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Abstract: Sustainable development is an effort to balance social progress with environmental equilib-
rium and economic growth. Young people affected by forced displacement are particularly vulnerable
to the economic, environmental and social challenges of their surroundings. Using a framework that
centres sustainable development on these three interconnected pillars, this article explores how the
economic and environmental contexts in Lebanon impact adolescents’ and youth social develop-
ment, drawing on qualitative data from adolescents in refugee and host community settings. The
article highlights that adolescents face economic challenges because of the national economic crisis,
exacerbated by COVID-19 lockdowns and service closures, poor labour market opportunities for
youth—and for refugees in particular—and rising living costs. The environmental challenges facing
adolescents include inadequate shelter (especially in collective shelters and informal tented shelters)
and inadequate water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) facilities. These economic and environmen-
tal conditions in turn influence adolescents’ social capabilities such as their physical and mental
health, and voice and agency. The article concludes by highlighting the need for a more integrated
approach to sustainable development that will allow both present and future generations in Lebanon
to meet their own needs and live empowered lives. It outlines measures that could help achieve this
approach, including: creating policies and programmes that promote investment in technical and
soft skills-building to equip young people with the skills they need to take up jobs within the green
economy; investing in adolescent-friendly social protection with linkages to environmental projects;
and improved shelter, health and WASH facilities, particularly in response to the ongoing and future
impacts of climate change.
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1. Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has outlined a plan of action for ‘peo-
ple, planet and prosperity’. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aim to balance
all three components of sustainable development: the economic, social and environmen-
tal [1], in line with the Brundtland Commission’s definition of sustainable development
as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs” [2] (p. 41). Striking a balance, however,
between these three dimensions is not always simple and conflicts can occur—for example,
increasing agricultural production to tackle food security (the social dimension) can cause
deforestation (the environmental dimension). In recognition of growing global concerns
around the widespread risks of climate change, in October 2021 the United Nations (UN)
recognised, for the first time, access to a healthy and sustainable environment as a universal
right [3].

Refugees and young people face heightened inequalities and are particularly at risk of
disadvantage within each of these three dimensions. Adolescents affected by forced dis-
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placement in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region—which hosts 8.95 million
refugees [4]—are highly vulnerable to economic, environmental and social challenges, due
to exclusion from job markets, limited access to adequate shelter and WASH facilities, and
challenges in water scarcity, among others [5–7]. In order to explore the challenges facing
adolescents in securing their rights to sustainable development, this paper focuses on the
case of Lebanon—a country that hosts the highest per capita proportion of refugees globally
(1.35 million refugees out of a population of 6.8 million) [8]. Both refugee adolescents and
vulnerable Lebanese adolescents living in Lebanon face significant challenges, such as a
lack of access to quality education and protective environments, high rates of child labour
and an inability to meet their basic needs [9]. While there has been some attention to the
social and economic aspects of adolescents’ lives in the MENA region [10–13], we found a
lack of literature on the environmental challenges they face. This article addresses this gap
and explores how the economic and environmental contexts of Lebanon impact refugee
and Lebanese adolescents’ social development. We start with a review of the current litera-
ture on adolescents’ economic, environmental and social contexts in Lebanon, followed
by an overview of the conceptual framing, sample and methodology. We then present
our findings on the economic, environmental and social challenges facing Palestinian and
Syrian refugees in Lebanon as well as Lebanese adolescents among host communities, and
the interactions between these groups. We conclude by discussing the implications of our
findings for policy and programming in order to support adolescents’ development across
each of the three dimensions of sustainable development.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Interactions between Economic, Social and Environmental Sustainability

The interlinkages between economic, social and environmental development are
complex. The economic and environmental contexts that adolescents live in can largely
influence their social context, including their quality of life, physical and mental health, and
levels of inequality. The 2019 Human Development Report highlighted that climate change
is both a driver and an outcome of inequality [14]. There is strong evidence for the link
between mental health and economic challenges such as unemployment, falling incomes
and debt [15–17]. Economic recession is also linked to wider health impacts, with a study
in Brazil finding that an increase in unemployment due to the recession was linked to an
increase in mortality [18]. Conversely, economic growth has been shown to have positive
impacts on infant and child mortality in South Africa [19].

However, economic growth does not always translate into better social development
outcomes. Gross domestic product (GDP) has been heavily criticised for not accurately
depicting the social and environmental aspects of development, making it an incomplete
measure of progress [20]. Increases in GDP only appear to increase quality of life up to a
point, and beyond this, the increases begin to produce negative social consequences such
as increased income inequality, and reductions in social cohesion and healthy relationships,
among other negative consequences [20]. Furthermore, there are strong concerns over
the contradiction between environmental sustainability and economic growth [21] and an
acknowledgement that a focus on economic growth and consumption is inconsistent with
ecological sustainability. As such, alternative measures have been put forward such as the
Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), which builds on GDP but takes into account social and
environmental capital by making deductions based on outcomes such as income inequality
and environmental destruction [20]. Additionally, the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme’s (UNDP) Human Development Index, which measures three dimensions—long
and healthy life (life expectancy at birth), knowledge (expected years of schooling and
mean years of schooling) and decent standard of living (gross national income (GNI) per
capita)—focuses on people and their capabilities and not economic growth alone. [22].

The capability approach—coined by Amartya Sen [23,24] and further developed by
scholars such as Nussbaum [25] and Kabeer [26]—argues against the idea that economic
growth (in the form of GDP) is an adequate measure of quality of life. Instead, this
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multidimensional approach focuses on creating an enabling environment where people
have the freedom to ‘do and be’ in ways that they value. This approach recognises the
importance of a broad range of capabilities that support many aspects of development, with
material wealth perceived as only one aspect of well-being and not an end goal in itself.

In general, pursuing the social components of sustainable development (such as reduc-
ing poverty, SDG 1, and inequality, SDG 10) is often associated with higher environmental
impacts [27]. It is argued that low-income countries should pay more attention to achieving
the social components [28], as high-income countries have greater leverage (and respon-
sibility given that the majority of emissions are caused by high-income countries [29])
to tackle the environmental components of sustainability [26,27]; however, low-income
countries are disproportionately impacted by environmental challenges such as climate
change [5,30,31] and so it is important that mitigation efforts are a key priority alongside
economic and social progress.

One of the unintended consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic has been a de-
prioritisation of many SDGs, with the economic impacts of the pandemic diverting attention
away from the current climate crisis; however, the pandemic recovery process could present
an opportunity to rebuild new systems that support adolescents to develop their full
capabilities and ensure that all three components of sustainable development are met [32].

2.2. Lebanon Context

Lebanon has faced multiple and overlapping shocks in recent years due to substantial
financial and political turmoil compounded by the recent Beirut port explosion and the
COVID-19 pandemic [33]. Since the 2019 economic crisis, Lebanon has faced a drastic
financial meltdown. As a result, in 2020 Lebanon’s GDP fell by 20% and food inflation
averaged at 254% [34]. It was estimated that the extreme poverty rate in Lebanon tripled to
23% in 2020 (from 8% in 2019) with this figure estimated to be as high as 90% for refugee
households (up from 55% in 2019) [35]. Lebanon has a young population; in 2021 49%
were under the age of 24 [36]. In 2019, national unemployment rates for youth aged
15–24 years reached 17% and rates are much higher for other nationalities (45% for Syrians,
36% for Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, and 57% for Palestinians from Syria living in
Lebanon) [37,38], while youth labour force participation was 30% at a national level in
2019 [39].

Further challenges ensued from the collapse of the electricity grid [40]. There has been
a resurgence of sectarian violence and, in October 2021, Lebanon experienced the worst
day of sectarian violence in Beirut in more than a decade [41].

On top of these severe economic challenges, growing environmental issues present
further challenges for Lebanon. Pollution levels in Lebanon are high—three times the
recommended maximum level—and the World Health Organization (WHO) considers
the air quality in Lebanon to be moderately unsafe [42]. Lebanon has also faced a waste
and garbage crisis due to the lack of a comprehensive solid waste management strategy0

(In 2018, Lebanon adopted its first law on solid waste management; however, there is a lack
of enforcement [43]). The result is that many landfills have reached capacity, leading to
the build-up of garbage on Lebanese streets and the burning of garbage, which can cause
health problems for nearby residents [43,44]. Countries in the MENA region already face
high temperatures, and these are expected to become more extreme as global temperatures
rise due to climate change, resulting in problems in agriculture and food security [45]. The
region is also one of the most water-scarce in the world (it is home to 12 of the 17 most
water-scarce countries in the world) [46]. Analysis by the World Resources Institute found
that Lebanon is ranked as having extremely high baseline water stress [46]. This problem is
only expected to get worse, with mountain snow cover projected to decrease by 40–70%
by 2050, which will impact vital water sources and lead to further water scarcity [45].
Furthermore, a reduction in water supply and crop yields as a result of climate change will
significantly impact the GDP of Middle Eastern countries (with an estimated reduction of
6–14% of GDP by 2050) [47].
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In terms of overall well-being, Lebanon ranks as high (0.701) on the Youth Develop-
ment Index (YDI) [48]. Income inequality is average; the Gini coefficient (a measure of
inequality) sits just below the average of 38.4 (31.8) [49]; however, the 2021 Global Gender
Gap Index ranks Lebanon relatively low, at 132 out of 156 countries, with particularly
low scores on economic participation and opportunity, and political empowerment [50].
Mental health problems are also widespread: one study found that over 50% of Lebanese
adolescents suffer from anxiety and 13% suffer from depression [51].

Middle Eastern countries have a long history of hosting refugees from a range of coun-
tries, including Iraq, Palestine and Syria. Lebanon has seen a dramatic rise in the number
of refugees since the 2011 Syrian conflict began, and now hosts the highest proportion of
refugees per population size, with 840,929 registered Syrian refugees [52] (The number of
unregistered refugees is estimated to be much higher (1.5 million) [52]), 17% of which are
aged 12–17 [53]. Population growth, largely due to the displacement of Syrian refugees,
has increased the pressure on water availability and other services in Lebanon [54,55];
however, the people who are most vulnerable to economic and environmental challenges
are, in most cases, refugees themselves [5,6,56]. Refugees living in Lebanon face numerous
economic hardships and extremely high rates of poverty [7], while their legal status can
render them unable to work legally and exacerbate the high unemployment rates [57].
Syrian refugees tend to live in host communities or informal tented settlements (ITS)
throughout the country, as the Lebanese government has not allowed the United Nations
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) to establish refugee camps for Syrians [58]. Living conditions
for refugees are often extremely poor (a report by UNHCR found that in 2020, 58% of
Syrian refugees in Lebanon were living in accommodation that fell below humanitarian
standards [59]), with many living in unfinished and overcrowded ‘collective shelters’ that
lack basic amenities [59,60].

There are also around 479,000 Palestinian refugees registered with UNRWA in Lebanon,
and around 50% are under the age of 24 [61,62]. Palestinian refugees, on the other hand,
mainly live in one of the 12 formal refugee camps or in informal gatherings adjacent to these
camps (of these camps, Ein El Hilweh is the largest, and is home to 54,000 people) [63,64].
Camps are generally overcrowded and have seen increasing violence due to the lack of
security and policing [64,65]. Refugee adolescents are often at greater risk of psychosocial
problems due to experiences of violence and exclusion, as well as high levels of uncertainty
and economic challenges [6,10,66].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Conceptual Framing

Drawing on Mensah’s (2019) framework [1], which centres sustainable development on
three interconnected pillars—the environment, economy and society—this article explores
the interactions between the economic, environmental and social aspects of sustainable
development for adolescent refugees and adolescents in host communities in Lebanon. We
define sustainable development using the common Brundtland Commission definition as
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their own needs” [2] (p. 41). We take a capability approach towards
adolescent well-being, and our analysis focuses on a number of capability domains as out-
lined in the Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE) conceptual framework [67].
In this article, we focus on four main capabilities: education, psychosocial well-being, health
and nutrition, and mobility and safety0 (in the GAGE conceptual framework mobility and
safety is a subset of the broader voice and agency capability [67]), looking at how they are
influenced by adolescents’ economic (such as poverty, cost of living, unemployment) and
environmental (such as waste disposal, pollution, water access) contexts.

3.2. Overview of Data Collection, Ethics and Analysis

The research sample (see Table 1) consisted of qualitative focus group discussions
with 86 older adolescent (16–19) and youth (20–25) participants (43 male and 43 female)
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aged 16–25 years. The sample was purposefully selected from vulnerable host and refugee
communities.

Table 1. Research sample.

Tool Gender Nationality Marital Status School Status Age Total

Community
mapping interviews

Male Female Palestinian Syrian Lebanese Married Unmarried In-school Out of
school 16–19 20–25

43 43 30 31 25 26 60 30 56 59 27 86

Research was conducted with Palestinians in the Ein El Hilweh and Wavel refugee
camps in Saida and Baalbek, respectively, with Syrians in collective shelters and informal
tented settlements (ITSs), and in host communities in Baalbek, Beqaa Valley with Syrian
and Lebanese adolescents and youth, in June and July 2021.

Ethics approval was secured from the Overseas Development Institute Research
Ethics Committee. Informed consent was obtained from all participants or, in the case of
adolescents under the age of 17, assent was obtained, and consent was gained from parents
and guardians. Any safeguarding issues expressed in the interviews were reported and the
participants were directed to suitable service providers.

We used qualitative and participatory methods. The young people were interviewed
in focus group discussions (FGDs) using a community mapping exercise where adolescents
were asked to draw a visual map of their communities in a group to help us understand the
economic, environmental and social challenges that adolescents face. The linked questions
in the community mapping exercise explored the spaces in which adolescents live (access
to services, infrastructure points such as water, waste collections and electricity, access to
green spaces and safety in their communities) and how access to those spaces are affected
by environmental and economic challenges, as well as by social norms.

A codebook was informed by the conceptual framework (described above) and
through detailed debriefing sessions with the research team. The transcripts were coded
using MAXQDA qualitative software by a small team of experienced coders who received
tailored training. Once the transcripts were coded, the interviews were analysed themati-
cally, by exporting codes into excel and reviewing coded segments from the entire database
to identify patterns in the data. The challenges adolescents face in their economic and
environmental contexts and the impact of this on their social capabilities were explored.
We looked specifically at similarities and differences by gender, location, marital status
and nationality.

4. Results

The paper first outlines the findings from qualitative FGDs with refugees and Lebanese
adolescents and youth based on the economic and environmental challenges that they face
in Lebanon, paying close attention to differences based on nationality, location and gender.

4.1. Economic and Environmental Challenges
4.1.1. Economic Crisis

As already mentioned, since 2019, Lebanon has been experiencing a severe economic
crisis and financial meltdown [34]. Our primary research findings highlight that rising costs
of living are causing many challenges for adolescents and their families, who are unable to
pay for basic amenities or afford rent. Although the costs of food, medicines and other daily
needs are rising, wages remain stagnant. An 18-year-old married Syrian girl explained this
context as follows: “Wages are still the same, and they raise prices. Nothing, nothing is
enough”. A 19-year-old Syrian girl added: “You feel that human beings are the cheapest
thing now”. Although they are still struggling economically, our findings highlight that
Palestinian adolescents in the Ein El Hilweh camp have access to services provided by the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA),
including the provision of free water and electricity, and as a result, Palestinian families
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have more money for other amenities. A 21-year-old Palestinian man explained: “Here, in
the camp, we do not pay money for the electricity or the water. Basically, many people here
are able to secure their food because they don’t pay for water and electricity”.

Our findings underscore that house prices are also increasing, making it difficult for
families to secure decent living accommodation. An 18-year-old Syrian girl explained:
“A house that used to cost 150 to 100, will not be given for less than 400 now”. State
electricity is intermittent, with frequent power cuts; some adolescents reported having
electricity for as little as two hours a day. A 16-year-old Lebanese girl similarly noted:
“There was no electricity yesterday. The electricity cut off in the whole street and in houses
and it didn’t come [back] until the next morning”. A minority of families pay for electricity
from a private provider, but with prices rising exponentially, this is a significant economic
expense, and many families (particularly refugees) are no longer able to afford it. A group
of Syrian boys aged 16–22 years in a focus group explained: “We pay 150,000 a month . . .
on the contrary, the state’s electricity is less”. Inequality in electricity provision is rife. Many
adolescents highlighted that the availability of electricity differs vastly between different
areas, due to clans controlling certain areas and preventing electricity from being turned
off. A 16-year-old Lebanese girl explained: “The Sharawna area are robbers. And it is
prohibited to cut off electricity over there . . . They get electricity for 24 h . . . No-one can
dare to open their mouths over there”.

Fuel prices are also continuing to rise and petrol shortages have resulted in extremely
long queues at petrol stations. A 19-year-old Lebanese boy, in a focus group, commented:
“With the dollar crisis, the fuel prices rose, fuel became very expensive” while another boy
the same age, in the same group, explained: ”If you want to go to the gas station [you need
to go] from 5 am till 7.30 am”.

Job prospects are also very limited for many adolescents. Those who are in work
also reported extremely low wages, particularly for Syrian refugees working in seasonal
farm jobs: “The ones who are working in the plains are getting very low daily wages”,
explained a 20-year-old Syrian woman, “12,000 for five hours only. We cannot even get
a pack of legumes for the wages that we get,” added an 18-year-old Syrian girl. Others
reported being exploited by their employers, as a 20-year-old Lebanese man described:
“I work on making beverages, the waiter who takes the orders to tables broke glasses. He
[boss] deducted 250,000 from my salary. A cup costs a dollar, he pretended that 200 cups
were broken”.

As a result of the economic situation, many adolescents aspire to migrate to find
work, although only those who have the economic means or family connections are able to
migrate safely. For others, their only option is to migrate irregularly, placing their lives at
risk. A 20-year-old Lebanese man explained that this is often “the last solution”. Youth in
Lebanon often face years before finding employment or the means to get married and have
children, resulting in a delay in their transition to adulthood, termed “waithood” [68]. A 20-
year-old Lebanese man emphasised that: “At the beginning, we had dreams of building
a house or buying a car, but now we dream of bringing a package of bread to the house”.
A 21-year-old Lebanese young man similarly highlighted that he fears to have aspirations
for his future: “I’d be stupid if I got married and had children”.

4.1.2. Housing and Transport Infrastructure

Many refugee adolescents in Lebanon live in extremely challenging housing conditions.
In particular, Syrian refugees living in collective shelters in Baalbek experience major
challenges. Collective shelters consist of old apartment buildings that are unfinished
and lack appropriate insulation, ventilation or sewage draining systems. An 18-year-old
married Syrian girl explained her situation: “If I knock on the wall, the concrete immediately
falls out. All of it is old, and the concrete used in the house is not good”. Owners of the
collective shelters often refuse to fix the infrastructure issues and are primarily concerned
with collecting rent. In the ITSs, Syrian adolescents face similar challenges with their
housing infrastructure, as accommodation is often comprised of plastic sheeting and timber
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structures, which provide little protection and are often overcrowded. A 20-year-old Syrian
young woman described how: “It’s scary during storms and wind . . . There are people
whose tents had holes in and were torn. We place tyres above them [to fix them]”.

In the Palestinian camps, adolescents also face some challenges such as a lack of
protection against extreme temperatures due to a lack of electricity and poor infrastructure;
however, in general, Palestinian adolescents receive greater support from UNRWA to help
them with accommodation. A 20-year-old Palestinian man described the support his family
received: “UNRWA funded us to make two bedrooms, a kitchen and a bathroom when
they did the house restoration. They gave us $8000”. However, adolescents also reported
that there were significant delays in receiving this support and, as a consequence, some
families are living in dangerous conditions. As a 20-year-old Palestinian man described:
“We started to request seven years ago for them to approve our names . . . [it is down to]
your luck if your name comes or not”.

Although Lebanese adolescents can also face challenges in their living accommodation
such as flooding, it is less common than with refugee and, in particular Syrian, adolescents.

Climate change is expected to increase temperatures in Lebanon by between 1.7 and
1.9 degrees Celsius by 2050 [45]. Currently, adolescents’ housing provides very limited
protection from the increasing temperatures and extreme weather events that will result
from climate change. Many refugee adolescents describe how their shelters leak during
winter and are extremely hot during summer. In a focus group discussion with Syrian
males aged 16–22 years, one explained: “The house does not protect from the heat, it is
too hot . . . At home, the temperature is higher than when you are standing in the sun”.
Some adolescents, particularly Lebanese adolescents, are aware of the impact that climate
change is having and have noticed increased temperatures in recent years. A 17-year-old
Lebanese girl explained: “The pollution and cutting lots of trees is also causing global
warming, the temperature is increasing and it’s beyond normal, the winter isn’t as cold as
before”. A Palestinian woman, aged 23, added: “The heat is abnormal, we’re being grilled”;
however, some adolescents (mainly boys) are more sceptical of climate change and do not
believe that is it causing the increased temperatures.

The high levels of traffic in the urban areas of Lebanon contribute to an unsafe envi-
ronment, with large numbers of cars causing extreme levels of both air and noise pollution,
as a 17-year-old Syrian girl noted: “In the street you can see car emissions and smoke that
cause pollution”. Although diesel cars have been banned in Lebanon since 2002 [69], there
are many illegal diesel cars in Baalbek as they are much cheaper to run, as a 19-year-old
Lebanese boy explained: “We used to pay 5000 when we filled up the car with diesel. I
swear, it costs 12,000 with petrol”. Roads in general appear to be increasingly unsafe (partly
due to increased traffic at gas stations due to the fuel crisis) and are unfavourable for more
environmentally friendly methods of transport such as walking or riding a bike. As an
18-year-old Lebanese girl noted: “We used to ride the bicycles as the street would be empty
. . . Now the street is narrow and there are many accidents due to that”.

4.1.3. Waste Disposal

Inadequate waste collection and sewage systems are a major problem for many adoles-
cents and result in an extremely polluted surrounding environment. There is also inequality
in the garbage collection among neighbourhoods. Waste collection systems are poor, and
adolescents report high levels of garbage in the streets, and in rivers and other water
sources. The challenging economic situation has exacerbated this, with garbage collectors
not being paid and going on strike, as a 19-year-old Lebanese boy explained: “It’s a disaster
when they go on strike. They all went on a strike in our area. The municipality doesn’t
have a budget”. Furthermore, in ITSs, although there is a garbage collection system in
place, it is expensive, so many families burn their garbage instead. A 19-year-old Syrian
girl explained: “Garbage is everywhere. People here started saying that they don’t want
the municipality [to take away garbage]. They burn it instead because of money, [it costs]
LBP 10,000 from every tent”. In the collective shelters, garbage is also left in the streets or
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burnt, as a 16-year-old Syrian boy described: “There aren’t any containers in our neighbour-
hood . . . people just throw their garbage on the street in front their houses . . . We have a
roundabout near us where people also throw their garbage and it is piled with garbage
bags”. In Palestinian camps, there appear to be better systems for garbage collection, which
is a service provided for free by the UNRWA. As a 21-year-old Palestinian young man
explained: “Under each building, people put a basket for garbage. So, when the UNRWA
workers come, they take it”.

Large landfill sites in Baalbek and near Palestinian camps also cause major environ-
mental concerns. In Baalbek, these sites are controlled by gangs who burn the garbage in
order to collect scrap metal. This covers the whole city with ash and causes a high level
of pollution, with rancid smells in the surrounding areas. A 16-year-old Lebanese girl
explained: “They burn it there every month. The air will be full of smoke and it smells bad.
My friend lives next to [the landfill site] . . . she doesn’t know where to escape when they
burn it, the smell is disgusting, they leave the house for two or three days due to the smell”.

Although many adolescents complained about this issue, they also highlighted a lack
of awareness in the community on recycling and garbage disposal. Some organisations
provided houses with bins for sorting garbage, but instead the households would use the
bins for other purposes (such as storing food). A 17-year-old Syrian girl explained: “They
told us to sort the garbage in the house [but] people would never be committed for sure.
People keep the baskets for themselves”. Due to the economic crisis, theft of garbage bins is
also a common occurrence, particularly in poorer areas that have less security, a 19-year-old
Lebanese boy confirming that “they take garbage barrels and sell them”.

To try and tackle this problem, some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are
conducting environmental initiatives such as tree planting and cleaning the streets. An 18-
year-old Lebanese girl commented that: “We worked with the studies centre (the Lebanese
Organization for Studies and Training, (LOST)) for 10 days. We cleaned and planted trees
along the roads and distributed cans in areas where the garbage containers were stolen”.
For Palestinian youth, the UNRWA also launched a number of similar initiatives, as a
21-year-old Palestinian young woman explained: “UNRWA launched a drive for the youth
to sweep the streets and they were paid for it”. Such initiatives have positive economic and
environmental effects on adolescents and their communities; however, other adolescents
highlighted that there was a lack of follow-up and supervision of those enrolled in such
initiatives, and that the NGO activities are seen as only a short-term solution to the lack of
support and services from the municipality.

4.1.4. Water Access and Quality

Water access is inextricably linked to the electricity challenges in Lebanon, as electricity
is required to pump water into the tanks for some households. Consequently, for some
families, access to water has become interrupted. A 16-year-old Palestinian girl explained:
“When we don’t have electricity and there will be no water in the siphon [toilet], we use
the pump to fill it from the drinking water in the kitchen”. Syrian refugees in the collective
shelters are often without water for many days. A 21-year-old Syrian young woman
explained: “Even the public water is being cut. The country provides us with water every
three or four days”. Distance to water sources is also a problem for some adolescents, as
many have to travel long distances in cars to obtain water or, in the case of those living in
collective shelters, rely on the house owners to collect water for them.

The quality of water is also a problem for all adolescents. Water sources are often near
to garbage and sewage and thus risk being polluted. As a result, many families have to buy
bottled drinking water, bringing an additional economic expense due to the rising cost of
bottled water. A 19-year-old Syrian girl explained: “It [water] contains mud and impurities.
That’s why we started buying water almost a month ago”. A 20-year-old Palestinian young
man commented: “They opened the infrastructure and they found that the sewage pipes
were damaged and the water was contaminated”.
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For Palestinians, affording water is less of a problem, as water is provided for free by
the UNRWA; however, access can still be an issue due to power cuts, which means that
people are unable to pump the water to fill their tanks, and so the quality of water remains
a key challenge.

Adolescents reported that some water sources are drying up. An 18-year-old Lebanese
girl explained: “It [drought] happened two years ago. They started buying water, some
wells had water, and some didn’t, and the wells which had water, they had turbid water,
and there was drought, so they started buying water. It didn’t rain or snow that year”. A
19-year-old Syrian girl described the impact drought has had on agricultural produce: “A
huge amount of potato produce was destroyed and huge quantities of vegetables too, in the
whole of Lebanon, maybe it is due to the lack of proper rains or the lack of water”. Some
Lebanese adolescents equate this problem with climate change, as a 21-year-old Lebanese
young woman explained: “Due to pollution and the burning of garbage, if they do that
a lot, it will affect the weather and cause global warming, and it won’t rain much in the
winter”. Adolescents who are involved in tree planting also highlighted a lack of water as
a key problem: “We planted, and not all of them grew as there is lack of water. The tanks
don’t have enough water to do so, to water them for a proper period of time,” explained a
20-year-old Syrian young woman.

4.2. Social Development Challenges

The previous section has described the substantial economic and environmental chal-
lenges facing adolescents in Lebanon. In this section, we discuss in more detail how these
challenges affect adolescents’ social development. We focus on four capability domains:
education; psychosocial well-being; health, nutrition and sexual and reproductive health;
and voice and agency (with a focus on mobility and safety).

4.2.1. Education

The challenging economic situation has resulted in a lack of job opportunities for
graduates, which has further constrained adolescents’ educational aspirations. Many see
a diminished value in education, as a 16-year-old Lebanese boy explained: “If a girl who
has completed her education in the university is working in a gas station in Beirut, should
I complete my education?” High levels of poverty can also make it challenging for some
adolescents to fund their education, and there is a lack of scholarships for higher education,
as a 17-year-old Palestinian girl highlighted: “I wanted to register in the university in the
coming year but I cannot. Firstly, because there is no money”.

Access to education is further impacted by the electricity and petrol shortages. The
long queues for petrol can result in some adolescents missing their education: A 19-year-old
boy explained: “If you want to go and fill the fuel, there won’t be any left. We are obliged
to leave at 4 am and you will have exam after three hours, but you will lose an hour of
that exam just because you have to reach the gas station to fill the tank”. Inability to afford
transportation is also a major challenge to in-school adolescents, and some even reported
stopping their education due to this. A 20-year-old Lebanese young woman stated: “I
cannot go to my university, the bus fees have become very high . . . If I want to go for two
or three days to the university, it will now cost more than my father’s salary... I stopped
studying and I started looking for jobs to help my family”.

With some education moving online due to the COVID-19 pandemic, electricity short-
ages have made it very difficult for adolescents to access online classes due to a lack of
internet connectivity. High temperatures at home also make for an unconducive learning
environment, which has impacted learning outcomes for many adolescents, as a 17-year-old
Palestinian girl explained: “When I was studying, they used to offer online lessons for us
to study before the exams. There was no electricity and Zoom wouldn’t open. Due to the
heat, I used to sweat a lot, due to that I couldn’t memorise. Before the exams, I was crying,
I didn’t want to appear in the exams, as I wasn’t able to do it”.
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The lack of electricity also causes a challenging working environment for teachers,
who are poorly paid due to a reduction in their salary as a result of the economic crisis.
A 21-year-old young man explained: “Our teacher puts a wet towel on his head as there’s
no electricity. Once he was teaching us inside his car and he put the air conditioner on due
to the hot weather. Can you imagine how miserable being a teacher is here in Lebanon?”

4.2.2. Psychosocial Well-Being

Adolescents’ economic and social environments can also have a negative impact on
their psychosocial well-being. Many of the adolescents in our research live in polluted
environments due to the lack of garbage disposal and burning of garbage at landfill sites,
which is impacting their mental health. A 19-year-old Lebanese boy explained: “He [friend]
left his house because of the bad smell, don’t these things have psychological effects on
you? Of course, one won’t be happy by such things”. Poor housing infrastructure and
frequent power cuts can further impact adolescents’ psychosocial well-being. A 20-year-old
Palestinian young woman explained: “The weather is very hot, there is no electricity or
internet connection. Really, it will give rise to a state of depression. You will feel that
you are depressed. You won’t have the mood to talk to anyone”. This has a particularly
strong impact on young married mothers, who face challenging conditions while looking
after their young children. One 18-year-old-Syrian girl, a mother, explained: “I face much
difficulty. I hate my life until they [my children] sleep . . . Yesterday night, the electricity
was off, and my husband left me to see a man from Syria. My child started crying, and I
didn’t know where to go. I felt worn out until the electricity came back”.

The polluted environment further impacts adolescents’ access to recreational places
where they can socialise with their friends. An 18-year-old Lebanese girl explained that she
can no longer swim in the river: “We used to swim in the river . . . [now you can’t] . . . it’s
full of garbage”. In general, adolescents highlight a lack of green spaces available to them.
On the outskirts of the Palestinian Wavel camp, this has been exacerbated by unregulated
house-building, as a 17-year-old boy explained: “We used to hunt in the plain as there were
no houses before but now, they build in the plain too . . . Many people built in the area.
They end greenery, trees have numerous benefits and the noise is annoying”. However,
within the same focus group discussion, another 19-year-old Palestinian boy mentioned the
potential economic benefits of unregulated house-building: “It has some benefits; provides
jobs for people in the building,” highlighting some of the contradictory economic and
environmental impacts. As well as a lack of safe places where adolescents can go to meet
their friends, lack of money also prevents them socialising, as a 20-year-old Palestinian
young woman described: “You cannot even think of going out due to price inflation. It is
better to stay inside your home, get depressed rather than going to the boulevard”. High
fuel prices further restrict adolescents’ mobility. An 18-year-old Lebanese boy stated: “We
used to go out every week and sometimes we used to go and explore different areas . . .
how can we do this now? . . . One cannot visit his friends anymore because the fuel would
cost a fortune”.

The dire economic prospects in Lebanon have resulted in a sense of hopelessness
for many adolescents, who are unable to see a positive future. An 18-year-old Syrian girl
commented: “We have no hope for anything”. The inadequate living conditions have
further impacted many people’s mental health, as a 16-year-old Lebanese girl explained:
“You’ll feel that your future is finished, and you’ll ask, what are you living for? There are
many people who have committed suicide due to the living situation”.

4.2.3. Health and Nutrition

The economic crisis is also having a significant impact on adolescents’ health. Ado-
lescents reported that many households are suffering from food insecurity due to the
rising cost of living, and as a result, many adolescents lack a varied diet or have reduced
their food intake. An 18-year-old Syrian girl highlighted the challenges facing her family:
“Vegetables are really expensive. In the past, we had a choice between what we prefer and



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2001 11 of 17

not prefer. Now, we are forced to eat whatever”. Food quality has also decreased. Quite a
few adolescents in our sample reported experiencing food poisoning, and many believe
that crops are being contaminated with sewage: “The vegetables are being watered by this
water, and it’s transferring things to us like dirt and diseases,” explained an 18-year-old
Lebanese girl. The lack of electricity also causes food to spoil due to a lack of refrigeration.
A 16-year-old Syrian boy explained: “Whenever you bring vegetables, bring milk, and
everything for the fridge, there is no electricity, they all go [off]”.

The economic crisis has also meant there is a lack of availability of medicines, and
many adolescents and their families are unable to afford healthcare. Many respondents
reported that they (or their family members) have had to stop taking their medication
because of this. A 19-year-old Syrian girl explained: “We searched in all the pharmacies,
only one was open and didn’t have the medicine. He said that he doesn’t even have
Panadol”. Additionally, some Syrian refugees feel discriminated against by health services
and feel that Lebanese patients are given preferential treatment, as a 19-year-old Syrian girl
described: “They discriminate between Syrians and Lebanese . . . They let the Lebanese
pass before Syrians even if it wasn’t necessary”.

Menstruation products are also unaffordable for many adolescent girls. Respondents
reported having to use tissues, cloths or their children’s nappies, or buying cheaper, lower-
quality products, which can cause rashes and allergic reactions. A 16-year-old Lebanese
girl explained: “I used to buy the private brand pads, they were good quality, but now it is
very expensive, so I started looking for the cheaper one. It’s not that good, I was used to a
better quality than this one and it causes allergies”.

The adolescent girls’ surrounding environment can also impact their menstruation
management due to a lack of privacy. In the ITSs, the toilets are located outside and shared
between many families, with men often reported to be sat outside of the toilets, causing
girls to change their menstruation products inside the tents. A 20-year-old Syrian young
woman explained that: “It’s hard for women, it’s normal for men. They feel shy as the
guys will be sitting outside or if there’s someone inside the bathroom”. Girls in collective
shelters also share bathrooms between many family members and have highlighted the
difficulties this causes when they have their period. The lack of water can also impact their
ability to wash and maintain good hygiene, which could bring particular problems for
girls and young women during menstruation. As a 21-year-old Palestinian young woman
explained: ”If there is water I will wash, and if there isn’t, I don’t”; however, social norms
surrounding menstruation mean that girls often do not shower during menstruation even
when water is available (social norms surrounding menstruation mean that girls often do
not shower during menstruation even when water is available).

As noted in the previous section, high levels of air pollution and the practice of burning
garbage can aggravate asthma, as an 18-year-old girl noted: “People who have asthma,
can’t breathe. The house gets full of smoke and fog, the smell too. We close the windows,
and the smell is really bad as they burn nylon and bottles of plastic”.

Poor infrastructure brings further challenges, due to leaks and flooding, which result
in mould and damp, as a 16-year-old Lebanese girl described: “Some people’s houses
are badly affected by moss and humidity, and remain damp, which causes diseases”. As
mentioned previously, many adolescents live in housing that does not protect them from
the hot weather, and some adolescent parents reported that their children have suffered
from dehydration, most likely due to a combination of the hot weather and difficulty
accessing water. A 20-year-old Syrian young man explained: “My son had a disease, and I
took him to a private doctor to examine him. He was dehydrated, and our neighbour’s son
is also in the same condition. All the children are the same”.

The quality of water is seen as a major issue, as many water sources are thought to be
polluted. Many adolescents reported cases of people developing kidney stones, conjunc-
tivitis and stomach problems, as a 20-year-old Palestinian young man noted: “People used
to drink water normally and they didn’t know that water was mixed with sewage. They
got sick”.
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4.2.4. Mobility and Safety

Due to the economic situation in Lebanon, the frequency of theft and robberies has
increased significantly, resulting in a dangerous environment for many adolescents. As a
19-year-old Lebanese boy explained: “The situation isn’t good now. As the dollar crisis is
worsening, the robberies have increased. They are stealing just anything”. This has had
an impact on adolescents’ mobility, as many reported being too scared to go outside due
to the high levels of violence. An 18-year-old Syrian girl explained: “Here, there is only
fear and horror. You always hear of people being killed and kidnapped. I don’t like to
go out because of this”. Although it is recognised that this increased violence impacts the
mobility of males and females alike (although for males this is mainly at night time), girls
face the added challenge of social norms that restrict their mobility due to fears of sexual
harassment or kidnapping. A 21-year-old Lebanese young man highlighted this concern:
“Even in the daytime, if they [sisters] want to go for a walk, I go with them, you feel afraid
and worried about the ones who’ll harass her”.

There is a lack of policing on the streets of Lebanon, and many adolescent boys and
young men have instead resorted to carrying weapons to protect themselves. An 18-year-
old Palestinian boy explained: “I have the shotgun with me. I keep it in the bag of the car
with me. If the country doesn’t protect you, who could?”

Climatic factors can further impact adolescents’ mobility due to flooding during the
rainy season. Certain areas of Baalbek are flood prone, and there is limited infrastructure
to deal with heavy rains, which can make it difficult to move around. This is particularly
challenging for adolescents living in ITSs who struggle to leave the house during winter, as
an 18-year-old Syrian girl highlighted: “In winter, there are just pits around us. We don’t
even go out, not even to the bathroom. The ones who work in places [outside the ITS] have
to wear plastic bags”.

5. Discussion

Framed around Mensah’s [1] three interconnected pillars of sustainable development
(the environment, economy and society), this article has highlighted the interconnecting
economic and environmental challenges facing refugee and host community adolescents
in Lebanon, and the impact these challenges have on their social capabilities. Lebanon’s
severe economic crisis has brought a myriad of consequences for adolescents and their
families and it has made it difficult for adolescents to develop their capabilities in a number
of domains: they cannot afford to meet their daily needs such as food and medicines, and
there are very limited job opportunities, which impacts on their educational aspirations,
psychosocial well-being and exposure to rising levels of crime. Adolescent girls face
particular social challenges due to conservative gender norms, including limitations on
their mobility as a result of increasing risks of sexual harassment and an inability to afford
menstrual health products.

Poor environmental conditions are closely linked to the economic crisis and have
brought further challenges to adolescents’ lives. These include unhygienic and dangerous
surrounding environments due to limited waste collection systems, pollution and a lack
of recreational green spaces. These impact on adolescents’ psychosocial well-being, while
a lack of access to clean water is contributing to health problems among adolescents. Al-
though these challenges impact both Lebanese and refugee adolescents, Syrian refugees in
particular face significant challenges due to their socioeconomic exclusion and challenging
living environments. Palestinian refugees also face significant challenges, but support
from the UNRWA in waste disposal and water provisions help to mitigate some of these
challenges. Climate change is, and will continue to act as, a threat multiplier to the current
economic and environmental struggles in Lebanon. The Ministry of Environment has
estimated that by 2040, climate change will cause a 14% fall in Lebanon’s GDP [70]. Climate
change is expected to increase the temperatures in Lebanon and make water sources even
scarcer [71], which will negatively affect agriculture and the health and livelihoods of
many people. Despite the current challenges it faces, Lebanon has committed to signifi-
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cant measures to combat climate change and it had announced that it aims to cut carbon
emissions by 20% (up from 15%) by 2030 [72]; however, our findings indicate that currently,
adolescents in Lebanon have limited means to adapt to the impacts of climate change, due
to housing infrastructure that provides limited protection to climate-related hazards such
as high temperatures and flooding. This problem is especially impacting Syrian refugees
living in collective shelters and ITSs. While most of the literature discusses the impact of
climate change on displacement [73,74], this article highlights the vulnerabilities to climate
change that many refugee adolescents face in their host communities due to intersecting
economic and environmental challenges. Health impacts are also notable (due to pollution,
rising temperatures and poor water quality). These challenges are only expected to get
worse as climate change continues, yet adolescents do not have economic support to help
mitigate these health impacts. There is an urgent need for a more integrated approach to
sustainable development that will allow both the present and future generations in Lebanon
to meet their needs and live empowered lives. Our findings underscore the need for policy
and programmes to consider the economic, environmental and social challenges facing
adolescents if they are to develop to their full capabilities. When working towards sustain-
able development, the three interconnecting pillars of sustainability need to be recognised
and interventions in one of these pillars should not be implemented in isolation or come at
the expense of the others. In this article, we have highlighted the substantial impacts of
an unfavourable environment on adolescents’ health and psychosocial well-being, which
in turn are likely to have life-course spill-over effects. Adolescence is a pivotal life-stage,
where very rapid biological and psychosocial development occurs [75]. Therefore, the
challenges outlined in this paper—such as problems accessing education, poor nutrition
and a lack of recreational spaces—can have significant impacts on adolescents’ future
trajectories. The broader literature also highlights the impact of environmental factors on
adolescent capabilities, where exposure to healthy, green and sustainable environments can
have beneficial impacts on adolescents’ physical and mental health [76–78], while exposure
to pollution can have negative impacts [79–81]. In particular, adolescents and youth in
the MENA region have been shown to be vulnerable to the impacts of climate change,
which are exacerbating the existing economic challenges such as limited employment
prospects, especially for refugee communities [81]. Therefore, it is important that access to
a healthy and sustainable environment is integrated as a core component of adolescent-
and youth-responsive humanitarian and development strategies and action plans.

To support adolescents’ realisation of their full capabilities through sustainable devel-
opment, we suggest that policy makers consider the following measures. These include:
(1) promoting investment in technical and soft skills-building to equip young people with
the skills they need to take up jobs within the green economy; (2) investing in adolescent-
and gender-responsive social protection with linkages to environmental projects (such as
garbage collection and tree planting); and (3) improving shelter, health and WASH facilities,
particularly in response to the potential changes induced by climate change and for refugee
communities, and addressing the specific challenges facing girls. Air pollution, which
continues to rise to extremely unhealthy levels0, (current air pollution figures are unknown
due to funding cuts for the Ministry of Environment, which caused air monitoring stations
throughout Lebanon to be shut down [82]), also needs to be addressed through revitalising
the public transport system, by promoting the use of affordable mini-buses for transport to
school and work, investing in renewable energy, particularly solar, and strengthening and
subsidising garbage collection systems to discourage the burning of garbage. Finally, more
broadly, raising awareness among young people about the importance of sustainable devel-
opment and environmental protection through schools, community forums and media is
also critical in order to strengthen the accountability processes around the governance of
environmental policies.
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6. Conclusions

This article has outlined the ways in which the multiple and overlapping crises fac-
ing Lebanon have drastically impacted young people’s lives. Precarious external living
environments have been compounded by economic challenges and have had substantial
impacts on adolescent and youth social capabilities including education, psychosocial
well-being, health and mobility. Over time, there is little doubt that the climate crisis will
act as a threat multiplier and will likely result in a worsening of the challenges outlined
in this paper. Although both Lebanese and refugee adolescents face significant economic
and environmental challenges, the article underscores that Syrian refugees face particular
challenges in their living conditions, due to an absence of formal camp infrastructure and
a dearth of affordable shelter within host communities, as well as limited access to water
and waste services. To support the sustainable development of adolescents and youth
affected by forced displacement, all three components of sustainability—economic, envi-
ronmental and social—need to be comprehensively supported within both humanitarian
and development responses.
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