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I  Introduction :

The last official census in Lebanon [3, 4, 11, 12] which was conducted in 1932 indicated that 
the population was 875,252 with around 53% as Christians. Other censuses were conducted 
unofficially; for example in 1956 it was estimated that the population was 1,411,416, with 
around 54% Christians and 44% Muslims.  According to recent statistics done by the World 
fact-book, the Christians constitute around 39% of the population and Muslims constitute 
around 59.7%. Conducting a census has been a very sensitive issue due to the sectarian 
divisions in the country and due to the pressure that some groups could practice in case 
statistics showed a wide shift in the population demographics.

The following report sheds light on the demographics in Lebanon based on religious affiliation 
from a scientific point of view.  We start by presenting data on the number of emigrants from 
Lebanon and we give an estimate on emigration by sects based on crucial historical stages.  
It is important to mention though that numbers on emigrants represent the actual number 
of emigrants and not their descendants. The numbers of emigrants as well denote the net 
immigration estimate which takes into consideration returning emigrants in a given year.  We 
list all possible factors that might be directly related to shifts in emigration by sects.  We 
continue to present data on the fertility rate by sects and show the decline of fertility rate 
in the Muslim population.  We also list the possible factors that play a role in such decline.  
Finally, we give an estimate on the population by sect in Lebanon.  We use the electoral lists 
as the starting point of our calculations and we proceed by adding and deducting relevant 
data from school students, technical school students, university students and emigrants.  In 
addition, and for practical reasons plus/minus 2% can be estimated to cover up for inaccuracies 
in mortality rate, illiteracy rate, approximations in emigration and other relevant facts (ex: 
around 25,000 convicted person does not show on the electoral lists, Army forces personnel 
are not registered on the electoral lists …). 
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II  History of Emigration :

For more than a century and a half, Lebanon has been characterized by high emigration flux 
due to the economic and the political situation. This reality is due to Lebanon’s geographic 
location in addition to other internal and external conflicts. It is true that emigration usually 
causes brain drain in any nation but in Lebanon, emigration at many points in history was the 
driving force to many important turns in the history of this country.  

The history of Lebanon has been marked by a series of migration waves [9, 14, 18]:

❏❏ Before 1870, hundreds emigrated from Mount Lebanon (keeping in mind that the 
population back then was around 200,000).

❏❏ From 1870 till 1900, almost 3000 persons emigrated from Lebanon per year.

❏❏ From 1900 till 1914, almost 15,000 persons emigrated from Lebanon per year and this 
shows a sharp increase in emigration during those 14 years.

❏❏ In 1914 and during the eruption of World War I, around one third of the population 
of the mountains emigrated (It is important to mention that this wave of emigration 
gave Lebanon a strong economic push later.  It is also estimated that one third of those 
who left Lebanon during this period returned back. Those people are precisely those 
who created a very dynamic (Christian) middle class that was behind the creation of 
modern Lebanon).

❏❏ From 1914 till 1945, not too many people left Lebanon due to the severe economic 
depression that hit the world in 1929.

❏❏ From 1945 till 1950, emigration resumed with an average of 3000 persons per year.

❏❏ From 1950 till 1960, very small number emigrated due to the strong economy in 
Lebanon during that period (with an average of 3000 persons per year as well).

❏❏ From 1960 till 1970, emigration increased with a rate of 9000 persons per year and this 
was due to the outbreak of the Arab Israeli war in 1967.

❏❏ From 1970 till 1975, the rate of emigration increased to about 10,000 persons per year.
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In what follows, we discuss in further details the recent emigration and the possible factors 
that led to such phenomena.

Years 1975-1977 1978-1984 1985-1990 1991* 1992-2007 2008-2011** TOTAL

# of emi-
grants

272,510 233,906 385,000 10,000 466,019 200,000 1,567,435

Source

Nabil 
Harfoush

Jihad 
Nasri Akl

Nabil 
Harfoush

Jihad 
Nasri Akl

Ali El 
Chami
Jihad 

Nasri Akl

General 
Security

Departures/
Arrivals

Chohig
Kasparian

Guitta 
Hourani

*1990 – 1991: Information from the Airport departures/arrivals (General Security). Due to 
lack of information in 1991, we managed to use the number of departures –arrivals from 
Beirut International Airport and the error of this estimate is negligible.

** 2008 – 2011: Figures based on an interview with Dr. Guita Hourani.  Dr. Hourani gave the 
estimate on the number of emigrants based on a research study discussed in a conference 
held in Japan about Lebanese emigration (October 4-6, 2007).  
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III  Emigration by sects :

In what follows, we give the percentage of emigrants by sect and list several factors 
that might have affected such turns in numbers in a five year period.  It is worth 
mentioning that the sources were chosen based on their citation index in addition to 
several reviews that recommend using these sources for the mentioned years.  

1975    1984 506,416  [1,8]

 Christians  78%  395,004

 Muslims  22%  111,412

Possible Factors

1- The two Years War (1975-1977)

2- The effect of assassination of Kamal Jumblat (1977)

3- Ashrafieh 100 Days War (1978)

4- Zahle War (1981)

5- Assassination of Bashir Gemayel (1982-Rippling Effect in 83 – 84)

6- “Jabal” War (1983)
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1985    1990 385,000 [1,12]

 Christians  17%  65,450

 Muslims  83%  319,550

Possible Factors

1- Rippling Effect of the Israeli invasion.

2- Major development in the Lebanese Christian resistance.

3- Emigration of Muslims to the Gulf and to Africa (Visa Free to Africa)

4- Major internal conflicts among the Muslim parties. (ex. War of the Camps)
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1991  10,000

 Christians  N/A  N/A

 Muslims  N/A  N/A

It is worth mentioning that 10,000 persons do not form a significant number compared to the 
total population of Lebanon and even to the total number of emigrants.
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1992    2007 466,019  [10]

 Christians  39.40%  183,611

 Muslims  60.60%  282,408

Possible Factors

1- Rippling effect of the “Tahrir” and “Ilgha” War

2- Higher Islamic emigration to the gulf Region and Africa

3- Israeli Wars (1993- 1996- 2006)

4- Assassination of Rafik Hariri (2005)

5- The regaining of the Christian political momentum

6- Retreat of the Syrian army (2005)

7- Economic development
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2008    2011 200,000 [1]

 Christians  41%  82,000

 Muslims  59%  118,000

Possible Factors

1- Rippling effect of the 2006 Israeli War

2- Invasion of Hezbollah to West part of Beirut (May 7, 2008)

3- Increased tension between Shiite and Sunnite

4- Development of the Christian Community

5- Major Development of the Real Estate Sector
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Summary by Sects

In the following table, we give estimates on the total number of emigrants during 1975-2011.

1975   2011 1,567,435 

 Christians  46.64%  731,066

 Muslims  53.36%  836,369
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IV  Fertility Rate :

In what follows, we discuss fertility rate and compare it for different sects in Lebanon specially 
the fertility rate of the years 1971 and 2004.  We present the fertility rate for 2004 and adopt it 
for later years as it is scientifically accepted to consider the fertility rate to be almost constant 
to a period of 10 years.  In other words, there is no significant change in the behavior of 
fertility in a short period of time (less than 10 years) taking into consideration that no major 
twists in social behavior have happened from 2004 till 2012 (For example, the fertility rate in 
Lebanon in 2004 was 1.70, while in 2011 it is 1.60). 

As a result and with minor shifts, the same fertility rate for 2004 can be adopted for 2012.  
The tables below show a huge gap in the fertility rate in the Muslim community and especially 
the Shiite population due to factors mentioned later.  Those figures came to agree with many 
studies done in this direction [5, 6].  Taking the weighted average of the fertility rates between 
Christians and Muslims in Lebanon as given below, one can see that the average national 
fertility rate agrees with the fertility rate that the World Bank estimated for the year 2012.  
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Fertility Rate 1971 – 2004

Fertility Rate 1971 – 2004

“Catch up of Christian to Muslim in general and to Shiite in particular is spectacular”

Youssef Courbage 
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Factors that directly affected Reproductive Behavior

We list below all the factors that we believe contributed to the decline of the fertility 
rate in 2004.  Although the political instability is indirectly related to the decrease in 
fertility rate in the Muslim community, we believe that the following factors played a 
role in such transformation.

1-	 Higher literacy rate for boys and in later stages for girls increased their ability 
to read and write at their early twenties.

2-	 The advance in education delayed the age of marriage.

3-	 The advance in education contributed in the use of contraception devices, 
especially by women.

4-	 Significant decrease of marriage between cousins and relatives, which result-
ed in lowering the family rigidity and the closure of social groups.

5-	 Urbanization – The internal displacement into cities and suburbs which re-
quires a different mode of life of that than in the villages.

6-	 Decrease in fertility rate allowed parents to focus more on each child, espe-
cially on the education level.

7-	 The direct effect of globalization.
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IV  General Population by Sects :

In this section, we determine an estimate on the general population by sect.  We 
consider figures from the electoral lists as a starting point and we proceed by add-
ing and deducting relevant numbers starting with 0-18 years old, emigrants, 18-21 
when available.

General Population by Sects (List of Registered Voters 2011)

General Population by Sects ((0 to 3 years old) + school students (3-18) + List of 
Registered Voters)
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General Population by Sects ((0 to 3 years old) + school students (3-18) + Technical 
Students (<21) + List of Registered Voters) 

General Population by Sects ((0 to 3 years old) + school students (3-18) + Technical 
Students (<21) + List of Registered Voters + University students (18-21)) 
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General Population by Sects (All the above and including the deduction of the 
emigrants)

It is important to mention that 80% of the emigrants (1991-2011) were deducted from the 
count on the electoral list, since the remaining 20% (those under 21) are not statistically 
included in the electoral lists.  Moreover, several experts believe that high numbers of the 
deceased were not crossed out from the electoral lists especially in poor communities like in 
Akkar, Beqaa, and the South. 
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Summary of Global Data

Criteria  Global  Christians  Muslims

Population (> 21) 3,334,691  1,274,529  2,054,855

Emigration  1,432,231 664,985 767,246

School Students  
(< 18)+(birth-3 years old) 

 834,988  296,578  538,410

University Students  
(18 – 21)

138,840 83,304 55,536

Technical School  
Students (<21)

 104,727  37,633  67,094

In the mentioned data, Druze is included as an Islamic sect. It is difficult to find accurate 
studies or projections pertaining to the Druze sect separately. However, in 2009 it is estimated 
that the Druze population residing in Lebanon to be around 250,000 [20] which constitute 
6-8% of the total population confirming the figures mentioned in several sources.
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VI  Summary of Projected Data :

In the following table, we present a 19 year and a 34 year projections on the estimate of 
the population of Lebanon per sect. All factors taken into consideration to determine such 
projection are considered constant starting from 2011.  A detailed explanation is given below 
on what factors were considered in determining this projection.

 General 
Population

 Global  Christians  Muslims

 2011 2,981,015 1,024,038 34.35% 1,951,669 65.47%

2030 4,133,015 1,552,038 37.55% 2,575,669 62.32%

 2045 5,033,015 1,964,538 39.03% 3,063,169 60.86%
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1.	 The fertility rate data of 2011 was used and considered constant for the projected 
years. Furthermore, the fertility rate (Christians and Muslims) might decrease 
slightly each 10–15 years but remains above the average fertility rate in European 
Union Countries (Euro stat: 1.59 in 2009).

2.	 The death rate was not included in our calculation. We expect the death rate to 
increase slightly but not significantly because of the decrease in living conditions 
in general (example: buying power deterioration) each 10–15 years till 2050.  
Moreover, Muslims have a higher death rate .

3.	 It is important to mention that the replacement capacity or the population growth 
(Births > Deaths) for Christians and Muslims will remain positive till 2050. 

4.	 The emigration and immigration are not taken into consideration in the projected 
data as they cannot be subject for extrapolation. 

In what follows, we also present a 19 and a 34 year projection on the estimates of the popu-
lation according to the percentages on the electoral list.  It is also worth mentioning that all 
assumptions as above hold in determining the projections.

Electoral List

Years
 Global  Christians  Muslims

 2011 3,334,691 1,274,529 38.22%  2,054,855 61.62%

2030 4,486,691 1,802,529 40.18% 2,678,855 59.71%

 2045 5,386,691 2,215,029 41.12% 3,166,355 58.78%
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VII  Global Summary :

The major points in this report are:

1-	 From the onset of the Lebanese war in 1975 through the mid 80’s, emigration was 
much higher amongst the Christian population. The situation was reversed for the 
1984 – 2011 period.  As a result, the religious repartition of emigrants from 1975 till 
2011 stands at 46% Christians and 54% Muslims.

2-	 Fertility rates amongst both Christian and Muslim communities in Lebanon have both 
decreased in the 1971-2004 period. The decrease rate is much higher in the Muslim 
community, however, leaving both rates close in 2004. 

3-	 Christians are estimated to be around 34% of the total Lebanese resident population, 
and indeed constitute 38% of eligible electoral voters. Opposite to popular perception, 
the 40 years old trend of declining Christian numbers has been reversed. This report 
highlights the stable numbers of the Christian population over the last couple of years, 
with the above statistics (respectively, Christian percentage of resident Lebanese and 
Christian percentage of eligible voters) increasing to around 38% and 40% over the 
next 19 years, and to around 39% and 41% over the next 34 years.
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