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Introduction 
 
From its early beginnings, the microfinance industry has included a focused commitment to 
broaden women’s financial inclusion through ensuring their access to microfinance services. 
This was first engineered by the influential group-lending methodology pioneered by 
Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank in the late 1970s that primarily targeted rural women. Since 
then, countless microfinance programmes have emulated both its method and market focus. 
In most countries, poor women confront particular difficulties in gaining access to credit or 
savings facilities. For many microfinance institutions (MFIs), targeting women is seen as a 
means of social empowerment, supportive of wider developmental objectives. With such 
considerations in mind, MFIs operating in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 
and beyond often design microfinance services directly for women, with some MFIs focusing 
solely on outreach to women.  
 
UNRWA’s diverse regional experience is illustrative of many of the challenges that have to 
be considered in targeting women in microfinance. Since its beginnings, the microfinance 
programme has sought to target poor and otherwise disadvantaged clients, which is 
strategically enshrined in its commitment to the United Nations Human Development Goal 
of building inclusive financial services for the poor. Poor and low-income women are one 
such disadvantaged group. They are also a natural address for outreach which seeks to help 
poor families sustain household consumption and make investments in health and 
education. Yet the programme must also weigh the need to assist other disadvantaged 
borrowers, including refugees and youth, and to help sustain and create jobs in communities 
suffering from high unemployment. While this includes creating jobs for women, if its 
broader human development objectives are to be achieved, UNRWA must also include 
services to male microentrepreneurs and householders. 
 
In this context, UNRWA’s microfinance department has made an institutional commitment 
to pioneering the development of social performance management (SPM) in the MENA 
region in a form that is coherent and consistent with its mission. UNRWA’s microfinance 
programme has developed a range of social indicators and tools that measure and target 
specific sectors and social groups, including women. This is considered a significant means to 
improve the design of loan products and develop specific products that serve explicit sectors 
or population segments, such as poor and low-income households, microentrepreneurs, 
informal enterprises, Palestine refugees, women, youth, etc.  
 

Annual Outreach to Women 

 
The department’s outreach history since 1991 reveals some of the implications of 
reconciling these objectives. At various times, the department far surpassed regional 
industry averages for outreach to women; in 1995, women accounted for a full 87 per cent 
of all customers in Gaza, and between 1994 and 1998, some 60 per cent of all clients were 
women, although the volume and value of outreach at this time was low. In the following 
decade, moreover, lending to women as a share of the total outreach oscillated significantly, 
hitting a low of 17 per cent in 2006 as a result of the siege on Gaza and the boycott of 
Hamas. While, thereafter, rebounding to 37 per cent across all markets in 2013 and 2014. By 
2015, almost two-fifth (39%) of clients were women, with outreach to women increasing in 
both the number and value of loans they received.  
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The department’s early growth is owed chiefly to successful retailing of the solidarity group 
lending (SGL) product to groups of female microentrepreneurs in Gaza, where women were 
extensively represented in small-scale street enterprise, usually owning some business 
assets and earning sufficient regular income to service loans. In this regard, however, Gaza, 
along with countries like Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt, differ from the West Bank, Jordan, and 
Syria, where women are more commonly engaged in home-based income-generating 
activity, often of a seasonal nature. Accordingly, the SGL product found little purchase in 
these other markets. Moreover, the programme in Gaza was particularly buffeted by a 
succession of economic crises after the outbreak of the second intifada in 2000, culminating 
in further the shocks of 2006-2007, as a result of which the scale of outreach to women 
declined sharply. 
 
Chart 1: Annual Outreach to women 1996-2015 
 

 
 
Despite a compressed ratio of lending to women, Chart 1 shows that there was a substantial 
increase in lending to women since 2007, as outreach grew five-fold from 3,055 loans worth 
USD 2.38 million in 2007 to 14,976 loans worth USD 10.79 million in 2011. This was achieved 
by offsetting the declining outreach to women in Gaza through expansion of credit to 
women clients in other regions, especially Jordan and Syria. However, after four years of 
rapid growth, the conflict in Syria substantially compressed outreach to women, which fell 
during 2012 and reached a new low point in 2013. But this improved significantly over the 
next two years. In 2011, the programme in Syria accounted for 53 per cent of outreach to 
women across all fields. Thus, as the crisis in Syria persists, the programme is increasing its 
lending to women in the other fields, especially in Jordan. Moreover, as the programme 
opened new branch offices in safer areas of Syria during the second half of 2013, the 
programme is also growing outreach to women in Syria, but not to the same levels as earlier. 
Thus, by the end of 2015 the programme was able to bring outreach to women back to the 
2011 highpoint, while increasing the total value of lending to women.  
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Cumulative Outreach to Women 

 
Over the past 25 years UNRWA has financed 398,154 loans values at USD 440.41 million, 
with women receiving 132,065 of these loans (33 per cent), valued at USD 98.48 million (or 
just 22 per cent of the historical value of loans financed). As the longest running programme, 
Gaza financed more loans to women than any other field, financing 48,245 loans or 37 
percent of total loans disbursed to women, with disbursement valued at USD 37.28 million 
(38 per cent of total value of lending to women). While Syria, which began operations much 
later than both Gaza and the West Bank, financed 33,787 loans to women (26 per cent of all 
lending to them), but with disbursements of USD 13.41 million it accounted for just 14 per 
cent of the cumulative value of lending to women.  
 
The West Bank financed 25,606 loans to women valued at USD 27.86 million, accounting for 
19 per cent of all loans to women and 28 per cent of the value of all investments to women. 
Since 2003, Jordan invested 19.93 million in 24,427 loans to women, accounting for 18 per 
cent all loans disbursed and for 18 per cent of the value of all loans financed since 1991.     
 
Chart 2: Cumulative Outreach to women by region 
 

 
 
With outreach in both Syria and Gaza squeezed by civil war, siege and embargo, in 2015 the 
Jordan microfinance market was playing an increasingly important role in extending the 
programme’s microfinance services and outreach to women.  
 

Outreach to Women by Region 
 
In 1015, UNRWA invested USD 97.9 million in financing 38,193 loans across the West Bank, 
Gaza, Jordan and Syria. Some 99 per cent of these loans were to 14,859 women clients who 
were financed with loans valued at USD 11.48 million. These loans to women accounted for 
90 per cent of the total value of the portfolio financed. During this period, Jordan became 
the main centre of outreach to women, when it financed 41 per cent of all outreach during 
this period with 6,057 loans worth USD ...1 million (or 98.5 per cent of the total value of 
loans issued). This was followed by the West Bank, which financed 4,454 loans (90 per cent) 
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valued at USD 4.78 million (.1.6 per cent of loan value). In this period, outreach to women in 
Syria was just 19.2 per cent of the total loans financed to women with 2,858 loans worth 
USD 713,805 (or 6.2 per cent of total value), while Gaza financed 1,490 loans (10 per cent) to 
women worth USD 1.77 million (19.7 per cent of total value).  
 
Chart 3: Outreach to women by region in 2015 
 

 
In 2015, women accounted for 46 per cent of outreach in Jordan, compared to 41 per cent 
of all clients in Gaza, 38 per cent in the West Bank and 31 per cent in Syria.  While the share 
of outreach to women remains between third to almost half in each field, there are market 
and politico-economic conditions in each region that impact the ability of the programme to 
improve the volume of outreach to women. Of specific concern is that the prevailing siege 
on Gaza that is in its ninth year, which, combined with the UN ban on using the legal services 
of the de facto government in Gaza, has severely hampered outreach to women and other 
clients in Gaza. Moreover, as the Syria conflict enters its sixth year, outreach to women 
remains compressed both due to the military-economic situation and the lack of capital with 
which the programme could further extend outreach.  
  
While this can be partially offset by further expansion of outreach to women in Jordan and 
the West Bank, these markets have much more limited women’s participation in informal 
microentrepreneurship and home-based income-generating activities than the situation that 
existed in both Syria and Gaza before the current crises.  
 
Committed to increasing outreach to women on a year-on-year basis, this goal was achieved 
in 2015 when the overall outreach to women grew by 14.3 per cent, while the value of 
financing to them increased by 16.6 per cent. This was especially marked in Jordan and Gaza, 
where women’s outreach grew significantly by 28 and 26.4 per cent, while the value of 
financing increased by 29 and 18 per cent, respectively. However, growth in Gaza was based 
on recovery from a lower outreach base in 2014 as a result of the summer war of 2014.   
 
In West Bank, outreach to women increased by 13.5 per cent, whereas the value of financing 
to women increased by 13.6 per cent. As a direct impact of the current violence, refugee 
flight and internal displacement and dislocation on the economy, the trend in Syria was 
negative over this period, as outreach to women declined by 9.8 per cent, with the value of 
financing to women clients falling by 19.4 per cent.  
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Table 1: Comparative outreach to women by region, 2014-2015 
 

Region 
2014 2015 Growth\ Decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
All 13,003 9,846,405 14,859  11,478,475 14.3% 16.6% 

Gaza 1,179 1,327,640            1,490  1,566,860 26.4% 18.0% 

West Bank 3,923 4,205,932 4,454  4,777,260 13.5% 13.6% 

Jordan 4,732 3,427,542 6,057  4,420,551 28.0% 29.0% 

Syria 3,169 885,290  2,858  713,805 -9.8% -19.4% 

 

Outreach to Women by Social Indicator 
 
When segmenting women outreach through the programme’s standard social performance 
indicators, young women (18 to 30 years old) received 37 per cent of all loans to youth, with 
financing of 4,142 loans worth USD 3.08 million. Loans to Palestine refugee women 
accounted for 37.5 per cent of all loan financing to Palestine refugees, with financing of 
4,948 loans valued at USD 4.58 million committed to Palestine refugee women.  
 
Chart 4: Outreach to women by social performance indicator in 2015 

 
Women microentrepreneurs accounted for 52.1 per cent of all microenterprise loans as they 
were financed with 11,031 loans valued at USD 8.99 million. Moreover, women 
microentrepreneurs were predominantly engaged in informal enterprise activity, with more 
than half (51.2%) of all informal enterprises run by women. These women informals were 
financed with 8,945 loans worth USD 7.83 million.  
 
The year-on-year comparison between the standard social performance indicators shows a 
growth in three indicators. (See Table 2) Outreach to young women recorded the most 
significant growth as it grew by 17 per cent between 2014 and 2015, while the value of 
lending to them increased by 19.3 per cent. The number of loans to business women 
increased by 15.6 per cent, while the value of financing to them increased by 20 per cent. 
Between the parallel periods, outreach to women running informal businesses increased by 
7.3 per cent, while the value of financing to them increased 15.4 per cent. At the same time, 
there was decline in outreach to Palestine refugee women who received 3.8 per cent fewer 
loans, while the value of financing to them remained almost the same; falling by a margin of 
just 0.3 per cent.  
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Table 2: Comparative outreach to women by social performance indicator, 2014-2015 
 

Social indicator 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

Youth (18-30) 3,534 2,582,745 4,142 3,081,223  17.2% 19.3% 

Palestine refugee 5,146 4,591,730  4,948 4,579,534  -3.8% -0.3% 
Microenterprise 9,544 7,495,091  11,031 8,993,707  15.6% 20.0% 
Informal 8,337 6,782,709 8,945  7,830,144  7.3% 15.4% 

 
Outreach to Women by Loan Product 
 
UNRWA’s microfinance programme retails a range of microfinance credit products that are 
all provided to women, with some having more pronounced outreach to women than 
others. Business women and women microentrepreneurs receive finance through four 
enterprise products that includes: a core microenterprise credit (MEC) product that provides 
working capital loans with tenors of less than one year; an augmented microenterprise 
credit plus (MEC+) product with tenors of up to 1. months; a women’s household credit 
(WHC) product for home-based women’s income-generating and microenterprise projects; 
and, a recent youth start-up loan (YSL) product, which enables young person to start new 
businesses that will create self-employment and investment opportunities.  
 
Chart 5: Outreach to women by loan product in 2015 
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In addition, UNRWA provides a consumer-lending product (CLP) for wageworkers and low-
income salaried employees that is available to women to enable them to create household 
assets and provide for household education, healthcare and other needs. It also provides a 
housing microfinance (HLP) product to help poor and low-income households repair and 
improve their houses, renovate their homes, construct new buildings, add new rooms and 
purchase land for home construction. 
 
The WHC (women only) product provides the most extensive outreach to women. In 2015, 
women were financed with 10,024 WHC loans valued at USD 7.50 million. WHC loans 
accounted for two-thirds (67%) of all loans to women. The microenterprise credit product 
(MEC) and the microenterprise plus credit (MEC+) were the two business products with the 
lowest ratio of outreach to women, with women accounting for just 9.0 percent of MEC and 
11 per cent of MEC+ loans. Through these other enterprise products, women clients were 
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financed with 992 MEC loans valued at USD 1.39 million and 13 MEC+ loans valued at just 
USD 0.10 million. The programmes youth start-up product (YSL or Mubadarati) had limited 
impact on young women, although they accounted for 50 per cent of all YSL clients young 
women received just two loans worth USD 774.  
 
Table 3: Comparative outreach to women by loan product, 2014-2015 
 

Loan 
product 

2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. Of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

YSL 1 615 2 774  100.0% 25.8% 

HLP 35 261,972 36 230,474  2.9% -12.0% 

CLP 3,424 2,089,340 3,792 2,254,294  10.7% 7.9% 

WHC 8,536 6,114,825 10,024 7,498,970  17.4% 22.6% 

MEC 1002 1,342,167 992 1,392,417  -1.0% 3.7% 

MEC+ 5 37,486 13 101,546  160.0% 170.9% 

 
UNRWA’s non-business products also provide substantive outreach to women, with women 
accounting for 23 per cent of clients financed with the programme’s consumer lending 
product (CLP). During the year women were financed with 3,792 CLP loans worth USD 2.25 
million. This product enables thousands of women to develop household assets, pay for 
further education and supports young married couples to establish and develop their 
households. Moreover, women clients were also supported through the programme’s 
housing microfinance product (HLP), where 13 per cent of housing clients were women who 
received 36 loans worth USD 230,474 to develop or improve their homes.    
  
While there was comparative improvement in outreach across all loan products to women, 
the most significant absolute growth was in the WHC product. While outreach grew by 1.74 
per cent and the value of lending by 22.6 per cent, this outstripped the growth in both the 
number and value of the combination of all other loan products, when the number of loans 
increased by 1,488 and the value of lending by USD 1.38 million between the parallel 
periods. There was also some improvement in outreach of CLP product to women, with 
outreach increasing by 10.7 per cent and the value of financing by 7.9 per cent. Lending 
through the MEC product remained flat, with a 1.0 per cent decline in MEC outreach to 
women, although accompanied by a 3.7 per cent increase in the value of financing to 
women through this product. While there was growth in MEC+, youth start-up and housing 
loans the number and value of these loans remained marginal to the women’s loan portfolio 
as a whole. 

 
Outreach to Women by Social Indicator and Loan Product in Each Region 
 
As indicated in chart 3 above, the ratio of outreach to women varies from country-to- 
country and region-to-region, with Jordan having the broadest outreach to women in 2015, 
followed by the West Bank and Syria, and then Gaza. Similarly, outreach to women varies by 
loan products from country-to-country and region-to-region.  
 
Jordan 
 
In Jordan in 2015, young women accounted for 44.9 per cent of women clients, when they 
received financing through 1,788 loans valued at USD 1.11 million. Business women and 
women microentrepreneurs accounted for 59.2 per cent of outreach to the 
microenterprises, when they were financed with 5,360 loans to microenterprise worth USD 
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3.77 million. Outreach to women clients accounted for 51.8 per cent of business loans in the 
informal sector, with women-owned informal enterprises receiving 3,813 loans valued at 
USD 3.03 million. Moreover, Palestine refugee women accounted for 37 per cent of 
Palestine refugee clients in Jordan, when they were financed with 2,614 loans valued at USD 
2.10 million. 
 
Chart 6: Outreach to Women by social indicator – Jordan 2015 

 
Year-on-year comparative analysis between 2014 and 2015 shows that outreach to women 
through the standard social indicators improved across three of the four main indicators. 
Thus, outreach to young women increased by 29.8 per cent and the value of lending to them 
grew by 29.7 per cent during this period. Similarly, lending to women microentrepreneurs 
grew significantly by 29.3 per cent as the value of financing increased by 30.4 per cent. 
During the same period, outreach to women-run informal enterprise grew by 12.7 per cent 
as the value of outreach to such enterprise increased by 20.5 per cent. The only reversal in 
social performance was in the comparative fall in outreach to Palestine refugee women, 
with outreach to them declining by 14.4 per cent as the value of financing fell 9.6 per cent. 
 
Table 4: Comparative outreach to women in Jordan by social indicator, 2014-2015 
 

Social indicator 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Youth (18-30) 1,378 853,884 1,788 1,107,556 29.8% 29.7% 
Palestine Refugee 3,052 2,328,176 2,614 2,104,590 -14.4% -9.6% 
Microenterprise 4,144 2,891,664 5,360 3,770,339 29.3% 30.4% 
Informal 3,383 2,513,557 3,813 3,030,014 12.7% 20.5% 

 
During this period there was also general improvement in outreach to women across each 
loan product, but most markedly through the women-only WHC product. During this period, 
outreach to women through the WHC product grew by 31.5 per cent as the value of 
financing improved by 35.1 per cent. There was also a 9.4 per cent increase in women being 
financed by MEC loans, while the value if financing grew by 11.1 per cent. While much lower 
in volume, lending to women through the MEC+ product increase by 200 per cent in terms 
of both outreach and value. This was also a period of growing outreach in consumer lending 
to women with the outreach of consumer loans to women growing by 18.5 percent and the 
value of outreach through this product by 21.3 per cent.  



9 

 

 
Table 5: Comparative outreach to women in Jordan by loan product, 2014-2015 
 

Loan 
product 

2014 2015 Growth/decline 
No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

CLP 588 535,876 697 650,212 18.5% 21.3% 
WHC 3,706 2,125,141 4,875 2,870,621 31.5% 35.1% 
MEC 435 741,099 476 823,446 9.4% 11.1% 
MEC+ 3 25,424 9 76,271 200.0% 200.0% 

 
West Bank 
 
In the West Bank during the same period, young women accounted for 32.6 per cent of 
women clients, with young women financed with 1,541 loans valued at USD 1.55 million. 
Women clients accounted for 49.70 per cent of microentrepreneurs with microenterprise 
loans, when they were financed with 3,762 microenterprise loans valued at USD 3.99 
million. Additionally, women clients accounted for 51.2 per cent of clients working in the 
informal sector, with informal women’s enterprises receiving 9,366 loans valued at USD 3.61 
million. 
 
Chart 7: Outreach to women by social indicator – West Bank 2015 
 

 
 
Moreover, Palestine refugee women in the West Bank accounted for 36.90 per cent of 
Palestine refugee clients, when they were financed with 1,013 loans valued at USD 1.09 
million.   
 
Table 6: Comparative outreach to women in West Bank by social indicator, 2014-2015 
 

Social indicator 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

Youth (18-30) 1,325 1,331,073                         1,541                 1,548,729  16.3% 16.4% 
Palestine Refugee 1,000 1,068,362                         1,013                 1,088,701  1.3% 1.9% 

Microenterprise 3,293 3,447,599                         3,762                 3,989,972  14.2% 15.7% 

Informal 3,074 3,187,429                         3,366                 3,609,746  9.5% 13.2% 
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The comparative view of social indicators to women in the West Bank between 2014 and 
2015 indicates improvement across all indicators. Outreach to young Palestinian women 
grew by 16.3 per cent as the value of financing to them improved by 16.4 per cent. Credit to 
women microentrepreneurs increased by 14.2 per cent, while the value of financing grew by 
15.7 per cent. There was also improvement in outreach to women-run informal enterprises, 
where outreach to women clients increased by 9.5 per cent as the value of financing grew by 
13.2 per cent. At the same time, lending to Palestine refugee women grew by 1.3 per cent 
and financing to them increased by 1.9 per cent.  
 
Table 7: Comparative outreach to women in West Bank by loan product, 2014-2015 
 

Loan 
product 

2013 2014 Growth/decline 

No. of loans 
Value 
(USD) 

No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

HLP 3 28,672 2                   12,994  -33.3% -54.7% 

CLP 627 729,661                        690                774,294  10.0% 6.1% 

WHC 2,986 2,942,514                   3,438  3,477,684  15.1% 18.2% 

MEC 306 498,023                        323   503,814  5.6% 1.2% 

 
With the exception of the housing loan product, outreach to women improved with each 
loan product. Outreach to women through the WHC product increased by 15.1 per cent 
while the value of loans grew by 18.2 per cent. Outreach to women microentrepreneurs 
through the MEC product increased by 5.6 per cent as the value of loans financed grew by 
1.2 per cent. There was also a 10 per cent growth in outreach of the consumer loan product, 
with the value of financing appreciating by 6.1 per cent. Although there was a significant 
statistical decline in outreach of the housing loan product, the absolute value and numbers 
associated with this decline were negligible as the composed a tiny part of the women’s 
portfolio in the West Bank.  
 
Gaza 
 
With constrained outreach due to the combination of a nine yearlong siege and boycott of 
its northern and eastern borders by Israel, a newly imposed forced-closure of its southern 
border by Egypt and a UN boycott of Hamas, the programme in Gaza has lower outreach to 
women and other clients than in its other operating regions. As a result, the programme is 
unable to perform and serve women and other clients optimally, with such restrictions 
cramping its full operational potential. Thus, in Gaza, young women accounted for 39.5 per 
cent of women clients, receiving merely 409 loans valued at just USD 0.34 million. More 
significantly, women microentrepreneurs accounted for 51.2 per cent of microenterprise 
outreach in Gaza when they were financed with 1,249 microenterprise loans valued at USD 
1.06 million. Women microentrepreneurs constituted a majority of those working in the 
informal sector, accounting for 51.8 per cent of clients with loans to informal enterprise. 
These women were financed with 1,249 loans valued at USD 1.06 million. Palestine refugee 
women in Gaza accounted for 39.6 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, receiving 1,274 
loans valued at USD 1.37 million.   
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Chart 8: Outreach to women by social indicator – Gaza 2015 

 
 
While the overall outreach of the programme in Gaza is still below its 2005 level, the 
programme has achieved an improvement in 2015 as it recovered from the impact of the 
short summer-war of July-August 2014. As a consequence, there was substantial 
improvement in outreach to women across all social performance indicators in 2015 
compared to 2014. Thus, outreach to young women increased by 37.7 per cent over the 
period as the value of lending to them increased by 23.7 per cent. Outreach to women 
microentrepreneurs and informals both increased by 28.1 per cent as the value of financing 
to both social segments grew by 22.9 per cent. Moreover, outreach to refugee women 
increased by 25.9 per cent and the value of financing to them improved by 16.9 per cent. 
 
Table 8: Comparative outreach to women in Gaza by social indicator, 2014-2015 
 

Social indicator 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Youth (18-30) 297 273,700 409 338,700 37.7% 23.7% 
Palestine Refugee 1,012 1,175,440 1,274 1,373,680 25.9% 16.9% 

Microenterprise 975 859,900 1,249 1,056,450 28.1% 22.9% 

Informal 974 858,500 1,249 1,056,450 28.2% 23.1% 

 
Significant improvement in outreach to women was also replicated in each of the four credit 
products retailed to women in Gaza. Least improved was the housing loan product, where 
outreach grew by 6.3 per cent while the value of finance fell by 6.8 per cent. While low in 
volume and statistically marginal, outreach to business women through the larger MEC+ 
loan product increased by 200 per cent, while financing to women through this product 
grew by 236 per cent. More significantly, outreach to women through the WHC product 
increased by 27.9 per cent over the period, while the value of financing increased by 21.6 
per cent.  
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Table 9: Comparative outreach to women in Gaza by loan product, 2014-2015 
 

Loan product 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

HLP 32 233,300 34 217,480 6.3% -6.8% 

CLP 172 234,440 207 292,930 20.4% 25.0% 

WHC 974 854,900 1,246 1,039,650 27.9% 21.6% 
MEC+ 1 5,000 3 16,800 200.0% 236.0% 

 
Syria 
 
As the conflict in Syria created massive economic contraction that produced wide-scale 
business and job loss, together with the flight and internal displacement of millions of 
Syrians and hundreds of thousands of Palestine refugees, outreach in Syria is now 
dominated by consumer lending. Within this context, in 2015, women microentrepreneurs 
accounted for account for 31.5 per cent of microenterprise clients in Syria, when they were 
financed with 660 loans valued at just USD 176,946. Among these microentrepreneurs, 
women accounted for 45.7 per cent of all clients working in the informal sector, with 
women’s informal enterprise financed with 517 loans valued at just USD 133,934. Palestine 
refugee women in Syria accounted for 29.4 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, receiving 
just 47 loans valued at USD 12,563. While, young women accounted for 28 per cent of young 
clients, with 404 young women financed with loans valued at just USD 86,237. 
 
Chart 9: Outreach to women by social indicator – Syria 2015 

 
 
As result of losses of USD 5 million incurred since 2012, the programme in Syria now has 
limited capital to maintain, rebuild and grow the programme. This resulted in a fall in 
women’s outreach across all social indicators in 2015 compared to previous year. Thus, 
outreach to young women declined by 24.3 per cent over the period as the value of lending 
decreased by 30.5 per cent. Similarly, outreach to women microentrepreneurs fell by 41.7 
per cent as value of financing to women fell by 40.2 per cent, while outreach to women 
engaged in informal enterprise activity contracted by 42.9 per cent as the value of financing 
fell by 40 percent. Moreover, outreach to Palestine refugee women decreased by 42.7 per 
cent, as the value of financing to them decreased by 36.4 per cent. 
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Table 10: Comparative outreach to women in Syria by social indicator, 2014-2015 
 

Social indicator 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

Youth (18-30) 534 124,088 404 86,237 -24.3% -30.5% 

Palestine refugee 82 19,753 47 12,563 -42.7% -36.4% 

Microenterprise 1,132 295,928 660 176,946 -41.7% -40.2% 

Informal 906 223,223 517 133,934 -42.9% -40.0% 

 
With the exception of consumer lending, this pattern is largely repeated when analysing 
year-on-year change in the by each loan product. Outreach to women in Syria through the 
CLP loans increased by 7.9 per cent, although the value of this outreach fell by 8.9 per cent. 
Most significantly, outreach to women through the dedicated WHC product fell by 46.6 per 
cent as the value of financing fell by 42.3 per cent.  This decline was repeated with the MEC 
loan product, where outreach to women declined by 26.1 per cent and the value of financing 
by 36.8 per cent. The only exception to this was with the youth start-up (YSL) product, where 
the increase in the absolute number a value of loans was statistically negligible.  
 
Table 11: Comparative outreach to women in Syria by loan product, 2014-2015 
 

Loan product 
2014 2015 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

YSL 1 615 2              774  100.0% 25.8% 

CLP 2,037 589,363 2,198      536,858  7.9% -8.9% 

WHC 870 192,270 465      111,015  -46.6% -42.3% 

MEC 261 103,042 193         65,157  -26.1% -36.8% 

 

 
Women in the Microfinance Department 
 
Can microfinance institutions impact on the financial exclusion or economic and social 
empowerment of women clients if they do not positively enhance the role of their own 
female staff in decision-making, management and leadership? As the microfinance industry 
has grown and professionalized, gender inclusiveness in staff development and recruitment 
has become increasingly important to many MFIs, especially as it is an important benchmark 
social performance, compliance and equality within the industry’s best practices. While 
UNRWA’s microfinance management team is committed to the economic empowerment of 
women clients, it also believes this is best achieved and enhanced through human resources 
strategies, policies and recruitment practices that encourage equity and gender balance at 
all levels within the institution. 
 
Table 12: Gender distribution of microfinance staff, 2015 
 

 Region 
Gender Percentage 

Female Male Total Female Male 
Gaza 20 42 62 32% 68% 

West Bank 52 77 129 40% 60% 

Syria 32 25 57 56% 44% 
Jordan 58 78 136 43% 57% 
Headquarters 9 8 17 53% 47% 
Total 171 230 401 43% 57% 
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Although still far from equity in staffing structure, the department has been successful in 
increasing its ratio of women staff to 43 per cent in 2015, with 56 per cent of its staff 
positions in Syria filled by women. This is followed by its Jerusalem headquarters, which 
increased its women staff from 27 per cent in 2010 to 53 per cent by 2015. The programme 
in West Bank also improved its ratio of women staff from 32 per cent to 40 per cent, while 
Jordan enhanced its ratio significantly from 26 to 43 per cent. However, because of the 
restrictions on operations in Gaza, there has been almost no programme development or 
staff recruitment for a number of years, which has held the share of women among staff at 
just 32 per cent. 
 
Although overall the recruitment trend is moving in a positive direction, there is still space 
for further improvement, particularly in the percentage of women occupying senior and 
mid-level positions within the department, where women managers and technical specialists 
are still too few. 
 

Conclusion and Summary 
 
UNRWA is committed to improving and developing its social performance management 
framework as it is assisting and ensuring that the microfinance programme is successfully 
operationalizing its social mission. In the context of mainstreaming gender, this is reflected 
in a significant portion of its portfolio financing women clients, who are being financially and 
economically empowered to participate in the social life of their communities through their 
access to credit. By ensuring that women have access to operationally self-sufficient, 
sustainable and inclusive financial services for enterprise, household and individual needs, 
UNRWA is providing increasing and continuous services to women in a manner that has 
generally broadened in scope and scale each year, even if the current conflict in Syria and 
the nine yearlong siege and boycott of Gaza has partially rolled back the programme’s past 
achievements in these regions. Despite such regional setbacks, UNRWA remains committed 
to develop more businesses, employment and asset-building opportunities for women, while 
mitigating the poverty of those participating in the programme. 
 
Thus, in 2015, UNRWA invested 38.9 per cent of its loans in women clients with financing 
equal to 30 per cent of the value of its portfolio. Over a one-year period, 14,859 women 
were financed with loans valued at USD 11.48 million. As UNRWA continues to grow its 
branch office network and increase its outreach in each region, it is committed to provide 
more credit to an increasing number of women clients in the coming years to help them 
improve their enterprises and to provide them with the financial resources with which they 
can improve their households and the lives of their families. 
 


