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Speech for Mr. Roger Hearn 
Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syria 

Host and Donors Meeting, Amman, 18-19 November, 2009 
 
Ladies and gentlemen,  
 
1. It is my pleasure to be with you today as UNRWA’s new Director in 

Syria. While new to Syria field, I am not new to UNRWA, having 
previously served as the senior external relations officer in HQ. In many, 
very positive respects, the UNRWA of today is a profoundly different 
Agency to the one I left behind in 2004. I should acknowledge that the 
far reaching change process that has taken place since the Geneva 
conference of 2004 has been a key factor for coming back to the Agency 
at this time. I see immense opportunities and challenges during the 
coming, undoubtedly more difficult period of reform; a period where we 
must fully focus on improving services to Palestine refugees in the 
context of a profound budget crisis.  

 
2. Today I will provide you with the context of our operations in Syria, 

update you on some significant achievements over the last twelve 
months, and finally, outline some of the priorities for the field over the 
next year, including OD and our strategy focusing on young people.  
Unfortunately the impact of the perilous financial situation faced by the 
Agency will form an unpleasant backdrop to much of my presentation. 

 
3. At the outset, I would like to acknowledge the ongoing support of the 

Syrian Government and in particular Mr Ali Mustafa from General 
Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees. In the context of partnership, a 
theme of this conference, I should add that no one could expect a better 
partner than Mr Ali Mustafa. I would also like to thank the donor 
community for your role in expanding the opportunities available to 
refugees. I acknowledge my predecessor, Panos Moumtzis, whose 
engagement with the donor community has resulted in some major 
achievements, not least for the young and most vulnerable Palestine 
refugees. 
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Context 
 
4. Our operations in Syria continue to benefit from a stable political 

environment and a government that is supportive of the Agency. The past 
months have seen some exciting developments.  In addition to a 
cooperation agreement signed between the Governments of Syria and 
Turkey, there is also a pending association agreement with the European 
Union that will enhance trade between the EU and Syria and offer further 
opportunities for economic growth.  

 
5. While we are encouraged by these developments, we should also 

recognise that the human poverty index in Syria is roughly double that of 
UNRWA’s other fields – with the exception of Gaza.    

 
6. Compounding the already difficult development context, Syria was not 

spared by the global financial crisis. Since 2008, growth has slowed and 
the lingering impact of a high (15.8%) rate of inflation, addition to 
increasing food, fuel and rental prices, has placed many Palestine 
refugees in a precarious situation.  

 
2009 Achievements 

 
7. Taking into account the significant financial challenges, in 2009 the 

Agency in Syria managed to achieve success in a number of areas and 
saw the completion of two significant infrastructure and community 
development projects.  

 
8. Most recently, the construction of the water supply and sanitation system 

in Khan Dannoun and Khan Eshieh was completed after six years. 
Funded through a € 8 million grant by the EC, this project in the camps is 
linked to a broader bilaterally-funded scheme to improve water and 
sewerage services regionally.  

 
9. I also have the great pleasure to report to you today that after seven years 

of hard work involving an unprecedented effort at community 
participation, the first phase of the Neirab Rehabilitation Project in Ein El 
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Tal, is finished.   Funded by Syria, Canada, Switzerland and the United 
States, the project has benefited over 6,000 people so far.  It has included 
the construction of 300 new housing units, and extended community 
services including a kindergarten, library, sports facilities and a 
physiotherapy centre.  The Syrian government was instrumental in 
providing infrastructure support including water, sewerage, roads and 
electricity connections.  The First Lady showed her ongoing support to 
this ground-breaking project by presiding over the ceremony marking its 
completion.   Now the project will focus on Phase Two, which will see 
the complete reconstruction of the existing, overcrowded barracks area of 
Neirab. 

 
10. In the last year, we have completed a number of smaller, but significant 

building projects, including four schools, two clinics, one community 
centre and one rehabilitation centre.  While we have been able to replace 
buildings, many over 50 years old, our schools remain on a double-shift 
system - with many in a bad state of repair - so our building needs extend 
far into the future. 

 
Priorities for next 12 months 

 
11. While achievements of the year are many, the challenges ahead loom 

large.  As the thrust of reform moves to our front-line staff and the 
services they deliver, it will be a test of the efficacy of our new policies 
and planning tools.  

 
12. A critical challenge of this coming period will be the devolution of 

managerial responsibility.  As you know, UNRWA historically has been 
a highly centralized organization.  In the context of Syria, this tendency 
has been amplified.  There are few models on which staff can draw or to 
which they can relate.  Changing the organizational management 
paradigm will be destabilizing for some, but we hope also exciting and 
inspiring for others. 

 
13. Another major challenge is programme reform.  This involves critical 

introspection and will require bold risks with new methods.  Again, 
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difficult, but we hope to create the positive momentum that will allow the 
space and openness required for change.  

 
14. We have made a critical discovery - innovative projects can create spaces 

that allow for far reaching change within our programmes.  Our Engaging 
Youth initiative has the potential to forge new paths for us. As an 
initiative that aims to ensure refugee youth seize economic opportunities 
and become productive members of their communities, it requires that 
staff think outside the box, and that they link with local partners and look 
to new horizons of programming.   

 
15. We hope to be able to start in early 2010 a central component of 

Engaging Youth– a € 5 million basket of youth projects – funded by the 
EC.  

 
16. Coupled with additional financial support from the U.S. Government, 

Engaging Youth will ensure that: UNRWA schools are better equipped to 
prepare young refugees for the challenges of adult life, and that 
vocational training opportunities for refugee youth are expanded as are 
existing services in employment guidance, placement and support. 
Importantly, however, the program aims to capitalise on the creativity 
and passion that exists within so many young people. To this end the 
program will actively promote a spirit of entrepreneurship through 
training and by supporting the development of innovative business ideas 
generated by young refugees through micro-loans.  

 
17. Our philosophy is that within a context of high unemployment and 

growing social malaise among young people, UNRWA must play a role 
in ensuring that youth are able to maximize their potential.  We consider 
this a critical part of our mandate to assist refugees in Syria. 

 
18. It is clear, however, that all attempts at reform must be viewed within the 

context of a crippling budget crisis, a crisis that is having a very real and 
very negative impact on the level of services provided to the refugee 
community.  Already we are making difficult decisions. Just this week, 
we have been forced to suspend all staff travel and training, and place an 
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indefinite freeze on all new recruitment and temporary appointments.  
Let me be very clear, we have cut all the fat we can and we are now 
beginning tear the very fabric of our core programmes. In 2010 to fit 
within the existing funding envelope, we will be: 
 

• Cutting drug purchases, including medication for people with 
Parkinson disease and those suffering epilepsy 

• Reducing hospitalization support 
• Discontinuing physiotherapy services for disabled refugees 
• Discontinuing provision of hearing aids, glasses and prosthetics  
• Discontinuing breast cancer screening 
• Discontinuing cervical cancer screening 
• Cutting purchases of dental supplies 
• Freezing the hiring of new teachers 
• Postponing text-book purchases, and 
• Dangerously reducing building and vehicle maintenance. 

 
19. Even after these programme cuts and austerity measures, we are still over 

USD 1.5 million short of our budget envelope. I am having a difficult 
time imagining how we are going to manage over the coming 12 months.  

 
Ladies and gentlemen,  
 
20. UNRWA in Syria has benefited tremendously over the years from strong 

support from the Syrian Government and the international donor 
community. But as you are fully aware, the budget crisis we are facing 
has the potential to undo the good work achieved in the Syria field over 
the last sixty years.  

 
21. We are entering unchartered territory. As we attempt to navigate these 

dangerous times, you our key donors and stakeholders play an evermore 
critical role in ensuring UNRWA continues to contribute to human 
development and stability in Syria and the region as a whole. 

 
Thank you 


