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1.	 “Central Bekaa” is an operational rather than an official administrative designation. In humanitarian and development reporting, it commonly 
corresponds broadly to Zahle District and surrounding localities, although its precise coverage may vary across programmes and 
assessments.

2.	   Population figures provided through UNHCR internal communication, 17 July 2026.
3.	   Based on internal tabulations of VASyR 2025 and MSNA 2025 data provided for this brief.
4.	   UNHCR internal communication, 17 July 2026. Figures refer to post-December 2024 arrivals recorded as residing in Bekaa as of the end 

of June 2026.
5.	   IOM, DTM Mobility Snapshot, Round 108, 2 July 2026. The peak Zahle caseload and its sex disaggregation were confirmed through direct 

communication with the IOM Lebanon DTM team.
6.	   The assessment covered several locations in Mid-Bekaa. The separate oral-history initiative engaged Lebanese and Syrian women from 

Majdal Aanjar and surrounding villages.

As Lebanon moves from emergency displacement 
response towards return, early recovery and restoration 
of basic services, following the escalation of conflict on 
2 March 2026, planning for the next phase must account 
for the gendered effects of the crisis. For women and 
girls, these effects extend beyond the loss of homes, 
income and services. They reshape daily life through 
increased unpaid care work, restricted mobility and 
heightened protection risks. At the same time, women 
remain central to family survival, community support, 
and local recovery efforts. Response planning must 
recognise this dual reality.

Central Bekaa exemplifies these intersecting dynamics.1 
It is located within Bekaa Governorate, which hosts 
Lebanon’s second-largest Syrian refugee population, 
accounting for 19.07 per cent of the national total, 
after Mount Lebanon at 28.09 per cent.2 In Zahle 
district, Syrian refugees are 54 per cent female and 46 
per cent male (VASyR, 2025), alongside a Lebanese 
host population with an even sex ratio of 50:50 
(MSNA, 2025).3 Recent cross-border movements have 
added further complexity. As of the end of June 2026, 
UNHCR recorded 14,185 Syrians who had arrived 
after December 2024 and were residing in the Bekaa 
Governorate, with women and girls accounting for 48 
per cent of this population.4

During the 2026 escalation, Zahle was the primary 
district in the Bekaa Governorate hosting internally 
displaced persons (IDPs), with numbers peaking at 
approximately 38,213 on 9 April 2026 (53 per cent 
female, 47 per cent male).5 By mid-July, the number of 
IDPs remaining in Zahle had declined to 7,291, while 
36,586 IDPs displaced there had begun returning to their 
communities of origin (IOM DTM Mobility Snapshot, 
Round 108).

This brief draws on a joint assessment and an oral-
history initiative conducted by UN Women, Women 
Now for Development and Peace Labs in Central Bekaa 
during March–April 2026.6 Although the research took 
place at the peak of displacement, its findings remain 
relevant as the context shifts towards return, early 
recovery and stabilization. The brief examines how 
legal vulnerability, economic precarity, and barriers 
to meaningful service access shape women’s safety, 
agency, participation and wellbeing across Lebanese 
and non-Lebanese population groups, primarily 
Lebanese and Syrian communities, and how relations 
between these groups affect community cohesion. 
It concludes with programming implications and 
recommendations for gender-responsive action.

1. INTRODUCTION

Bekaa hosts Lebanon’s second-
largest share of Syrian 
refugees: 19.07%

AT THE PEAK OF DISPLACEMENT,  
ZAHLE HOSTED APPROXIMATELY 
38,213 IDPs -  
53% WERE FEMALE
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This brief draws on two distinct sources.

Primary evidence base: The quantitative component 
comprised two structured surveys targeting populations 
experiencing distinct forms of recent displacement: 
Syrian women who arrived post-December 2024 (n=23), 
and Lebanese and Syrian women living in collective 
and informal shelters following the 2026 escalation 
in Lebanon (n=58). The qualitative component was 
broader and included five focus group discussions 
(FGD) with Lebanese host- community women and girls, 
Syrian women and girls who arrived post-December 
2024, Syrian refugee women and girls who were 
already residing in Lebanon before December 2024, a 
mixed Lebanese and Syrian group, and humanitarian 
workers. Seven key informant interviews with municipal 
representatives, service providers and humanitarian 
actors provided institutional perspectives on protection, 
service provision, and social cohesion. The qualitative 
component contextualized and triangulated the survey 
findings and explored wider institutional, social and 
community dynamics that structured questionnaires 
could not fully capture.

These primary data sources were complemented 
by a desk review of relevant reports, assessments, 
humanitarian publications and contextual analyses 
to support interpretation. The assessment applied a 
gender-sensitive, intersectional lens, recognizing that 
women’s and girls’ experiences are shaped not only 
by gender, but also by nationality, displacement status, 
socioeconomic conditions, legal documentation, age 
and household composition.

Illustrative vignettes: The vignettes accompanying 
each section draw on a separate oral-history initiative 
conducted by UN Women, Women Now for Development, 
and Peace Labs with Lebanese and Syrian refugee 
women in Majdal Aanjar and the surrounding villages 
in March 2026. Based on facilitated dialogue sessions 
exploring women’s roles, experiences of conflict, 
and peacebuilding, the vignettes are anonymized 
composites reflecting recurring themes across multiple 
testimonies. They are included as narrative illustrations 
rather than as additional assessment evidence.

Limitations: The findings show important patterns but 
cannot be assumed to represent all women and girls in 
Central Bekaa. The amount and type of evidence also 
differ across population groups because some were 
reached through surveys, others through focus group 
discussions and interviews, and some through more 
than one method. The oral-history vignettes were not 
designed to represent women living in shelters or other 
specific displacement groups. The sample was also too 
small to analyse the experiences of women and girls 
with disabilities separately. Despite these limitations, 
the brief provides useful insight into the experiences, 
concerns and priorities of different groups of women 
and girls and offers a basis for gender-responsive 
programming.

2. METHODOLOGY

Women participating in a focus group discussion conducted as part of the assessment in Central Bekaa, March–April 2026. Photo: UN Women
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3. PROTECTION AND 
    ECONOMIC INSECURITY

Protection and economic insecurity emerged as the two most consistent, 
and most closely linked, drivers of vulnerability across population groups.

Amal’s experience reflects a pattern documented at 
scale across the data. Among Lebanese IDPs and 
Syrian refugee women and girls living in collective and 
informal shelters, safety was the single most cited 
concern on arrival at the shelter, named by 36 per cent 
of respondents, alongside uncertainty about the future 
(31 per cent). Within shelters, overcrowding (50 per 
cent), restricted movement (41 per cent), harassment 
or verbal abuse (38 per cent) and lack of privacy (31 
per cent) were widely reported. Mobility emerged as a 
central protection issue: 52 per cent of women said they 
felt least safe while moving outside shelters, in public 
spaces and along transport routes, directly constraining 
their access to services, livelihoods, education and 
community life. 

Among Syrian women arriving after December 2024, 
legal insecurity and undocumented status were the 
dominant protection concern, shaping decisions about 
movement, livelihood activities and engagement with 
institutions. This reflects a wider pattern of gendered 
legal vulnerability in the Syrian refugee population who 
were already residing in Lebanon before December 
2024, where only 11 per cent of women and girls hold 
legal residency compared to 22 per cent of men and 
boys (VASyR, 2025).

MOBILITY, SAFETY AND THE COST OF PROVIDING

Amal, a Syrian refugee, moved into an informal settlement in Central Bekaa years 
ago, and even now, going out alone still requires calculation: which routes feel safe, 
what time of day, whether she’ll face comments or worse. Since her husband began 
working longer hours to cover rising costs, she has taken on informal work herself, 
without documentation, without a fixed income, and without anyone to share the risk 
if something goes wrong. “The housework can wait,” she says, “but I can’t wait to 
bring in money when there isn’t enough.” She has learned to weigh every trip outside 
against the discomfort of being watched, judged, or unsafe.

SAFETY was the single most 
cited concern on arrival at the 
shelter, named by  36% of 
respondents.
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MOBILITY emerged as a central 
protection issue: 52% of women 
said they felt least safe while moving 
outside shelters.



Knowledge of reporting mechanisms for violence and 
abuse was low: half of shelter respondents did not know 
where to report such incidents. All surveyed women 
who arrived post-December 2024 reported that they 
lacked knowledge of these reporting mechanisms. 
Across the broader FGDs, participants highlighted 
fear of stigma, family repercussions and doubts that 
reporting would lead to action. Humanitarian workers 
similarly noted that incidents including harassment, 
domestic violence and child protection concerns were 
not reflected in formal reports.

Economic insecurity was also acute and emerged as a 
cross-cutting driver rather than a standalone concern. 
More than half of shelter respondents (57 per cent) lost 
their primary income source following displacement, 
and a further 22 per cent saw significant income 
reduction. Food costs (50 per cent), lack of employment 
(28 per cent) and shelter costs (22 per cent) were the 
most pressing pressures. 

Qualitative findings reinforced that economic insecurity 
does not operate in isolation: it is repeatedly linked 
to heightened protection risk, including child labour, 
early marriage, exploitative or unsafe work, lack of 
documentation for Syrian refugees, and debt-related 
dependency, with female-headed households, widows 
and women without stable income facing the sharpest 
exposure. In Zahle, female-headed households account 
for 15 per cent of Lebanese households (MSNA 2025) 
and 25 per cent of Syrian refugee households (VASyR, 
2025). For all these women, caregiving, income, and 
protection needs are often managed with limited 
support, heightening vulnerability, particularly where 
access to services, documentation, or income depends 
on household networks.

For women in Central 
Bekaa, protection and 
economic security 
are not sequential 
concerns; they are the 
same struggle. 
A woman who cannot 
move safely cannot 
work. 
A woman who cannot 
work cannot afford 
safety.

A vehicle carrying household belongings as internally displaced families return to 

communities in South Lebanon following the 2026 escalation. Photo: UN Women/ 

Georges Roukoz, March 2026.
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emerged as a cross-cutting driver: 
57% of shelter respondents said 
they lost their primary income  
source following displacement.



4. SERVICES, PSYCHOSOCIAL WELLBEING,  
    AND SOCIAL COHESION

The assessment found that formal services were often difficult to locate, trust or 
access, leaving women’s informal networks to provide much of the practical and 
emotional support.

Rania’s experience illustrates findings documented 
across the assessment. Where services were 
concerned, among shelter respondents, 78 per cent 
of shelter respondents reported receiving assistance 
following displacement, but 22 per cent received 
none. Documentation gaps (22 per cent), insufficient 
information (21 per cent), transportation costs (17 per 
cent) and stigma (16 per cent) were the most frequently 
cited barriers to access. Qualitative findings deepened 
this picture: women across FGDs described relying on 
relatives, neighbours and word-of-mouth, not formal 
communication channels, to learn what assistance 
was available. Qualitative findings from focus group 
discussions with women arriving after December 
2024 suggest that missing documentation can limit 
women’s ability to safely move beyond their locality 

and may constrain access to protection and essential 
services, including GBV case management, legal aid, 
healthcare, psychosocial support and humanitarian 
assistance, as well as formal recourse through civil 
registration and the justice system. Participants also 
associated obtaining legal status with improved access 
to employment opportunities, education, and safer 
movement through checkpoints.

Institutional stakeholders largely confirmed these 
patterns. Municipal representatives highlighted 
increasing pressure on local services, while 
humanitarian actors acknowledged that awareness 
gaps, transportation barriers, and documentation 
concerns affected access and use despite the presence 
of referral pathways and specialized support.

REACHING OUT, AND REACHING EACH OTHER

Rania, a Syrian woman who arrived after December 2024, didn’t know where to go the 
first time she needed help. No one had explained which office handled what, and she 
wasn’t sure the paperwork she had was enough. What carried her through wasn’t a 
service, but her neighbours: a Lebanese host-community woman on her street who 
checked in daily, shared information about food distributions and sat with her through 
the worst weeks. “We found out we’d both lived through the same exhaustion, just in 
different years,” Rania says. “That’s what made it easier to trust her.” She has still not 
accessed formal psychosocial support, but says the informal network around her has 
kept her going.

78% of shelter respondents  
reported receiving assistance 
following displacement, but 
22% received none.

documentation 
gaps

22% 21%

17% 16%

insufficient  
information

transportation  
costs

stigma
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In relation to psychosocial wellbeing, uncertainty 
about the future was the primary concern for 31 per 
cent of shelter respondents, and economic hardship 
was closely associated with reported stress. Formal 
support, however, was rarely the first resource to which 
women turned. Family support was the most common 
coping mechanism (64 per cent), followed by faith 
and religious practice (33 per cent), while community 
networks provided both emotional support and 
practical assistance, as illustrated by Rania’s experience. 
Syrian women arriving after December 2024 described 
this gap more acutely, identifying separation from 
established support systems as an additional source 
of strain layered onto displacement itself.

Regarding social cohesion, most shelter respondents 
(67 per cent) described relations with host communities 
as positive, and more than half (53 per cent) felt 
supported. Tensions nevertheless persisted, rooted 
mainly in competition over employment (31 per cent), 
humanitarian assistance (24 per cent) and housing (21 
per cent). Lebanese and Syrian women each described 
feeling overlooked relative to the other, reflecting mutual 
perceptions of unfairness that coexisted with genuine 
solidarity. As one Syrian participant reflected, “When 
we came to Lebanon, we discovered that Lebanese 
women had suffered long before us and had their 
own great history. This makes us feel for one another.” 
Shared hardship, rather than shared nationality, was 
repeatedly identified as a basis for trust, while women’s 
informal relationship-building was widely recognized 
as a sustaining but largely unrecognised contributor to 
community stability.

Hanan Kayed, a woman peacebuilder from Bekaa, helps prepare essential supplies for internally displaced families in her community during the 2026 escalation. Photo: Hanan Kayed, March 2026

Access, wellbeing and cohesion in Central Bekaa 
continue to depend substantially on the informal 
labour of women supporting other women. This 
resource is real, but not infinite, and cannot a 
substitute for accessible and trusted formal services.
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Described relations with host 
communities as positive.
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DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES, ONE REDEFINITION OF STRENGTH

Three women, three different situations: one is a Syrian who arrived in Lebanon recently 
and is still navigating uncertainty around her legal status; another is a Syrian who has 
lived in displacement for more than a decade and carries its accumulated weight; the 
third is a Lebanese living through repeated crises and growing economic pressure. 
What they share, in their words, is a rejection of the idea that strength means silently 
absorbing everything expected of them. “I used to feel proud that I could do it all,” one 
reflects. “Then I realized that pride was covering exhaustion I never let myself name.” 
Together, they describe a shift away from being expected to hold everything together 
and towards claiming the right to set limits, ask for support and define strength on 
their own terms.

5. DIFFERENTIATED IMPACTS  
    AND WOMEN’S AGENCY

Displacement affected women differently according to legal status, displacement 
history and nationality; yet women across groups described a similar redefinition 
of strength.

The assessment showed how these pressures differed 
across population groups. Women arriving from Syria 
post-December 2024 consistently reported the greatest 
legal insecurity, most restricted mobility, weakest social 
networks, and greatest uncertainty about available 
services. Syrian refugee women who were already 
residing in Lebanon before December 2024 carried 
the cumulative weight of prolonged displacement and 
chronic economic hardship. Newly displaced Lebanese 
women faced the more recent and acute disruption of 
lost livelihoods and stability. Host-community women, 
not represented in the vignette but present throughout 
the assessment, described their own version of these 
pressures: worsening economic conditions, limited 

women-focused services, and a persistent sense that 
assistance was unequally distributed. Each group’s 
vulnerability was real and distinct; none should be read 
as a lesser version of another’s.

These different starting points were reflected in 
household composition. Syrian refugee households in 
Zahle average 5.31 members, with 56 per cent under 
age 20 and a median age of 18 (VASyR, 2025). Lebanese 
households average 3.5 members with a median age of 
39 and 10 per cent aged 65 and above (MSNA, 2025). 
Hosted IDP households in Zahle average 3.9 members, 
with 33 per cent under 18, 53 per cent working age, 
and 14 per cent aged 58 and above (DTM, 2026).  

Syrian Refugee 
Households

5.31
Members
56% under 20

Hosted IDP 
households

3.9
Members

33% under 18

 
53% working age

 
14% aged 58+

Lebanese 
households

3.5
Members
10% aged 65+

HOUSEHOLD SIZE AND AGE PROFILES IN ZAHLE:



These contrasting profiles pointed to distinct but 
significant caregiving burdens: Syrian women were 
more likely to face the demands of larger, younger 
households; Lebanese women were more likely to 
experience pressures associated with caring for older 
family members and having smaller support networks; 
and IDP women often managed responsibilities for both 
children and older family members. Across groups, 
caregiving responsibilities shaped women’s mobility, 
economic participation, and wellbeing.

Despite these differences, the findings also showed 
substantial convergence. Economic insecurity, 
protection risk, psychosocial stress, and barriers to 
services were evident across population groups, 
suggesting that women were navigating interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing forms of exclusion rather than 
isolated, group-specific problems. This convergence 
was also where women’s agency became most visible. 
Across all groups, women were not passive recipients of 
hardship: they managed household needs, negotiated 
access to services, supported other women, and as 
reflected in the vignette, articulated limits on what they 

were willing to carry silently. This agency operated within 
significant constraints: economic dependency, mobility 
restrictions, legal barriers, caregiving burdens, and social 
expectations shaped the choices available to women, 
even as they exercised voice and initiative within them.

The same women 
who identified what 
they need were also 
already sustaining their 
households, neighbours, 
and communities. They 
should therefore be 
engaged as participants 
in shaping the response, 
not only as its intended 
beneficiaries.

Lebanese and Syrian women at LUPD’s Access Kitchen in Bekaa, where women with disabilities and women caregivers earn an income while preparing meals for their communities. 

Photo: UN Women / Georges Roukoz, July 2026.
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•	 Treat economic support as protection.  
Livelihood and cash programming should be 
designed as part of the protection response, 
prioritizing female-headed households, 
undocumented post-December 2024 arrivals 
of women, and women experiencing prolonged 
economic dependency, while accounting for 
caregiving and mobility constraints.

•	 Build protection systems women will 
use. Low reporting reflects barriers to trust, 
information and access, not low risk. Community-
based and confidential reporting pathways, with 
visible and timely follow-up, are needed alongside 
formal mechanisms.

•	 Close the gap between service availability 
and meaningful access. Even where services 
are available, documentation requirements, 
transport costs, limited information, and stigma 
can prevent women from reaching them. Legal 
assistance, transport support and localized 
outreach should therefore be integral to service 
delivery, with success measured by whether 
women can access and benefit from support.

•	 Invest in informal networks. Women’s 
peer networks and community relationships 
supported access to information, psychosocial 
wellbeing, and social cohesion. These networks 
should be recognised and resourced as important 
components of the response, without shifting 
responsibility away from formal service providers.

•	 Respond to shared and distinct needs, 
and centre women as participants.  
Economic insecurity, protection concerns and 
barriers to services cut across population groups, 
although they take different forms. Women 
should be engaged in shaping, implementing and 
reviewing the response, rather than treated only 
as recipients of assistance.

The findings point to a single overarching conclusion: protection, economic insecurity, access to services, 
wellbeing, and social cohesion are interconnected. Refugee, internally displaced and host-community women are 
all significantly vulnerable and in need of support, although the forms of vulnerability and barriers they face vary 
according to their circumstances. Programming should therefore combine inclusive, area-based support accessible 
across population groups with targeted measures addressing specific barriers.

6. PROGRAMMING IMPLICATIONS 
    AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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