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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

In the wake of movements for revolutionary change across the Arab Levant and Maghreb, 

civil protests against the Assad regime began in Syria in Spring 2011. The ensuing 24 

months have seen civil unrest proliferate across Syria, and in several instances, spill over 

the boarders into neighboring countries, including Lebanon. The gradual escalation of 

violence, which has effectively brought the country to civil war, has resulted in escalating 

numbers of people seeking refuge outside of Syria. Tens of thousands have fled to 

neighboring Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq, and as of the 3rd of April, 2013, 403,766 

Syrian refugees have either registered or are awaiting registration in Lebanon1. The growing 

number of new arrivals, and the increasingly protracted nature of the conflict, is gradually 

leading to increased vulnerability amongst members of the host community. As the number 

of refugees in Lebanon is expected to exceed one million by the end of 2013, tensions 

between host and refugee populations are expected to rise as competition over jobs and 

resources becomes ever more important to the survival of members from both communities. 

 

Within this context, an Emergency Market Mapping and Analysis (EMMA) assessment was 

launched to specifically analyze the key market systems upon which refugees and 

vulnerable host communities rely to earn income in the North and Bekaa Governorates of 

Lebanon. Although many humanitarian agencies are providing a variety of assistance to 

meet needs of refugees, and to a lesser extent host communities, a better understanding of 

the market systems upon which refugees and host communities depend for livelihoods is 

critical in order to promote self-reliance of the refugee population, assist host and refugee 

communities to earn greater income to meet their immediate needs, and to reduce tensions 

between refugees and hosting communities.  During this assessment three specific labor 

market systems were selected for analysis ï construction labor, service-sector labor, and 

agricultural labor. The purpose of this rapid assessment and analysis is to identify 

opportunities for humanitarian agencies to promote market-based income-earning 

possibilities for Lebanese host and refugee populations. As such, this report seeks to 

answer the following two key analytical questions:  

 

1. What is the capacity of the construction labor market system to absorb additional 

workers? 

2. What are the opportunities for expanding this sector and any constraints to absorbing 

additional labor? How can humanitarian organizations contribute to overcoming 

these constraints? 

This report includes the findings from the EMMA assessment of the construction labor 

market system in the North and Bekaa governorates.  UNHCR profiling statistics from the 

North indicate that a large number of adult refugees have experience in the construction 

sector, and construction is one of the first areas where refugees turn to seek income-earning 

opportunities after arriving in Lebanon.  This EMMA focuses specifically on labor related to 

the construction of homes and buildings, including hospitals, schools, and public buildings. 

                                                        
1 UNHCR Daily Statistics, Syrian Refugees in Lebanon. Wednesday 03 April 2013 
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Large infrastructure projects, such as roads, bridges, electricity grids, etc. are not included in 

this analysis due to the shortness of assessment period and the fact that building 

construction has greater labour requirements than large infrastructure projects that utilize 

heavy machinery.  

 

Overall, the EMMA findings illustrate that the construction labor market system has been 

drastically impacted by the crisis in Syria and that income opportunities for refugees or host 

communities in construction are very limited. In the current context where the supply of labor 

(from refugees, Syrian migrants, and Lebanese workers) exceeds the demand for workers, it 

is not feasible to promote large-scale construction-oriented livelihood programs. However, 

the report concludes with a series of recommendations to build construction-related 

livelihood opportunities into existing or planned humanitarian programs, particularly shelter 

and rehabilitation programs with construction components, as well as recommendations to 

link refugees and Lebanese with employment services and trainings providing the necessary 

tools to identify and qualify for income-earning possibilities. Such recommendations will 

assist both refugees and vulnerable host community households to earn income and to 

provide for their own immediate needs. 

 

 

II. METHODOLOGY 
 

EMMA (Emergency Market Mapping and Analysis) is a rapid market analysis approach 

designed to be used in the short-term aftermath of a sudden-onset crisis. It is premised on 

the rationale that a fuller understanding of the most critical markets in an emergency 

environment enables key decision makers (donors, NGOs, government policy makers, etc.) 

to consider a broader range of responses based on market realities. The EMMA 

methodology focuses on analysis of specific, existing market systems which have been 

impacted by an emergency but are nevertheless critical for providing goods, services, or 

income for a target population in a defined geographical area.  

 

EMMA is a rapid tool designed to be used in a matter of days but to still develop a strong 

evidence base for decision-making. It is not a complete value chain analysis methodology, 

and as such focuses on analyzing market systems which currently exist in a given context, 

and offers only modest insights into the feasibility or availability of alternative or potentially 

new market opportunities.  

 

The methodology used for this study adapted the standard EMMA approach to the 

protracted displacement and predominantly urban context of the Syrian refugee crisis in 

Lebanon. Nevertheless, the data collection and analysis procedures used in this assessment 

followed closely the EMMA 10-step process including a focus on key critical market systems 

and a combined gap, market, and response analysis.  For each critical market system there 

is a comparison of the current market system to a baseline model of market functioning, 

enabling the identification of key constraints on the market systems brought on by the crisis 

in Syria and inflow of refugees to Lebanon. Additionally, to a limited extent, this EMMA looks 

forward to the next six months to anticipate the future impact on the market systems of the 

ongoing crisis. Recommendations to support market-based livelihoods for host communities 

and refugees are based on the constraints and opportunities identified in the current market 



 
5 Construction Labor | EMMA Lebanon | 2013 

system (as compared to a baseline) and taking into account the anticipated future impact of 

the crisis on the market systems analyzed.  

 

The EMMA was initiated and lead by the IRC, with participation of 30 team members from 

four organizations ï IRC, Save the Children, DRC, and Oxfam. Three of the team members 

had received EMMA training prior to the assessment taking place. A 3-day workshop was 

held in Beirut from 11-13 March 2013 to introduce the EMMA methodology to all EMMA 

team members and to prepare for the assessment fieldwork. The 30 EMMA team members 

were divided into six sub-teams and each sub-team was responsible for analyzing one 

critical market system. Three teams assessed the selected critical market systems in Bekaa, 

and three teams in the North. Each team had a designated Team Leader and was 

comprised of 3-4 additional team members from the different participating agencies, 

ensuring a diversity of experience, local knowledge, and agency representation on each 

assessment team. The six sub-teams were supported by an overall EMMA Team Leader 

and a Co-Team Leader providing technical support and guidance throughout the 

assessment and analysis process, as well as a Logistics Assistant providing administrative 

support to all teams. 

 

This assessment took place from 11-26 March 2013, including a three-day pre-assessment 

workshop in Beirut, 10 days of field data collection in the Bekaa and North governorates of 

Lebanon, and two days of analysis and report preparation. The assessment included 

qualitative and quantitative data collection from secondary sources, focus group discussions 

with target populations, key informant interviews, and individual interviews with a variety of 

actors in the market system. The primary data for this assessment was gathered from  semi-

structured interviews with 12 key informants, 51 market actors and 17 focus group 

discussions with 100 households representing host community members, refugees 

households, and migrant workers.  

III. TARGET POPULATION 
 

The EMMA team identified two specific target populations for this analysis: the host 

community populations in the North and in Bekaa, and the refugee population living in these 

same areas.  All EMMA recommendations across the three critical markets assessed are 

intended to provide feasible programming recommendations to improve the income-earning 

opportunities available for these two target populations. Geographically, the EMMA focused 

on Tripoli and Akkar in the North, and Central, Western, Balbeck, and Hermel cazas in 

Bekaa. Large portions of the host community and refugee populations either currently rely 

on agricultural, construction or service-sector labor for income, or believe that these markets 

offer opportunities for them to derive some income. Because this assessment focuses on 

identifying income-earning opportunities, the majority of the analysis emphasizes working 

age adults, however child and youth labor is a feature of the labor markets in some areas of 

Lebanon and these groups are included in the broad population of analysis for this 

assessment. Palestinians living in Lebanon are by definition considered members of the host 

or refugee communities due to the rising numbers of people fleeing Syria and taking refuge 

in the Palestinian camps. However, these groups were effectively not included in this 

analysis due to security and administrative challenges for visiting the Palestinian camps. The 
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estimated number of host community members and refugees of working age who make up 

the target population are listed in Table 1 below. 

 

 
Table 1: EMMA Target population 
 

Target Population Number Location 

Host communities in the 

North and in Bekaa 

receiving refugees from 

Syria 

1,303,9802 

 

In the North Governorate: 

Tripoli and Akkar (640,980 

people) 

 

In Bekaa Governorate: 

Western, Zahle, Baalbeck, 

and Hermel Cazas (663,00 

people) 

Refugees from Syria living 

in the North and Bekaa 

governorates 

197,8673 

In the North Governorate: 

Tripoli and Akkar (83,703 

refugees registered and 

estimated awaiting 

registration) 

 

In Bekaa Governorate: 

Zahle, West Bekaa, 

Baalbek, and El Hermel 

cazas (114,168 refugees 

registered and awaiting 

registration) 

 
 

Within the construction labour market system, the workforce is almost exclusively male. 

Women are found, though to a very small degree, working as professionals such as 

architects, engineers and interior designers or in administrative positions employed in 

construction companies.  

The skills groups under consideration in this framework have been disaggregated as follows, 

based on local understandings of skill-sets: 

 Skilled/Semi-Skilled: Professionally trained (incl. electrician, mason, plumber, tiler, 

glazier etc.); experienced in specific technical construction skills; benefitted from on 

the job training; run own small contracting firms  

 Unskilled: no formal professional training; daily work 

 Professionals: professionals with a higher education background in areas such as 

engineers or architects  

Market actors contacted throughout this study emphasized that for insurance purposes 

youth under the age of 18 cannot be hired for construction labour. Therefore, when referring 

to opportunities for male youth in the construction sector, this study will distinguish between 

                                                        
2
 http://www.statoids.com/ylb.html, 2004 estimates 

3
 Registration Trends for Syrians: Weekly Statistics. UNHCR, 14 March 2013 

http://www.statoids.com/ylb.html
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youth aged 15 ï 17 and youth aged 18 ï 24. Male workers between the ages of 25 ï 64, the 

legal retirement age, are considered adult workers in this assessment.  

The construction work force in Lebanon is predominantly made up of two nationalities, 

namely Lebanese and Syrians. Other migrant and refugee workers, particularly Palestinians 

do form part of this labour force. In the North however, they are predominantly involved in 

the reconstruction efforts of Nar El Bahred Camp. The latter is being excluded from 

consideration in this study due to the uniqueness of the legal structures governing 

construction activities in Palestinian camps. The geographic focus of the assessment 

zoomed in on the Lebanese workforce among communities currently hosting Syrian 

refugees in Akkar, Tripoli and the Bekaa as well as Syrians, including former migrant 

workers and refugees living in these geographic areas.  

 

IV.  SELECTION OF CRITICAL MARKET SYSTEMS 

 

The EMMA methodology is based on the analysis of specific markets which are critical for 

supplying goods or income for the targeted crisis-affected population. As agreed between 

the participating agencies prior to the launch of the assessment, this EMMA would focus 

primarily on market systems which are critical for supporting the livelihood and income 

needs of host community members and refugees, with the intention of promoting livelihoods 

for host communities and refugees which are economically feasible and linked to market 

conditions. Additionally, the participating agencies agreed that the analysis should include 

market systems which have the potential to offer income opportunities to women and youth, 

as well as men, and cover both rural and urban contexts.  

 

A two-step approach was used for identifying and then prioritizing three critical markets for 

this study. First, prior to the launch of the EMMA assessment, participating agencies 

developed a long-list of possible market systems which could contribute to the livelihoods of 

host and refugee populations. Markets in which refugees and host communities are currently 

engaged, as well as markets potentially offering options for further livelihood opportunities 

were identified. These included agricultural labor; construction labor; home-based food 

production; commercial food processing (including dairy); and skilled labor (including 

teachers, secretaries, nurses, accountants, etc.). During the EMMA fieldwork preparation 

workshop in Beirut, the complete EMMA assessment team added further market systems to 

this list, including: home based embroidery, electronic repair and vehicle mechanics; service 

sector labor (including restaurants and hospitality); livestock raising; and fishing and sale of 

fish.  

 

These 10 income market systems were then ranked according to 6 criteria in order to 

determine which market systems are the most appropriate for supporting livelihoods in the 

targeted regions. Given the differences in economic activities and refugee flows between the 

North and Bekaa, separate ranking exercises were carried out for each region, with the 

understanding that some markets may be more appropriate for analysis given the different 

contexts in the North and in Bekaa.  As such, the critical market selection was conducted 

independently for each region, using the following criteria to rank relative importance of each 

market system: 
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1. The market is the most significant in contributing income opportunities   

2. The market system is affected by the refugee influx and/or crisis in Syria 

3. Programming options in the market system are likely to be feasible 

4. The market system fits the competencies and mandates of participating agencies  

5. Seasonal factor and timing are appropriate 

6. Potential program options in this market system would complement (and not 

duplicate) government or other actorsô plans for the sector 

 

Based on this ranking exercise, the teams in Bekaa prioritized service sector labor (primarily 

hotels and restaurant services), agricultural labor, and construction labor, in that order of 

importance. For the North, agricultural labor and construction labor were the clear priority 

market systems for analysis, but the ranking exercise did not highlight a clear prioritization of 

a 3rd critical market system. Home-based food production was ranked low given the poor 

performance of past programs for Lebanese families in the North, and perceived limited 

feasibility of these activities for refugees. Livestock raising and service sector labor, were 

equally ranked, but divided between predominantly rural and urban markets, respectively. 

The team opted to select service sector labor as the 3rd critical market system for the North 

in order to foster consistency of data gathering and reporting with the Bekaa analysis and 

given the importance of service sector employment in Tripoli. 

 

Three critical income market systems were analyzed in this EMMA:  

 

1. Agricultural Labor 

2. Construction Labor 

3. Service Sector Labor 

 

These market systems take into account income earning opportunities available in rural and 

urban areas, and also represent market systems which are broadly accessible to women, 

men, and youth refugees and host community members.  

V.  CONSTRUCTION LABOUR MARKET SYSTEM 
 
The market maps, below, are visual depictions of the construction labour market system in 

the North and in Bekaa. These maps demonstrate the connections between those people 

working or seeking work in the construction sector and the contractors who employ them. 

The market chain, the middle portion of each market map illustrates the connections and 

pathways through which Lebanese, migrants and refugees can seek work. In addition, there 

are a series of institutions and policies which regulate the functioning of this market system 

as well as infrastructure, inputs, and services which facilitate the connections between 

workers, businesses, and customers. Policies, regulations and institutions are represented 

on the upper portion of the market map, whereas the infrastructure and inputs upon which 

the construction labor market depends is represented at the bottom third of each map. 

 

Separate maps are presented for the Bekaa and for the North, in order to highlight the 

differences in the construction labour market systems of the two regions. For each region, 
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three different maps are included in the below analysis ï a baseline map outlining the 

functioning of the construction labour market in 2010, prior to the outbreak of conflict in 

Syria, a post-crisis market map which reflects the construction labour in 2012, and a third 

map depicting the anticipated changes in construction labour by the end of 2013. Comparing 

the current situation to the baseline assists in rapidly identifying how the specific market 

system has been impacted by the crisis, and the specific constraints to using this market as 

a driver for income opportunities for both Lebanese host communities and refugees. 

 

A. Seasonal Calendar 

In general, the construction season in Lebanon is relatively long with a peak between March 

and September. After that time, projects start to slow down in anticipation of winter. Certain 

renovation works of private housing though can continue all year round (e.g. electrical 

wiring, indoor finishing etc.) Similarly, plumbing and electricity work can be conducted for 

most of the year. Major constraints to construction work taking place in winter are snow and 

cold weather that do not allow for concrete works to take place between December and 

March. 

 

Table 2: Seasonal Calendar 
 

Labor Season J F M A M J J A S O N D 

Construction Labour (L=Low; 
H=High) 

 L H H H H H H H L L  

Agricultural Labour (M=Male; 
F=Female) 

 M F F F F F F F M M  

Food-Processing Labour (Mostly 
Women) (L=low; H=high) 

L H H H H H H H H H 
 

L L 

Service Sector Labour (Mostly 
Men) 

    L H H H H    

Tourism season (high demand on 
restaurants, hotels, car rentals, taxi)  
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B. Baseline: Construction Season, 2010 
 

Below is a brief description of the trends and key elements of the construction labour market 
system prior to the Syria crisis. 
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General trends for construction industry in 2010 
 
 

The Lebanese housing 

construction industry saw a 

strong growth period post 2006. 

Market actors named 

investments into the tourism 

industry, by Lebanese Diaspora 

and regional foreign 

investments as a major 

contributing factor to this 

continuous rise of the market. In 

addition, local investments 

through remittances and a 

government-facilitated loan 

scheme for government 

employees contributed to new 

investments in family homes and 

apartments 4 .  ñAccording to 

Credit Libanaisô research unit, 

foreign direct investment in the Lebanese real estate and residential sectors surged from 

$1.65bn in 2006 to an estimated $3.47bn in 2010, before entering a phase of relative 

consolidation.ò 5   Graph 1 indicates the overall growth in the sector since 2006 as indicated 

by the volume of construction permits and cement deliveries. 

Market Chain for the Construction Sector in 20106 
 

In the North, the rebuilding of Nahr El Bared Camp, which started in 2009, represents an 

island of construction, as financial support for the campôs reconstruction continues 

unchanged to date.7 The camp construction almost exclusively provides work opportunities 

to Palestinians and to a small degree to Lebanese professionals. Syrian migrant workers in 

2010 were few and mostly of Palestinian origin in the first place. Based on the set target 

population for this assessment, the construction activities in and around Nahr el Bared 

Camp will be excluded.  

Contractors: The construction industry in Lebanon divides construction companies into 

three categories, namely A, B and C. 

 Category A Contractors: Category A Contractors are the largest construction 

companies, mostly involved in large-scale infrastructure projects and managing 

                                                        
4
 Remittance inflows reached $6.7 billion in 2010 or 17 percent of GDP, of which at least 60 percent was from oil 

exporters. 2012 International Monetary Fund February 2012, IMF Country Report No. 12/40 óLebanon Selected 
Issues), http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2012/cr1240.pdf 
5
 Construction Week Online, Construction industry growth slows in Lebanon, by CW Staff on Aug 17, 2012  

http://www.constructionweekonline.com/article-18114-construction-industry-growth-slows-in-
lebanon/#.UVAZ3Bke0Xw  
6
 NB: Any differences in the market maps between the 2 regions (i.e. Presence of Professional Syrian migrants in 

the North but not in Bekaa) reflect the reality in the sector 
7
 a total of USD195 million (out of USD 345 million needed) has been secured by 2011. 

http://www.unrwa.org/userfiles/2011100225423.pdf  

Graph 1: Bank Audi óLebanon Real Estate Sector, June 
2012 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2012/cr1240.pdf
http://www.constructionweekonline.com/article-18114-construction-industry-growth-slows-in-lebanon/#.UVAZ3Bke0Xw
http://www.constructionweekonline.com/article-18114-construction-industry-growth-slows-in-lebanon/#.UVAZ3Bke0Xw
http://www.unrwa.org/userfiles/2011100225423.pdf
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many projects at one time. In Northern Lebanon, there are no Category A 

contractors operative in housing related construction, except in Nahr El Bared (which 

are excluded from consideration in this assessment). Quantifying the number of 

contractors in Lebanon is difficult since a significant amount of companies are not 

registered, however market actors interviewed estimated that there are five large 

contractors based in Bekaa, although there are several Beirut-based contractors 

managing large-scale projects in the region.   

 Category B Contractors: Category B are medium sized firms contracted to 

implement a variety of projects. They usually employ several professionals and at 

times even skilled labourers, though these are predominantly hired on a project 

basis. Category B businesses are usually responsible for designated aspects of 

construction projects (foundation work, masonry, metalwork, plumbing etc.) and 

handle several projects simultaneously. A large public or private construction project 

will usually require 10 to 12 different Category B contractors to complete each phase 

of the work. Many of these contractors also play a role as sub-contractors for large 

contractors, providing semi-skilled and unskilled labour, and effectively acting as 

recruitment agencies.  

 Category C Contractors: Category C contractors are often individual skilled 

labourers that work on a project basis and who hire required unskilled labourers 

daily on a needs basis.  

 

Professionals: In 2010, the professional work force in Northern Lebanon was almost 

exclusively reserved to Lebanese. Professional engineers and architects were found in 

either permanent employment with contractors or consulting for construction companies on a 

project basis. Migrant workers are limited from professional positions because Lebanese 

laws allow only those who have a work permit to legally work in Lebanon and are a 

registered member of the respective gild, e.g. the order of architects and engineers, to be 

considered a professional worker. It was however also reported that professional Syrian 

migrant workers are hired as skilled labourers yet performing the tasks of professionals 

circumventing these requirements. The qualifications and skill sets of professional Syrians 

versus Lebanese are very comparable, although one challenge is the working language as 

all training and professional terminology is in Arabic in Syria. 

Skilled Labourers: The majority of skilled labour was subcontracted by professionals or by 

a contractor directly. Very few skilled labourers would find permanent employment with 

contractors.  Though the majority of skilled labourers in 2010 were also Lebanese, the 

percentage difference is less steep in the North than in Bekaa. The assessment 

demonstrated it is more acceptable and legally easier for Syrian migrant labourers to access 

these skilled jobs than the professional jobs. In terms of (semi-)skilled labour, it is generally 

acknowledged that Lebanese prefer less physical work (electricity, aluminium, plumbing, 

ceramic, wood finishingôs), whereas the more demanding work is left to Syrians. Moreover, 

contractors reported that their decisions of whom to hire often depended on a projectôs profit 

margins since the Syrian workforce was cheaper to hire than Lebanese.  

Unskilled Labourers: Unskilled labourers would exclusively be hired on a day-to-day basis 

through skilled labourers or picked up by contractors directly at established pick-up spots 

where workers wait for daily employment. The labour undertaken in these jobs is stigmatized 

and was generally not accepted among Lebanese labourers. Therefore, country-wide, 
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unskilled labour was predominantly carried out by Syrian migrants. There is however a big 

difference was found in the participation of Lebanese workers unskilled workers in the 

construction labour markets of the North and Bekaa. In the North, 40% of unskilled labourers 

were Lebanese in 2010 compared to Bekaa where contractors reported hiring no unskilled 

labourers in 2010.  This trend is indicative of the poverty level of the Northern region which 

has driven Lebanese families to find work in these stigmatized unskilled jobs more so than in 

other regions of Lebanon. Unskilled and skilled labourers, especially Syrian migrants, would 

typically move around Lebanon in order to find employment in construction projects. 

Number of workers in each job category: Given the lack of recent data on labour market 

in Lebanon as well as the sensitivity around migrant-labourers, it is difficult to estimate the 

distribution between Lebanese and Syrian labourers. The following breakdown of 

Lebanese/migrant workers per job category is based on averages reported by contractors, 

labourers, and key informants in the construction sector interviewed during this assessment 

and hence only represent an approximate estimate.  

 

Table 3: Percentage of Lebanese and Migrant workers per job category 

Year: 2010 

Region 
Professional Workers Skilled Workers Unskilled Workers 

Lebanese Syrians Lebanese Syrians Lebanese Syrians 

North 95% 5% 70% 30% 45% 55% 

Bekaa 95% 5% 90% 10% 0% 100% 

 

 
Table 4: Estimated number of skilled and unskilled construction workers in each region, 
based on square meters (sqm) of construction, 2010 
 

 
Tripoli8 Akkar9 Bekaa10 

# of construction permits issued 2,000 1,600 1,592 

# of sqm approved 2,437,597 517,600 1,155,888 

Overall number of skilled workers required per 
year11  

6,459 1,371 3,063 

Overall number of unskilled workers required per 
year10  

19,376 4,114 9,188 

 

 

                                                        
8
 source: http://www.oea.org.lb/Arabic/Listing-Files.aspx?pageid=1729&FolderID=73 

9
 source: estimates by Akkar municipalities during interviews 

10
 source http://www.oea.org.lb/Arabic/Listing-Files.aspx?pageid=1729&FolderID=73 

11
 The estimated number of workers in the construction labour market system was calculated using an average 

estimate of the number of skilled and unskilled workers required per square meter of construction, and licensing 
data from municipalities and the Order of Engineers and Architects on the number of square meters of new 
construction licensed in each region. 
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Wages: Table 5, below presents the estimated wage ranges identified in this assessment for 

the three different categories of workers in 2010. Migrant workers were commonly paid 20-

50% less than their Lebanese counterparts, although this pattern was more distinctive in the 

North where unskilled Lebanese labour was also hired in the sector. In terms of working 

conditions, average working hours reported for 2010 were 8 hours per day with an additional 

1 hour lunch break.  

Table 5: Estimated wages by job category for Lebanese and Syrian workers, in LL 
 

Region 
Professional (LL/month) Skilled (LL/day) Unskilled (LL/day) 

Lebanese Syrians Lebanese Syrians Lebanese Syrians 

North 
900,000 ï 
2,250,000 

900,000 ï 
1,200,000 

50,000 ï 
130,000 

40,000 ï 
70,000 

35,000 ï 
50,000 

25,000 ï 
35,000 

Bekaa 
900,000 ï 
2,250000 

No info 
50,000 ï 
100,000 

50,000 ï 
60,000 

No Info 
30,000 ï 
45,000 

 

Recruitment of labour: There are some recruitment agencies as well as internet job search 

platforms that aim at bringing supply and demand together. However, these means of 

employment search are almost exclusively targeting professionals and even among them 

are rarely frequented due to their inefficiency. Personal connections and applying directly 

with companies are more likely to yield positive results. The only highly frequented and 

successful recruitment agency in the North of Lebanon is UNRWAôs employment office. 

However their outreach is limited to recruitment for the reconstruction of NBC and therefore 

is limited to Palestinian construction workers.  

Environment, rules and norms in the construction sector in 2010 
 
Construction Licensing: In the baseline year, the majority of projects implemented by 

small and medium contractors were authorized on the basis of a municipality licenses. 

These licenses generally cost no more than USD 100 and do not include any approval 

through relevant professionals for the proposed construction work. However, much more 

expensive licenses (costing about USD 6 per square meter) were legally required to be 

undertaken by the urban planning department before construction begins, but this 

requirement was usually not enforced. As a result, construction projects are often 

uncoordinated and not aligned with urban planning outlines. Moreover, architectural 

considerations are not ensured. Municipality-issued licenses are typically only authorised 

from April onwards in order to limit the construction season, whereas urban planning 

licenses (more expensive and regulated) are awarded all year round. A frequent 

phenomenon is that if buildings are not approved by the urban planning services, contractors 

will apply for a municipality license, often aided by heavy bribing which is rife in the sector. 

Infrastructure and inputs in the construction sector in 2010 

 
Technical Vocational and Educational Training/Vocational Training centres (TVET/VT): 

Technical training is widely available in Bekaa and Northern Lebanon, provided by 

government run technical colleges or private institutions. However, the majority of skilled and 

semi-skilled labourers have been trained on the job, and technical training is generally 

regarded as a lesser option for those unable to access other forms of higher education. Most 

labourers interviewed for this study said they would rather learn on the job and earn an 
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income than commit to technical training, and this is reflected in the relatively low levels of 

demand for TVET/VT services. Labourers said that they would only prioritise training for 

plumbing and electrician training, which are skills in higher demand. Courses are heavily 

subsidised by the Ministry of Education, and in order to attract a stronger calibre of students, 

those scoring more than 12/20 in their school exams (prior to entering the technical colleges) 

receive 200,000 LL/month throughout the course. This financial incentive is available to 

Lebanese and foreign students alike. Despite the subsidy, demand for courses is relatively 

low and has remained at these low levels for the last 10 years. The job placement rate for 

graduates is high, but graduates are mostly hired as semi-skilled workers at low wages and 

many graduates rapidly leave the sector to take stable, salaried positions with the army. 

Input suppliers: Certain construction materials, such as steel are imported from Ukraine, 

Turkey and Belorussia, with only very limited small-scale imports from, or exports to, Syria. 

Quarries in Bekaa provide most of the stone and sand inputs required for construction while 

large producers of cement, such as Holcim and S.A.L based in Chekka cater to local 

demand. Syrian migrant workers also find work with input suppliers who occasionally hire 

additional people during the high season, but these numbers are low overall and do not 

contribute in any significant way to the demand for construction labour in the region.  

Ability of labour to meet demands of the construction sector in 2010 

 

The combination of migrant labour (estimated anywhere between 200,000 and 1,000,000 in 

Lebanon12), and existing skilled and professional Lebanese meant that the industry could 

adequately meet the demand without constraint in 2010. Even during the significant 

construction boom of 2009/2010, the market was able to sufficiently respond to the demand 

for workers.  The fact that many skilled workers are trained on-the-job rather than 

undergoing a ólengthyô education at vocational training centers means that people enter the 

market rapidly on a needs basis. Moreover, as reported by interviewees, if additional 

labourers were needed, workers would contact respective skilled relatives or acquaintances 

in Lebanon or Syria to join the work force for the duration of a project. Exceptions to these 

findings are professionals in plumbing and plastering, and electricians, who were identified 

as being high in demand. Having worked in Lebanon for years, most Syrian migrant 

labourers have established close relationships with local contractors and some had even 

established their own small or medium size contracting companies.  

 

C. Emergency affected market system: construction season 2012 

 

This analysis of the emergency-affected construction labour market system will focus on the 

óconstruction seasonô of March-December 2012. Due to the seasonal patterns of the 

construction market, construction activities largely cease in the winter months and do not 

begin to start-up again until March. Because this EMMA was launched at the beginning of 

March 2013, the most recent timeframe for analyzing the impact of the Syrian crisis on the 

construction labour market is 2012.  

 

                                                        
12

 http://www.lnf.org.lb/migrationnetwork/mig2.html 
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Overall trends for Bekaa and North in 2012 
 
Country-wide, Lebanonôs construction sector experienced a dramatic slowdown in new 

construction projects and labour demand compared to previous years. The number of 

construction permits issued in 2012 decreased by 11.7 % overall compared to 2011,13 but 

some parts of Lebanon were less affected than others. Bekaa for example was the only 

region reporting an increase in the number of permits issued, with an increase of 16% in 

terms of square meters approved for construction.14  The North on the other hand saw a 

downturn in new construction projects, particularly in the rural areas of Akkar where new 

construction projects in 2012 shrank by 72% compared to 2010 (see Table 8, below).  

The construction market, which has been ñéproviding holiday homes to tourists and 

Lebanese Diaspora, [é] has been affected by the sluggishness of the tourism sector, the 

latter being deterred by the arising regional tensions.ò15 Moreover, households in rural areas 

are less willing to invest into housing in order to limit expenditures for fear of continuously 

decreasing job opportunities and rising expenditures. In border areas, fears of the Syria 

conflict spilling over across the frontier further intensify these feelings of uncertainty.  

Coinciding with the decline in construction activity, Lebanon saw a growing number of 

refugees entering the country and its labour market. While the beginning of 2012 saw a 

ñésmall onset situation of 6,000 refugees in January, to an increasing movement of people 

across the border up to 25,000 in-country by July,ò the year ended with a much larger critical 

number of refugees exceeding the RRP planning figures16.  

UNHCR statistics from March 2013 show a total of 112,384 refugees living in Northern 

Lebanon and 97,108 in Bekaa. Out of these approximately one fourth are youth and adults 

of working age17 . These figures would put the work force at some 28,000 and 25,000 

refugees in Northern Lebanon and Bekaa respectively. Statistics obtained from UNHCRôs 

Tripoli registration center show that from a total of 23,247 respondents 32% (39% of men 

and 2.5% of women) used to work in jobs relating to the construction sector in Syria. 

Applying the percentage to the overall number of male refugees of working age in each 

region, it can be anticipated that a minimum of some 11,000 and 9,500 workers in the North 

and Bekaa respectively may try to enter the local construction industry. The actual number 

of people seeking work in the construction sector is likely to be significantly higher than 

these estimates as unregistered refugees, people from other working backgrounds and 

children and youth may also be in search of jobs in the construction industry.  

Table 6: Estimated number of refugees seeking work in construction, 2013 

 
Region 

 

 
Number of refugee workers 

 

North 11,000 

Bekaa 9,500 

 

                                                        
13

 òLebanese Construction Permits Decline in 2012.ñ The Daily Star, January 29, 2013 (Link).  
14

 Comparison of Annual Reports for 2011 and 2012 made available by the Order of Architects and Engineers 
(Link)  
15
ôLebanon Economic Report: Prioritizing Stability over Growth.ó Bank Audi, 4th Quarter 2012. (Link)  

16
 ôShelter Sectory Strategy ï 2013: Working Paper for 2013.ñ UNHCR Lebanon, December 18, 2012. (Link)  

17
 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=1540  

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/Business/Lebanon/2013/Jan-29/204143-lebanese-construction-permits-decline-in-2012.ashx#axzz2O63FQuRG
http://www.oea.org.lb/Arabic/Listing-Files.aspx?pageid=1729&FolderID=73
http://research.banqueaudi.com/documents/EconomicReports/lebanon_economic_report.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Lebanon%20Shelter%20sector%20strategy%20-%202013.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=1540


 
18 Construction Labor | EMMA Lebanon | 2013 

Another phenomenon was reported that deterred investment in the housing sector. In 

general Lebanonôs housing construction is characterized by a floor by floor building 

approach. Families would save up to built at least one floor and then leave additional floors 

unfinished as they ran out of money and only continue after savings could be accumulated 

again later. As a result, large numbers of houses have unfinished floors. Respondents 

pointed out that currently households do not have any incentive to finish these existing 

skeleton structures as they are able to rent those out to refugees for relatively high returns 

(USD 100 ï 200/month). Another disincentive is that if the increased demand for 

accommodation will no longer exist once Syrians leave Lebanon. This is compounded by the 

increase in the cost of property in Bekaa, which in the last 5 years has gone from $600 to 

$2000 per sqm, making apartments increasingly difficult to sell. 

During the interview process it became clear that both nationalities are increasingly 

discouraged by the overall situation. Syrian labourers experience a growing level of 

exploitation as working hours increased, break times were shortened and discrimination is 

felt more strongly while they feel like having no choice but to accept these conditions as the 

alternative would be unemployment. Meanwhile, Lebanese labourers blame Syrians and the 

international humanitarian community for taking away their jobs, bringing down wages and 

benefiting óonly Syriansô. As a result, tensions are continuously rising between host and 

refugee communities.  

Market Chain for the Construction Sector in 201218
 

 

Category B and C contractors in Bekaa: the year 2012 was marked by a significant 

increase in the number of small and medium-sized contractors. This reflects the overall 

stagnation in new large-scale infrastructure and public construction projects, relative to 

home construction, which grew in 2012 (by an estimated 12%), and employs smaller-scale 

contractors. In some areas, particularly Baalbek and Central Bekaa, this increase has been 

linked to Syrian investors building properties and restaurants. Another factor accounting for 

the rise in the number of small and medium-sized contractors is that they are subjected to 

less regulation (for licensing and wages) and therefore can charge less for their services, 

which is attractive in tough economic times. An estimated 10% of these new small 

contracting firms are run by Syrian migrants who have been working in Lebanon for years 

and are able to hire other migrants, and refugees, at cheap rates. Engineers and large 

contractors interviewed estimated that the costs charged by Syrian contractors (or Lebanese 

contractors hiring predominantly Syrian labour) are up to 50% cheaper than those charged 

by Lebanese equivalents. As a result, the competition between small and medium-sized 

contractors has also increased significantly, and many are reported to lie about their 

capacity and the number of concurrent projects in order to access new contracts.  

Unskilled labour: The trends of refugees seeking work in the construction sector, as 

described above, highlights the increasing competition for work as unskilled workers. 

Respondents, both Syrians and Lebanese, reported that if they used to be able to find jobs 

throughout the construction season in 2010 without problems, they now manage to find 

employment for only one to two weeks per month. Daily work is very unpredictable for 

existing migrant workers and new refugee arrivals, with unskilled workers generally being 

                                                        
18

 NB: Any differences in the market maps between the 2 regions (i.e. Presence of Professional Syrian migrants 
in the North but not in Bekaa) reflect the reality in the sector 
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ótestedô for 2 days or so, and then extended if they meet requirements. Many of this studyôs 

interviewees also reported not getting paid the full amount stated at the outset, and being 

physically threatened if they try to complain. Additionally, many Syrian migrant workers have 

brought families from Syria to live in Lebanon, limiting their mobility and ability to move from 

one location to another in search of jobs. Not only do they need to remain where their 

families are located but they also lack sufficient funds to renew their work permits and hence 

are afraid of being detained by police. As a coping strategy many of them have also 

registered as refugees.  

Irrespective of the type of contractors, most were reluctant to admit they have been hiring 

refugees, claiming they are all migrant workers, in possession of relevant permits. Another 

likely reason for this reluctance is because many small contractors are in fact taking on 2 

refugees/migrant labourers instead of 1, for the same overall wage. In Bekaa, it is therefore 

an estimated there has been a 40 to 50% increase in the number of labourers employed by 

small and medium-sized contractors relative to a similar project in the baseline year, and an 

estimated 25% increase for larger contractors.  In the North, given the more significant 

downturn in the construction sector, the assessment team were not informed of any reported 

increases in the number of labourers hired, despite the significant decrease in wages. 

Despite the fact that youth under the age of 18 are not insured to work on construction sites, 

the observed reality is very different, with children under 18 years of age seen to be carrying 

out unskilled labour on construction sites. As so many small contractors are unregulated, 

this is de facto accepted, and further reduces the fees charged by these contractors. There 

are significant child labour issues in the construction sector and they are likely to increase as 

the economic situation of households deteriorates.  

Skilled labour: Skilled labourers are similarly affected by the crisis. As the Table X below 

indicates, wages for skilled labourers have dropped by a third on average. In addition, this 

labour category has seen the highest change in labour distribution from Lebanese to Syrian 

workers, with a shift of 40% from Lebanese to Syrians in the North and of 30% in Bekaa 

(Table 7). The less the construction sector grows, the more willing contractors are to hire 

Syrian workers (whom they often consider less skilled than their Lebanese counterparts). 

This is particularly understandable given the increasing competition between small and 

medium-sized contractors in 2012. For example, a contractor in Bekaa reported that a 

Lebanese plumber will be paid USD 2-3 per meter whilst a Syrian will be paid USD 1 per 

meter, or an engineer (working as a foreman) will be paid USD 300/month versus USD 

700/month for a Lebanese worker.  

Professionals: The least affected group by the crisis is professionals. Though wages have 

not increased they did not decreased significantly either. Very few contractors reported 

having replaced previous professionals with Syrians. However, it was reported that Syrians 

of professional background are hired as skilled labourers but undertake work as 

professionals in order to circumvent the regulations on professional registration. This 

practice seems to have increased in both the North and Bekaa since 2010.  

Wages: The downturn in construction coupled with the influx of additional labour caused 

wages for construction labourers to plummet (proportionally to wage differences between the 

two nationalities commonly reported even before the crisis). Unskilled labourers, with the 

lowest income and job security to begin with, suffered the heaviest decrease in wages. 

Especially in the Bekaa, where the construction sector has been less affected it has been 

observed that contractors particularly small and medium ones are hiring two migrants (or 
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refugees) instead of one, creating the impression that labour wages have been stable while 

instead they are at times paying only half of 2010 wage levels. 

Table 7: Change in estimated wages for Lebanese and Syrians by job category, in LL 
 

Region Year 

Professional 
(LL/month) 

Skilled (LL/day) Unskilled (LL/day) 

Lebanese Syrian Lebanese Syrian Lebanese Syrian 

North 

2010 
900,000 ï 
2,250000 

900,000 ï 
1,200,000 

50,000 ï 
130,000 

40,000 
ï 
70,000 

35,000 ï 
50,000 

25,000 
ï 
35,000 

2012 
1,200,000 
ï 
1,950,000 

900,000 ï 
1,200,000 

50,000 ï 
70,000 

30,000 
ï 
45,000 

25,000 ï 
35,000 

15,000 
ï 
25,000 

Average 
% 
decrease* 

0% 0% 33% 32% 29% 33% 

Bekaa 

2010 
900,000 ï 
2,250000 

No data 
50,000 ï 
100,000 

50,000 
ï 
60,000 

N/A** 
30,000 
ï 
45,000 

2012 
900,000 ï 
2,250000 

No data 
50,000 ï 
60,000 

30,000 
ï 
40,000 

N/A 
22,500 
ï 
30,000 

Average 
% 
decrease* 

0% No data 27% 40% N/A 25% 

*Average percent decrease in wages calculated based on change in actual wage data collected 
during the assessment, not the change in range of wages from 2010 to 2012. 
**No significant number of unskilled Lebanese workers was identified in Bekaa  

 

Number of workers: Between 2010 and 2012, the slowdown in the construction industry 

impacted the number of workers in the construction business, as well as the number of 

Lebanese versus Syrian workers. Table X below shows that fewer construction permits were 

issued in the North in 2012, resulting in fewer jobs. This change was most pronounced in 

Akkar, where the number of workers required to complete construction projects shrank by 

72% compared to 2010. In Bekaa, where construction activities actually increased, the 

number of workers required to complete the projects increased proportionately.  However, 

as seen in Table XX, below, much smaller proportions of Lebanese workers are being hired 

to complete the construction work. With the increase competition for jobs, and fewer 

construction projects overall, contractors are trying to maximize revenues by employing 

fewer Lebanese workers and greater numbers of Syrians. This trend appears to be holding 

true even in Bekaa, where the construction sector expanded in 2012.  In addition to the 

migrant workers, a large number of the Syrian workers making up a greater proportion of the 

workforce are refugees. 
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Table 8: Estimated number of skilled and unskilled construction workers required to 
complete construction projects, based on square meters (sqm) of construction, 2010-2012 
 
 

 
Tripoli Akkar  Bekaa 

 2010 2012 2010 2012 2010 2012 

# of construction 
permits issued 

2,000 2,142 1,600  450 1,592 1,859 

# of sqm 
approved 

2,437,597 2,319,181 517,600 145,575 1,155,888 1,330,048 

Overall number of 
skilled workers 
required per 
year19  

6,459 6,145 1,371 386 3,063 3,550 

Overall number of 
unskilled workers 
required per 
year20  

19,376 18,435 4,114 1,157 9,188 10,651 

% change in 
number of 
workers from 
2010 to 2012 

-5% -72% +16% 

 

Table 9: Comparison between current and baseline percentages of Lebanese and Migrant 
workers per job category 
 

Region Job category Nationality 
Percentage of 
job category 

2010 

Percentage of job 
category 

2012 

North 

Professional 
Lebanese 95% 93% 

Syrian 5% 7% 

Skilled 
Lebanese 70% 30% 

Syrian 30% 70% 

Unskilled 
Lebanese 45% 30% 

Syrian 55% 70% 

Bekaa 

Professional 
Lebanese 95% No data 

Syrian 5% No data 

Skilled 
Lebanese 90% 70% 

Syrian 10% 30% 

Unskilled 
Lebanese 0% 0% 

Syrian 100% 100% 

 

Recruitment of workers: Existing networks for recruitment of workers continue to be very 

effective for the recruitment of new workers. Both existing migrant workers and refugees 

either get work through foremen or contractors who recruit at major congregation points or 

                                                        
19

 The estimated number of workers in the construction labour market system was calculated using an average 
estimate of the number of skilled and unskilled workers required per square meter of construction, and licensing 
data from municipalities and the Order of Engineers and Architects on the number of square meters of new 
construction licensed in each region. 
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through informal networks; or they will go directly to construction sites and ask if jobs are 

available. However, this information flow is not necessarily effective in linking skills to 

demand, and workers complain of being assigned to construction sites far from where they 

are living. No construction sites visited as part of this study had accommodation available for 

workers on site, which is also a security issue in a context where theft of equipment and 

machinery is rising.  

Infrastructure and inputs in the construction sector in 2012 

 
Input suppliers and machinery: In 2012, most large suppliers reported an increase in 

demand for materials, particularly in Central Bekaa. Meanwhile suppliers in the North, 

especially in rural areas, reported a decreased in demand. Even large suppliers such as 

Holcim and S.A.L. reported declining demand.20 Given that only a very limited proportion of 

construction inputs were imported from Syria, border closure issues have not affected input 

availability or costs.  

Some Syrians, working as contractors at home, have come to Lebanon with machinery to 

sell, potentially impacting upon demand for machinery from input suppliers. In addition, 

many Lebanese skilled workers have reported selling their own machinery to access quick 

income, given the decline in work opportunities. 

Environment, rules and norms in the construction sector in 2012 

 
Building Permits and Licensing: Since the end of 2012 the licensing procedures are being 

more rigorously enforced, requiring the obtaining of permits from the urban planning 

department. At a cost of USD 6 per sqm the additional costs for an average apartment (100 

sqm) or family home (400 sqm) range between USD 600 and 2,400. Similarly, municipalities 

reported that new legal regulations are being processed that would allow for increased 

height of housing in urban areas which means that developers in areas such as Tripoli are 

holding out on applying for new licenses for the time being.  These changes in permit issuing 

and enforcement appear to limit investment in new construction projects due to the high cost 

and uncertainty about future building regulations. 

 
D. Future market system: construction season 2013 
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 ôLebanon Economic Outlook: January 2013.ó BankMed Market and Economic Research. January 2013. (Link)  

http://www.bankmed.com.lb/SiteCollectionDocuments/aLebanon%20Economic%20Outlook-%20January%202013.pdf
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