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UNRWA, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East, was established by the UN General 
Assembly on 8 December 1949. It was created to respond to the 
dire humanitarian needs of about 880,000 Palestine refugees who 
had fled to the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon and 
Syria from the fighting in Palestine during 1947 and 1948.

Over the past five decades, the Agency has grown into one of 
the largest United Nations programmes in the world, employing 
over 26,000 staff members to provide humanitarian and human 
development services to 4.3 million refugees. 

Through its education programme, UNRWA provides primary 
education, secondary schools in Lebanon, and training. A network 
of 125 UNRWA clinics provides free basic healthcare and the 
Agency also pays for hospitalization and operates environmental 

health services in refugee camps. UNRWA’s 
relief and social services arm provides 
safety net assistance to the very poorest of 
refugees and operates a large development 
programme to help the poor to help 
themselves. Refugee entrepreneurs are 
assisted by a micro-credit operation that 
has grown into one of the largest and most 
successful in the region.

In addition to its regular operations, UNRWA 
has repeatedly provided emergency food 
aid, medical care, shelter and protection to 
refugees caught in the regular outbreaks of 
conflict that have buffeted the region over 
the last 55 years.
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UNRWA’s work is funded 
almost entirely by 
voluntary contributions 
by donor countries. And 
while donations to UNRWA 
have risen steadily over 
the years, they have failed to keep pace with the expanding refugee population and 
their growing needs. Schools are overcrowded, dilapidated and most run on double 
shifts. Doctors are hugely over-worked, seeing an average of 110 patients per day. The 
Agency’s relief assistance to very poor families, in the form of cash support and food, no 
longer covers their most basic needs.

UNRWA by Numbers

Total number of registered refugees     4,349,946

Percentage of refugees living outside camps    71%

Total enrollment in UNRWA schools     485,471

Percentage of girls in UNRWA schools     50%

Pupil-teacher ratio in UNRWA elementary schools    33:1

Patient visits to UNRWA clinics in 2005     8.4 million

Refugee infant mortality per 1,000 live births    22

Refugees needing special hardship assistance    249,648

Value of micro-credit loans made since 1991    $108.9 million

Number of micro-credit loans made since 1991    105,922 
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UNRWA’s operations in 2005 were again dominated by events in 
the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) and Israel. The year began 
with a period of relative calm following the election of President 
Mahmoud Abbas and the declaration of a ceasefire by the main 
Palestinian groups in January. 

The most significant political development in the 
oPt was the build up to, and implementation of, 
Israel’s evacuation of its settlements in the Gaza 
Strip and parts of the northern West Bank. UNRWA 
worked closely with the envoy of the Quartet 
to the disengagement, James Wolfensohn, and 
his team in areas where the Agency could bring 
concrete benefits that could be implemented in 
the short-term. These included the expansion of 
the Agency’s emergency job creation scheme, a 
capital injection into the Agency’s microfinance 
and microenterprise programme to facilitate 
increased lending and an acceleration of the 
programme to reconstruct Palestinian homes 
demolished during the Intifada.

UNRWA hoped that the disengagement from the 
Gaza Strip would bring a relaxation of the closure 
regime and unfettered access for Palestinian 
goods to the outside world and so lead to an economic recovery. 
However, the only sign of such a relaxation was the agreement in 
November 2005 to open the Rafah terminal to allow people, but 
not goods, to travel between the Gaza Strip and Egypt. Following 

the Gaza disengagement, Palestinian labourers and Palestinian exporters faced increased 
movement difficulties, further exacerbating the dire economic situation. By early 2006, 
the situation in the oPt compelled the Agency to expand its emergency operations. 

Despite the improvement in the political situation in the first half of 2005, low-levels 
of violence continued with regular Palestinian deaths and injuries caused by shooting 
from Israeli settlements and border posts in the Gaza Strip and during IDF arrest and 
demolition operations in the West Bank. There were also suicide bomb attacks on 
civilian targets inside Israel in February, July, August, October and December, claimed 
by Palestinian factions not committed to the ceasefire. In the months following the Gaza 
disengagement, the firing of rockets from the north of the Strip and the IDF’s extensive 
use of artillery in the area increased the levels of death, injury and destruction.

The socio-economic situation remained precarious. Unemployment during the third 
quarter of 2005 was at 23 per cent (20 per cent in the West Bank and 29 per cent in the 
Gaza Strip), more than double pre-Intifada levels. The Bank reported that around 43 per 
cent of the Palestinian population still fall below the poverty line, with perhaps 15 per 
cent living in deep poverty, i.e., not able to meet subsistence needs.
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Significant political and security developments also took place in Lebanon. On 14 February 
2005, a bomb killed former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, who had resigned in September 
2004. The assassination triggered widespread, and sometimes opposing, popular and 
political protests. A United Nations team was assigned to investigate the assassination.

In June 2005, the Minister of Labour, in the new Government elected in July 2005, 
announced the easing of work permit restrictions on Palestinians in Lebanon, and visits 
by a Minister of the Palestinian Authority led to a new Lebanese/Palestinian dialogue. 
This revolved around four issues: improvement in humanitarian conditions for refugees, 
disarmament of Palestinian militias outside the refugee camps, control of arms within 
the camps and diplomatic relations between Lebanon and the Palestine Liberation 
Organization.

UNRWA Internal Developments in 2005

The Secretary-General appointed Karen Koning AbuZayd as Commissioner-
General for a three-year term beginning on 28 June 2005. Ms. AbuZayd 
came to the post with the benefit of five years’ experience as Deputy 
Commissioner-General. In October, the Secretary-General appointed 
Filippo Grandi as UNRWA’s Deputy Commissioner-General.

In 2005 UNRWA took a number of steps to reform its management. 
These included streamlining its operations department, strengthening its 
Management Committee and the Programme and Budget Committee and 
establishing a Human Resources Task Force.

The Agency also benefited from two external reviews. One, focused 
on the Agency’s emergency programmes, while the other examined 
management issues more broadly. UNRWA took the recommendations of 
these reports and embarked on a process of organizational development 
(OD) with the assistance of Swiss-based consultants and with support 
from Switzerland and Canada. 

The OD process was announced at the meeting of UNRWA’s Host 
Authorities and Donors in November 2005 in Jordan. The process began with a rapid 
organizational assessment which led to the led to the production in May 2006 of an 
organizational development package, Serving Palestine Refugees More Effectively 
- Strengthening the Management Capacity of UNRWA. This document constitutes the 
blueprint for comprehensive management reform over the next three years.  

As part of its capacity-building process, the Agency, in partnership with a Swiss University, 
continued a major project of data collection and analysis that will enable it to better 
understand the profile and needs of refugees. In 2005, UNRWA completed interviews of 
over 10,000 registered refugees in all five fields.  

A new approach to public information and non-traditional fundraising was begun in 
2005 when UNRWA established two ‘Friends of UNRWA’ associations in Spain and the 
United States. Both associations will work to raise awareness of the Agency’s activities in 
their local media and endeavour to raise funds from private donors and other untapped 
sources. Each association’s incorporation as a non-profit organization will allow donors to 
make tax-deductible contributions to UNRWA’s work.

In 2005 UNRWA formalized the provision of services to needy family members of refugee 
women married to non-refugees, a category previously ineligible for services. This was 
the result of the Commissioner-General’s decision to introduce gender-neutral registration 
guidelines.
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Education

Education is UNRWA’s largest activity and accounts for 60 per 
cent of UNRWA’s budget and more than three-quarters of its 
staff. In 2005, UNRWA’s spent $224.6 million on education. The 
largest element of the programme consists of 658 elementary and 
preparatory schools for 485,000 children up to the age of around 
14. The Agency also runs five secondary schools in Lebanon, 
where refugee children’s access to secondary education is more 
problematic. 
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Because of funding shortages, three-quarters of the Agency’s schools double shift – 
that is two separate schools share the same building, cutting into teaching and extra-
curricular activities. Overcrowding, with average class sizes of more than 40 in Gaza 
for example, also means buildings are dilapidated. Additionally, 17 per cent of UNRWA 
schools are housed in very unsuitable rented properties. Despite having a target of 384 
construction and renovation projects to complete in 2005, UNRWA managed only 293 of 
them because of funding shortages.

UNRWA’s education programme also offers vocational and technical training at five 
UNRWA-run colleges and teacher-training at its own three centres. In 2005 the training 
colleges were offering 60 specialisms, ranging from trade courses that prepared 
students for the mechanical and building industries, to semi-professional training for the 
commercial and the heathcare sectors. New courses were created in IT, interior design, 
banking and the garment trades. Just over 5,200 students were enrolled during the 
year, but each place could be filled three times over if UNRWA had greater resources.

In 2005, the ICT as a Tool for Learning project provided 
internet access for all Agency schools in the Gaza Strip; 
installed 115 working computer laboratories; provided 
training for 1,000 teaching and administrative staff and saw 
the appointment of 180 additional ICT teachers.

For several years UNRWA has been teaching human rights 
and non-violent conflict resolution among its pupils in 
the West Bank and Gaza. In 2005, this programme was 
extended to cover all of its schools in its five fields and 
its eight training colleges – including in its teacher training 
centres, where it is part of the curriculum for new and in-
service teachers. Human rights summer schools have also 
been run across the region.

The conflict in the West Bank and Gaza had a major impact 
on UNRWA’s education programme. In 2005, nine UNRWA 
students were killed and 20 were injured by Israeli military 
activity in the Gaza Strip, including one who was killed in 
the playground of an UNRWA school. Clashes, closures 
and curfews severely disrupted many schools’ schedules 
and almost 1,091 teacher work-days were lost because of 
access difficulties for pupils and staff. In trying to address 
some of the impact the violence has had on children in the 
Palestinian territory, in 2005 UNRWA ran a psychosocial 
support programme in the oPt designed to reach some 
90,000 pupils.
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UNRWA’s education department also completed a staff training, community involvement 
and strategic development plan known as the School as a Focus for Development project. 
A new Quality Assurance Framework was also established as a planning, self-assessment 
and continuous improvement tool.

UNRWA Education by Numbers

Total number of pupils       485,471

Percentage of girls       50%

Largest field        Gaza: 193,662 pupils

Number of schools       658

Percentage of schools double-shifting     77%

Educational Staff       19,557

Number of trainees       5,431

Education programme 2005 expenditure     $224.6 million
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Health

UNRWA’s health programme provides primary care in 125 clinics, financial assistance 
for hospital care, emergency services in the occupied territory and environmental health 
services in the refugee camps. To achieve this, the health programme spent $68.3 
million in 2005. 

UNRWA primary care clinics operate inside and outside of refugee camps and during 
2005 handled 8.4 million medical and 650,000 dental patient visits. Average workload 
for doctors was over 110 patients per day. 

The Agency’s clinics make a special focus on maternal and child health, including pre- 
and post-natal monitoring and childbirth and family planning assistance. It provided 
88,000 pregnant women with care in 2005 while the number of women using UNRWA-
supplied contraception rose to over 109,000. The clinics also carry out immunization 
and growth monitoring for 241,000 children up to the age of three. 

UNRWA has its own 63-bed hospital in Qalqilya in the West Bank, but most of its secondary 
care is provided through partial funding for refugees to attend local Government or 
charitable hospitals. In 2005, over 67,000 patients were helped with hospital costs by 
UNRWA.

The 1.3 million refugees who live in camps were recipients of UNRWA’s environmental 
health services during the year. These included sewage disposal, storm water drainage, 
clean drinking water, refuse collection and pest control. By the end of 2005 50 out 58 
camps were connected to local water systems, 46 camps had underground sewage 
systems and 44 had mechanized solid waste collection and disposal. However the  
environmental health conditions in the camps in Lebanon and Gaza, where overcrowding 
is at its worst, remained very poor.
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In the occupied 
Palestinian territory 
UNRWA operates five 
mobile medical teams 
in the West Bank 
to bring healthcare 
to communities cut 
off by the closures 
and the separation 
barrier. It also has an 
ongoing psychosocial 
counselling programme 
in Gaza targeting those 
most at risk.

During 2005 the 
management health 
information system on 

family planning and maternal health-care was expanded into all 125 UNRWA health 
centres. The management health information system is an ongoing process to allow the 
entry of all related health data onto a new ICT system. It facilitates the interpretation 
of results, the analysis of performance indicators and the evaluation of medical 
outcomes. 

Refugee Health by Numbers

UNRWA clinics       125
Out-patient visits       8.4 million
Average daily visits per doctor     110
Hospital patients       67,000
Infant mortality rate/1,000 births     22
Anaemia among 1st grade schoolchildren    19.5%
Camp shelters with sewage link     78%
Health programme spending 2005     $68.3 million
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Relief and Social Services

UNRWA’s relief and social services programme provides food, cash and other assistance 
to the very poorest refugees and carries out community-based development work to 
help them become more self-reliant. It focuses its social development work on the 
most vulnerable, including women, children, young people and those with disabilities. 
It has responsibility for the registration of refugees and acts as custodian of the historic 
refugee documents in its millions of family files. To carry out its work the programme 
spent $35.9 million in 2005, the majority of it providing assistance to the 250,000 
refugees who are designated as special hardship cases (SHCs).

In 2005 relief was provided to the 5.7 per cent of refugee families designated as SHCs. 
They mainly fell into three categories – the elderly, female-headed households and the 
chronically sick or disabled. Almost all the 62,000 families in the SHC programme receive 
food aid, however, funding shortfalls necessitated a reduction in refugee food packages. 
The value of food assistance in Jordan, Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic fell from 

$110 to $86.4 per 
refugee per 
annum.

Almost nine per 
cent of SHC families 
also received cash 
assistance from 
UNRWA to help 
in a crisis such 
as the death of a 
breadwinner, to 
replace belongings 
lost in a fire or to 
buy clothing for 
children starting 
school. SHC families 
are also a priority 
for the repair and 
rehabilitation of 
their shelters. 
However, scarcity 
of resources meant 
that only 374 
special hardship 
case (SHC) 

shelters were rehabilitated, (including those rehabilitated in Southern Lebanon after a 
six-year wait). This represented 3.4 per cent of the total 10,894 shelters identified as 
being in need of rehabilitation. Members of SHC families are also a priority when the 
Agency comes to selecting students for its training colleges or participants in its social 
development programmes.

The social services programme continued to provide tens of thousands of women, 
persons with disabilities, children and youth with the assistance and the skills needed 
to encourage their personal and economic development.  This was achieved through 
a network of 104 community based organizations that are managed by dedicated 
community volunteers.  In Lebanon, 151 unemployed refugee women accessed training 
and employment opportunities through the expansion of an apprenticeship programme. 
In the West Bank, three centres introduced programmes that allowed 73 women to 
obtain high school diplomas through structured education classes.

The relief and social services programme also runs its own small micro-credit community 
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support programme. The micro-credit programme targets women, refugees with 
disabilities and members of special hardship families, as well as supporting the lending 
operations of its community based organizations. In 2005, 3,600 refugees benefited 
from such loans. These loans were either disbursed directly by UNRWA for housing 
improvements, as soft loans for family necessities or to allow refugees to set up small 
enterprises, or they were loans made through the refugees’ community centres.

Relief and Social Services by Numbers

Number of special hardship cases     248,648
Women benefiting from skills training    12,100
children and youth participating in cultural, 
social, recreational activites      20,000
Relief and Social Services 2005 expenditure   $35.9 million 
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Microfinance and 
Microenterprise

UNRWA’s Microfinance and 
Microenterprise Programme 
(MMP) is the largest micro-
credit lender in the occupied 
Palestinian territory and has 
recently expanded into Jordan 
and Syria. In 15 years the 
programme has financed over 
106,000 loans valued at $109 
million.
In 2005 the programme 
provided almost 22,000 loans 
valued at over $20 million 
to businesses in Gaza, West 
Bank, Syria and Jordan. One 
quarter went to female-run 
businesses and one quarter 
went to young entrepreneurs 
aged under 28. 

As in previous years, the 
mainstay of the programme 
was short-term working capital loans made to small businesses. These loans can begin 
as low as $600 and for a few established businesses reach $12,000. In 2005, UNRWA’s 
MMP provided over 14,826 such loans, worth $15.6 million.

The lending programme received an increase in its available capital in 2005 thanks to 
the establishment by OPEC of a trust fund for Palestinian businesses in the occupied 
territory. The trust provided an initial $1.5 million during the year which allowed UNRWA 
to make an additional 1,400 loans.

The programme also launched a new housing loan product in the Gaza Strip. This assists 
refugees living inside and outside refugee camps to improve their existing homes and 
increase the supply of refugee housing stock. The Gaza product is a pilot and if successful 
will be extended first to the West Bank and then to Jordan and Syria.

Microfinance and Microenterprise by Numbers

Loans issued 2005       21,888
Value of loans 2005       $20.49 million
Overall loan recovery rate      98%
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Since 2000 UNRWA has run a major emergency assistance 
programme for refugees affected by the conflict, closures and the 
associated social and economic hardship in the occupied Palestinian 
territory. Its largest emergency activities during 2005 were the 
provision of food aid to over 1.3 million refugees and the creation 
of 2.3 million workdays for 33,000 unemployed breadwinners. 

Emergency operations also include the provision of mobile medical 
clinics in the West Bank and cash assistance and replacement 
accommodation for those whose shelters have been demolished 
during Israeli military operations. By the end of 2005 UNRWA had 
completed 925 new shelters for homeless refugees in the Gaza 
Strip and had over 1,000 under construction. 

UNRWA issued an appeal to 
donors for $185.5 million to allow 
it to carry out its emergency 
operations in the West Bank and 
Gaza during 2005. It received 
$120 million, or approximately 65 
per cent, of the total requested 
and so the quantities of food aid, 
cash support and emergency jobs 
for the refugees had to be cut 
back.

Israel’s disengagement from 
the Gaza Strip in August 2005 
had the immediate effect of 
allowing freedom of movement 
for Palestinians within the Strip. 
The signing, on 15 November, of 
the Agreement on Movement and 
Access (AMA) and the Agreed 
Principles for the Rafah Crossing led 
to hopes of a major improvement 
in the ability of  Palestinians to 
leave and re-enter the Gaza strip 
through Rafah. 

However with the exception of the 
opening of the Rafah Terminal, 
which during the last months of 
the year saw between 500 and 
800 travellers per day, few of 
the undertakings made in the 
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agreement were implemented. The Karni commercial crossing out of the Gaza Strip 
was closed for long periods of time and has not seen the capacity improvements which 
were included in the agreement; the Erez crossing for workers and businesspeople 
allowed only an average of between 1,500-3,000 people to cross for a period of a few 
months and then closed completely to Palestinian wokers in March 2006; no bus or truck 
convoys between the Gaza Strip and the West Bank were established, and there has 
been no progress towards reducing obstacles to movement inside the West Bank. 

Curfews in the West Bank, combined with checkpoints, the barrier and its associated 
regime, have the effect of cutting the territory into three distinct areas - northern, 
central and southern – and have impeded refugee access to their families, places of 
work, schools, medical services and farmland.  Furthermore, access to the Jordan Valley 
in the east of the West Bank, has been completely cut, and permits are required to enter 
the 10 per cent of the land that sits between the barrier and the 1949 armistice line.  

In the Gaza Strip, the firing of rockets by Palestinians from the northern end of the 
Strip during October 2005 led to Israel declaring a “no-go zone” north of the towns of 
Beit Lahia and Beit Hanoun. This zone affects several thousand inhabitants of nearby 
villages. Israeli shelling in this area made it dangerous to travel and interfered with 
access to schools, clinics and other services.

Emergency Operations by Numbers

Monthly average of Gaza labourers in Israel before intifada  29,865
Monthly average of Gaza labourersin Israel during 2005   1,083
Per-capita income compared with pre-intifada    -35%
Refugees in camps living on less than $1 a day    one in three
Receiving food from UNRWA       1.3 million
Emergency workdays created in 2005     2.3 million
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UNRWA
in figures
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FIGURE 2: 2004-2005 REGULAR BUDGET BY PROGRAMME 
(Cash and In-Kind, In Thousands of United States Dollars) 

Education Programme 383,130 

Health Programme 126,817 

Relief & Social Services Programme 69,864 

Operational & Technical Services 45,314 

Common Services 62,791 

Other Requirements 24,000 

Total 711,916 

Operational & 
Technical 
Services

6.4%

Common 
Services

8.8%

Other
Requirements

3.4%

Education 
Programme

53.8%

Health 
Programme

17.8%

Relief & Social 
Services 

Programme
9.8%

  Figure 2 shows the 2004-2005 regular budget by  programme activity.  Direct allocations 
to the Education Programme account for 53.8% of the regular budget, followed by the 
Health Programme (17.8%) and the Relief and Social Services (RSS) Programme 
(9.8%). The remaining portion represents support costs and items budgeted centrally, 
including working capital and area staff salary increase requirements. 






