment or police harassment if  they are 
caught outside of  their homes. Syrians may also face harassment by 
Lebanese citizens who have taken it upon themselves to enforce the 
curfews.11 It is clear that curfews disproportionately effect poor Syri-
ans, who are routinely profiled as a security threat based purely on 
their appearances.

In almost all cases curfews are justified by municipalities as necessary 
and proportionate on the basis of  security concerns. Within these  
municipalities, however, these have not been substantiated on the basis 
of  any proven substantial increase in crime rates.12 The security  
concerns referred to in most municipalities are minor offences, such 
as theft or public disturbance; instances that are able to be dealt 
with according to regular law enforcement measures; and which do 
not require such extreme discriminatory action, the effect of  which  
promotes generalised distrust and discrimination by Lebanese against 
Syrians.13 

Conflating terror attacks with Syrian residents: suspicion leading to further  
segregation
Some municipalities in border regions have instigated curfews on  
Syrians in response to terrorist attacks. In these cases authorities  
confirmed the perpetrators as belonging to terrorist groups operating 
from within Syrian, with no proven connection to the resident  
Syrian population in Lebanon.14 Concerns over terrorist organisations  
infiltrating poor Syrian communities have recently lead to raids, mass  
arrests and detentions by Lebanese authorities, as well as a generalised 

SYRIAN COMMUNITIES

10 Human Rights Watch, Lebanon: At Least 45 Local Curfews Imposed on Syrian Refugees, Oct 2014. Available at:
   https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/10/03/lebanon-least-45-local-curfews-imposed-syrian-refugees
11 The Daily Star Lebanon, Aley vigilantes enforce nighttime curfews on Syrians, Apr 2014. Available at: http://www.dailystar.com.lb/  
   News/Local-News/2013/Apr-08/212903-aley-vigilantes-enforce-nighttime-curfews-on-syrians.ashx
12 Legal Agenda, Refugees Under Curfew: The War of  Lebanese Municipalities Against the Poor, Dec 2014. Available at: http://le  
   gal-agenda.com/en/article.php?id=674&folder=articles&lang=en
13 Ibid. 
14 Reuters, Syrians in Lebanon Hit by Arrests, Curfews and Hostility After Bombings, July 2016. Available at: http://www.reuters.com/ 
   article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-lebanon-idUSKCN1051KO
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15 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 21 Right of  Everyone to Take Part in Cultural Life 
   (Art. 15, para. 1(a) of  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), Dec 2009, Para. 16(a). Available at:   
   http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2fC.12%2fGC%2f21&Lang=en
16 Ibid.

tightening of  restrictions on the social and cultural space (curfews;  
restrictions on access to public space; and freedom of   movement). The 
effect of  these generalised restrictions is to leave the Syrian population 
even more segregated and alienated than before. It is well known that 
the spread of  terrorist ideologies occurs in such discriminatory condi-
tions of  isolation and desperation, where there is a complete absence 
of  meaningful social-cultural activities.

Illegality of  discriminatory curfews under Lebanese law
The municipal authorities of  Lebanon do not retain the legal authority 
to impose or enforce curfews on any section of  the population. The  
power to impose and enforce curfews lies exclusively with the Lebanese 
military authority as according to the Lebanese Military Code.  
A curfew may only be enacted in accordance with notification from the 
Lebanese government declaring a military zone or state of  emergency. 

Given the lame functioning of  the central government, municipalities 
have largely been left on their own to respond the Syrian influx, 
at their own discretion. There is no doubt that these exceptional 
circumstances pose serious dilemmas for municipalities whose 
mandate is to act in the best interests of  those residing within their 
territory. These circumstances cannot, however be used to justify 
such disregard for Lebanon’s rule of  law. The wide-spread breach 
of  Lebanese law by municipal authorities acting beyond their 
legal authority is an alarming trend in the country’s administrative 
decision-making. This becomes particularly clear when concern 
is paid to the effect on Lebanon‘s obligations under international 
human rights law.

Illegality of  these curfews under international human rights law
Among many other discriminatory impacts on their rights, curfews 
deprive Syrian minorities, particularly the poor, from their human 
rights to take part in cultural life. Open access to public spaces is a 
key component of  the right to take part in cultural life. The CESCR 
has explained that cultural goods and services that ought to be open 
for all to enjoy and benefit from include ‘the shared open spaces 
essential to cultural interaction, such as parks, squares, avenues and 
streets’.15 The rationale being that, ‘of  all the cultural goods, one of  
special value is the productive intercultural kinship that arises where 
diverse groups, minorities and communities can freely share the same 
territory’.16
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17 Article 4 Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights; see also Committee General Comment No 21. Para. 19
18 Committee General Comment No 21. Para. 19
19 For a similar definition see art. 1, ICERD; art. 1, CEDAW; and art. 2 of  the Convention on the Rights of  Persons with Disabilities   
   (CRPD). The Human Rights Committee comes to a similar interpretation in its general comment No. 18, paragraphs 6 and 7.
20 Non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural rights: art. 2, para. 2, of  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and   
   Cultural Rights
21 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 20  Non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural  
   rights (art. 2, para. 2, of  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), July 2009, Para. 35. Available at:   
   http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2fC.12%2fGC%2f20&Lang=en
22 Ibid. Para 13

An unlawful limitation on the right to take part in cultural life
International human rights law acknowledges the need to limit 
certain rights in the general public interest, in certain circumstances. 
For a limitation to be valid it must pursue a legitimate aim; be strictly 
necessary for the general welfare; and must be a proportionate measure 
according to the aim (the ‘least restrictive‘ measure’).17  ‘There is a 
need to take into consideration existing international human rights 
standards on limitations that can or cannot be legitimately imposed 
on rights that are intrinsically linked to the right to take part in 
cultural life, namely the rights to peaceful assembly and to freedom 
of  association.’ 18 

The municipal aim of  maintaining public order and security is a 
legitimate public policy aim. Curfews are preventative security 
measures designed to stop security incidents from occurring. However 
in the absence of  clear evidence directly connecting the entire residing 
Syrian community to any dramatic, generalised increase in crime, 
curfews cannot be considered as ‘strictly necessary’ for this aim. 
Curfews affecting entire Syrian communities are also a dispro-
portionate means to pursuing this public order aim, for they infringe 
upon a whole host of  human rights affecting an entire section of  the 
population, a means which cannot be considered ‘the least restrictive’. 
The rights affected are numerous (such as the right to health when 
requiring medical care or attention); and include those listed in the 
committee‘s general comment: the right to peaceful assembly and 
freedom of  association.

A discriminatory practice
Non-discrimination is a central component of  international human 
rights law, reflected in all major human rights treaties.19 The 
convention disallows discriminatory restrictions on the right to take 
part in cultural life on the basis of  a person’s nationality or legal 
status 20 as well as those based on class 21. 

Differential treatment based on prohibited grounds will be viewed as 
discriminatory unless ‘the justification for differentiation is reasonable 
and objective’.22 Curfews that only target members of  the Syrian 
communities are discriminatory because the basis of  their justification 
– that the presence of  any Syrian on the streets after curfew hours 
will result in a public order disturbance or security attack – cannot 
be considered reasonable (nor proportionate to the goal of  public 
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security given he amount of  rights they violate). The differentiation 
is also not based on objective grounds; the founding assertion that 
entire residing Syrian communities have been the direct and proven 
cause of  any generalised dramatic increase in crime is false.

Under international law, a failure to act in good faith to comply with 
the obligation to guarantee that the rights enunciated in the Covenant 
will be exercised without discrimination23 amounts to a violation.24  

Covenant rights can be violated through the direct action or omission 
by States parties, including through their institutions or agencies at 
the national and local levels.25 

Discriminatory curfews as violations on Syrian minorities’ cultural rights
Municipal curfews on the Syrian resident population in Lebanon 
constitute a violation of  the human rights of  the Syrian communities 
to take part in cultural life. They are, therefore, a violation of  
Lebanon’s obligations under the international human rights treaties 
it has signed. Under the Covenant the Lebanese government is under 
an obligation to act to intervene to stop the municipal curfews and 
prevent any further rights violations.26

Violations on the right to take part in cultural life mean that across the 
country there is now less space and opportunity for, in the words of  
the committee, ‘the productive intercultural kinship that arises where 
diverse groups, minorities and communities can freely share the same 
territory’. The coalition fears that the ongoing segregation of  Syrians 
from Lebanese will eventually lead to greater and deeper security 
concerns in the future, as the conditions of  ongoing discrimination 
and segregation become increasingly normalised across the country.  

23 Non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural rights: art. 2, para. 2, of  the International Covenant on Economic, Social and   
   Cultural Rights
24 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 20  Non-discrimination, para 14.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid. Para 39
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In acknowledgement of  the role culture can play in bringing commu-
nities together, dispelling social unrest and tension as well as combating 
terrorist ideologies, we request the following of  Lebanese public  
decision-makers. We make the following requests on the basis of   
international human rights and Lebanese law.

  I)  Allow a degree of  leniency for Syrian cultural performers 
      who are unable to obtain a work or residency permit, in  
     order that they may express themselves for the benefit of  
           their own and other communities, and contribute to cultural 
        life in Lebanon. Allow the financial remuneration for  
             cultural     performances up until a a certain amount without a  
      work permit. Allow Syrian performers or those wishing to 
              participate in cultural activities outside of  their residency  
      areas the right to travel for the purposes of  participating 
      in cultural events and activities; 

 II)  Do not use curfews as a de facto policy approach to contain 
           and segregate whole Syrian communities. Such policies are  
   discriminatory by nature and disproportionately harm  
      Syrians communities whilst reinforcing racist and harmful 
       stereotypes. They will lead to more distrust between Leba- 
        nese and Syrian communities. Such policies should only be 
     implemented by those legally permitted to do so under  
   Lebanese law, namely the army in conjunction with  
      the parliament.

In it’s own report to the CESCR the Lebanese government has stated: 

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

27 Para 154. Full Submission available at:
   http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2fC.12%2fLB

“If  the influx of  migrants continues at its present rate and the Lebanese 
Government is required to shoulder further burdens … at a time when 
international concern is waning and less financial support is being 
provided by international humanitarian organizations, even greater 
pressure will be placed on the meagre resources that the Government 
has at its disposal to assist the Syrian migrants and the communities 
hosting them which, already suffering from poverty, are in dire need of  
urgent financial and in-kind support and sustainable socioeconomic 
aid programmes.” 27
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The cultural organisations and individuals who indeed are attempting 
to provide such in-kind support and social-cultural (if  not social-
economic) programmes to these communities are facing problems as 
a result of  the government restrictions outlined in this report. 

Once again we request that decision-makers acknowledge the 
importance of  culture in creating harmonious relationships between 
Syrian migrant and Lebanese host communities, and follow the 
recommendations provided in this report. 


