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Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It has been an extremely busy time for us in Syria.  I would like to talk about 

the three main issues that have been foremost on our minds and occupying 

most of our time.  

• Our response to the Gaza crisis 

• Developing our Field Implementation Plan 

• Refining and promoting our “Engaging Youth” theme  

 

National Context 

First, a bit on the broader context of our activities.  Conditions and freedoms 

in Syria continue to provide a stable and enabling context for our work.  

Cooperation with the Syrian authorities and in particular the General 

Authority for Palestine Arab Refugees in Syria and Mr. Ali Mustafa is 

gratifying and productive.  I can enthusiastically call it a true “hand-in-hand 

partnership.”   

 

We are very heartened by the positive developments in relations between the 

West and Syria.  A continuous string of high-level visitors to Syria, the latest 

Sen. Kerry and Jimmy Carter, and soon George Mitchell, can only bring  

improvement in the prospects for regional peace. 

 

A dramatic result of improved political relations is the economic spin-off it 

generates.  The OECD has indicated cautious optimism with the pace of 

reform and with the possibilities for investment in Syria.   In fact the growth 

of direct foreign investment -- 32% last year -- is highly visible and 
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increasingly diverse.  Damascus and its environs are scattered with new 

projects - -shopping malls, housing projects, universities, hotels.   Private 

enterprises are expanding and looking for qualified personnel. 

 

This economic opening presents major opportunities – and I would say even 

obligations -- for UNRWA’s programming in Syria and I’ll touch on that a bit 

later.   

 

Gaza Fundraising Campaign 

The military campaign in Gaza riled the emotions of Palestinians and Syrians 

throughout out the country.  Our dynamic former director, Panos Moumtzis, 

saw the potential of and the need for a fund-raising initiative that would allow 

people to respond quickly and concretely.  In cooperation with the First 

Lady’s office, the Ministry of Information, GAPAR, the Syrian Red Crescent, 

civil society and the private sector, we organized a nation-wide campaign 

under the banner ‘For the Children of Gaza’.  

 

This unprecedented undertaking saw UNRWA staff volunteering around the 

clock to collect donations in camps and public places, and events organized 

included concerts, bake sales and even a national tel-a-thon, only the second in 

Syrian broadcasting history.  We raised over $4 million.  

 

This money is now being put to good use in Gaza.  The aptly-named Aleppo 

School in Beit Lahiya will be repaired as will 370 refugee shelters demolished 

by the Israeli military.     

 

Field Implementation Plan  

This all-consuming campaign was really almost a welcome distraction from an 

extremely  uncomfortable and pressing task at hand -- trying to reconcile our 
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field needs and plans with budgetary realities.  This ongoing exercise is 

enormously challenging.   We are quite far from prioritization in the pure 

programmatic sense.  Part of this derives from the fact that UNRWA is a 

product of political agreement and expectations of the Agency stem from 

much more than cost-benefit analysis.  Another part stems from the anxiety of 

staff who feel a great personal responsibility for maintaining service levels and 

quality.   The major lesson for us in Syria is that our staff require much more 

support, and that we need to better develop a sense of shared responsibility in 

our field. 

 

Engaging Youth 

Programmatically, we continue to develop and better articulate our priority 

theme “Engaging Youth.”  Political and social stability, economic 

liberalization and growth, and an extremely supportive government provide 

an enabling environment and vast horizons of programmatic possibilities for 

assuring the well-being of Palestine refugees.   

 

That refugee youth today are not only failing to reach their potential but 

actually floundering in life in general is of enormous concern.   50% of the 

Palestine refugee population is under 25, roughly only about 45% of youth of 

employable age have jobs.   20% of our students leave school early, and only 

17% complete secondary education.   

 

I’ve heard our staff refer to a “lost generation.”  This must be dreadfully 

painful for their parents – UNRWA children of the 60s who had the highest 

rates of educational achievement in the region.   Even more ominous are the 

trends towards substance abuse and violence.   Yarmouk “Camp,” housing 1.5 

million Palestine refugees, and 10s of thousands of Iraqi refugees and 

impoverished Syrians, is a dense urban quarter in which these problems are 
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rife, and which would find fertile ground for initiatives to support and engage 

youth in positive activities.  We know little about what happens to children 

between grades nine and twelve after they leave our schools, but we must find 

out.  We must support them to continue school, to believe in themselves, to 

seek training, to find careers. 

 

How can we best stem this loss of economic and social capital?  How can we 

ensure refugee youth remain assets to their families, to their communities and 

to a stable and peaceful future in region?   

 

This is exactly what our “Engaging Youth” theme is about.  It finds its basis in 

our solid experience in technical training  -- a remarkable 90% of our 

students find employment upon graduation -- and our recent, ground-

breaking explorations in employment guidance.  It has four core pillars 

 

1. Making schools more conducive to learning and achievement.  

2. Expanding and decentralizing technical training opportunities, 

including through partnerships.    

3. Expanding employment guidance and counseling services  

4. Developing entrepreneurship among youth  

 

“Engaging Youth”  is not simply a basket of new proposals.  It is our most 

critical cross-cutting theme and we must even make it a mind-set.  We must 

all ensure that our programs are not simply about “service delivery.”  This 

overused word “delivery” implies a passive approach to implementation as 

well as to outcome.  We must create a web of interlocked programmatic 

support to ensure that every Palestine refugee child is nurtured in our care 

and grows into a confident and productive young adult.     
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The Future 

This vision requires funding above the very basics that the General Fund 

provides.  While a tightening economic noose often makes us feel unable to 

breathe, we must look at the firm ground on which we still gratefully stand:  

• Opportunities for refugees abound,  

• we have a highly committed staff,  

• our experience and expertise ideally situates us to better support youth,  

• and we have the utmost support from the host government.    

 

What we must do now in order to move forward in this time of withering 

finances is seek out more partnerships – whether they be with an increasingly 

socially responsible private sector, with local Syrian institutions with similar 

vision, or with the NGO sector.   We must better engage our donors and be 

more innovative in our quest for different types of funding.  “Engaging 

Youth” is not our flavor-of-the-year or an add-on to our regular 

programming.  It is our vision.  In fact we consider it our obligation.  And it is 

“human development” in the truest sense of the phrase.    

 

We look forward to working with all of you to ensure productive and happy 

futures for Palestine refugee youth.  


