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Jordan Field Update for the Advisory Commission Meeting on 9 June 2009 
 

 
Introduction 
 
• It is now nearly nine months since I took over as Director of UNRWA 

Operations in Jordan. During this period I have visited Palestine refugees 
throughout the country, and paid particular attention to the remote communities. 
This has given me a good insight into their needs and demands.  During these 
visits I have met with government officials, camp improvement committees, 
community notables, beneficiaries, staff and students in order to obtain a 
comprehensive view of the situation of Palestine refugees in Jordan.   

• Here, I would like to remind you that over 80% of refugees live outside the 
camps in surrounding areas, towns, villages and camped communities 
throughout Jordan.  

• It has become obvious to me that, despite the on-going services of UNRWA and 
the strong support of the Government of Jordan, there are still many difficult 
challenges facing the Agency, the Government and refugees, and particularly 
certain vulnerable group that do not enjoy the advantages of citizenship.  

• However, it is also important to note the progress made in a variety of areas in 
the last months. 

• A message that consistently comes across to me from the communities outside 
the main urban areas around Amman, Jerash, Zarqa and Irbid (in locations such 
as Aqaba, Kerak, Madaba and Mafraq) is that they feel isolated from UNRWA 
services. Despite governmental services often being available to them, refugees 
still value the symbolism of UNRWA services. It has become clear that there is 
a need for an UNRWA representation in some of these areas, to bring UNRWA 
closer to its beneficiaries, and we are therefore considering establishing small 
offices with existing staff to provide a local focus for refugees. A pilot will 
begin in Mafraq area soon, and it will be done at minimal additional cost. 

• Other demands of the refugees in these areas are more problematic, since they 
would involve the establishment of new health centres, schools and women’s 
programme centres, which is just not possible in our current financial situation. 

• It has been extremely gratifying to host many donor visits to the Field in the last 
six month. There is no substitute for seeing things with your own eyes and I 
encourage any of you who have not yet visited the Field to do so. 

 
Coordination with the Government of Jordan 
 

• Relations with the Government, and in particular the Department of Refugee 
Affairs, remain very good. The DPA continues to raise, however, two major 
concerns which I have referred to at previous meetings: 

o The need for a more fairly balanced budget for the Jordan Field to reflect 
the size of the refugee population (42% of the total refugee population v 
22% of the UNRWA budget). 

o Improved access for refugees in remote areas to UNRWA services. In this 
respect, note my comments in the section above. 
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• I also would like to emphasize the continuing additional support provided to 
refugees on the instruction of His Majesty King Abdullah. 

• I must also especially commend the Jordan Hashemite Charitable Organization, a 
vital partner during the Gaza crisis, for its outstanding work. My colleagues and I 
were saddened, however, at the sudden death of its President, General Eitan, may 
his soul rest in peace. 

 
Staff Issues 
 
• You will, I am sure be aware, that UNRWA staff has recently staged a series of 
protests and strikes as a means of highlighting the need for improvements in their 
conditions of service.  
• The issues raised by the unions included: 

o The demand for a salary survey immediately. 
o The need for discussions with the management on the Provident Fund losses. 
o The need for improvements in the staff health insurance scheme. 
o A request that planned upgrades linked to the OD process be delayed at a time 

when staff generally are not being offered improved benefits.  
 

• The protests went ahead despite considerable progress being made in negotiations 
between the staff unions and the management on these issues, and the discussions 
being still in progress. UNRWA took these discussions very seriously and 
engaged with unions at field and HQ level, leaving room for further discussion. 

• A salary survey was indeed undertaken in May and the results underlined the need 
for improvements in salary for certain categories of staff, such as health workers 
and sanitation labourers. This was not unexpected, as UNRWA had suffered in 
recent months from resignations amongst health workers, who were finding more 
lucrative employment in both the public and private sectors. However, having 
recognized the need for salary increases to these groups of staff, the challenge is 
to fund them, and this is just not possible at this time. 

• The Unions have now indicated their intention to postpone any further industrial 
action until later in the year. 

• It is important to note that there was considerable criticism from individual staff 
members regarding the strike and even disagreement on the desirability of  
striking between the three unions. 

• The government also expressed concern that such action on the part of UNRWA 
staff would pose the problems elsewhere.  

 
UNRWA @ 60 
 

• UNRWA and the Jordanian Government have worked hand in hand over the 
course of sixty, often difficult years, to improve the lives of the Palestine refugees 
in the Kingdom. To highlight the achievements of both the Government and the 
Agency, and to reinforce UNRWA’s commitment to continue its work, DPA and 
the Agency will be working together to organize a series of activities and events 
in different parts of the country, with an emphasis on reaching out to the refugees 
throughout the country rather than basing activities in only Amman. 
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• There is a donor group, chaired by the Swiss Ambassador, that has already met 
with us and offered support to our UNRWA @ 60 efforts.  We have appointed a 
Field focal point and we are presently preparing a plan for the activities in the 
Jordan Field and will be meeting again with the donor group to discuss our 
proposals.  

 
Medium Term Strategy (MTS) & 
Field Implementation Plan (FIP) 
 
• Over the past six months, JFO has been heavily involved in developing its Field 

Implementation Plan (FIP) within the framework of the Agency’s Medium Term 
Strategy for 2010-2015. I will not go into detail because this will be dealt with 
elsewhere in this meeting. 

 
• Highlights of the FIP include:  

• Developing a vision for the JFO over the next biennium that seeks to meet 
the needs of Palestine refugees in Jordan;  

• Adopting a developmental approach that will increase the self-reliance of 
Palestine refugees in Jordan;  

• Seeking to continue our core services to Palestine refugees in order to 
meet the United Nations’ Human Development Goals. 

  
• The priorities in our MTS and FIP are to:  

o maintain core services at an acceptable quality level compared with 
government provision and international standards.  

o help refugees take advantage of the employment and human development 
opportunities afforded to them by the rights they enjoy in Jordan;  

o intensify advocacy and support for the most vulnerable, especially the 
abject poor and ex-Gaza refugees;   

o better integrate services delivered to Palestine refugees through a 
comprehensive Camp Improvement Programme; and 

o reduce the cycle of aid dependency of Palestine refugees.   
 
We seek to implement UNRWA's mandate and meet its Medium Term Human 
Development Goals for Palestine refugees, of a long and healthy life; knowledge and 
skills; decent standard of living and human rights enjoyed to the fullest. 
 
We have spent the last months balancing the Field implementation plan with the funds 
likely to be available, which has been very difficult, but this will be the subject of more 
discussion tomorrow.   
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Education: 
 
Main Achievements: 
 

• UNRWA schools ranked first in the quality control test conducted by the Ministry of 
Education for 10th grade students at government schools, private schools,  military culture 
schools and UNRWA schools.  

 
• UNRWA schools achieved outstanding results in the Trends in International Mathematics 

and Science Study (TIMSS) 2007, in which 49 countries participated at grade 8.  Our 
schools ranked 5th in science and 15th in mathematics. Jordan ranked 20 in science and 31 
in mathematics among the 49 participating countries. 

 
• An elementary school in Amman New Camp (Wehdat Camp) was constructed and 

equipped through a generous contribution from the Government of Germany. 
 

• UNRWA students won several national and international competitions.  These included 
King Abdullah II Award for Physical Fitness in which 94 students won gold medals and 22 
won silver medals. 

 
• These extremely good results occurred despite the difficulties faced by the education 

programme; however, if the deterioration of infrastructure and the decline in the teaching 
environment continues then it must eventually affect these high standards.  

 
Main Challenges: 
 
 Most of you will already be aware of the challenges we face and, like me, will have seen the 
proof on your visits around the Field. 

 
• Overcrowded classrooms: 

 
o In many classes the number of students is above the norm. About 50 additional 

classrooms are needed to be constructed.  
 

• Floating classes: 
 

o There are 20 floating classes this year. Based on predicted classrooms, the number 
is expected to raise.   

 
• Rented Schools (29%) 

 
o Rented schools do not provide a school environment conducive to effective learning 

due to lack of proper school facilities. 
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• Double shifting (91%) 

  
o Double shifting creates difficulty in implementing co-curricular activities due to 

lack of time and place to carry out such activities.   
 

• Lack of school furniture 
 

 The school desks in many schools are very old and need to be replaced. 
 

• Maintenance of Schools: 
 

o As I have traveled around the Field I have seen schools, and other buildings,  
that urgently require maintenance. I have spent most of my career in 
construction before joining the management of UNRWA and I am shocked at 
the condition of some buildings. Many buildings need comprehensive 
maintenance. The school environment in these premises is not appropriate, 
which contradicts with the Education Programme’s vision to a create safe and 
stimulating school environment.  

 
Health: 
 
Main Achievements:  
 

• The Health Department managed to maintain primary health care services 
provided for Palestine refugees in Jordan. Immunization coverage 
continued to be high at a rate of 99.1%, which is above the WHO target of 
95%. 

• We established a new Health Centre at Taybeh to improve access to health 
services for Palestine refugees living outside camps.  Also, an additional 
dental clinic has been established, bringing to 32 the total number of dental 
clinics. 

• We extended Talbeih Health Centre through support from the United States in 
order to cope with the increased work load.   

• We introduced a partially mechanized solid waste management at Marka 
camp to improve the environmental health for the 70,000 refugees living 
there.  

• We provided health centers with major equipment such as ultrasounds, dental 
units and minor medical equipment through projects and cash donations. 

• The Health Department managed to introduce quality pre-conception care for 
refugee women, which is piloted at two health centers and will be expanded to 
the remaining health centers during 2009.  
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Main Challenges:  
 

• Increase in the cost of medical supplies and services which resulted in decreases 
in received supplies and suspension of X-Ray services at Irbid area.  

• Delay in procurement of the essential medical equipments and furniture until the 
second half of this year in order to review our resources.  

• Missed opportunities: Health department was not able to attain an important 
project necessary to screen refugee women for breast cancer offered by Jordan 
breast cancer programme by installing a mammogram machine at one of our 
health centers, because we could not secure even the running cost.  

• Chronic under-staffing in Jordan Field. While the rate for the Agency is 11 
medical officers per 100,000 registered refugees, in the Jordan Field it remained 
at the rate of 6 medical officers for each 100,000. 

• Increased demand on services due to declining socio-economic conditions among 
the refugees. 

• Inaccessibility to life saving medical care for ex-Gazans including dialysis for 
renal failure and chemotherapy for cancer which expose them to high morbidity 
and mortality when compared to Palestine refugees with Jordan ID. 

• Increase in turn-over of medical staff. In the last 6 months 9 medical officers left 
the Agency (7 resigned to join better employers + 2 retired) out of 96 medical 
officers working in the field. Last year 18 medical officers resigned to join other 
employers. Clearly UNRWA cannot any longer provide conditions of service that 
compete with the rest of the public and private health sector. 

 
Relief & Social Services:  
 
Main Achievements:  
 
The Department provided direct relief assistance to 14,578 families comprising 51,000 
refugees classified as "special hardship cases". It supported a network of 38 Women 
Programme Centres (WPCs) and Community Based Rehabilitation Centres (CBRCs), all 
of which are managed by 23 Local Administrative Committees (LACs). It also funded 
income generation projects and with support form donors, assisted some of the most 
needy refugee families to rehabilitate their shelters.  
 
 Latest achievements include: 
 

• Some 130 income generation projects "Business Loans" and Housing 
Improvement loans funded in a total amount of $580,000. 

• Some 1,280 loans were disbursed through the WPCs and the CBRCs, in a total 
value of $ 570,000. 

• The Eligibility and Registration Division, processed around 190,000 
transactions to update the records of registered refugees and verified about 
89,000 registration requests.  

• 25 shelters at Suf and Irbid Camps were reconstructed with funding from the 
USA. 

• 483 SHC families benefited from the Programme’s cash assistance in a total 
amount of $100, 000.  
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• 7,872 rations were distributed “quarterly” to Pregnant Women and Nursing 
Mothers under the “Supplementary Feeding Programme".  

• An amount of $900,000 was allocated by the EC for the Social Safety Net 
Programme- Poverty Gap component was distributed to 1,789 families living 
below the abject poverty line.  

 
Main Challenges:  
 

• Shortage of funds under the Relief Services; including food rations ceiling and 
the selective cash component, limited the Programme’s abilities to expand its 
services to refugees in dire need for assistance.  

• Workload of social workers, continued to be at least 50 cases above the norm 
of 200 case/social worker. Lack of funds to hire the additional required social 
workers has negatively affected staff moral and their ability to use best 
practices in social work. 

• Lack of funding has obstructed the implementation of the Agency’s decision 
to register families of MNR (refugee women married to non refugees). 

• The RSSP has established the need for an additional three new women’s 
programme centers in remote areas and two community-based rehabilitation 
centers in Jabal Al Hussien Camp and Sukhneh Areas. Yet, the unavailability 
of funds has imposed a freeze on the plans, depriving these communities from 
meeting their fundamental needs, which defeats the Programme’s -
Community Based Development Approach.  

 
Talbieh: 
 

• Some of you will visit Talbieh camp with us tomorrow afternoon.  Whilst this 
camp will not show you the worst conditions in Jordan, it will give you an 
opportunity to see hosing conditions and hear what can be achieved by focused 
projects that provide a broad response to camp problems, not just improvement of 
physical infrastructure.    

 
Ex-Gazans: 
 

• One group of the Palestine refugees that I mentioned in my last report to you and I 
continue to be particularly concerned about is the Ex-Gazans, of which there are 
about 135,000 in Jordan, notably in Jerash, Marka and Baqa'a camps, as well as 
Shallaleh in Aqaba. Because of their lack of full citizen status they do not have 
access to the full range of government services. Consequently they have limited 
access to the labour market, education, and social and financial assistance. Their 
circumstances are particularly poor and UNRWA is limited in the assistance it can 
provide. 

 
• I have met with many from this community over the last few months and seen the 

difficult circumstances in which they live and the urgent need to improve their 
conditions. However, UNRWA remains restricted in what it can achieve in the 
present circumstances. 
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Security: 
 

• Events in recent years have proved that the UN flag is no longer adequate 
protection for UNRWA against those who do not hesitate to use violence to 
impose a message on others. Whilst the Agency is faced with major security 
issues in the occupied Palestine territory and Lebanon, we should not ignore the 
risk elsewhere. For UNRWA, the risk is daily manifesting itself in threats and 
violence against a staff that provides direct services to beneficiaries, who are 
frustrated by their own poor circumstances, and UNRWA's inability to meet all 
their needs. 

 
•  The Agency, however, lacks the staff on the ground with the professional 

expertise, in the form of guards, to deal with such circumstances, and with no 
funding to adequately address this need. Our schools, health centres and offices 
lack adequate protection and therefore are vulnerable to trespass, vandalism and 
violence, and, whilst there is very good cooperation from the security services, it 
is not always enough.  

 
• This vulnerability of both UNRWA staff and premises is repeatedly raised by 

staff and their representatives as an issue of considerable concern to them and 
insisting that UNRWA addresses the problem. The current atmosphere of unrest 
among staff and refugees, which is intensified by media coverage, makes it 
important to give this issue due attention. 

 
• The only solution is for the Agency to increase awareness and support within the 

Palestine refugee community, and to emphasize the joint responsibility in this 
respect. 

 
Conclusions: 
 

• There have been many positive achievements in the last six months, as I have 
outlined. 

• Although the Jordanian Government and UNRWA both provide substantial 
assistance to the Palestine refugees, the population is large and there are 
considerable unmet needs in the community. 

• It is essential that the chronic funding problem is resolved if the quality of 
services and assets are not to deteriorate further. 

• Project funding is essential to resolve the issue of physical infrastructure. 
• There is a pressing need for shelter rehabilitation.  
• The ex-Gazans population requires special attention. 

 
 
 
       Richard J. Cook 
      Director of UNRWA Operations, 
             Jordan 
                   9 June 2009  


