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Field Update: West Bank Field Office 
November 19, 2009 
 
PLEASE CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Palestine refugees in the West Bank continue to live in a situation of 
protracted humanitarian and human development crisis with no 
significant improvements in 2009.  
 
Which means that once again I come before you struggling to find new 
words to describe a situation in the West Bank that remains significantly 
unchanged – and by and large grim and difficult. 
 
The core of this crisis continues to be the ongoing military occupation of 
the West Bank. The features of this occupation – territorial fragmentation, 
restrictions on the movement of people and goods, the stifling of 
economic growth, and not least – systemic violence and insecurity – 
continue to define life in the West Bank for all Palestinians, refugees 
included. 
 
Some key points relevant to the situation of refugees today and 
UNRWA's work to support them.: 
 
POVERTY & UNEMPLOYMENT 
 

o poverty rates remain especially high among the refugee population 
– 39.7%, with 25.6% falling below the deep poverty line (unable to 
afford a basic food basket). 

o Unemployment rates at shockingly high levels (23.25 %) , and 
again worse for young people (30%) and for refugees. 

o In small vulnerable communities especially those affected by the 
wall (Bartaa, Bidu), unemployment rates have risen above 50%, 
turning once thriving refugee villages into places now highly 
dependent on food hand-outs, livelihood support, and family 
remittances. 

o With rising poverty, we see also a steadily rising trend in food 
insecurity; this is compounded by several years of drought. This 
year's olive harvest, for instance, is expected to be one of the worst 
in decades. 
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VIOLENCE & INSECURITY 
 
Violence and insecurity continue to be a feature of daily life for refugees 
in the West Bank. Like other aspects of life here, there is more of the 
same, but also unfortunately some new trends and new forms of 
violence.. 
 
There is an expression in French – "plus ca change, plus c'est la meme 
chose." The more things change, the more they remain the same. 
 
In the West Bank, we can reverse the phrase – and find a new meaning 
that is equally relevant. The more things remain the same, the more they 
change.  
 
In other words, the conflict at the heart of the West Bank may be long-
standing and intractable, but it is not static. There appears to be an ever 
evolving dynamism to the situation of uncertainty and violence. 
 
In the present context, however, I believe I would be remiss in not 
pointing out that the current climate of uncertainty in the political 
environment  -- uncertainty in the status of peace negotiations,  the 
possibility of  Palestinian internal reconciliation, questions about the 
future leadership of the PA,  whether, how, and when elections might be 
held – all have an impact on the social and security environment. For the 
lack of clarity on these issues makes people anxious, short-fused, and 
emotional in their calculation of options and best hopes. 
 
Some unfortunate trends: 
 

o IDF military operations – the number is up 35% this month from 
last month, and at the highest level in 6 months; the number of 
Palestinian arrested and detained by the IDF is also up; the number 
of IDF raids into refugee camps is on the rise; as are incursions by 
IDF soldiers into UNRWA premises. 

 
o Armed and unarmed confrontations between Palestinians and 

IDF soldiers are also on the rise, with 125 incidents reported last 
month. Most are linked to protests over the continuing construction 
of the barrier; and to tension, access control, and protests around 
access to Al Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem. 

 
o Settler violence – steadily rising; it takes the form of physical 

attacks on Palestinian people, and destruction of Palestinian 
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property – including occupying or damaging land, blocking paths 
and roads, burning olive groves and other crops, damaging farm 
equipment, buildings and possessions.  

 
(In the last month there were 50 such incidents, leading to the injury of 19 
Palestinians, including 11 minors. Fifty percent of these incidents took place in the 
vicinity of Nablus; many others in Jerusalem); 
 

o Violence connected with forced evictions and demolitions of 
houses and buildings in East Jerusalem and Area C. This trend is 
also accelerating, with several more demolitions on the news even 
yesterday.  

 
(From January to November 2009, 641 Palestinians (including 317minors) were 
displaced as a result of forced evictions or house demolitions in E. Jerusalem and/or 
Area C. A further 539 were partly affected by partial demolition of houses or other 
structures. Conservative estimates indicate that at least 1500 demolition orders are 
outstanding in E. Jerusalem, and 3000 in Area C. In East Jerusalem , as many as 
60,000 Palestinians could be at risk of displacement.) 
 

o Obstacles to the effective movement of UNRWA goods and 
services. Still highly problematic, especially as we attempt to move 
staff and goods in and out of Jerusalem. 

 
UNRWA – challenged and motivated by this context 
 
This is the context that UNRWA operates in, and that we must respond 
to. Every day we are reminded in UNRWA that the situation on the 
ground in the West Bank is dynamic and never static. New needs are 
emerging for refugees, and we face constant demands to be more 
relevant, more responsive, and above all, not to slip backwards in 
maintaining an acceptable standard of service delivery – whether it be for 
educating young children, implementing our programme for primary 
public health care, distributing food to the poorest, supporting livelihoods 
with jobs or micro finance loans, or any of the other basic services we 
provide to refugees each day. 
 
In this context, our Medium Term Strategy, especially its articulation of 
UNRWA's Human Development Goal 4 – "human rights enjoyed to the 
fullest" appears particularly relevant. 
 
This is what we call in the West Bank our "protection" goal. By 
protection in UNRWA, we mean "everything /whatever UNRWA does to 
safeguard and advance the rights of Palestine refugees."   
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In the last few days I have been asked by some of you, our donors and 
hosts, how in practical ways the MTS and the OD reform effort has made 
a difference to our operations in the field. 
 
Well, I can say today that HDG 4 – our protection goal – is one example 
of the new way UNRWA is beginning to address the needs of refugees.  
Traditionally in UNRWA we tended to understand, plan, and deliver our 
services along four more or less independent programmes for Health, 
Education, Relief and Social Services, and Micro Finance. We assumed 
moreover, that our delivery of these services could be carried out in a 
more or less 'normal' environment, one that was on the whole free of 
violence, with notable exceptions of course, and which was generally 
improving in terms of socio-economics and political stability. 
 
Increasingly, however, everything we do in the West Bank is Protection. 
Education is 'Protection' if it means that young people are able to learn in 
an environment that is safe, free of violence and fear, and which sets them 
up with skills and ambitions to contribute constructively and 
knowledgeably to their society. 
 
That is why Child Wellbeing, and reducing violence in schools, is a 
cornerstone of our new Recovery Plan in Education. That is why, like the 
Gaza field, we plan to develop and enhance the social studies and human 
rights programmes that are taught in our schools. That is why we plan in 
the next year to continue to focus enormous effort on improving our 
education programme in general. Again, I am not here to talk politics. But 
it is not hard to see how providing a decent standard of schooling is 
fundamentally protective to the rights and aspirations of the refugees we 
serve, or how education is fundamental to any peaceful and prosperous 
political or social arrangement for the Palestinian people.. 
 
Similarly Health is 'Protection' when it takes into account the social 
factors that affect the health of a child – his psycho-social state as it is 
affected by seeing soldiers break into his house in the night, by seeing his 
father without work, by his ability to access a needed health service in a 
timely way if he has to walk along a road near a hostile settlement or 
through a check point. 
 
Similarly Relief and Social Services programmes are highly protective if 
they enable a family to cope in an environment that appears to be closing 
in on them in so many ways – choking off access to services, to 
livelihoods, to opportunities for self sufficiency and independence. 
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HDG 4 has provided us with a cross-cutting lens through which we see 
our world, the needs of refugees, and our programming from the 
perspective of this idea of Protection. It has meant we see things 
differently and we are beginning to do things differently as a result.  
 
 
Our approach in the West Bank is to promote protection in two key ways: 

1) in and through our regular programmes; 
2) by undertaking special activities that promote respect for human 

rights through monitoring, reporting, and intervention on the 
conduct of hostilities using the guiding principles of  international 
humanitarian law (IHL) 

 
PROTECTION in and through programmes 
 
We see today that we must ensure that all aspects of our programming, 
policies, and procedures, re-enforce the needs of refugees for safety and 
security. 
 
We see that protection of refugees can also be enhanced by promoting 
respect for human rights by all – by the refugees themselves, the various 
forces of law and order, and by those who provide services, including 
ourselves as UNRWA. 
 
When we say we want to mainstream protection, we mean we want to 
ensure that services are tailored to the needs of specific vulnerable 
groups.  The Bedouin in Area C, for instance, have particular health needs 
related to the way they live; they have difficulty accessing services across 
check points, and they can face particularly rough times if their shelters 
are demolished, and their access to grazing land or water obstructed by 
settlers or others.  They need protection in the full sense of the word. 
 
That is why UNRWA is looking at different ways to support them – with 
mobile health clinics that take health services to their remote locations 
rather than expecting them to run a gauntlet to reach an UNRWA urban 
clinic; with tailor-made job creation schemes that can provide temporary 
livelihood support to them; with a special food programme developed 
with WFP to address their acute food needs; and with new efforts to 
address their problems of refugee documentation – key to their ability to 
protect and clarify their status as refugees. 
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Some examples of other cross-cutting protection initiatives in the West 
Bank: 

o Child and family protection – a new initiative led by our Health 
department that is developing specific roles for educators, 
counselors, health workers, and partners in the community to work 
together to address family violence and neglect of elderly and 
children; 

o Job creation projects designed to address the special protection 
vulnerabilities of the disabled, special camp populations, people 
evicted from their homes and isolated from their livelihoods, 
among others; 

 
We have established in the WB field a Protection Working Group. It 
brings together representatives of each programme and is now our 
primary mechanism for recognizing key protection issues and planning 
together how to address them. It is also where we discuss and agree on 
best practices – so that we can better align our services to international 
standards, and in this way live up  to our responsibility to ensure refugee 
rights to quality health, education, relief and social services based on 
principles of safety, equity, partnership, and dignity in service delivery. 
 
The group has made our programmes better already – identifying the need 
for a tailored approach to vulnerable communities – such as the Bedouin 
above – also for communities near the barrier like Bartaa and Bidu.  
 
IHL (International Humanitarian Law) 
 
The second pillar of our protection approach we call “International 
Protection” – to promote respect for human rights, international law and 
international refugee law. 
 
We do this through a systematic approach to monitoring, reporting and 
various advocacy activities. They are implemented by our Legal office 
and our  Operations Support Officer Programme – a team of paired 
international and national staff who travel the WB, see what is going on, 
and look into and report on what look like violations of human rights 
which they report on in a systematic and scrupulous way. Their focus is 
not only on human rights violations against Palestine refugees, especially 
those living in camps, close to the barrier, in Area C and East Jerusalem; 
but also to violations affecting UNRWA staff and installations. 
 
Currently we have two primary pre-occupations in IHL in the West Bank: 
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1) to assist and protect refugees at risk of being forcibly displaced, 
especially herding and Bedouin communities, as well as refugees  
living in E. Jerusalem; 

2) to hold accountable authorities and groups responsible for rights 
violations affecting Palestine refugees. We do this by pointing out 
to them where we think violations have occurred, asking them to 
investigate, and making suggestions to them that might moderate 
their behaviour; 

 
So far this year, we have investigated and written detailed reports on 39 
specific incidents of IHL and human rights violation; we have met and 
intervened on 39 occasions with relevant authorities; we have written 24 
letters of protest or concern; and we have conducted 44 specific briefings 
and special visits to inform stakeholders and interested parties. 
 
Another strategy is important too – we need to work with UN and other 
stakeholders, including donors and diplomatic missions. I hope you will 
agree: all of us in this room have a role to play – to see, to persuade, to 
mobilize, to report, and to advocate around the key issues of human rights 
and protection. Also to raise awareness, and to establish networks and 
practical referrals to organizations that can assist refugees materially and 
legally when they have protection concerns. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Our Protection lense in the West Bank has helped us at UNRWA to 
recognized that programmes can no longer work in isolation or to a 
cookie cutter approach. We have to work together to be responsive and 
protective to the refugees we serve. We continue to deliver fundamental 
basic services – and we understand to do this we can and must take into 
account the highly fractious, unstable, and uncertain security environment 
of the West Bank. That means doing new things and doing old things 
differently. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, we need your help. We need your political 
initiative to get peace going – and until that happens, we need critically 
and urgently your financial support to fulfill our mandate for Palestine 
refugees. 
 
 
 
 


