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palestinian refugees in lebanon have spent the last sixty 
years trapped in limbo. this is their story
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It could be 
paradise.
turquoise mediterranean 
waves gently lap against 
the seashell-littered shore; 
it’s sunny with a slight sea 
breeze. inland hills give way 
to peninsulas that jut out 
from the picturesque coast. 
this could be a nice spot to 
relax with a drink as the sun 
sets; the next undiscovered 
holiday destination.

but Jal al-bahr isn’t paradise.   
Jal al-bahr is an “informal 
palestinian community” 
in southern lebanon – an 
unofficial refugee camp. 

the kilometre-long sprawl 
of shacks is crammed 
between the coast and a 
potholed road not far from 
the ancient city of tyre. plastic 
bottles and bags, discarded 
sandals and other refuse litter 
the beach. yet more trash 
burns in the distance, rising in 
a noxious black smoke. 

children play in the 
sand, oblivious to their 
surroundings. the lined 
faces of older residents 
– who sit in front of their 
makeshift houses, generally 
unemployed – make it clear 
that life in Jal al-bahr is no day 
at the beach.

Looking east across the Sabra and  
Shatila camps, South Beirut

Disused fishing boats at Jal al-Bahr
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PalestInIan Informal communItIes, or 
“gatherIngs”, such as Jal al-Bahr are the 
result of rampant overcrowding in the twelve officially-
mandated Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. 
They were formed in 1948 after the Israeli occupation 
of Palestine and the subsequent flood of refugees 
fleeing north from the war. The land allotted for the 
official camps has not changed since their inception, 
despite the number of Palestinians in Lebanon growing 
exponentially over the past sixty years to well upwards 
of four hundred thousand. 

The result for these refugees has been a disaster:  
the population density of camps such as south Beirut’s 
Bourj al-Barajneh is said to be higher than Mumbai 
or Hong Kong. As such, the majority of Palestinian 
households within the settlements have little access 
to natural sunlight as the buildings huddle ever closer 
together and rise vertically to accommodate inhabitants. 
There is intense poverty and a paucity of the most  

basic services. Armed militias [1] seeking to assert power 
and settle scores occasionally clash. Lawlessness and a 
feeling of alienation from their Lebanese hosts means the 
refugees’ situation is nothing short of desperate. 

the alternatIves to these offIcIal 
camPs, like Jal al-Bahr, are no better than the camps 
themselves. Rather, it’s a series of trade-offs: residents 
get sun and sea, a backdrop that many Palestinians in 
Lebanon (confined to dark alleyways) can only dream 
of. In these gatherings, the ideological and political 
groups that maintain militias also find it harder to 
establish a foothold. [2] This spares Gathering residents 
from the violence that they bring in tow. 

Yet those who live here are still subject to the 
poverty, hopelessness and alienation that contribute to 
a dire living situation. They are also farther away from 
NGO services and other support structures.

[1] The two most 
dominant factions 
in Lebanon are 
Fatah and Hamas.  
Respectively, Fatah 
heads a collection 
of groups under 
the umbrella of the 
PLO, and Hamas 
leads an alliance of 
groups that oppose 
the PLO, known as 
Tahaluf.  Support for 
groups is variable 
from camp to camp. 
The groups compete 
for the allegiances of 
residents by providing 
services and funding.   
While Fatah and 
Hamas are restrained 
towards one another, 
tensions between 
less-disciplined fringe 
groups and attacks 
by the more radical 
Islamist factions 
have the potential to 
drag all parties into 
combat.
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 “It’s better in the camps,” says Sultana, an ageing 
Palestinian woman drinking coffee in front of her shack. 
“In the camps you have services. Here we have nothing.”

Sultana, whose name means “Queen” in Arabic, says 
she is from a village in the northern part of present-day 
Israel. Most of the other women sitting with her hail 
from the same region. Only one woman in the group was 
actually born in Palestine; the rest have only known the 
shores of southern Lebanon. For them, the closeness of 
the tense Lebanese-Israeli border is a tease – it’s barely  
a twenty kilometre drive to their ancestral homeland.  
Yet this is most likely a journey that none will ever take, 
given the continuing stalemate in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Rashidiya camp, five kilometres down the road  
and south of Tyre, is even closer to the frontier.  

Isolated by the Lebanese Armed Forces, Rashidiya 
sometimes faces ugly manifestations of violence 
between its rival militias. It’s not uncommon to hear 
grenade explosions and gunfights.

For Jal al-Bahr’s residents, however, it’s the scenic 
backdrop they are privy to that is most worrying:  
“In the winter, during storms, the sea rises up and 
floods our houses” says Sultana. She points from her 
shack (which sleeps five on the floor of the living room) 
down the coast to a jagged concrete pillar – the only 
remnants of a home that has succumbed to the sea.

Sultana’s roof – made of the same rusting metal used 
to build most of the structures – cannot stop the rain 
during the winter and turns her house into an oven in 
the summer months.

[2] While these 
groups are able to 
hold clout in the 
isolation of the camps 
and force residents to 
become dependent 
on them, the informal 
Gatherings — without 
walls, checkpoints 
or isolation – give 
a higher sense of 
personal liberty, 
reducing the power  
of militias. 
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Jobs are also hard to come by. While official 
unemployment rates run at around ten percent in 
Lebanon, stringent labour laws and restrictions,  
both formal and informal, are placed on Palestinians, 
pushing their unemployment rate to a much higher 
figure. Despite being by the sea, there are few fishing 
boats in Jal al-Bahr due to regulations placed on 
foreigners owning boats in Lebanon. Life is hard for 
these people and it shows no signs of getting easier.

“are you guys PalestInIan or leBanese?” 
says the cabbie to Sam, my photographer, and I.

“I’m American – he’s British. We’re journalists, from 
Beirut,” I reply in Arabic.

He shakes his head.  “You’re not going to get into the 
camp as ajnabi (foreign) journalists.  The army doesn’t 
like it — it’s forbidden.”

We’re riding in an unregistered taxi towards 
Rashidiya camp, edging closer and closer to the Israeli 
border. Osama, our cabbie, is Palestinian. Because 
of this he not legally allowed to work as a driver, 
according to Lebanese law — hence the anonymous, 
battered white Benz, minus the red license plates that 
Lebanese cabs are supposed to carry.

“My cousin is from Rashidiya, but he got out. He got 
Danish citizenship – he’s lucky,” continues Osama. 
“Then when he came back to visit his family, the 
Lebanese army wouldn’t let him in the camp because  
of his European passport.”

We could go to the mukhabarat (secret police)  
to try to get permission as Osama suggests. However, 
foreigners and citizens aren’t technically allowed to 
report without the blessing of the government, despite 
the country’s relatively liberal press laws; not to mention 
the fact that Osama is driving his cab illegally. So this 
doesn’t seem like a particularly good idea.

While city-based camps, such as Shatila in Beirut, 
meld into their urban environment as a slum, more rural 
camps have been isolated by the Lebanese government. 
Rashidiya is a case in point: it is surrounded by fences and 
has well-armed Lebanese Armed Forces checkpoints at 
the entrances. This arrangement keeps the Palestinians in 
and, for the most part, the prying eyes of the world out.

“Yalla, we’ll just try,” says Osama.
As we approach the army checkpoint, in the hope of 

sneaking by unnoticed, a soldier holding an M-16 moves 
in front of the car, spotting the foreigners. Our passports 
are taken, checked and after a short period of time, we 
are turned back down the road we approached on.

of all the ProBlems facIng PalestInIan 
refugees In leBanon, “the most important one 
is how little hope they have,” Hoda Samra Souaiby, a 
UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) information 

A beachfront home in Jal al-Bahr,  
Tyre, South Lebanon

Children of the Sabra and Shatila camps
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officer tells me from within the organisation’s  
fortified south Beirut compound. “They have very  
few opportunities.”

Until almost a decade ago, Palestinians were barred 
by Lebanese law from working in over seventy 
professions. Since then, the ban on nearly fifty of those 
has been lifted, following both internal and external 
pressures to do so.  Still, Palestinians are not allowed 
to work in syndicated jobs — such as law, medicine and 
a host of others — which require Lebanese citizenship 
for more than ten years. Palestinians, of course, don’t 
have citizenship. What the laws also don’t show is the  
de facto situation where Palestinians are severely 
hindered in acquiring work permits — necessary for 
most jobs that do not involve manual labour.

the BIggest fear for many leBanese Is 
“tawtIn” — the naturalisation of Palestinians in 
Lebanon. Some Lebanese fear that giving rights to 
Palestinians (such as the right to own land and work 
within certain occupations) would serve as a stepping 
stone to citizenship. This would further confuse the 
country’s already turbulent electoral demographics 
and give a voice to a large population that many 
Lebanese view as outsiders.

 Palestinians are also worried: naturalisation  
would mean the end of their struggle to return home. 
Lebanese citizenship would signal a surrender in the 
struggle to reclaim their homeland. All those who went 
down fighting, or passed away in the camps dreaming 
of a return to Palestine, would have died in vain.

There are more basic concerns to deal with first. 
Palestinians want more rights within the Lebanese 
state: to pursue an education, to travel freely, to enter 
any occupation and to own land. These are simple, 
unalienable civil liberties taken for granted by many  

in the world. The Palestinians in Lebanon do not have 
them. At the same time, large segments of the Lebanese 
populace have come to view the Palestinians as a 
scape-goat for Lebanon’s problems and are unwilling 
to budge.

Since arriving in Lebanon, Palestinians have found 
themselves consistently at the centre of controversy. 
Under the 1969 Cairo Agreement between the PLO and 
the Lebanese state, Palestinian subjects in Lebanon 
were given the right to live, work and move freely 
within the country. The more notorious clause to 
the agreement was permission for armed Palestinian 
groups to carry out raids from within Lebanon’s 
boundaries against Israel — a right that would cause 
considerable problems for Lebanon after the PLO 
was expelled from Jordan during 1970’s bloody 

In exIle
Red points denote major Lebanese cities; black points show the 
location of UNRWA-mandated Palestinian camps

Goats feed among the debris in the  
Sabra and Shatila camps
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[3] While the 
Cairo Agreement 
guaranteed the  
rights of Palestinians 
to move freely  
within Lebanon,  
the country’s vague 
laws concerning 
refugees and their 
status in Lebanon 
make it a potential 
danger for many to 
leave the camps.   
The harsh attitudes 
of some in Lebanese 
society towards 
Palestinians and de 
facto segregation add 
to this. Outside of the 
more volatile camps, 
checkpoints manned 
by the Lebanese army 
are an intimidating 
factor. They can cause 
problems for refugees 
entering and exiting 
if they don’t have a 
good reason for doing 
so – such as looking 
for a hard-to-obtain 
job outside the camp.  

mediterranean 
sea

occupied 
palestine
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Today things are more peaceful, but the use of camps 
as military staging areas is not over in Lebanon. In 2007, 
the fundamentalist group Fatah al-Islam established a 
foothold in northern Lebanon’s Naher al-Bared refugee 
camp. This led to a three-month-long pitched battle 
with the Lebanese Armed Forces and ended with the 
destruction of the camp and scores of civilian casualties. 
While Fatah al-Islam and other al-Qaeda-style groups 
are certainly not the norm for Palestinians in Lebanon, 
many other factions (both Palestinian and Lebanese) 
continue to maintain militias and occasionally battle in 
the camps across the country. [5]

“runnIng our servIces the way we do — 
away from politics and ideologies — contributes to de-
radicalisation” says the UNRWA’s Hoda Samra Souaiby.

[4] As the PLO began 
conducting a greater 
number of attacks out 
of southern Lebanon 
against Israel, hard 
hitting reprisals were 
inevitable. This raised  
distrust toward the 
organisation among 
the Lebanese people.  
Effectively forming a 
militant state within 
a state, the PLO and 
the leftist, socialist-
leaning Lebanese 
groups allied with 
it quickly racked 
up enemies within 
Lebanon – tensions 
that would eventually 
contribute to the 
outbreak of civil war in 
the mid 1970s.  

“Black September”. Lebanon became its main base of 
operations, leading to increased Israeli reprisals and 
disenchantment towards the PLO among many in the 
country. Since then, the rights of Palestinians have been 
systematically curtailed by the Lebanese authorities. [3]

durIng the 1970s, the Plo IncreasIngly 
gaIned PromInence In leBanon – so much 
so that large parts of the country became informally 
known as “Fatahland” after Fatah, the still-dominant 
party within the PLO. This would cause tensions 
to simmer with rightist Lebanese groups viewing 
militant Palestinian groups as violating the nation’s 
sovereignty.  The PLO’s activity would be a driving 
factor in the country’s fifteen-year-long civil war. [4]
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In an environment where militias and political parties 
represent one of the only forms of social mobility, this 
is a real struggle. [6] 

 UNRWA is the primary assistance-giving 
organisation for Palestinians in Lebanon. Its mission 
to create a better world for refugees is an uphill battle. 
Continually suffering from funding shortages and 
project delays, due to armed conflicts within Lebanon in 
recent years, the quality of the group’s services has been 
deteriorating. However, the organisation is still the largest 
single employer of Palestinians in Lebanon. 

“UNRWA is a tool of stability inside the camps and 
in Lebanon as a whole,” says Souaiby. “Such problems 
do not know any boundaries, so any problems that 
affect the inhabitants of the camps will affect the 
problems of everybody in the country.” 

Despite these problems over the past sixty 
years, Souaiby says UNRWA will stay put as long as 
Palestinian refugees are away from their homes. 

Besides, things used to be a lot worse.

hIdden BehInd a Jungle of Pushcarts 
sellIng everythIng from hammers to Arabic 
pop CDs, the narrow gate to the mass grave at Shatila 
is easy to miss. Once inside, the memorial is also barely 
recognisable: an empty, dusty lot strewn with rubbish, 
a pile of cinderblocks marking the spot where an 
indeterminate number of bodies lie. It’s towered over 
by a couple of sun-bleached billboards of mutilated 
bodies and buildings showing the aftermath of the 
massacre. The site keeper is nowhere to be found, but 
a few scrawny chickens peck around the rubble and an 
old dog slouches in the shade near the gate.

It was here, at Shatila camp and the neighbouring 
slum of Sabra in September 1982, that an estimated two 
thousand Palestinian civilians were murdered by the 
Phalange militia. [7] 

The massacre was aided and abetted by the 
occupying Israeli Defense Forces as retribution for 
the assassination of Bachir Gemayel the week before 
(who it turns out, was not killed by the Palestinians, 
but rather by a Syrian sympathiser and fellow Maronite 
Christian). The Phalange made a token gesture towards 
covering their tracks: they trucked away a lot of 
bodies to the Golf Club of Lebanon in the south Beirut 
neighbourhood of Bir Hassan, according to veteran 
British journalist Robert Fisk and others, and buried 
them on a fairway. Those that are in the ground in 
Shatila are the ones that were left dead in the camp.

Last September, during the week leading up to the 
anniversary of the massacres, the site got a facelift.  
One of the sun-bleached billboards was replaced with 
a new one, depicting some of the more gory scenes 
from Lebanon’s 2006 war with Israel. The old billboard 
depicting the burial of corpses by bulldozer in 1982 
was left standing. The cinderblocks were replaced by a 
small altar, with an Arabic inscription. It’s more fitting, 
but it’s still not much.

It’s mid-morning when I arrive on the anniversary 
of the massacres in mid-September. The old airport 
road takes me from Beirut with its Francophone cafés and 

recently vacated nightclubs to the unseen squalour of 
the camps. I take a minibus, filled with Syrian migrant 
workers — it’s cheaper than a taxi, not to mention that 
many Lebanese cabbies in the more privileged areas of 
the city refuse to drive anywhere near the camps.

When I get to Shatila, I putter around the massacre 
site, taking photos of a wreath laid on the newly-
installed altar. As I look at the new billboard, the site 
keeper emerges from his shack, shaking his hand in a 
sideways fashion – the classic colloquial Arabic sign 
language for “What are you doing?”

I ask him if there are going to be any commemorative 
activities today. He shrugs. “There were some people 
here earlier, around nine o’clock. You missed them. 
There were maybe thirty. Some were European.  
That’s it.”

Sadly, when I move to the market street to corroborate 
his story, few young people seem to know why today 
was so special. Some mention that they saw a small 
procession earlier.

the kInd of sanctIty that Is attrIButed 
to other sItes of great human tragedy, 
suffering and eventual death – from Auschwitz to 
Normandy to the killing fields of Choeung Ek outside 
Phnom Penh – is absent here. With busy streets 
running beside the site, there is no quiet rest here. 

[6] Unable to secure 
mainstream jobs or 
even to pursue an 
education, militant 
party politics continue 
to be a strong draw for 
youth.  In a matter of 
days or weeks, young 
men can go from 
being unemployed 
and unimportant to 
holding an automatic 
rifle and rising 
through the ranks 
of any one of the 
many political parties 
present in the camps .

[5] The factions 
represented in 
the camps are 
tongue-twisting: 
the Popular Front 
for the Liberation 
of Palestine, the 
Palestinian Popular 
Struggle Front, 
Hamas, Fatah, Fatah 
al-Intifada, Syrian-
backed Saiqa, Amal, 
Mustaqbal, Hizballah, 
the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of 
Palestine General 
Command, Jund 
al-Sham, and the 
Democratic Front 
for the Liberation 
of Palestine are just 
a few. Despite the 
overall atmosphere 
of severity 
surrounding such 
groups, it’s difficult 
not to think back to 
the Monty Python 
film Life of Brian 
where the characters 
discuss the differences 
between the People’s 
Front of Judea 
and their rivals the 
Judean People’s 
Front.

The kitchen of a house in the  
Jal al-Bahr collective
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While people flock to other massacre sites across the 
world to pay their respects and show resolve that 
no such tragedy should happen again, the Sabra and 
Shatila site is more or less ignored.

  It’s hard to tell why exactly Shatila escapes history.  
For some in the camp, it seems that the simple horror 
of the event is too much to revisit. For others, it may 
be that the event was never resolved — unlike some of 
the world’s other notorious killing fields, there was no 
justice in the end, no result.  Rather, here in Shatila, life 
remains the same; unchanged.

I’ve mIssed the start of wInter In shatIla.  
I’ve been in and out of the country and couldn’t make 
some of my weekly treks to the camp to trawl for stories 
and remind myself of what life is like for many in 
Lebanon. When I return on a slightly overcast morning 
in February, the ground at the mass grave has sprung 
to life — grass and weeds springing from the ground in 
a green mess in a stark contrast to the dustiness of the 
site I’d become accustomed to. In fact, I’ve rarely seen 
places in Beirut look so green. The chilling thought that 
decomposing organic matter makes excellent fertiliser 
briefly passes through my mind. 

For the first time, there are other visitors: two 
men run in through the gates full tilt, with armfuls of 
pirated DVDs, seeking refuge from unseen pursuers in 

the thin, scraggy woods near the walls – evidently they 
haven’t come to pay their respects.  

In the winter morning, between the hills closest to 
Beirut, you can just barely catch a glimpse of the snowy 
slopes of the Mount Lebanon range where tourists and 
the country’s pampered elite carve down the pistes. 
Yet, less than fifty kilometres away, on the ground in 
Shatila, with its war-shattered buildings, open sewage 
drains, goats chewing away at piles of refuse and the 
odd gunman lazily slinging an AK over his shoulder, 
skiing as a concept dissolves from memory.

Much closer than the mountains – just on the out-
skirts of the Sabra slum – looms the refurbished Camille 
Chamoun Stadium, separated from Sabra and Shatila by 
a fence. These days it is used for the odd football match – 
from which fans are generally discouraged from attending 
for fear of clashes. But it has a darker history. In 1982, 
during the Israeli occupation of Beirut, the venue played 
host to Israeli Shin Bet military intelligence. Shin Bet 
and their Lebanese ally used the stadium as a detention 
centre for Palestinians and other enemies. Dominating 
the skyline, it serves as a sober reminder of much crueler 
times; a monument to those who live beneath it.

It is from the vantage points near the stadium — 
on the gradual hill that rises to the west — that the 
full breadth of Sabra and Shatila can be taken in. 
You see some surprising sights from up here, such as 
evidence of Lebanon’s lauded mercantile capitalism. 
It literally envelops the residents in these camps: old 
Calvin Klein and Mitsubishi jeep billboards are used 
for roofing; massive advertising canvases precariously 
pegged down with tyres and debris atop the shacks.  
It’s a cross-section of what has been hip and trendy in 
Beirut over the years, spread over the slum valley like 
magazines on an untidy coffee table. 

It’s almost a serene experience looking down at the 
camp from up here on the hill. Families on rooftops 
tend to pigeons, kids play in the street and it’s free from 
the cacophony of noise reverberating around the camp 
at ground level.

Walk back down to the valley and it’s a different 
story. Narrow alleyways crisscross; the buildings are 
dark and noisy from being so close together and damp 
from a lack of a proper sewage system. For an outsider, 
graffiti and political posters serve as the only map 
through the labyrinth: Yasser Arafat with a six shooter 
on his hip; Handala, the cartoon encapsulation of the 
Palestinian struggle created by Palestinian artist Naji 
al-Ali, looks away with his hands behind his back, 
bound. Saddam Hussein waves at you from up high. 

Beirut might as well be on another continent. In a 
few hours I might drop into a bar that wouldn’t look out 
of place in New York. For breakfast tomorrow my order 
will be taken in French. For me, the barriers between the 
camp and the city are just an illusion; something I can 
pass through. But for those around me, Beirut is a world 
away; and thanks to a recent crackdown on unregistered 
motorcycles – the most common form of motorised 
transport for residents – it just got a lot farther. For the 
majority of refugees, the ninety-two kilometres from 
Shatila to the Israeli border, and the land beyond which 
once was home, exists only in dreams.  

[7] The Phalange is 
the most notorious of 
Lebanon’s Christian 
militias. The party 
was formed by 
former footballer 
Pierre Gemayel after 
he witnessed the 
“discipline and order” 
of Nazi Germany when 
he visited the country 
for the 1936 Olympic 
Games. Pierre’s son, 
the iconic, suave 
and young Bachir 
Gemayel, was the 
leader of the Phalange 
militia and later the 
Lebanese Forces – a 
collection of Christian 
militias in the country.  
A long-time recipient 
of support and arms 
from the Israelis, 
Bachir’s friends to  
the south propped 
him up as president  
of Lebanon when  
they invaded the 
country in 1982.  
On September 14, 
1982, while delivering 
a speech at Phalange 
headquarters in east 
Beirut, Bachir was 
killed by a massive 
explosion. Some 
fanatical followers of 
the Phalange – which 
Bachir embodied – 
refused to accept his 
death and maintained 
that he had risen from 
the dead.
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