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The country’s history has been shaped by 

successive waves of emigration, but the current 

crisis seems to leave young Lebanese with no 

hope of return.  

 

While  s i tt ing in his  l iv ing room in West Beirut ’s  Batrakieh nei ghborhood, 

Bi l l  Alhussayni  takes t ime to ref lect .  His  thoughts nowadays often turn 

to  his  decis ion to return to Lebanon 22 years ago.  “ I  wanted my family to 
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reconnect with my homeland,  for  them to learn the language,  to  l ive  amid 

the culture that is  so dea r to  me. Back then i t  seemed as though the 

country was f inal ly  in a better ,  more stable  posit ion.  And that there were 

business opportunit ies .”  

 

The now 60-year-old c iv i l  engineer  f led Lebanon for  the USA when the 

c iv i l  war  broke out in the mid-1970s.  After  a br ief  return to Beirut in the 

1980s,  he sett led in Montreal  where he met his  wife Rachida,  with whom 

he had two daughters,  my s ister  Lana and me,  Ryme.  

 

I  have spent near ly a l l  of  my 25 years in Le banon. This  is  where I  have 

studied and where I  began my professional  l i fe .  Unti l  just  three years ago 

i t  seemed l ike there was a future here.  But now,  l ike  many other 

Lebanese of  my age,  I  am looking for an opportunity to  leave.   

 

We have known for a whi le  now that the country was in a bad shape,  but 

I  guess many of  us were also in denial .  This  was unti l  last  October ’s 

revolut ion,  when suddenly we could openly discuss the problems we 

faced l iv ing in Lebanon. Real  change seemed possible .  We hoped for  an 

end to endemic corruption,  an end to the paralys ing sectar ian system, an 

end to the pol lut ion devastat ing health of  the country.  We hoped for the 

chaos to end.  The genie  was wel l  and truly out for  the b ott le  and we 

would not s leep again unti l  our  wishes were granted.  

 

However,  our  demands were left  unmet.  The pol i t ical  c lass used al l  the 

means at  their  disposal  to  hinder  the protests ,  to  suppress the protesters 

and to distract  from the revolut ion’s  demands.  Their  catastrophic  rule 

continued.  Then came the f inancial  crash,  in which Lebanese have seen 

their  l i fe  savings evaporate as the currency lost  80% of i ts  value.  The 

arr ival  of  the Covid-19 pandemic in Lebanon compounded the s i tuation 

even further .  The stat ist ics  make for gr im reading.  The unemployment 



rate has surpassed 30%,  whi le  food pr ices have increased by 190%. Many 

Lebanese parents are una ble to put food on the table .   

 

This  heady blend of  crushed hopes and spiral ing economic col lapse has 

been part icular ly  hard to swal low,  especial ly  for  young people l ike  me. 

To see our  efforts  amount to  nothing has made many of us feel  helpless.  

 

 

Up to 35% of Lebanese aged between 22 and 50 

years old are planning to leave 

 

“Gett ing a proper  education has become a lot  more dif f icult ,  and then 

you struggle  to  f ind a proper  job”  says Zeina Zerbé,  a  Beirut psychologist  

who was act ive throughout the popular  upr is ing.  For  her,  “pol i t ical  

repression, ” combined with the banks ’  re luc tance to al low people to 

withdraw their  own money,  has cemented feel ings of  frustrat ion and 

anger  among the populat ion.  This  has al l  contr ibuted to a fresh wave of 

emigrat ion,  or  rather  a new generation of  immigrants - in-wait ing.  

“Despite  their  activ ism, eventual ly  the young couldn’ t  prevent the 

col lapse.”  To l ive  a dignif ied l i fe ,  one in which they can real ise  their  ful l  

potential ,  many of the young have decided to leave Lebanon for  good.  

 

In a recent interview with The New Arab,  immigrat ion lawyer  Kar im Abdul 

Samad,  who regular ly  provides special ist  advice to  Lebanese hoping to 

leave the country,  est imated that  around 25 to 35% of  Lebanese aged 

between 22 and 50 years o ld are currently  making plans to  emigrate.   

 

Many of  them are my fr iends.  There is  Noor Hamdan for example,  a  25 -

year-old publ ic  administrat ion graduate,  who has been looking for  a job 

for  almost a year  after  working in a str ing of  badly paid  posit ions s ince 

leaving univers ity.  “My fr iends and I  always spoke about the possibi l i ty  



of leaving,  but we got more ser ious in 2019.”  Hamdan has recently 

contacted an emigrat ion consultancy f irm to accelerate the process of 

emigrat ion:  “My preferred dest ination is  Canada,  but I  would also 

consider  somewhere in Europe.”  

 

There is a lso my fr iend Fat ima Al Mahmoud. She is  a  22 -year-old 

journal ist ,  currently  earning no more than a f ew hundred dol lars  a 

month,  whi le  applying for  dozens of  jobs abroad everyday.  She bel ieves 

options for  her  to  remain in Lebanon are scarce as local  newspapers and 

other media outlets  are f ighting for  their  very survival :  “ I ’m not looking 

to  make a fortune ,  a l l  I  want is  some respect and not always to  have to 

worry about how to make ends meet.”  These anxiet ies are shared by 

many young Lebanese who often work mult iple  jobs just  to  scrape by.  
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Then there is  me. My monthly salary is  around 1.3 mil l ion Lebanese 

pounds,  which used to be the equivalent of  roughly $850.  Now,  because 



of the currency crash,  I  earn more l ike $160,  whi le  pr ices for  basic  goods 

have skyrocketed.  Without my parents ’  help I  could s imply not survive.   

 

I t  is  hard to say exact ly  how many Lebanese are currently  plott ing their  

escape.  What is  more unclear  st i l l  is  when exact ly  they might leave the 

country,  as  Lebanon’s  only international  a irport  is  currently  operating at  

only 10% capacity ,  and many of  the country ’s  borders remain c losed.  So 

for  many of  us this country in cr is is  rese mbles an increasingly crowded 

departure lounge.  

 

Castro Abdal lah,  the director of Lebanon’s National  Federation of 

Employees'  and Workers '  Unions (FENASOL) takes the histor ical 

perspective:  “Emigrat ion is  not a recent occurrence in Lebanon.”  The 

country ’s  past  has witnessed several  per iods of  exodus.  The number of 

emigrants and their  descendants is  more than twice that of  those 

currently  res iding in Lebanon i tself .  War ,  famine and economic 

uncertainty have contr ibuted to successive waves of Lebanese seeking 

their  fortunes abroad.  

 

“Around 35,000 students graduate from Lebanese univers it ies  annual ly , ”  

says Abdal lah:  “33,000 of  them instantly  apply for  e ither emigrat ion or 

for  job opportunit ies  abroad.  This  is  to  be expected in a country that ,  

even before  the cr is is ,  provides only around 1,200 new jobs every year .”  

 

In recent years,  Lebanon’s  economy has re l ied on pegging the local  

currency to  the US dol lar .  A strategy which has suppressed domestic 

production and stymied the creation of  new job opportunit ie s  within the 

country.  

 

The subsequent brain drain,  in which a high proport ion of  Lebanon’s  best 

and br ightest  emigrate ,  has at  the same t ime become a fundamental  part  



of the Lebanese economic equation.  These young people jo in an already 

large diaspor ic  com munity which sends around $7 bi l l ion in remittances 

annual ly  back to  Lebanon. These remittances have been a l i fe l ine,  

keeping an unproductive economy af loat -  at  least  unti l  2019.  

 

 

To leave Lebanon would feel like severing a limb 

 

Despite i ts  gravity,  the dire  macroeconomic picture does not factor 

s ignif icantly  in my perso nal  decis ion-making process.  I  have a Canadian 

passport,  so leaving is  technical ly  straight - forward.  The question is  do I  

want to  leave my family and fr iends behind.  Do I  want to  leave my 

homeland? The place ful l  of  fr iendships,  f i rst  loves,  heartbreaks,  

successes,  setbacks,  and al l  things in between.  

 

Life ,  I  feel ,  is  s imply more v ibrant here.  Fr iendships more intense.  Family 

l ives more int imate.  To leave Lebano n would feel  l ike  sever ing a l imb. I  

love this  chaotic  country.  I ts  smal l  s ize  -  I  love how it  can be crossed by 

a car in a few hours -  is  compensated by i ts  many colours and cultures. 

Weddings and bir thdays are always a l i t t le  wi lder  here and last  a  lot  

longer.  I  would miss my father ’s  shish barak -  lamb dumplings in yoghurt  

sauce.  I  would miss weekends spent in our  house in the mountains of 

Bhamdoun. I  would even miss Beirut ’s  insane traff ic .  

 

And of  course I  would miss  my s ister,  her family ,  and my new -born 

nephew,  Mahdi ,  terr ibly.  Then again,  imagining him growing up in today’s  

Lebanon does not si t  r ight.  So there is a  good chance,  he,  my s ister,  and 

the rest  of his  family  wi l l  soon occupy a row of  seats  in the departu re 

lounge.  

 

My father  would be heartbroken,  but I  think he would understand.  
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