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Preface

The turmoil that has swept the Middle East in the past decade has generated large population
movements. Since 2011, revolutions, uprisings and civil wars have magnified these
movements. The millions of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and refugees made Syrian
displacement the largest humanitarian crisis of the 21% century. Out of the three million
Syrian refugees, essentially in bordering and neighboring countries, 140,000 were registered
in Egypt by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This number is
by far higher than that of the sum of refugees from all countries taken together. The Egyptian
government’s estimate, which includes unregistered individuals and families, puts the total
number of Syrian refugees at 300,000.

Documenting the situation of Syrians in Egypt is particularly important. Egypt, unlike many
countries in the region, has no policy of encampment. Living outside camps, among the
population of the host country, ensures freedom of movement for the refugees and offers
them opportunities of employment, livelihoods and integration. However, in developing
countries, such as Egypt, refugees face challenges. This applies to all refugee national
communities. The highly politicized context in which they moved to and lived in Egypt since
2012, adds complexity to the challenges specifically faced by the Syrian refugees in Egypt.

This study — Syrian refugees in Egypt: Challenges of a politically changing environment —
documents how the challenges faced by Syrian refugees specifically evolved with the
changes in the Egyptian political environment. It is one of the research priorities of the Center
for Migration and Refugee Studies’ (CMRS), of the American University in Cairo (AUC), to
understand the livelihoods of urban refugees in Egypt and the challenges to their integration.
CMRS has produced similar studies on Somalis (2003), Palestinians (2003), Sudanese (2005
and 2011), and Iraqis (2008).

The researchers who produced Syrian refugees in Egypt used a mixed-methods approach that
includes surveying, focus groups, and in-depth interviews, learning about refugees’ lives
from the refugees themselves. CMRS hopes it could thus produce a useful and direct
perspective on the livelihood and protection issues raised by the Syrian refugee situation in
Egypt. The aim is to contribute to reinforcing the protection of Syrian refugees and to expand
means of livelihood at their disposal, without disregarding the challenges also faced by a
developing country such as Egypt. CMRS also hopes the study will be useful to
policymakers, researchers and civil society organizations interested in improving the lives of
all refugees everywhere.

-

Ibrahim "Awad, Ph.D.
Director, Center for Migration and Refugee Studies



Abstract

The conflict in Syria, now in its fourth year, has produced 2.9 million refugees that are being
absorbed by other countries in the region. The number of Syrians registered with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Egypt was 138,245 as of July 7,2014
(UNHCR, n.d.). However, the actual number of Syrians in Egypt was higher, as the above
figure represented only those who were registered with UNHCR. The Egyptian government
estimated the total number of Syrians in the country at 300,000 in 2014 (Akram et al, 2014).

This study seeks to understand the challenges faced by Syrian refugees in Egypt amidst the
ongoing political changes in the country, including how such challenges affect their
livelihoods and economic activities. Researchers used a mixed-methods approach that
included a 310-household survey, as well as focus group discussions with selected survey
participants and in-depth interviews with key Syrian informants and individuals working in
organizations and associations providing services and assistance to Syrian refugees.

This study found that Syrian refugees’ living conditions in Egypt have shifted along with
changes in the country’s political environment. President Mohamed Morsi, in office from
June 2012 to July 2013, openly supported Syrian opposition forces; however, after Morsi’s
overthrow in July 2013, both government policies and media rhetoric turned against Syrian
refugees. While this shift has corrected somewhat, participants noted still feeling its effects.
Participants reported economic difficulties as well, including the depletion of their savings as
their length of stay in Egypt increased.

This study also reveals a lack of clarity in policymaking as it relates to Syrian refugees in
Egypt: For example, how long will current visa requirements be in force? What are the
criteria upon which these refugees will be granted different types of visas to re-enter Egypt?
Increased clarity and the cooperation of the Egyptian government are needed to ensure Syrian
refugees have access to necessary resources and stability.

Keywords: Egypt, Migration, Refugees, Syria, Syrian Refugees
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1. Introduction

Estimates provided by UNHCR reveal that about one-third of the world’s 10.5 million
refugees live outside fixed camp settlements. Unlike camps, urban areas can in principle offer
refugees freedom of movement, opportunities for employment and financial independence,
and freedom from the observation and control of camp officials. Some refugees believe cities
offer greater access to medical services, educational opportunities for children, humanitarian
aid, or even resettlement. Perhaps most significantly, as a challenge to the dominant
assumption that refugees want to return home, seeking refuge in urban areas represents for
many the opportunity to leave behind the trauma of their flight and build a new life.

Egypt has no policy of encampment. As such, all asylum seekers and refugees residing in
Egypt are self-settled. According to the report UNHCR global trends 2012, excluding
Syrians, Egypt was home to 126,949 persons of concern, including refugees and asylum
seekers (UNHCR, 2013a). Before the great influx of Syrians to Egypt as a result of the Syrian
crisis (now in its fourth year), Sudanese constituted the largest refugee group in Egypt,
making up about 56 percent of the total refugee population; this is followed by the Iraqi and
Somali communities, who make up 17 percent and 16 percent of the Egyptian refugee
population, respectively. There also exists a small community of Ethiopians and Eritreans,
who together make up about 8 percent of the country’s refugee. Four percent is comprised of
“others,” which includes a small number of individuals from other African nationalities
(UNHCR, 2012).

In recent years, the number of refugees and asylum seekers in Egypt has been steadily
mounting due to the ongoing crisis in Syria. The latest figure, from July 2014, shows 138,245
Syrians registered with UNHCR, which is more than the total number of refugees from all
other nationalities residing in the country (UNHCR, n.d.).! While the vast majority of
refugees in Egypt reside in the Cairo metropolitan area, Syrians refugees are scattered across
a number of other governorates — including Alexandria, Sinai, Damietta, and Mansoura — in
addition to Cairo.

Urban refugees in Egypt, as in other countries, face significant challenges in obtaining legal
recognition, ensuring protection against arbitrary arrest or deportation, sustaining their
livelihoods, and gaining access to adequate social services. For the refugee, earning an
income becomes a crucial prerequisite to obtaining key livelihood resources such as food,
housing, and medical services, since reliance on charity is unsustainable in the long term for
refugees. The extent of the availability and accessibility to services, such as education and
health care, are major indicators of the potential for urban refugees’ smooth integration into
host societies. Though Egypt has been described as generally tolerant of refugees within its
borders, refugees nonetheless face a number of legal and socioeconomic challenges that
cripple their ability to rebuild stable livelihoods. Such barriers are sometimes further
aggravated by the particular nationality of the refugee community.

The most serious challenge facing refugees in Egypt is finding employment opportunities to
sustain livelihoods. A 2008 survey conducted with Iraqi refugees revealed that only 22
percent had engaged in either formal or informal employment in Egypt (Fargues, El Masry,
Sadek, & Shaban, 2008). In addition, studies on Sudanese refugees (most recently in 2011-
2012) have suggested that many refugees work intermittently, without any job security, and
often under exploitative conditions (Jacobsen, Ayoub, & Johnson, 2012). Studies have also

1 The government of Egypt estimates the total number of Syrian refugees in the country at 300,000 (Akram et al., 2014).
? Unless stated otherwise with in-text citation, the information provided in this section is based on an earlier study conducted by CMRS on
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shown that unemployment rates vary among refugee groups and within refugee communities
on the basis of gender. Jacobsen et al. found that a female Sudanese refugee is more likely to
obtain work in Egypt compared with their male counterpart because of the high demand for
female domestic workers. In general, there is a clear trend among refugees of relying on
informal employment to support their livelihoods in Egypt Although this trend must be read
in context of the engagement of most Egyptians in informal work, the large participation of
refugees in the informal economy has significant drawbacks. It increases their vulnerability
and exposes them to abuse and exploitation.

This study focuses on the Syrian refugee community in Egypt. It seeks to understand the
challenges they face and the impact of the ongoing political changes in Egypt on their
livelihoods and activities. Syrian refugees in Egypt are in a highly politicized situation that is
subject to fluctuations in the Egyptian political environment. Such fluctuations affect their
protection, their livelihoods, and their ability to earn income.

The study is structured in two main parts. The first part provides background information on
the the legal context of hosting refugees in Egypt, the Syrian refugee community in Egypt,
and the methodology of the study. The second part presents the findings of the study which
are divided into eight headings: demographic characteristics, the journey to Egypt, entry to
Egypt, residence in Egypt, relationship with Egyptians, protection issues, employment and
livelihood, and women and children.



2. Background

2.1. Legal context’

The Egyptian state does not run its own asylum system. Asylum seekers in Egypt are
processed by UNHCR, which receives, registers, and interviews asylum seekers for refugee
status determination. This occurs under the auspices of a 1954 memorandum of
understanding (MOU) between the Egyptian government and UNHCR.

As such, an asylum seeker entering Egypt must register at UNHCR for protection and
eligibility for assistance. Upon registering at UNHCR, an individual receives the asylum-
seeking card (the yellow card), which enables him or her to stay in Egypt under the protection
of UNHCR until a refugee status determination (RSD) interview is scheduled to determine
his or her eligibility for refugee status. The length of time between receiving the yellow card
and the RSD interview varies and can possibly take years. If refugee status is granted, the
person becomes a recognized refugee and receives a blue card. The main difference between
a recognized refugee (a blue card holder) and an asylum seeker (a yellow card holder) is that
recognized refugees become eligible for one of UNHCR’s durable solutions: local integration
in Egypt, voluntary repatriation to their country of origin, or resettlement to a third country. A
durable solution is one in which refugees regain the protection of a state and thus are no
longer considered refugees.

The UNHCR cards (both yellow and blue) do not equate to residence permits in Egypt. Once
a person receives the card, he or she must register with the Egyptian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. Upon registering there and receiving a number, he or she then proceeds to the city
hall to get his or her card stamped with the residence permit, which is valid for six months.

The process has to be repeated every six months (African refugee, personal communication,
June 11,2014)°.

Egypt, like many countries in the developing world, is not in favor of local integration due to
the country’s economic challenges, such as high unemployment. The MOU between UNHCR
and the government of Egypt specifies voluntary repatriation and resettlement as the two
durable solutions available in Egypt. However, because both resettlement and repatriation
depend on factors that are beyond the control of UNHCR and the Egyptian government, local
integration became the de facto situation for most refugees.

In case the refugee is rejected after the RSD interview, he or she is entitled to request another
interview. If he or she is rejected after the second interview, the file is considered closed by
UNHCR. A “closed file” means that such a person is no longer considered “of concern” to
UNHCR and is therefore expected to leave Egypt. In practice, however, “closed files”
continue to live in Egypt with no legal status and as such are left extremely vulnerable to
abuse and exploitation.

In cases of a mass influx of asylum seekers resulting from prolonged conflict or generalized
violence, such as in the Syrian case, RSD becomes unfeasible due to the large number of
applications. As such, Syrians in Egypt do not go through the RSD procedure. They are given

? Unless stated otherwise with in-text citation, the information provided in this section is based on an earlier study conducted by CMRS on
Sudanese refugees in Egypt that addressed the legal context of hosting refugees. The study can be accessed at
http://www.aucegypt.edu/GAPP/cmrs/reports/Documents/paper%20No.%203.pdf.

? Fitting with other CMRS publications, this refugee is not named to ensure his or her protection.
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the asylum-seeking card (yellow card) upon registration, which entitles them to protection
and assistance. The yellow card is valid for 18 months and is renewable. Upon receiving the
yellow card, Syrians, like other refugees and asylum seekers, must register at the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and have their card stamped for residence every six months. Syrians who are
identified as especially vulnerable by UNHCR, and thus entitled to possible resettlement, are
the only ones that undergo RSD interviews because a RSD is a requirement for resettlement
(Del Rey, personal communication, June 26, 2014).*

Egypt and Turkey were the only two non-Western participating states in the drafting of the
1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. Egypt acceded to the 1951 Convention
and its 1967 Protocol but made reservations to Articles 12(1), 20, 22(1), 23 and 24, which
guarantee refugees equal treatment with nationals with regard to personal status laws, social
services, housing, education, social security and welfare, and some labor laws (United
Nations Treaty Collection, n.d.). Therefore, Egypt preserves its discretion on these matters,
and refugees have restricted access to most state services and to the job market. Egypt is also
party to the 1969 OAU [Organization of African Unity] Convention Governing the Specific
Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa. It again made reservations with regard to social
services and labor market access in order to protect nationals that face poor social services
and high unemployment.

The demand for labor in Cairo and other urban areas where refugees live mostly originates in
the informal economy. It has been estimated that 80 percent of private employment of
Egyptians is in the informal economy. Refugees face even greater difficulty in finding formal
employment because they are treated as foreigners, which means that in order to obtain
formal, legal employment, they must first obtain individual work permits. Such restriction
imposes significant administrative burdens on both refugees and potential employers.
Employers must meet labor market tests, including proving that the national labor force is
unable to meet job requirements and paying fees to sponsor refugees in obtaining work
permits.

2.2. Syrian refugees in Egypt

As of July 7, 2014, 138,245 Syrian refugees were registered at UNHCR in Egypt (UNHCR,
n.d.). According to the UNHCR’s weekly update for May 20 to 26, 2014, 78,187 were
registered in Cairo, 12,470 in Damietta, 29,714 in Alexandria, and 16,991 in a number of
other governorates (Egypt Weekly Update Syrian Operation, April 2014).

The arrival and registration trends have varied in correspondence with the developing conflict
in Syria and the political changes in Egypt. Syrians started to arrive in Egypt at the end of
2011, and the rate of their arrival reached its peak in April 2013. The rate stabilized from
April to June 2013 and then fell dramatically as of August 2013. Registration peaked in April
2013 corresponding with the high rate of arrivals. However, it declined again between May
and July 2013, and then peaked dramatically in August 2013. As of October 2013, the rate
have declined in correspondence with the reduced rate of arrival (UNHCR, n.d.). This trend is
directly correlated with the political changes in Egypt. This study highlights the significant
protection challenges faced by the Syrian community after the regime change in Egypt in July
2013. Such challenges, as will be clarified, explain the reduced rate of new arrivals after July
2013 and the increased tendency of those already in Egypt to register with UNHCR.

4 Maria Bances del Rey is UNHCR senior protection officer in Egypt.
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In the past, Syrians, like Jordanians, Sudanese, and nationals of some other Arab countries,
were exempted from prior-to-arrival visa requirements. They received their tourist visa at the
airport upon arrival and were allowed to stay in Egypt as tourists for three months, after
which they were required to regularize their stay in the country by approaching the
Department of Immigration at the Ministry of Interior. This open-door policy facilitated the
arrival of many Syrians seeking refuge in Egypt. This has not been the case since the regime
change in Egypt in July 2013.

Egypt’s former president Mohamed Morsi, who was in power from June 2012 to July 2013,
openly announced Egypt’s support for the Syrian revolution. In addition to emphasizing the
already existing open-door policy for Syrian refugees entering Egypt, he announced that they
were granted full access to public services, such as free health care and education, despite
Egypt’s reservations to the 1951 convention.

Morsi specifically mentioned Syria in his oath of office speech at Cairo University on June
30, 2012, when he stated that, “We, as Egyptians, always support the people to obtain their
freedom, their self-determination, and self-governing rights. These are general principles that
all the people in the world believe in. Today, Egypt supports the Palestinian people and also
the Syrian people. The shedding of the Syrian people’s blood must stop. We will do our best
to stop the bloodshed in the near future”(IkhwanWeb, 2012, para. 23 & 24).

In his first speech delivered to the League of Arab States in September 2012, Morsi
announced Syrian refugees’ right to access public Egyptian schools, stating that “Syrian
students will be treated like Egyptian students” (El Dabh, 2012). Despite this important
decision, which in principle should have created abundant opportunities for Syrian refugee
children and their families, Syrian refugees continued to face protection challenges related to
accessing education, which have swelled after July 2013, as is explained in this study.

2.3. Study methodology

Data collection for this study was carried out in three phases. The first phase took place from
May to June 2013. The data collection in this phase included a household survey and a series
of focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. The second phase was carried from July
to August 2013 and was based on in-depth interviews that were conducted with some of the
interviewees from phase one to follow up on the Syrians’ situation after the political changes
introduced in July 2013. The third phase took place from April to May 2014 and was also
primarily based on in-depth interviews with key Syrian informants and individuals working
in organizations and associations providing services and assistance to Syrian refugees; these
interviews were conducted to assess the most recent changes in the situation of Syrian
refugees in Egypt.

2.3.1. Survey outline

The survey was administered in the following seven governorates: Cairo, Giza, Qalyubia,
Alexandria, Dakahlia, Ismailia, and Damietta. Out of a sample size of 310 households, 101
households were from Greater Cairo (20 in Cairo, 50 in Giza, and 31 in Qalyubia), 58 were in
Alexandra, 21 were in Ismailia, 63 were in Mansoura, and 67 were in Damietta. The survey
was carried with the head of the household but information was gathered concerning all
household members.. The number of family members in each household ranged from one to
21 members, and most households included four to six family members.
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As such, this process of data gathering targeted approximately 1,700 individuals (See Annex
1 for the questionnaire).

Following a snowball technique in the selection of the surveyed sample, researchers
approached places of residence and chose potential participants for the survey, who then
introduced them to other potential participants. The distribution of the sample amongst the
different locations in the seven governorates was determined by the researchers’ ability to
locate Syrians in these cities. Contrary to their expectations, the research team was able to
meet and interview more Syrians in Mansoura, Ismailia, and Damietta than in Cairo, Giza,
and Alexandria.

2.3.2. Survey limitations

The use of the snowball technique meant that the sample was not randomly chosen and could
be biased. The research team did not cover all the neighborhoods in each of the seven
targeted governnates, but rather only those where Syrians were known to be concentrated.
The research team might have missed other neighborhoods with high concentrations of
Syrians that it did know about. Moreover, in the approached areas, all the Syrians did not
have an equal chance of being selected. Therefore, the sample is not representative of all
Syrians in all neighborhoods.

2.3.3. Focus group discussions (FGDs)

A total of 14 FGDs were carried out in three of the seven governorates where the survey was
administered. The original plan was to carry out FGDs in all of the governorates where the
survey was administered. However, the June 30, 2013 protests and their aftermath, as will be
explained shortly, made it impossible to cover all the governorates.

The rationale behind the FGDs was to elaborate on and give more depth to the survey’s
findings. Since the study was particularly interested in the situation of women and youth, one
FGD each with young women and young men aged 18 to 25 took place in each of the three
locations. The study also aimed to understand why the rate of registration at UNHCR at the
time of the survey did not correspond with arrivals. One FGD with Syrians who were
identified as having not registered with UNHCR took place in each of the three locations.
Key Syrian informants who had contacts in the selected cities facilitated the process of
finding potential participants.

The structure of the discussion included a basic set of questions, which was prepared in
advance for each of the three groups mentioned above. It started with an icebreaker activity
and included a confidentiality statement, after which a substantive discussion ensued in
which the participants were asked about their arrival and registration, protection concerns,
assistance and livelihoods, and integration. (See Annex 2 for the FGD guide).
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2.3.4. In-depth interviews

The research team conducted face-face interviews with two groups: individuals working in
organizations and associations providing services and assistance to Syrian refugees, and key
Syrian informants. “Key Syrian informants” refers to individuals who volunteer to help their
community and as such have in-depth understanding of their situation. The study consisted of
three sets of in-depth interviews: five interviews took place in the first phase of the research
between May and June 2013; five follow-up interviews with the same individuals took place
in July and August 2013; and another four interviews took place in April and May 2014. (See
Annex 3 for the in-depth interview guide).

3. Results®
3.1 Survey respondents’ demographic characteristics®

Among survey respondents, the average size of a Syrian family taking refuge in Egypt was
about six persons, and 58.4 percent of the households surveyed consisted of four to six family
members. Family members mostly moved together from Syria to their new destinations (55.3
percent of the families surveyed reported having moved to Egypt together). The majority of
households (75.6 percent of those surveyed) were nuclear families, meaning they generally
included one or two parents and children, but did not include extended family members. It is
worth mentioning that the majority of the interviewed households in the survey were male-
headed (93.9 percent), as opposed to a minority of female-headed households (6.1 percent).
Such demographic composition is changing, as considerable numbers of households now are
headed by women. It is argued that this might be related to the rise of irregular migration of
Syrians males out of Egypt (Del Rey, personal communication, June 26, 2014). In most
cases, men migrate alone, leaving their families behind in Egypt in hopes of reuniting after
they succeed in reaching new destinations (See section 3.6.2.2 on irregular migration).

Figure 1 shows the proportion of female to male heads of household according to the survey:

5 The findings presented here are based on the result of the survey, as well as the qualitative interviews carried out in the three
phases of the study.

6 Section 3.1 and 3.2 present the composition of the survey sample and how participants responded to survey questions. The results
from section 3.3 onward include the qualitative findings.
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The survey revealed that most Syrians (71.9 percent) came from Damascus and its rural
outskirts, followed by Homs (14.2 percent). The remaining 13.9 percent of the sample came
from the cities of Aleppo (6.8 percent), Latakia (2.3 percent), Deraa (1.9 percent), Tartous
(1.0 percent), Idlib (1.0 percent), Hama (0.6 percent) and Deir Al-Zour (0.3 percent).

Figure 2 shows the respondents’ places of residence in Syria before departure.

Figure 2: [Places of Residence in Syria]
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With regard to age, youth and younger adults made up the bulk of the Syrian family. Among
the surveyed sample, 41.48 percent were under 18 years old, and 39.82 percent were between
18 and 39. On the other hand, 14.58 percent were between 40 and 50, and only 4.03 percent
were over 60. The follow-up interviews conducted in 2014 indicated that the age distribution
for Syrian families in Egypt remains the same. According to UNHCR’s Syria regional
refugee response, the bulk of those coming to Egypt continue to be young. Of those currently
registered at UNHCR, 54 .4 percent are between the ages of 18 and 59, 43.3 percent are under
the age of 18, and 4.2 percent are over the age of 60 (UNHCR, n.d.).

Figure 3 shows the age distribution of individuals constituting the surveyed sample.
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Figure 3: (Age Distribution)

The age and gender distribution is shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: [Age-Gender Distribution]

Finally in terms of religion and ethnicity, the majority of the sample (99.7 percent) were
Sunni Muslims, and 99 4 percent identified themselves as Arabs.

3.2. Survey respondents’ journey to Egypt

Syrians mostly traveled to Egypt together with their family members, with only 27.4 percent
of the surveyed sample stating that not all of their immediate family members accompanied
them. Among those who left a family member behind, the majority attributed that to financial
issues. A few reported that their family members remained to join the Free Syrian Army.

The respondents attributed their departure from Syria to many reasons, including the lack of
security and extreme state surveillance, the desire to escape war and the daily risk of death,
the destruction of their places of residence, and economic hardships. Some of the Syrian
youth interviewed mentioned that they wanted to escape mandatory military service. It is
worth noting that 70 percent of the survey respondents reported they were unemployed for
over six months before leaving Syria

The cost of traveling to Egypt ranged from USD500 to USD 4,000. The majority (69.7
percent) reported a cost of USD500 to USD 2, 000, and 20.3 percent paid between USD
2,000 to USD 4,000 USD.

Figure 5 shows the differing costs of migration.

Figure 5: (Cost of moving to Egypt)
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About 60 percent of the surveyed sample named sale of property (32.6 percent) or withdrawal
of savings (26.1 percent) as the main sources of funding their trip to Egypt. A few (14.8
percent) indicated that they took out loans from friends and relatives.

The majority of the surveyed sample specified the cost of living in Egypt and the welcoming
attitude of Egyptians as the primary incentives for choosing Egypt as a destination as opposed
to other countries near Syria such as Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey.

To reach Egypt, most respondents passed through a transit country. The majority among them
(86.60%) transited in Lebanon while others stopped at Jordan and Turkey as indicated in the
below chart.

Figure 6: (Transit Countries en-route to Egypt)
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Moreover, respondents reported taking several exit routes during their departure trip from
Syria. Of the surveyed sample, 18.4 percent travelled through other Syrian governorates on
their way out of the country, with the most common transit cities being Damascus, Tartous,
and Latakia. In more complicated cases, respondents reported being forced to pass through
several cities prior to their departure from Syria.
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3.3. Entry to Egypt

Exempted from prior-to-entry visas, Syrians received their tourist visas in the airport upon
entering Egypt at the time of the survey. The visa issued at the airport would be valid for
three to six months, after which Syrians would have to adjust their status in Egypt by
extending their tourist visa, getting a work permit, providing proof that they are studying in
Egypt, or approaching UNHCR for registration. The overwhelming majority (99.4 percent) of
the surveyed sample for this study reported not having acquired visas prior to their entry into

Egypt.

However, this is no longer the case. Visa restrictions were imposed on a number of Arab
nationals, including Syrians, as of July 8, 2013. The rationale behind such restriction is the
deterioration in the security conditions in Egypt after June 30, 2013.

On June 30, 2013, mass protests occurred in Egypt in conjunction with the one-year
anniversary of former president Mohamed Morsi’s inauguration. From June 30 to July 3,
2013, protestors called for early presidential elections in reaction to perceptions of increased
authoritarianism, misgovernment, and resulting threats to national security. The former
president did not accede to protesters’ demands. At the same time, the president’s supporters
and those of the Muslim Brotherhood (to which the former president belongs) initiated a
smaller rally that ended with a sit-in in one of Cairo’s districts. On July 3, 2013, the
commander in chief of the Egyptian armed forces, surrounded by key representatives of the
opposition and spiritual leaders, announced that the president had been deposed in response
to people’s demand. The head of the Supreme Constitutional Court of Egypt was declared
interim president for a six-month transitional period. Following the announcement, clashes
took place between the Muslim Brotherhood on one side and the Egyptian army and police
on the other. The security condition deteriorated, and a state of emergency was announced.

Entering Egypt became difficult for Syrians, as the state’s internal security bodies were wary
of the possibility that Syrian rebel groups might come to Egypt with the intent of supporting
the (subsequently banned) Muslim Brotherhood, and thus exacerbate the security situation
(A. Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014).” This perception has negatively affected
Syrians seeking refuge in Egypt. Syrians attempting to enter Egypt without a visa are put in
detention centers upon their arrival, where they are kept until they are capable of paying for
their flight out of Egypt. Once they provide the needed money, they are not sent back to
Syria, but rather to the country of transit from which they traveled to Egypt, which is usually
Jordan, Lebanon, or Turkey. In this way, the Egyptian government can claim that it is not
practicing refoulement for two reasons: The refugees are sent back before their entry into
Egyptian territory, and they are not sent back to Syria.’. This practice is supposed to have
been at its peak during the summer of 2013. Currently, because of the continuous visa
restriction and the realization of Syrians that they cannot enter Egypt, fewer and fewer
Syrians try to come without visas, and as such, the number of Syrians in detention centers is
declining. Surprisingly, though, a few Syrians (500 cases) were able to make it in to Egypt
despite the visa restriction. It has been claimed that they resorted to questionable illegal ways
to enter the country and these few are well-to-do and can pay bribes; the majority remains
unable to seek refuge in Egypt. (Del Rey, personal communication, 2014).

The visa restrictions explained above are not only affecting refugees, but also those Syrians
attempting to enter Egypt for study and work purposes. Moreover, it has been reported that
the visa applications of Syrians (as well as those of some other Arab nationals such as

7 Ahmed Badawi is a lawyer at the Egyptian Foundation for Refugee Rights (EFRR).
8 Jasmine Fritzsche is an independent researcher.
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Palestinians and Iraqis) no longer go to the Ministry of Interior, but rather to the Egyptian
General Intelligence (Personal communication with a security officer, June 2014).

3.4. Residence in Egypt

As mentioned earlier, Syrians, like other refugees, are required to have their UNHCR cards or
passports stamped for residence in Egypt. Some Syrians, especially those living outside of
Cairo, complained that renewing their residence permits has taken longer since July 2013,
when stricter visa requirements were imposed. Such delay puts their families at risk of
detention and deportation (UNHCR, 2013b).

Syrians tend not to overwhelmingly concentrate in major cities such as Cairo, Giza, and
Alexandria. The survey revealed that 41.9 percent of the households surveyed were in
Damietta and Dakkahliya, while 41.3 percent were located in the three major governorates of
Egypt (Cairo, Giza, and Alexandria). This results in the Syrian refugee population in Egypt
being different than other refugee populations such as Iraqis and Sudanese, who prefer to
reside in major Egyptian cities, where they believe relief agencies and organizations, work
opportunities, a sense of security, and reasonable costs of living can be found more easily.
The qualitative interviews carried out for the purpose of this study indicated that Syrians
prefer provincial cities because they believe they are safer, characterized by low costs of
living, and offer more employment opportunities compared to Cairo. Respondents who were
residing in Syria’s rural areas or in the suburbs of Damascus attributed their choosing
provincial cities to the relatively quiet lifestyle compared with the crowdedness and fast pace
of Cairo life.

3.5. Relations with Egyptians

There is a long history of relations between Egypt and Syria, and strong historical ties exist
between the populations of both countries. This section is divided into two parts. The first
part provides a glimpse into the historical relations between the two populations, and the
second highlights the initial welcoming attitude by Egyptians towards Syrian refugees and
how such attitude later changed.

3.5.1. History of relations between Egyptians and Syrians

The Syrian presence in Egypt dates back to antiquity, but in more recent times, it is argued
that there were two major waves of Syrian immigration to Egypt prior to the current influx.
The first took place between 1730 and 1780, and the second began in the mid-nineteenth
century. The first wave of Syrians arrived in Egypt among immigrants from what was known
as “bilad al-sham,” which encompassed today’s Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria. They
were mostly Catholics, but also comprised Maronites and Greek Orthodox immigrants. They
were traders who were able to win the confidence of the Egyptian ruling elite. The second
wave of immigration of Syrians to Egypt was due to the deteriorating economic situation in
Syria at a time when Egypt was booming. Cotton exports made Egypt an attractive
destination, and because of their qualifications, well-educated Syrians found employment
opportunities created by the ambitious modernization plan of Khedive Ismail. (Abu-Haidar,
1987: 332) (Barbir, 1986: 760-761).

Arab nationalist ideology gained momentum in Egypt after 1952 and the rise to power of
President Gamal Abdel Nasser. The strong sense of regional Arab nationalism was
manifested in a referendum put forward to the Egyptian and Syrian people for the unity of the
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two countries. An overwhelming majority in the two countries was for the union that
formally came into being in February 1958 under the name of the “United Arab Republic”
(Isaac, forthcoming). However, it was not long before the union was subjected to a severe
threat. Nasser’s socialist legislation made many Syrian businessmen and professionals leave
Egypt (Barbir, 1986: 761). Moreover, in Syria, Nasser adopted the same political system as
Egypt, where a single party system was established and other political parties were dissolved.
The unity government nationalized the economy and introduced land reform similar to that
applied in Egypt, to the extreme distress of the Syrian bourgeoisie (Cleveland & Bunton,
2012). Eventually, the United Arab Republic collapsed in September 1961 (Isaac,
forthcoming).

Many Syrians had long been “Egyptianized” before the collapse of the union and Egypt’s
socialist turn. Many Egyptian families today are of Syrian origin. They had become Egyptian
long before the influx of Syrian refugees in 2011. In fact, it was the existence of such a
community that encouraged Syrians in 2011 and 2012 to consider coming to Egypt, where
they had families, businesses, and/or some personal networks (UNHCR, 2013b, p. 17).

3.5.2. Attitudes toward Syrian refugees

Almost all Syrian participants in the study praised the initial friendly and welcoming attitude
of the Egyptians they encountered when they first arrived. Although the vast majority of
Syrian refugees are in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon, those in Egypt indicated that the
welcoming reception by Egyptians was the prime reason why they preferred coming to Egypt
rather than going to other neighboring countries that are geographically closer to Syria.

However, a large majority noted a sharp change in Egyptian attitudes towards Syrians, which
was attributed to three main reasons: the increase in numbers of Syrian refugees, their
extended duration of stay in Egypt, and the developments in the Egyptian political scene that
tarnished Syrians refugees’ image through accusations that they were involved in domestic
Egyptian politics.

Syrian refugees began to face problems in Egypt after a speech by former president
Mohamed Morsi in which he expressed full support for the Free Syrian Army and announced
the closure of the Syrian Embassy in Egypt.” He called on Egyptians to join the Syrians in
their fight against the Assad regime. The Syrians who participated in focus group discussions
after June 15, 2013 spoke of the negative impact of the embassy’s closure on their lives in
Egypt. One woman, for example, indicated that her newly born son had no birth certificate
because no other entity can issue such certificate except the Syrian embassy. Moreover,
during the focus groups discussions of May 2013, concerns were raised about the possible
outcome of the anticipated June 30 protests. On the one hand, there were concerns about the
possible change of regime and the impact it would have on Syrians in Egypt. On the other
hand, Syrians indicated that they were experiencing hostile attitudes from some Egyptians,
particularly those opposed to the Muslim Brotherhood. These Egyptians accused them of
interfering in Egypt’s politics by supporting the Muslim Brotherhood.

As many Syrians expected, their situation worsened after June 30, 2013. A few Syrians
reportedly participated in extended sit-ins (see Section 3.3) organized by the Muslim
Brotherhood in protest against the political changes of July 3, 2013. The participation of
those few Syrian refugees was highlighted in different Egyptian media channels, which led

9 The Syrian embassy was re-opened in July 2013 after president Morsi was ousted
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to the spread of anti-Syrian sentiments and the emergence of a hostile attitude toward Syrians
(International Federation for Human Rights [FIDH], 2013). Some Egyptian TV presenters
accused Syrian refugees of supporting the Muslim Brotherhood and interfering in Egypt’s
internal politics. There was one incident when a TV presenter gave Syrian refugees two days
to stop their support to the Muslim Brotherhood or else Egyptians would destroy their homes
(FIDH, 2013; Human Rights Watch [HRW], 2013b). The hostile attitude was highlighted in
the interviews conducted with Syrians after June 30 and confirmed in the interviews with the
organizations providing them with assistance. In the follow-up interviews conducted
immediately after June 30, some Syrians complained that they were fired from their jobs,
while others had their rent contracts terminated.

The media’s fueling of hate speech against Syrian refugees was at its peak in July and August
2013, and it then receded. The fluctuation in the general Egyptian public’s attitude towards
Syrians is an indication of how easily the media can mold people’s attitudes. After the media
campaign was waged, incidents of violence against Syrian children by Egyptian children
were reported. This was in striking comparison to 2011, when there were cases of Egyptian
families hosting Syrian refugee families in their homes until they could find a suitable place
of residence (A .Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014).

Strong nationalistic sentiments were nurtured by the media after June 30, 2013. The
distinctiveness of the Egyptian identity was emphasized, and its Arab, African, and Muslim
elements were downplayed. National security and the need to preserve territorial integrity
were repeatedly invoked to fuel Egyptian nationalism. Conspiracy theories about attempts to
undermine Egypt’s national interest multiplied (Sabry, 2013). Turmoil and instability in
several other Arab countries were used as evidence of the conspiracy. In the official
discourse, a strong state and a solid army were needed bulwarks against the reproduction of
such turmoil and instability in Egypt. This discourse portrayed the outlawed Muslim
Brotherhood as bent on undermining Egypt’s national interests. Therefore, the association
created between Syrian refugees and the Brotherhood affected their security and threatened
their protection in Egypt (Marroushi, 2013)

3.6. Protection issues

UNHCR’s mandate is to provide international protection to refugees, asylum seekers, and
other forced migrants who fall within the scope of its statute. UNHCR’s protection mandate
includes providing refugees with protection against involuntary return to a country where
their life or freedom is threatened for reasons of their race, religion, nationality, political
opinion, or membership of a particular social group. The mandate includes helping to protect
the basic human rights of refugees, asylum seekers and other persons of concern to UNHCR
until a durable solution is found. One of the aims of this study is to ascertain the extent to
which Syrian refugees in Egypt are aware of UNHCR'’s protection mandate. At the time the
survey was conducted in May and June 2013, there was a striking variation between the
number of Syrians registered at UNHCR and the Egyptian government’s estimate of refugees
within the country. The survey aimed to understand why UNHCR registration numbers did
not reflect the real number of Syrian refugees residing in Egypt. The first part of this section
will provide the survey results with regards to UNHCR’s registration, and the second part
will focus on the protection challenges faced by Syrians in the aftermath of June 30, 2013.
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3.6.1. Registration with UNHCR

Some of the Syrians who participated in the May 2013 survey perceived registration with
UNHCR positively, while others perceived it as unnecessary. Of the surveyed sample, 57.4
percent said they had approached UNHCR for registration, while a significant 42.6 percent
did not. Among those who approached UNHCR, 47.7 percent reported having already
obtained the yellow card.

The survey revealed that most of the survey participants were not familiar with UNHCR’s
protection mandate and believed it to be solely an assistance agency. Their satisfaction was
evaluated in terms of the financial and medical assistance provided. Very few commented on
the organization’s essential role in providing residence permits or protection against forced
return. Some of the unregistered participants talked of a lack of interest in the process, which
was seen as long and tedious. This was particularly true for Syrians who resided in cities
other than Cairo and therefore complained about the difficulty of traveling to Cairo with their
families to obtain registration. Others stated that they would rather leave registration spaces
for other Syrians who are in dire need of assistance, which highlights the above-mentioned
perception of UNHCR as an assistance agency. A considerable number, however, attributed
their decision to registration-related problems such as fear that registration would restrict
their ability to temporarily return to Syria in case they needed to bring more family members
or concerns about the confidentiality of the information that would be provided to UNHCR.
Many argued that they were hesitant about (and uninterested in) bearing the title “refugee,”
which they believed was loaded with images of weakness, desperation, and misery. A young
woman in Alexandria echoed such concerns, stating, “It is better to die in dignity rather than
to live in humiliation.”

The reluctance towards registration was also highlighted in the qualitative interviews that
were carried out before June 30, 2013. During those interviews, participants highlighted that
registration was unimportant because of the lack of visa requirement to enter Egypt and the
easiness of renewing residence permits. This situation was reversed after June 30, and
registration rate with UNHCR has significantly increased since then. This seems to suggest
that the previous reluctance to approach UNHCR was not due to lack of awareness of
UNHCR’s protection mandate, but was rather the belief that such protection is not needed in
Egypt because, on one hand, entry and residence is feasible, and on the other hand, the
political orientation of the Egyptian government was clearly in support of the Syrian
revolution.

3.6.2. Protection challenges post-June 30, 2013

As mentioned earlier, Syrian refugees’ problems in Egypt emerged after June 15, 2013 and
accelerated sharply after June 30, 2013 (see 3.5.2). Moreover, with the evacuation of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s sit-in and its aftermath, the security situation in Egypt deteriorated.
Alleging that Syrians had contributed to the insecurity, the Egyptian government imposed a
visa requirement on Syrians entering Egypt (see 3.3). The deteriorated security situation also
affected those Syrians already in Egypt who were exposed to arbitrary arrest. Their subjection
to these practices coupled with the deterioration in their relationship with Egyptians, as well
as the economic crisis in Egypt, has led to increasing numbers of Syrians seeking to migrate
to Europe instead. As many cannot easily enter European territories, they instead resort to
human smugglers and find themselves in very vulnerable positions. The below section will
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discuss the rise of arbitrary arrest, irregular migration, and the particular situation of
Palestinians from Syria.

3.6.2.1. Arbitrary arrest

In the past, refugees who carried the UNHCR card would rarely be subject to arrest even if
their residence permits had expired. In the few cases when refugees were arrested because
they were carrying expired residence permits, the public prosecutor’s office would order their
immediate release once a lawyer confirmed their status as refugees. This ceased to be the case
as of June 30, 2013. Lawyers can no longer secure the release of detained refugees, and
authorities have to thoroughly investigate the case of the detained before clearance is given.
This means that the refugee may be detained for months (A. Badawi, personal
communication, May 4, 2014)

As of July 2013, Syrians in particular are more exposed to arbitrary arrest for allegedly
supporting the Muslim Brotherhood. One hundred and forty-five Syrians were arbitrary
arrested between July and December 2013. Most of them have now been released, but 42 are
believed to be still in detention; it is difficult to trace those who were detained because they
may have left Egypt without informing UNHCR (Del Rey, personal communication, 2014).

Detained Syrians were not always arrested because of their alleged political affiliation. Some
were arbitrarily arrested because they had either unknowingly broken the curfew that was
imposed right after June 30 or because they held no residence permits. Although breaking the
curfew was mostly unintentional, in cases of Syrians who were coming from other
governorates (such as Alexandra, Ismailia, Suez, and Arish) to Cairo to renew their residence,
refugees were immediately taken off buses and detained at the checkpoints. They would be
arrested for long durations that often exceeded two months (HRW, 2013b; Amnesty
International, 2013, October 17).

Arbitrary arrests have decreased since March 2014. Currently, it has been reported that if a
refugee is asked about his or her residence permit and does not possess it, the officer
performs a security check and releases him or her if no evidence of a criminal record exists
(A.Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014).

3.6.2.2. Irregular migration

Irregular migration from Egypt has been a growing phenomenon since the 1990s. This is
attributed to high unemployment rates in Egypt, the decreased demand from the Persian Gulf
countries for Egyptian labor, and the securitization of European migration policies (Zohry,
2007, p.20; Roman, 2008, p.3); (Nassar, 2008, p.3; Roman, 2008, p.5). In recent years, Egypt
has also become a transit country for Arabs, Africans, and Asians using Egypt to get to
Europe through the Egypt-Libya-Italy route. Irregular migration is facilitated by networks of
smugglers, who are mostly based in Libya and charge about USD2,500 per person. The
means of transportation secured by those migration brokers are almost always unsafe and
subject migrants to the risk of drowning in the Mediterranean Sea or being arrested by
authorities (Zohry, 2007, p. 24; Roman, 2008, p.5 & p.7).

With regard to Syrians, very few intentionally use Egypt as a transit route. The irregular
migration of Syrians from Egypt to Europe started after July 2013 and is a direct consequence
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of the growing difficulty of entering and living in Egypt. The hate-speech campaign waged
against them by the media with the ensuing arbitrary arrests, negative attitude of a good part
of the pubic, and worsening economic conditions — all contributed to many Syrian refugees
leaving Egypt. It is worth noting that the majority of Syrians who attempt to leave Egypt
irregularly have either an expired passport due to the dangers of approaching the Syrian
embassy for renewal or an expired visa due to the difficulties of renewal post-June 30, 2013
(Del Rey, Personal communication, 2014).

According to figures from UNHCR, between the months of January and September 2013,
about 6,000 Syrian refugees reached Italy irregularly, with the majority arriving from Egypt.
It was reported that each person had to pay between USD2,500 and USD3,500 to smugglers
to afford this risky trip (Amnesty International, 2013, October 17, p. 2-4). This is despite the
fact that many of those who attempt to leave Egypt are arrested upon departure. According to
UNHCR, Egyptian security forces have detained over 1,500 refugees from Syria during the
period mentioned above, including 400 Palestinians and 250 children, as they tried to
irregularly migrate to Europe (HRW, 2013a). The detained would either be stopped at sea or
caught as they stood on the coast prior to their migration attempt. In many cases, the
smuggler him- or herself, knowing that the trip was bound to fail and that the boat was bound
to sink, would report the unauthorized attempt to leave the country to the police (A. Badawi,
personal communication, May 4, 2014; HRW, 2013a).

As mentioned above, most Syrians who attempt to leave Egypt in an irregular way have
either an expired passport or an expired visa. As a consequence, they are detained until their
situation is cleared from a security perspective by the General Intelligence Directorate. Once
clearance is given, a new visa is issued, and the refugees are allowed to re-enter Egypt.
Different visas are given: Some refugees are granted six months, others six months
renewable, others three months renewable, and some are given three months non-renewable.
The criteria upon which these distinctions are based remain unclear. In some cases, expired
passports are caused by the Syrian embassy in Egypt refusing to renew passports. Moreover,
if renewal is granted by the embassy, it is for no more than nine months. Most Syrians
detained by Egyptian authorities in their attempts to migrate to Europe are allowed to re-enter
Egypt. A small percentage whose situation could not be cleared are sent to a transit country.
One case was reported in which the refugee was sent back to Syria (Del Rey, personal
communication, June 26, 2014).

Irregular migration of Syrians from Egypt slowed down during the fall and winter of 2013-
2014 but picked up again in spring 2014 (A. Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014).
On April 20, 2014, Egyptian border guards arrested 20 Syrians — including Palestinians
fleeing from Syria — by the coast of Alexandria as they attempted to migrate from Egypt to
Italy (Kortam, 2014). In the same month, about 140 Syrian and Palestinian refugees,
including 68 children, were detained as they were trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea on
their way to Europe. They were held at the Rosetta Police Station in Beheira Governorate
(Amnesty International, 2014).
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3.6.2.3. Palestinians from Syria

There is a widely held misconception that Palestinians are excluded from the 1951
convention and thus the UNHCR’s mandate (Amnesty International, 2013, October 17, p. 7).
Accordingly, Egyptian authorities have not allowed UNHCR to register Palestinians or
consider their asylum claims (HRW, 2013a). It is a misconception, because the 1951
Convention excludes Palestinian refugees from receiving assistance and/or protection from
UNHCR “in areas of operation of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency [UNRWA]
for Palestine Refugees, which consist of Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, the West Bank and Gaza.”
Egypt is not within the above-mentioned areas of operation, and so the absence of UNRWA
in Egypt makes Palestinians fall under the mandate of UNHCR and eligible for refugee status
under Article 1 of the 1951 convention and the 1969 OAU convention (J.Fritzsche, personal
communication, 2014).

Palestinians, particularly those fleeing Syria in recent years, face serious challenges. With
regard to services, as they are not registered with UNHCR, they cannot access food vouchers,
medical support, and other services that UNHCR facilitates. In some instances,
intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations such as the World Health
Organization (WHO), Doctors Without Borders, and Save the Children succeed in closing the
gap by offering some services (A.Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014). The
protection challenges are more serious. The lack of an organization tasked with protecting
Palestinian refugees in Egypt means that in case a refugee is detained for having no visa or
an overdue residence permit, there is no entity from which to request registration documents.
In the case of a Syrian refugee, the lawyer can ask UNHCR to provide papers that prove the
refugee is registered and that his or her file is open. However, this is impossible for
Palestinian refugees from Syria (A.Badawi, personal communication, May 4, 2014).

3.7. Employment and livelihood

Information on employment and livelihoods is based on the survey carried out in May and
June 2013. The results of the survey revealed that work is the main source of income for
many Syrian families residing in Egypt, as 45.5 percent of the surveyed sample reported work
as their only source of income. The rest either depended on a combination of work, financial
aid, and/or withdrawing from savings to sustain their livelihoods. A very small percentage
depended on money transfers from outside Egypt as their only source of income.

The majority of those who work in Egypt are between 18 and 39. Work opportunities
declined with age (See figure 7). Compared to other refugee groups, Syrians were able to
carve out a niche in the Egyptian economy because of their reputation as experienced
entrepreneurs and workers in the food industry. The well-to-do among them were able to start
their own businesses and provide opportunities to other Syrians. Many others worked in
Egyptian-owned businesses, as they were perceived as experienced and hard workers.
However, it is important to note that in the qualitative interviews respondents indicated that
although they were initially able to find work opportunities in restaurants or in homemade
food-delivery shops, tensions emerged when Syrian refugees came in larger numbers and
their Egyptian counterparts began to perceive they were preferred for job opportunities in the
food industry. Moreover, as explained previously, their ability to find employment lessened
with the political changes discussed above.
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An alarming finding from the survey and FGDs was the increased engagement of children
under 18 in income-generating activities compared with their situation in Syria as indicated in
figure 8. Figure 8 also reveals that the engagement in economic activities declined with the
move to Egypt with all other age groups.

Figure 7: (Engagement in economic activities in Egypt)
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Figure 8: (Comparison between engagement in economic activities in Egypt and Syria)

The majority of the survey respondents, as is the case with other refugee groups, worked
informally. Respondents reported having had to change their occupations and take up less-
skilled jobs upon their arrival in Egypt. The explanations provided for such change included
the inability to find suitable jobs, lack of funds to establish projects, and the inability to
obtain a work permit and thus having to resort to the informal sector.

Average family incomes in the three months prior to the survey widely varied between EGP 0
to EGP 7,500. Of the surveyed sample, 14.2 percent (44 households) reported zero income.

For the remaining 266 heads of households constituting the sample, the distribution of

average family incomes was as follows:

Less than 1,000: 32.3 percent reported having an average income in this category.
EGP 1,100 — EGP 2,000: 29.6 percent of the total sample belonged to this category,
which amounts to about 92 households.

EGP 2,100 — EGP 3,000: 22.3 percent of the interviewed heads of households
belonged to this category, with 6.8 percent estimating their income to be EGP 3,000.
EGP 3,001 — EGP 4,000: 7.7 percent of the households belonged to this category.
More than EGP 4,000: A significant 7.9 percent reported having had an average
income of more than EGP 4,000 during the three months prior to the survey.
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Figure 9: (Monthly income of the Syrians surveyed)

A significant percentage (around 30 percent) reported their satisfaction with their current
work. Those who were unsatisfied reported the following reasons: low wages, hard work
conditions, and mismatch between their jobs and their education attainment. Of the
participants, 41.4 percent reported that their work is unstable and attributed that to the
temporary nature of the job, the resulting irregularity of income, and the possible occurrence
of dismissal at any time.

Monthly expenditures varied between EGP200 and EGP 7,000 in the three months prior to
the survey. It is divided according to the following categories:

*  EGP200 - EGP 1,500: 11.6 percent of the surveyed sample recorded a monthly
expenditures in this range.

e EGP 1,600 — EGP 2,500: 33.6 percent of the sample reported a monthly expenditure
in this range.

* EGP 2,600 — EGP 3,500: 29 percent of the sample belonged to this category.

* EGP 3,600 — EGP 4,500: 14.5 percent of the surveyed sample belonged to this
category.

*  More than EGP 4,500: 11.3 percent of the surveyed sample reported spending over
EGP 4,500 every month.

Figure 11 shows the average of monthly expenditures among survey respondents.
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Figure 10: (Monthly expenditures of the Syrians surveyed)

Many respondents reported allocating a large percentage of their monthly expenditures to rent
and food, with lesser amounts spent on other expenses such as education, health services,
energy, and transportation. Rent was specified to be in a range of EGPO to EGP2,500, with
63.9 per cent of the surveyed sample reporting spending an average of EGPO to EGP1,000
per month, 28 percent reporting an average of EGP1,100 to EGP2,000 per month, and 16.8
percent reporting spending more than EGP2,200 per month. Of the surveyed sample, 57.4
percent reported facing difficulties covering the rent and housing costs, while 42.6 per cent
reported not facing any problems.

Figure 11 shows the breakdown of living expenses among survey respondents.
Figure 11:(Breakdown of monthly expenditures)
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The survey investigated the challenges faced by Syrians in Egypt when it came to meeting
their basic needs. Low income and high prices were reported as the two main problems
respondents faced. To overcome these challenges, most of the respondents indicated that they
used family savings, while a lower percentage borrowed money from relatives and friends.
As such, most Syrians use their saving or borrow to cover the gap between expenditures and
income. Borrowing occurred mostly from friends and family in Egypt. A non-significant
percentage reported receiving remittances from abroad. The follow-up interviews conducted
one year after the survey found that most respondents’ savings were depleted. As such, the
ability to cover the gap between income and expenditures was reduced as their stay in Egypt
continued.

Finding appropriate housing and the difficulty of paying rent were also reported as major
problems in the survey and FGDs. Many mentioned that rent composed almost two-thirds of
their income. In Ismailia, for example, monthly rent was reported to range between
EGP1,250 and EGP2,000 on average, while the average income was EGP900.

Psychosocial problems were also mentioned, with many reporting experiencing symptoms of
long-standing psychological stress, mainly due to the traumatic events they encountered
before fleeing Syria, which they reported was further compounded by the difficulties they had
faced to survive in Egypt.

3.8. Women and children

In both the survey and the qualitative assessment, a number of questions were developed to
understand the situation of Syrian women and children and the particular problems they face
in Egypt. The next section provides the results.

3.8.1. Syrian women

Research with other groups of refugees has demonstrated that it is usually the female who is
able to find work opportunities in Egypt, mostly because of the demand for female domestic
workers. This is not the case with Syrian women. The survey revealed that the male is
typically the breadwinner in the Syrian refugee family in Egypt. Some women are engaged in
economic activities, mostly food production, without leaving the home. The study sought to
inquire about the reasons behind the reluctance of women to seek employment opportunities
outside the home. The reasons given included the nature of the employment opportunities
were more suitable for men, cultural stigma around domestic work, and conservative attitudes
based on religious beliefs about home as the appropriate place for women. Subjection to
sexual harassment and the incorrect perception that Syrian girls were available for sutra
marriage (in which Arab Muslim men marry Syrian girls to “protect” them from difficult
living conditions) were also mentioned among the reasons that prevent families from sending
girls to seek educational or work opportunities.

The study focused in particular on the issue of so-called sutra marriage, which was reported
at the time of initiating the study as common among Syrian families. In the focus group
discussion with young women, aged 18-25, , participants downplayed the issue, saying it
was more of an incorrect perception than an actual phenomenon. However, most of them
reported having received unsolicited marriage proposals from Egyptians that were either
made directly to them or to their families. Because they had not emerged out of mutual
consent or were perceived as a relationship between equals, many saw these proposals as
insulting and demeaning. Some conceded that a few families had married off their daughters
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upon receiving such proposals but explained that this would have happened in Syria anyway.
They either considered these marriages special cases or justified them as mechanisms to cope
with increasingly difficult economic conditions. Most participants therefore rejected
associating the entire Syrian community with sufra marriage and dismissed considering it a
widespread phenomenon. Many expressed a sense of indignation at these perceptions of
Syrian women and girls. They blamed certain Salafi "figures and NGOs for creating and
disseminating them.

Another problem raised by Syrian female refugees in the FGDs was restricted mobility and
its negative consequences on many aspects of their lives. Such restricted mobility was
reported to either be voluntary, where young women themselves would choose to not leave
their homes for fear of being subjected to harassment, or involuntary, where their parents or
other family members would enforce their confinement for some reason. In terms of impact,
this restriction of movement crippled their ability of women and girls to seek employment
opportunities, complete their education, and take part in everyday activities, including
activities that had formed an integral part of their daily life in Syria.

3.8.2. Syrian children

The study focused on three main issues that need greater attention from humanitarian
organizations and others working with Syrian refugee children and youth in Egypt: education,
child labor, and child trauma.

3.8.2.1. Education

Syrian refugees in Egypt have difficulty educating their children despite the Egyptian’s
government initiative to allow Syrian children access to Egyptian schools and universities as
though they are nationals. It was reported there were some cases of Syrian students who were
asked to pay a considerable amount of money for entry into their university’s final exams
despite the fact that they are registered refugees and entitled to free education. Such cases
were reported in Cairo University and Ain Shams University (Fatma Idriss, personal
communication, May 15,2014)"".

In addition to access, there are difficulties related to the quality of education and poor
infrastructure at all levels of schooling (including universities). This difficulty, however, must
be assessed within the context of the educational situation in Egypt, where there are grave
challenges for all students regarding accessibility, quality of education, overcrowded classes,
and inadequate school facilities (Nassar, 2008, p. 3 & 14).

Syrian families highlighted that most Egyptian families resort to private tutoring to make up
for the poor quality of education and poor facilities. However, children whose parents are
unable to cover the cost of these private lessons, including many Syrian refugee families, end
up failing or leaving school. Many also mentioned the vast difference between the Egyptian
and Syrian curricula, and the difficulty their children faced in following the Egyptian dialect,
which led many children to fall behind their classmates. Additionally, respondents stated that
the lack of documentation from previous schools in Syria and the resulting lack of

10 The Salafi movement is a movement or sect within the Islamic religion, its name is derived from the term salaf ‘predecessors",
"ancestors") used to identify the earliest Muslims. Salafism has become associated with strict approaches to Islam

11 Fatma Idriss is the head of Tadamon, the Egyptian Refugee Multicultural Council — an Egyptian non-governmental organization
(NGO).
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equivalency certification resulted in complications in establishing students’ grade level, and
as a result, many children ended up repeating two or three years. The same problem also
applied to university students. For young women , some parents raised concerns about
harassment and security on the way to and from school.

Some young women in the focus group discussions seemed vocal and ambitious and sought
to further their education with the hope they could return one day to Syria and play a role in
its reconstruction. In Egypt, they expressed sentiments of entrapment partly due to the fears
of harassment and consequent confinement to their residence in comparison to the relative
independence they had enjoyed at their home country. However, they remained motivated to
forge ahead through these challenges and sought scholarship opportunities and vocational
courses such as nursing, as well as other employment tools.

3.8.2.2. Child labor

Due to the many challenges faced by school-aged children mentioned above, several
participants mentioned that Syrians were increasingly taking their children out of school and
having them take low-level jobs at supermarkets or as street vendors (Fatma Idriss, personal
communication, May 15, 2014). The idea is to have them contribute to their family’s
increasingly limited income and growing living expenses as savings are exhausted and their
duration of stay in Egypt is extended. In Ismailia, a number of mothers mentioned that their
13 to 15 year olds acquired late work in night shifts at restaurants, where they were working
into the early hours of the morning and were exposed to mistreatment and job-related risks.
UNHCR officials raised concerns in recent interviews with researchers that there have been
many school dropouts in recent months, which might be related to the need to support
families (Del Rey, personal communication, 2014).

3.8.2.3. Child trauma

Several participants stated that Syrian children had experienced horrors in Syria, and were
traumatized as they left the country to seek safety elsewhere. Many continue to deal with the
symptoms of this stress and have exhibited signs of psychosocial illness as a result. The
problems encountered in Egypt compounded those children’s already fragile conditions. The
study revealed that the Syrian families had no prior experience of dealing with such sensitive
issues, nor had they sought any kind of medical help or advice on how to deal with such
conditions. It is a problem that could risk scarring a generation of Syrian children and youth
for life. As such, it needs attention from humanitarian organizations and others working with
refugee children
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4. Conclusion and recommendations

Repatriation and resettlement are the only durable solutions mentioned in the MOU between
the Egyptian government and UNHCR. However, as has been discussed here and elsewhere,
de facto integration of refugees has become the long-term solution for Syrian refugees in
Egypt because resettlement and repatriation depend on factors beyond the control of UNHCR
and the Egyptian government. This mirrors the cases of refugees from Sudan, Somalia, and
many other African countries who have found themselves stranded in Egypt with no
possibility of going back or resettling in another country.

It is argued that de facto integration occurs when refugees are not in physical danger, have
freedom of movement, have access to opportunities for livelihoods, have access to housing,
educational, and health facilities, and are socially networked into the host community
(Jacobsen, 2001, p. 8). According to this definition, Syrians in Egypt were de facto integrated
in the first year of their arrival. They were welcomed by Egyptians, able to find a niche in the
Egyptian local market, and granted access to educational and health facilities.

However, this situation did not last long. This study demonstrates how the living conditions
of Syrian refugees shifted in tandem with Egyptian politics. The political changes of July
2013 and anti-Syrian refugee rhetoric by the media impacted these refugees’ ability to engage
in economic activities and access critical services. Such findings highlight the importance of
political factors in determining refugees’ livelihoods in their host countries — factors that are
not always fully considered in studies on refugee livelihoods.

Additionally, the study also demonstrates the important role played by the media. The climax
of deteriorating living conditions for Syrians in Egypt was in July and August 2013, when the
media was explicitly campaigning against them; the situation stabilized when the media
campaign cooled down. This finding should alert refugee organizations to the importance of
working with the media to promote refugee rights. Advocacy through local non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), human rights groups, journalists, and other influential media
personalities may be a constructive way to sensitize the Egyptian host community about the
particular problems faced by Syrians.

Despite the negative media campaign receding and Egypt’s political environment stabilizing
to some extent, Syrian refugees still face difficulty compared with three years ago. This is
because of the depletion of their savings over time, the difficulty of finding income-
generating opportunities due to Egypt’s recession, and the increasing number of Syrians
seeking refuge due to protracted conflict in Syria.

The challenges of dealing with protection and assistance on this scale can be daunting. Self-
settled refugees in Egypt and throughout the region brings to the fore a need to include host
communities and governments, as well as development actors and agencies, into the refugee
protection arena. At the peak of the region’s Iraqi refugee crisis in 2007 and 2008, models of
“institutional support mechanisms” were implemented by UNHCR to assist host communities
hosting refugees and thus bearing the brunt of the responsibility related to their safety and
resources. Working within these parameters of institutional support mechanism is critical in
the Syrian refugee case.
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This study also reveals that the Egyptian government’s policymaking is fundamentally
unclear on Syrian refugees in the country. It is not clear for how long the visa requirement
will be imposed on Syrian refugees, the criteria upon which Syrian refugees will be granted
different types of visas, or how some Syrians were able to enter Egypt without meeting visa
requirements. Moreover, the protracted conflict in Syria necessitate that UNHCR should seek
the cooperation of the Egyptian government in discussing the lifting of the visa requirement
for Syrians fearing for their lives.

This paper highlights the need for further research on Syrian refugees’ conditions especially
as political changes occur within Egypt and the Syrian crisis continues to unfold. Particularly
important are issues related to children and young adults including access to education, the
increased involvement of children in income generating activities, and the psychological
impact of displacement. The Syrians with whom researchers spoke indicated that extensive
trauma had been experienced, but families lacked the knowledge and resources to deal with
these issues. Examining this trauma and how governmental and non-governmental entities
can effectively respond to it will be essential to ensuring the long-term mental health of this
extensive refugee population.
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ANNEX 1: Survey Questionnaire
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Annex 2 (A): FGD 1

Center for Migration and Refugee Studies
Study on Syrian Refugees in Egypt
Focus Group Discussions for Syrians who are not registered with UNHCR
20 June 2013

Ice-breaking points
1. Introduction of team, organization, objectives

2. Voluntary and participatory nature of discussion

3. Confidentiality

4. Aim to relay accurate message about conditions and needs for policy makers, to
help in formulation of programs, based on beneficiary input

Substantive points
1. Why have you chosen to come to Egypt?

2. How many among you have heard of UNHCR? What do you know about the
organization’s role and mandate?

3. How do you define protection? What are its main components?

Did you know about UNHCR before coming to Egypt? If so, what was your

understanding of its work?

he

Has anyone around you (family or friends) registered?

When you think about registration, what comes to mind?

What is the value of registration?

How were your expectations / prior knowledge about it similar to or different
from reality?

9. What are the reasons for which you have not sought to register with UNHCR?
10. What in your opinion should the main benefits of registration be?

®© NN

11. Have you had experience registering for any service or assistance with any
organization other than UNHCR? How would you describe it?

12. From what you know about registration, what improvements would you
suggest to the registration process that might facilitate it?

Administrative points
1. Refunding of transportation

2. Refreshments
3. If know others in other areas, should inform us
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ANNEX 2 (B): FGD 2

Center for Migration and Refugee Studies
Study on Syrian Refugees in Egypt
Focus Group Discussions for Young Syrian Men (16-25 years)
20 June 2013

Ice-breaking points
5. Introduction of team, organization, objectives

6. Voluntary and participatory nature of discussion

7. Confidentiality

8. Aim to relay accurate message about conditions and needs for policy makers, to
help in formulation of programs, based on beneficiary input

Substantive points
Arrival and registration
1. How would you describe the experience of being in Egypt since your arrival here?

2. What have been the main challenges faced by the Syrian community in general?
3. To what extent do you feel these reflect your own experience?

4. If you have registered with UNHCR, has that brought you an added value?

5. If not, what are the reasons for not registering?

Protection
6. How has the experience of leaving your home and seeking protection here

affected you and the dynamics in your family?
7. What are the most pressing protection challenges you face here?

Assistance and Livelihoods
8.  What are your prospects for contributing to your family’s livelihoods or income?

9. What are the biggest needs that remain unaddressed to you and your family?

Integration
10. How have you been received by the Egyptian community around you?

11. What is your expectation about the duration of your stay here?
12. What would the main facilitating factors of integration in Egypt be?

Administrative points
4. Refunding of transportation

5. Refreshments
6. If know others in other areas, should inform us
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ANNEX 2 (C): FGD 3

Center for Migration and Refugee Studies
Study on Syrian Refugees in Egypt
Focus Group Discussions for Young Syrian Women (16-25 years)
20 June 2013

Ice-breaking points
9. Introduction of team, organization, objectives

10. Voluntary and participatory nature of discussion

11. Confidentiality

12. Aim to relay accurate message about conditions and needs for policy makers, to
help in formulation of programs, based on beneficiary input

Substantive points
Arrival and registration
13. How would you describe the experience of being in Egypt since your arrival here?

14. What have been the main challenges faced by the Syrian community in general?
15. To what extent do you feel these reflect your own experience?

Protection Issues
16. What have been the particular issues you have faced as a young Syrian refugee

woman in Egypt?

17. Many Egyptian women face harassment of different kinds on the street or in the
workplace. Have you experienced harassment or behavior that you felt was
inappropriate?

18. Do you feel safe here?

19. How has the experience of leaving your home and seeking protection here
affected the dynamics in your family?

20. Are you aware of a trend towards early marriages for girls and young women? If
yes, what is your reaction towards this?

21. How can protection to Syrian girls and women in Egypt be strengthened?

22. Have you sought assistance or protection from any aid agency with regard to any
particular issues you may have faced?

Assistance and Livelihoods
23. What are your prospects for contributing to your family’s livelihoods or income?

24. How does your gender affect your mobility in Egypt?

Integration
25. How have you been received by the Egyptian community around you?

26. What is your expectation about the duration of your stay here?
27. What would the main facilitating factors of integration in Egypt be?
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Administrative points
7. Refunding of transportation
8. Refreshments
9. If know others in other areas, should inform us

ANNEX 3: In-depth interview

Center for Migration and Refugee Studies
Survey on Syrian Refugees in Egypt

Questions for Key Informants

27 May 2013
A) Consent
1. Do you consent to the outcomes of this interviews being included in the study
report?
Yes No
2. Do you have any concern to share before we start the interview?
Yes No
If yes, please explain:
B) Basic Data
3. Name:
4. Affiliation (individual/ organization):
5. Title:

If relevant and acceptable, you can ask: are you a refugee yourself? Syrian/ Non-
Syrian

C) Nature of relationship with Syrian refugees/ community in Egypt
6. What is the nature of your relationship with the Syrian community in Egypt?

(Please choose what applies and explain in each case)

Personal: Organizational (not | Commercial service Other
community for profit)
member/ other
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7. If your relationship is organizational, which category do you belong under?

Unpaid volunteer | Compensated volunteer: please give
detail

Paid job

8. How long have you been working with Syrian refugees in Egypt overall?

9. How long have you been working in this capacity?

10. What were you doing before? (this question is mostly relevant for Syrian, other

refugees and members of host community)

11. How long has your organization been assisting Syrian refugees in Egypt?

D) Arrival and registration

1. What is your sense in terms of figures and arrival trends? Increasing? From

where? Due to what?

2. What is the trend in terms of registration with UNHCR? Are more people

registering upon arrival?
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F) Geographic location and target group(s)
12. What cities/ regions does your work or the work of your organization involve?

Please indicate city and district if possible. Use both columns if working in Cairo
plus other cities. Use “country wide” if so and tick both boxes.

Cairo Other cities

13. What categories / social groups does your work target? Please tick what applies
and indicate age group

Category Age Group

All Syrian community:

Men:

Women:
Youth:
Children:

Other classification; please use space below and indicate age group
against each category (.e.g. people with war injuries/ the disabled/
single men or women/ unaccompanied minors/ specific religious
group...etc.)

G) Needs Assessment (G 1-4):
G.1 Protection and Assistance for refugees:
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14. What, in your opinion, are the most pressing protection and assistance needs
facing the Syrians in Egypt?

15. What are the most facilitated aspects of their life here?

16. From your practice, what do you think are the main problems / challenges facing
your specific target population/ groups?

17. What do people currently do to address these problems/ challenges?

18. Is that enough? Yes, No; explain.

19. How do you think these problems can be addressed in a better way?

G.2 Refugee Livelihoods:
20. What are the areas Syrians are finding jobs in and do they seem to have a

comparative advantage?

Job area Any comparative Any comments?
advantage?

30



21. What can be done to strengthen their ability to sustain themselves and their
families?

G.3 Psychosocial Aspect for carers/ helpers:
22. What problems do you face personally? (exploring burnout, trauma, resource

shortage...etc)

23. What do you currently do to address these problems/ challenges?

24. Is that enough? Yes, No; explain

25. How do you think these problems can be addressed in a better way?

G.4 Needs of your assisting organizations (or commercial service)/ colleagues:
26. What problems does your organization or your colleagues face? (same as above

plus exploring the need for institutional support/ capacity building...etc.)

27. What does your organization / colleagues currently do to address these problems/
challenges?

28. Is that enough? Yes, No; explain.

29. How do you think these problems can be addressed in a better way?

H) Integration
30. How do you feel Syrian refugees are perceived from within the Egyptian

community or other refugee community members?
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31. What is the general sentiment towards returning to Syria? s there concern about
the difficulty of returning even post-conflict due to changes in destruction

I) Support from institutions, host community, refugee community, other
32. Do you or your organization receive any support to carry out your work? (tick

what applies)

No:

Yes If yes;

a. To me personally: (Tick if yes and proceed to next question)

b. To my Institution: (Tick if yes and proceed to next question)

33. What is the source of this support? Please indicate name or relationship of the
source of support and nature of support

International Name:
organization

Form of support:
Egyptian NGO | Name:

Form of support:
Syrian Who?
community in
Egypt Form of support:
Family in Syria | Relationship:
(remittances/
other) Form of support:
Syrian Which country?
community
abroad Form of support:
(remittances/
other)
Host Specify community by group or district:




community

Form of support:

Other refugee
community in
Egypt
(exploring
cooperation
among
refugees)

Community and Form of
support (e.g. Iraqi/ house
search...etc.)

Community and Form of
support

Community and Form o
support

Interviewer; Please add your notes and observations if any:
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End.
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