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Opening of the session and adoption of the agenda 
 
The meeting was called to order at 1.35 p.m.  
 
1. The Chair declared open the second regular session of the UNRWA Advisory 
Commission for 2011 and drew attention to the provisional agenda contained in document 
UNRWA/CN/Agenda/2011/11/Version3.  
 
2. The agenda was adopted. 
 



Opening addresses  
 
3. Mr. Gammoh (Minister of Trade and Industry and acting Minister for Foreign 
Affairs of Jordan), speaking also on behalf of the Prime Minister of Jordan, said that his 
Government appreciated the Agency’s efforts to improve conditions for Palestine refugees 
and to tackle humanitarian emergencies. Its considerable achievements should not draw 
attention away from the challenges at hand. His Government was deeply concerned at the 
Agency’s continuing budget deficit and called on the international community to continue 
making regular donations in order to improve conditions for refugees and staff. UNRWA 
must take genuine action to boost the General Fund in line with the growing needs of 
refugees. Host countries could not be expected to shoulder additional burdens for services 
that belonged within the remit of UNRWA. 
 
4. Jordan, host to the largest refugee population, had consistently offered its full 
support and cooperation to UNRWA and continued to give direct and indirect donations 
despite its limited resources. The country’s annual expenditure on refugees was equivalent to 
the total budget of UNRWA. That did not mean, however, that Jordan acquiesced in cuts to 
the Agency’s budget. Rather, in view of the growing needs of Palestine refugees in the 
country, there was a need to increase the Agency’s allocation to the Jordan Field Office, 
which now stood at a mere 20 per cent of the General Fund. Moreover, host States were 
entitled to compensation for the burden incurred over the previous six decades. 
 
5. The issue of Palestine refugees was a core priority for Jordan, which would continue 
to press for a just solution to the Palestine issue in accordance with international law and 
resolutions of international legitimacy including, in particular, General Assembly resolution 
194 (III). The historic visit of His Majesty King Abdullah to Ramallah on 21 November 
2011 had reaffirmed the support of Jordan for the right of the Palestinian people to self-
determination and the establishment of an independent, sovereign, viable and contiguous 
Palestinian State on all of the West Bank and Gaza, with East Jerusalem as its capital, along 
the borders of 4 June 1967. Jordan would continue to encourage both sides to return to 
negotiations on all final status issues. Israel must immediately end its settlement policy and 
refrain from taking unilateral measures in Al-Quds al-Sharif. 

 
6. The Chair said that the Agency’s work was a key factor of stability in the region. He 
called on donors and the international community to deepen their commitment to UNRWA 
pending a solution to the refugee issue in accordance with resolutions of international 
legitimacy. At the current meeting, the Advisory Commission would endeavour to tackle the 
Agency’s financial crisis, improve basic programmes that had been negatively affected, 
support the Agency’s efforts to implement reforms and increase transparency, and uphold 
the rights of the refugee population. Greater efforts should be made to find new donors, 
including States and other actors. In particular, UNRWA should develop partnerships with 
private-sector and other non-governmental organizations.  
 
7. Mr. Ansoáin (Spain, Vice-Chair), said that the issue of Palestine refugees had both a 
political and a practical dimension. The political task was to tackle the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. The practical task was to provide temporary relief in order to mitigate the inhumane 
situation of Palestine refugees, who had been driven off their land by war, violent eviction 
and fear. Under international law, Palestine refugees had a right either to return to their 



homes or to receive just compensation. There was an urgent need for a political solution, 
and the international community was ready to accept any agreement between the parties. 
While the political problem was outside the remit of UNRWA and the Advisory 
Commission, many of the difficulties at hand were the result of Israeli practices in the West 
Bank and Gaza and further steps should be taken to facilitate the access of people and 
goods. 
 
8. Host countries had, to varying degrees, made commendable efforts to integrate 
Palestine refugees in economic and social terms. For those countries, the question was not 
merely economic; it also had repercussions for domestic stability. The situation in the Syrian 
Arab Republic was particularly pressing. For the sake of the Syrian population and Palestine 
refugees alike, the current confrontation must come to an end. 
 
9. Although UNRWA had been established as a temporary measure, its work had been 
perpetuated by interests, deep fears and emotions, as, to date, the parties had lacked the 
courage to set peace before their narrow domestic interests. Despite their uncertain 
outcome, recent changes in the region gave cause for hope.  
 
10. Traditional donor countries faced an unprecedented economic crisis which 
prevented them from making additional sacrifices. UNRWA should work to diversify its 
donor base and reform previous inefficient models. Thus, in several areas, there was scope 
for closer partnerships with private institutions and other United Nations entities, such as 
the UNRWA Spanish Committee, a non-governmental entity that worked to increase the 
Spanish public’s awareness of the issue and to find additional resources. Such initiatives 
could be fruitful in countries where the Palestinian diaspora had social influence and power. 
UNRWA could count on the support of the Advisory Commission in implementing 
reforms, which were vital in order to avoid disenchantment among donors.  
 
11. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that the momentous changes 
resonating through the Arab world over the course of 2011 were in stark contrast with the 
stagnant political context of denied rights and increased vulnerability in which Palestinians 
and, in particular, Palestine refugees remained trapped. That stagnation, seen against the 
dynamism elsewhere in the region, was exacerbating the sense of exclusion and frustration 
among young Palestinians. 
 
12. The lack of progress in the search of peace, the expanding occupation in the West 
Bank and the unresolved Gaza blockade had contributed to the relentless deterioration of 
living conditions for Palestinians, including refugees, in the occupied Palestinian territory. 
Meanwhile, in other host countries, various developments had increased the sense of 
vulnerability among refugees. Accordingly, while global attention might be riveted on other 
situations in the region, progress in the peace process, including a solution to the refugee 
question, remained of critical importance. UNRWA was focusing on refugee youth, seeking 
ways to enhance the quality of their lives and to boost the opportunities available to them. In 
that context, a conference on the situation of young refugees was to be held in Brussels in 
March 2012 and it was hoped that it would attract wide and high-level participation by the 
Agency’s stakeholders. 
 



13. The most daunting challenges to the Agency’s operation continued to arise in the 
occupied Palestinian territory. Easing measures by the Israeli authorities had enabled the 
Agency to rebuild some refugee homes destroyed during conflict and to build additional 
schools to accommodate the area’s fast growing school-going population, with the approval 
of projects in the value of $167 million of the $661-million portfolio planned for 
implementation. Refugee housing and infrastructure needs far outstripped the capacity of 
UNRWA and other agencies, however, which remained severely hampered by the continued 
closure of Gaza and costly procedural bottlenecks, resulting in growing resentment against 
the Agency by displaced refugees. 
 
14. While UNRWA appreciated Israel’s security concerns, security was not served by the 
Gaza blockade which impeded reconstruction, undermined livelihoods and diminished hope. 
Israel must be persuaded to lift restrictions on Gaza’s exports to its key markets – Israel 
itself and the West Bank, failing which the population in Gaza would remain largely 
dependent on increasingly unsustainable humanitarian activities: in 2011, those activities 
were funded to a level of only 49 per cent, entailing the freezing of recruitment under the 
Gaza job creation programme. The continued expansion of Israeli settlements on Palestinian 
land was deepening the isolation of East Jerusalem and, in particular, its Palestinian 
inhabitants from the West Bank and, with 3,000 demolition orders pending in the West 
Bank, the situation was set to worsen unless urgent pressure was applied. 
 
15. While Jordan remained the most stable field of operation, the increase in public 
sector salaries had compelled UNRWA to raise the salaries of area staff in line with its pay 
policy. This had placed an additional financial strain on the Agency, which already lacked the 
resources to meet the housing and employment requirements of the refugees.  
 
16. In Syria UNRWA was distressed by the continuing violence and insecurity, which 
was placing all civilians at risk, including Palestine refugees. The United Nations Secretary-
General had called for an end to the violence and for the sanctity of human life to be 
respected. UNRWA had responded to the increased needs of certain refugee communities in 
that crisis and the General Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees (GAPAR) was to be 
commended on its efforts to facilitate the delivery of assistance. 
 
17. Although, in 2010, the Lebanese parliament had granted employment rights to 
Palestinians, to date, those legislative amendments had not been implemented and Palestine 
refugees continued to experience dire living conditions, in camps without basic infrastructure 
and in unsafe and insanitary housing. In response to that problem, on 28 September 2011, 
UNRWA had launched its five-year “Restoring Dignity” appeal, seeking an additional $147 
million. However, progress had been made in the reconstruction of the Nahr el-Bared camp 
and, in that context, the Agency conveyed its appreciation to the Government of Lebanon 
and other partners for their support. As the project had a remaining shortfall of $183 
million, further support was needed to ensure assistance for displaced families until 2013. 
 
18. The recently concluded independent external evaluation of the first phase of reform, 
on organizational development, had highlighted many positive aspects of the reform process 
and had confirmed that the Agency’s capacity to serve Palestine refugees had been 
strengthened and that a majority of its initiatives had been implemented. Among issues 



requiring further attention, the evaluation had identified the need to introduce an enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) system.  
 
19. The Agency would maintain that reform momentum into the next phase, focusing 
on programmatic reforms and the resource mobilization strategy. Much was at stake in those 
reforms, in particular for those refugees subsisting in conditions of absolute poverty, whose 
problems could no longer be tackled by traditional approaches alone. In improving its 
methods, the Agency must remain mindful of social, cultural and historical sensitivities, and 
consultations with host and donor countries on the remaining elements would enable 
UNRWA to begin pilot projects as soon as possible. Funds were still needed, however, to 
meet the current food and cash needs of refugees: unless additional food aid resources were 
mobilized, even the meagre food rations currently provided to the most vulnerable refugees 
would have to be suspended, worsening their plight and jeopardizing any reform efforts. 
 
20. The Agency’s management reforms were also bearing fruit, in particular in the area 
of increased transparency in its resource management, leading up to the imminent migration 
to the International Public Service Accounting System (IPSAS), ahead of most other United 
Nations agencies and without significant additional resources. Requests for greater budget 
transparency were being met through the introduction of Agency-wide budget hearings and 
an annual results review, which would in turn be complemented by the new activity-based 
costing exercise, giving a clearer picture of the Agency’s cost drivers and allowing a more 
strategic allocation of resources. 
 
21. From 2012, the Agency’s Advisory Committee on Internal Oversight would be 
entirely constituted by external members, to ensure maximum impartial scrutiny of its work. 
If management reforms were to be effective, the Agency would need to be able to recruit 
highly competent leaders for key posts. Accordingly, those posts must be made more 
competitive, in particular by being upgraded. A request to that end was currently before the 
General Assembly. 
 
22. Donors were to be thanked for ensuring that the General Fund shortfall for 2011 
would most likely be bridged, and the increase in funding from Arab donors, prominently 
Saudi Arabia and also Iraq, was also gratifying. Combined Arab pledges totalled $144 million, 
of which $15 million was designated for the General Fund. Future financing of that Fund 
remained a concern, however, and, notwithstanding the Agency’s efforts to be frugal and 
seek economies, pressure on salaries would continue and meeting its monthly payroll of 
some 30,000 employees was likely to be a major problem in 2012. 
 
23. The Agency’s combined budget of some $1 billion per year constituted a heavy 
burden for donors, in particular at a time when all public spending was under tight 
constraints. Its activities were not optional, however, but basic services meeting the 
fundamental social rights of a population entrusted to its care by the international 
community. UNRWA was making every effort to be cost-effective, but its mandate made it 
difficult to reduce its current range of activities or to devolve them to others. It could, 
however, establish and strengthen partnerships that brought additional resources and 
expertise and maximize synergies with host countries and other organizations for the benefit 
of refugees. 
 



24. Lastly, while the Agency’s work was not political, the refugee question was and it 
could only be solved by the parties to the conflict with the active and impartial involvement 
of the international community. In a climate of dwindling hope and rising scepticism, 
negotiations must be revitalized in order to restore confidence in the peace process. By 
supporting UNRWA the international community was not only lending stability to the fragile 
peace process, but also investing in refugees and thence in the future of peace. 
 

25. At the request of the Chair, representatives of the news media withdrew. 
 
Updates from the field 
 
26. Ms. Howard (Acting Deputy Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that, 
although Israel’s adjustment to the blockade in June 2010 had brought some improvement, 
the blockade continued to hinder the movement of goods and people, cutting Gaza off from 
the outside world. By de-linking Gaza from the West Bank, the blockade could ultimately 
prevent the establishment of a viable Palestinian state.  
 
27. The limited improvements in overall poverty levels in the first quarter of 2011 had 
been tenuous and unsustainable, driven primarily by expanded activity in the informal tunnel 
economy. Gaza now depended on only one operational crossing, Kerem Shalom, whose 
capacity was inadequate. Export opportunities remained tentative and could not reverse the 
deep poverty and aid dependency in Gaza; 75 per cent of the population either suffered 
from or was vulnerable to food insecurity. UNRWA alone delivered food aid to 
approximately 750,000 refugees and as many as 1 million Gazans depended on external 
assistance. The international community was thus paying the price of the blockade. 
 
28. In 2011, the Gaza Field Office had asked through the 2012 UNRWA Emergency 
Appeal for some $300 million to meet the basic needs of vulnerable refugees. The predicted 
shortfall had materialized in mid-2011, creating an unprecedented situation, necessitating 
draconian cuts to the job creation programme, the cessation of support for agriculture and 
fisheries and the discontinuance from September of most job creation contracts. Tens of 
thousands of dependent families were now deprived of cash support and the dignity of 
having a family member with a job. 
 
29. In September 2011, the Field Office had appealed to the international community 
for $36 million in order to fulfil the Agency’s minimum obligations to its beneficiaries until 
the end of 2011. The general food distribution round due to start in January 2012 had been 
secured, enabling UNRWA to feed over 650,000 people and to confirm the school meals 
programme for 219,000 pupils throughout the academic year. The donors’ generosity had 
prevented UNRWA from defaulting on a food round, something that would have bred 
discontentment and potential insecurity, shattering confidence in the Agency. That 
extraordinary response notwithstanding, the community mental health programme still had 
not been secured as of January 2012, and the job creation programme functioned only at the 
most minimal level. 
 
30. Education remained the Field Office’s top priority, accounting for almost 70 per 
cent of its core budget and 80 per cent of core staffing. Financial support to other core 
programmes, such as health, had been reduced. The Field Office provided education to 



219,000 pupils in 243 schools, 94 per cent of which used a two-shift system. Growing 
numbers of pupils placed a strain on the already overstretched infrastructure and resources. 
It was expected that some quarter of a million pupils would be enrolled in UNRWA schools 
by 2015. In addition, 40,000 children, particularly girls, were enrolled in Ministry of 
Information schools, often because they had been unable to enrol at an UNRWA school. 
Over 32 per cent of pupils suffered from abject poverty, a staggering deterioration in 
comparison with 2010. In the summer of 2011, research into the causes of high drop-out 
rates had highlighted not only poverty and the need for employment, but also under-
achievement and poor relations between school and parents.  
 
31. Academic achievement levels had continued to rise slowly but consistently. 
Standardized testing in all UNRWA schools provided a benchmark to compare performance 
within and among schools. Academic and behavioural standards had been high even in 
environments characterized by poverty, violence and Israeli incursions. That situation 
showed what could be achieved through vision, determination, hard work, innovation and 
support. 
 
32. The Field Office was developing a range of innovative strategies to support under-
achieving pupils, including a one-year vocational training and apprenticeship scheme. The 
community mental health programme employed 228 specially-trained counsellors who 
helped pupils to cope with the stressful living conditions. That core programme relied on 
Emergency Appeal funding, which had not been secured for the payment of salaries as of 
January 2012. She called on donors to renew their support for that essential service. 
 
33. The respect and discipline programme at 163 UNRWA schools had brought about 
measurable behavioural changes among students and teachers, particularly in the more 
challenging preparatory boys’ schools. Schools were ranked in terms of a respect and 
discipline index, which was shared with participating schools at the end of each semester. 
Behavioural certificates were now distributed alongside academic achievement certificates. 
The Field Office aimed to extend the programme to all UNRWA schools in 2012–2013 if 
funding was forthcoming.  
 
34. In 2011, for the fifth year running, the Field Office had organized a six-week 
Summer Games programme for almost 250,000 boys and girls, including over 16,000 
children with special needs, within a framework of respect, tolerance and gender equality. In 
addition to their benefits for children, the Summer Games provided job opportunities for 
9,000 young graduates. 
 
35. The Field Office had continued to offer humanitarian assistance by focusing on the 
most vulnerable, improving the employability of beneficiaries and supporting the struggling 
private sector, while preparing for the end of the blockade. The Agency’s proxy means test 
formula formed the basis of its poverty strategy. The social safety net programme, a core 
programme, assisted over 103,000 individuals, and the emergency programme assisted over 
650,000. The Field Office had measurably improved the cost efficiency of its food 
distribution programme and doubled food rations for those in abject poverty by removing 
some 120,000 beneficiaries living above the poverty line. It was anticipated that the 
emergency programme food caseload would decrease to around 500,000 individuals by the 
end of 2012. Beneficiaries had been removed through an extensive outreach campaign and 



the introduction of a robust appeals mechanism ensuring transparency. It relied on the 
community’s understanding and acceptance. 
 
36. Although the social safety net programme was a core programme of the Agency, it 
was almost totally funded through project funds that were expected to effectively cease from 
the second quarter of 2012. As of January 2012, in the absence of any additional funding, the 
Field Office would be compelled to cut the cash component, thereby cutting benefits to a 
core programme for the first time. The interruption of food rations from mid-April 2012 
would be unprecedented and could result in security concerns for front-line staff and a 
breakdown in the social contract between UNRWA and its beneficiaries. 
 
37. Despite the much-heralded adjustment to the blockade, the Government of Israel 
had approved only 73 construction projects of schools, shelters and health centres. At a 
value of $187 million, the projects recommended approximately 28 per cent of the total sum 
allocated for the reconstruction of Gaza. Owing to the slow rate of Israeli approvals and the 
current capacity constraints at crossings, UNRWA and other agencies and the private sector 
had failed to meet their reconstruction targets. Nevertheless, reconstruction would accelerate 
if the capacity of the Kerem Shalom crossing were to be increased and if other crossing 
points were to reopen. As of September 2011, new UNRWA schools had been opened for 
the first time since the imposition of the blockade, Israel had issued approval for another 42 
schools. 
 
38. Large-scale construction would remain a key strategy in 2012 in order to provide new 
schools and housing, not to mention jobs; the construction sector had employed up to 
50,000 people before the blockade. Donor investment in reconstruction would thus reduce 
Gaza’s aid dependency. 
 
39. Mr. Sanchez (Director of UNRWA Operations, West Bank) said that several major 
political events had recently taken place: Palestinian reconciliation was again under 
discussion, the Quartet had laid out a timetable for the resumption of peace negotiations, 
and Palestine had become a member of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The Ad Hoc Liaison Committee had praised Palestinian 
efforts to build robust state institutions and revive the Palestinian economy. Unfortunately, 
the economy of the West Bank was now slowing down. The Committee’s Chair had 
attributed that change to continued fiscal retrenchment, reductions in aid, a consequent 
liquidity crisis, and the lack of further major easing of Israeli restrictions. In response to 
Palestine’s admission to UNESCO, Israel had announced that it would freeze the transfer of 
value-added tax and customs revenues collected on behalf of the Palestinian Authority, 
which amounted to $100 million and represented two thirds of the Authority’s annual 
revenue.  
 
40. Some 60 per cent of the West Bank population was under the age of 24, and the 
West Bank’s unemployment rate was well below the average for the Middle East and North 
Africa. The burden was highest for the refugee population, which had lost 7,000 jobs in 2010 
while non-refugees had gained over 50,000 jobs. Almost half of refugee youth and children 
lived with some level of food insecurity. 
 



41. UNRWA continued to monitor the growing impact of the occupation, including 
access restraints, the building of the Wall, the permit system, detentions, searches and 
increasing settler violence. Despite appeals from all interlocutors, settlement expansion had 
continued. The implications for a future Palestinian state were momentous: Bethlehem 
would be isolated from East Jerusalem, and there would no longer be any possibility of a 
territorial solution involving Palestinian villages in East Jerusalem and around the Gush 
Etzion block. The announced expansion of the Ma’ale Adumim settlement would forcibly 
transfer Bedouin communities, prevent Palestinian growth and development, block access to 
East Jerusalem and disrupt the contiguity of the West Bank. Because economic opportunities 
and access to social safety nets were limited, the cost of serving Palestine refugees would not 
necessarily decline.  
 
42. In engaging with communities, the Field Office would focus on quality relations and 
fostering self-reliance. To that end, it would develop a community engagement and 
communications strategy, which would support and empower UNRWA camp services 
officers and area officers, bringing decision-making closer to the refugees. Senior staff, camp 
committees and other stakeholders would meet regularly. 
 
43. In order to support refugee youth, particularly youth employment, UNRWA was 
coordinating its approach with the United Nations country team and the Palestinian 
Authority’s national strategy for youth. The Agency was in a unique position to support 
national partners. In 2012, its microfinance programme and its programme on technical and 
vocational education and training would pilot innovative approaches and support youth 
start-up businesses in cooperation with the Palestinian Authority, the private sector and 
donors. 
 
44. Along with the Palestinian Authority and other stakeholders, UNRWA would seek to 
develop a new cost-effective approach to social protection. Such efforts were pursued in 
alignment with Agency-wide strategies and policies in order to maximize benefits for the 
refugees while safeguarding the Agency’s mission and the refugees’ special status under 
international law. UNRWA had begun to align its relief and social services programme with 
international best practice. Over the previous biennium, some 80 per cent of refugees 
receiving social assistance had moved from a status-based food approach to a poverty-
targeted cash and cash-for-work model. A year-long comprehensive process evaluation had 
brought improvements to the Da’am database. As a result, all West Bank programmes would 
have detailed and accurate information on poverty, food insecurity and vulnerability. 
UNRWA aimed to improve community relations in order to foster public support for those 
actions.  
 
45. In the 2012 Emergency Appeal process, almost $75 million had been requested for 
the West Bank. In the current environment, that amount would be difficult to raise. The 
West Bank Field Office had therefore begun to transition its rehabilitation and community 
mental health programmes out of the emergency funding process. In the course of 2012, it 
would continue to identify ways to streamline the process while protecting the funding for 
key programmes. The Field Office had also begun setting priorities and identifying other 
sources of funding, specific cost-cutting measures and other changes that could be made 
within programmes. Aid was being refocused towards priority target areas. The challenge 
would be to find funding for the Emergency Appeal programmes that had been streamlined 



into the regular programme and budget, such as the shelter and mental health programmes. 
Assistance would be needed in order to identify alternative sources of funding. 
 
 
46. Mr. Hearn (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syrian Arab Republic) said that 
developments over the previous six months had brought unprecedented challenges to the 
Syria Field Office. The Agency had been hard pressed even to assess the growing number of 
new requests for assistance, let alone meet them. Palestine refugees were losing their 
livelihoods at a time when the Agency’s regular cash and food programme was significantly 
underfunded. The Agency had been able to expand its humanitarian assistance programme 
by using project funding and prioritizing support for the elderly, female-headed households 
and families with special needs. 
 
47. The need for cash assistance had peaked following the events in Latakia in August 
2011, the only time that Palestine refugees had been directly affected in large numbers. For a 
number of days, almost the entire population of over 8,000 people had been driven out of 
the camp by the conflict. Many had lost savings by supporting themselves and their families. 
UNRWA had provided cash assistance to all residents of the camp, a measure made possible 
by prompt support from the Norwegian Embassy, the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation and the Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration of the United States of 
America. The Field Office was very grateful to GAPAR for facilitating the response and the 
Agency’s own staff had shown great professionalism and dedication in that undertaking.  
 
48. The Director noted that his visit to Latakia in the days immediately following the 
crisis had confirmed that the timeliness of UNRWA’s response.  The events underscored the 
importance of the Agency’s neutrality in its operations and communications and among its 
beneficiaries. Palestine refugees were neither involved nor targeted by events in Syria. 
However, in some instances, refugee communities and UNRWA staff and premises had 
found themselves in situations of high risk, most notably in Deraa, Douma, Hama, Homs, 
and Latakia.  
 
49. The Agency was now concerned for the safety of its beneficiaries in Homs. He 
trusted that all parties involved would continue to respect the neutrality of UNRWA, its 
installations and Palestine refugees. On behalf of Palestine refugees in the Syrian Arab 
Republic, who had always enjoyed unparalleled security and opportunities, and also on 
behalf of all UNRWA staff members, he hoped that peace would return as soon as possible. 
 
50. Despite those challenges, UNRWA had succeeded in maintaining close to normal 
operations in most areas. The health programme was introducing a modern e-health 
management system. In collaboration with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
the education programme was enhancing its capacity to deliver inclusive education to pupils 
with special needs. The relief and social services programme staff was doing excellent work 
to meet the needs of refugees. 
 
51. After 18 months of planning and construction, the “Engaging Youth” project was 
moving into a new and more spacious complex in Yarmouk, where it would be closer to the 
community. Its activities to promote vocational training and employability would be of 



enormous benefit to young Palestinians and Syrians, especially when the labour market 
recovered. 
 
52. Employability and vocational training activities had been consolidated into their own 
programme department. The Field Office now had a chief of vocational training, who would 
oversee the integration of project funding into its youth programming. Any additional 
expenses incurred in this process would be minimal.  
 
53. The Ramadan Camp Initiative had continued to make excellent progress with 
support from GAPAR and UNICEF and input from all programme departments. He was 
particularly grateful for the assistance of the Director-General of GAPAR, Mr. Ali Mustafa. 
 
54. The Field Office project to support Palestine refugees from Iraq had also made 
significant progress. In partnership with the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and with support from the Syrian authorities, the 
Field Office was finalizing plans to close Al-Hol Camp and relocate the remaining refugees 
to the suburbs of Damascus. Construction of shelters for Iraqi Palestinians would begin in 
December 2012. A project to build a single United Nations building on the UNRWA 
compound was being discussed. It was intended to improve security arrangements and inter-
agency cooperation and coordination, while also providing UNRWA with a valuable source 
of income. The initial response of the Syrian Government had been positive and UNRWA 
would soon work with other United Nations agencies to raise funds.  
 
55. The Neirab Camp rehabilitation project had been facing increased challenges in 
recent months. The previous project manager having moved to a new post, a new 
incumbent would start work in January 2012. 
 
56. With regard to his personal situation, owing to the evacuation of his family, he would 
be leaving UNRWA’s service at the end of December 2012. 
 
57. Mr. Lombardo (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Lebanon) said that a sense of 
frustration, born of powerlessness and unrealized aspirations, had been spreading among the 
Palestine population in Lebanon for almost an entire year. That frustration notwithstanding, 
the political situation in Lebanon had been unusually calm amid the turmoil in the region as 
a whole and, since the recent formation of a new Government, UNRWA had been pleased 
to see a new level of commitment to the Palestine issue, manifested in a ministerial statement 
safeguarding certain rights for the Palestinians and a pending ministerial decree setting out 
specific employment-related benefits for Palestinians.  
 
58. Package 1 of the reconstruction project in Nahr el-Bared camp had been completed, 
with the completion of three school buildings and the handover of 369 new homes. Package 
2 was due for handover in March 2012 and construction work under package 3 was to begin 
in the immediate future. While important financial contributions were acknowledged from 
Saudi Arabia, the United States, the European Union and the Palestine Liberation 
Organization, lack of funding remained a critical issue for the camp, which needed $15 
million for its relief and recovery services in 2012, including $3 million to be able to continue 
its relief programme in January 2012. An additional $66 million would enable the 
programme to complete packages 4 and 5.  



 
59. Implementation delays were engendering frustration among displaced residents in 
Nahr el-Bared and also among other Palestinian refugees, provoking daily protests which, 
because of the refugees’ dependency on UNRWA services, were directed against UNRWA 
front-line staff, including health workers, teachers and engineers. Those protests and threats 
notwithstanding, UNRWA remained motivated by its sense of responsibility and its 
understanding of the refugees’ grievances to seek an adequate response to their demands for 
a better life. That response was embodied in the Agency’s new five-year strategy for 
Lebanon, launched under the motto “Restoring Dignity”, and underpinned by the findings 
of the 2010 UNRWA-American University of Beirut social and economic survey, which had 
revealed that two thirds of Palestine refugees in Lebanon lived in conditions of poverty, 
chronic disease, poor housing and food insecurity. 
 
60. The responses over the next five years had been prioritized, including new 
interventions not covered under regular programmes and more effective targeting. While a 
€12 million contribution from the European Union would fund the rehabilitation of 736 
shelters under a self-help initiative, a further 3,300 shelters remained in urgent need of repair. 
Following decades of neglect, the infrastructure in all camps needed a massive overhaul and 
projects funded by the Japanese and Swiss development and cooperation agencies were 
scheduled to start on the camps’ water infrastructure. 
 
61. The UNRWA-American University of Beirut survey had recommended that relief 
interventions should be better targeted, in particular, by including comprehensive health 
coverage. While UNRWA had increased its tertiary care coverage from 30 to 40 per cent, it 
was still behind target and faced tertiary coverage needs of $3 million per year. In response 
to that need, it had launched an initiative to tap into alternative funding sources, such as 
wealthy individuals, and had secured some $500,000 per year for the following four years 
through a combination of private donations and UNRWA funds. 
 
62. It was also redesigning its relief and social services programme to focus on the most 
vulnerable but current reforms would be set at nought if the programme was unable to 
continue providing food assistance in 2012. If the Agency’s relief efforts were not supported, 
the refugees in Lebanon could face an unprecedented food shortage which could turn into a 
serious crisis. 
 
63. Lastly, donors were urged to support the “Restoring Dignity” initiative, since 
restoring the dignity of the Palestine refugees in Lebanon was an investment in stability and 
security, not just for the refugees themselves, but also for Lebanon and the wider region.  
 
64. Ms. Mitchell (Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that education 
remained the largest programme in Jordan, with over 120,000 pupils enrolled in 173 primary 
schools and 3,000 students in vocational centres. While some elements of the Agency’s 
education reform strategy were being implemented, there were concerns that the lack of 
resources might impede full implementation of the reform package. Nearly all the Agency’s 
schools were operating on a two-shift system and many were in rented premises or buildings 
in need of repair and additional resources were needed to tackle those problems. The 
Governments of Switzerland and the United States had made generous contributions to 



certain school rehabilitation projects and the Jordanian Government had supported the 
Agency in improving its educational services for refugee children. 
 
65. Measures to enhance the efficiency of health services included the computerizing of 
health centres and a pilot scheme for the implementation of the health reform strategy. With 
generous assistance from donors, notably the United States, new health centres had been 
built and existing ones rehabilitated, but concerns remained about the sustainability of the 
funding necessary to ensure full implementation of the strategy over future years.  
 
66. The relief and social services programme posed the greatest challenges to the Jordan 
Field Office, as it was heavily underfunded and in need of reform. The proposed reforms to 
the programme were therefore of critical importance, although it was also essential that 
existing assistance programmes, including food distribution and cash transfers, remained 
intact while those reforms were being implemented.  
 
67. In view of the impending disruption to food assistance, which, barring additional 
donor assistance, was forecast to occur in Jordan in mid-2012, contingency plans had been 
set in place, including an accelerated shift from the social hardship case programme, which 
was status-based, to a social safety net programme, which was needs-based. Some 54,000 
refugees had already been re-assessed to determine their poverty level and, in the event of a 
break in food deliveries, new assessment methodology would be used to identify the most 
needy cases for budgeted cash assistance. That shift would, however, create tensions in the 
camps and stoke anxieties among refugees that the international community was preparing 
to abandon them. 
 
68. Given the extensive needs for shelter rehabilitation, a self-help component was being 
incorporated into all project proposals, similar to that already successfully being applied by 
the Lebanon and Syrian field offices.  
 
69. The Office’s budget had been realigned to cover a number of improvements, 
including the rehabilitation of six schools; the provision of healthier food and improved 
sanitation in canteens; reduced printing costs in the education programme; and other 
cost-saving innovations. Labourers employed by the Office who held master’s degrees were 
receiving in-house teacher training with a view to their redeployment as teaching vacancies 
arose; through various efficiencies the Office’s staffing budget for 2012 had been cut by 1.4 
per cent, and savings of more than $1.2 million would be achieved in 2011, which could be 
used against the 2012 deficit. 
 
70. The two major risks faced by the Jordan Field Office were, first, the possible break 
in food deliveries, which would be perceived by the refugees in Jordan as the international 
community’s abandonment of its commitment to Palestine refugees, and, second, the rise in 
staff costs consequent on the anticipated increases in civil service salaries in 2012. Precise 
figures were lacking so it was not yet possible to quantify those risks to the Office’s budget. 
Those problems notwithstanding, the Office’s 7,000 staff members continued to work with 
great commitment and appreciation was also due to the Government of Jordan, which 
continued to be a very generous host to the refugees of Palestine. 
 
The meeting was suspended at 3.45 p.m. and resumed at 4.30 p.m. 



 
71. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that although UNRWA provided an excellent 
standard of services in Jordan, a number of areas must be addressed in order to avoid 
affecting the country’s security. The chronic two-shift system in UNRWA schools resulted in 
the loss of some 5,000–10,000 pupils every year. The Agency’s services did not reach all of 
the refugee population, some 20 per cent of which lived outside the camps. Many refugees 
had not been able to register in order to gain access to services. A mere 2 per cent of the 
budget was allocated to poverty programmes, and the total budget for UNRWA operations 
amounted to only $50 per refugee. That situation imposed an unsustainable burden on the 
Government of Jordan. 
 
72. Ms. Mitchell (Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that while she shared 
those concerns, the Agency’s resources to address the situation were limited. 
 
73. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that the European Union and, in particular, the 
European Commission had earmarked a substantial sum in order to assist the Palestinian 
Authority in upgrading facilities at the Palestinian side of the Kerem Shalom crossing. The 
European Union was front-loading its aid to UNRWA in 2011, and might be able to release 
some of its funding for 2012 with a view to bridging any remaining financial gap. The 
European Union planned to allocate a further $5 million to job creation programmes in 
Gaza.  
 
74. There was, however, a concern that activities such as the mental health programme 
could be suspended owing to lack of funding. The European Union hoped that it could help 
UNRWA to determine which activities were core programmes. Initiatives such as the 
Summer Games programme were particularly important in order to give hope to refugees in 
Gaza. 
 
75. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that his Government had cooperated 
intensively with UNRWA to ensure that refugees were not affected by the difficult situation. 
It had allocated a substantial sum to GAPAR in order to improve conditions in the camps in 
Latakia, Hama and Deraa. The Syrian Arab Republic was particularly grateful to the 
Government of Switzerland for helping to fund the Ramadan Camp. He wished Mr. Hearn 
well in his future endeavours. 
 
Discussion of the financial situation 
 
76. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance, UNRWA), providing an update of the 
Agency’s finances as at mid-November 2011 and accompanying his statement with a digital 
slide presentation, said that, as things stood, there was a shortfall of $41 million in the 
projected donor income for 2011, and it remained uncertain that the funds, which were 
critical for the December payroll, would be forthcoming. Projected total income to the 
General Fund by the end of 2011 was $512 million, which, if fully realized, would leave the 
Agency with some $44 million in working capital, of which no more than $11 million – less 
than one week’s expenditure – was actually in cash.  
 
77. The financial tables showed a net loss as at mid-November of $2.9 million. As 
income received in currencies other that the United States dollar had to be converted, 



UNRWA was vulnerable to foreign exchange volatility. To protect against that volatility, 
hedges had been set in place, but those hedges had themselves caused losses, measured at 
$2.9 million by mid-November. Hedges were still advisable, however, as they minimized the 
potential for foreign exchange losses – which had measured some $20 million in 2010, when 
there had been no hedges.  
 
78. The tables showed that the Agency’s deficit was forecast to grow from $63 million in 
2011 to $93 million in 2012. Prominent among the reasons for that increase was the need for 
a new ERP system, to respond to donors’ needs for detailed and disaggregated information 
and replacing the current system, which dated back to 2002. The full cost of the new system 
was $30 million, $13 million of which was projected for 2012 and $17 million for 2013, and 
the cost had been included in the General Fund rather than as a project, as its donors were 
the same as those donating to the Fund. In addition, an increase of $20 million was 
projected in food assistance needs for 2012: since food assistance represented poor business 
for UNRWA and donors might decide to discontinue their funding for it, the activity had 
been moved to the General Fund. 
 
79. Overall, UNRWA could be considered to have a structural deficit of $100 million: in 
2012, that translated into a General Fund deficit of $93 million and a cash deficit of $90 
million. In addition, as some donors preferred to tie their contributions to specific projects, 
rather than donate directly to the General Fund, the Agency had to operate through its 
emergency appeals. That approach had not been unilaterally devised by UNRWA, however, 
but followed the practice standard across the entire United Nations system, as prescribed by 
the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), to which UNRWA 
periodically had to report on its emergency appeals.  
 
80. Under the reform process UNRWA had embarked on the introduction of 
activity-based costing and had hired an international consultant. The aim of activity-based 
costing was to identify the Agency’s core activities and their costs and cost differentials. That 
would enable the Agency to streamline its operations, without impeding the delivery of 
services. A study was being made of the activity-based costing approach and its results would 
be available in early 2012. 
 
81. In 2012, UNRWA would be migrating from the United Nations system accounting 
standards (UNSAS) to the International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS). While 
UNSAS had been essentially cash-based, IPSAS was a full-accrual system, recording all the 
Agency’s assets and liabilities and providing a full picture of its financial health. Under 
IPSAS, directors would no longer receive just a straight income statement: instead, they 
would receive an expense budget and a capital budget. A significant number of non-cash 
items, like depreciation, would be included in the income statement. Accordingly, in 2012, 
depreciation would increase from $2 million to $21 million, representing a non-cash asset, 
and liabilities such as severance obligations, another non-cash item, would need to be 
recorded, not just indicated as footnotes.  
 
82. UNRWA would be launching IPSAS in connection with its General Fund at the 
beginning of 2012. Waiting for a new ERP system would have meant deferring the 
introduction of IPSAS to 2013 or 2014, so instead the existing ERP model had been 
adopted, enabling UNRWA – the first United Nations agency to budget under IPSAS – to 



do so without installing a new ERP system and without a dedicated IPSAS team. By 
reassigning duties among the Agency’s existing staff and working around the problems 
associated with the introduction of the IPSAS system, it had been possible to obviate the 
recruitment of additional international staff and the hiring of consultants, with consequent 
savings to the Agency of many millions of dollars. To date, the introduction of IPSAS had 
cost UNRWA $1.4–1.5 million, a small fraction of its cost in other entities of a comparable 
size. 
 
83. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) said that the inclusion of severance payments on the 
budget was a positive development. She asked whether staff attrition had been sufficient to 
achieve the Agency’s target to reduce staff numbers, and whether there had been any 
implications for severance payments. 
 
84. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance, UNRWA) said that the Agency had not yet 
achieved a 2 per cent reduction in staff numbers. However, the increase in October 2011 
had run against the general trend, and the Agency remained committed to reducing numbers 
in the remainder of 2011 and over the following years. 
 
85. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) asked whether the study of activity-based costing to 
be finalized in early 2012 would be descriptive or analytical. 
 
86. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance, UNRWA) said that the study would not be 
merely descriptive. Using the projected end-of-year figures as at June 2011, the consultants 
conducting the study had been asked to identify direct and indirect costs for each activity.  
 
87. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that while remaining concerned about the 
financial position of UNRWA overall, her Government had decided to frontload 7.25 
million pounds sterling into the current financial year in order to meet the December 2011 
shortfall in funding. It would consider potential further funding in 2012, and looked forward 
to discussing the matter in the context of the Agency’s reforms.  
 
88. Her Government supported the activity-based costing exercise, which created an 
opportunity for detailed discussion. Its main objective was not necessarily savings as such, 
but rather value for money comparable with best practice in the United Nations system. 
 
89. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) welcomed the transparency of the financial 
presentations, which would encourage positive results on the ground. 
 
90. Ms. Tazelaar (Netherlands) said that, despite the progress made, further efforts 
were needed in order to broaden the donor base. Her Government would maintain its 
current funding level during 2012 despite severe cuts in its own budget. She asked what 
mechanism had been used to determine priorities among field offices, whether that 
mechanism included activity-based costing, and to what extent UNRWA had implemented 
the recommendations contained in the report of the United Nations Board of Auditors for 
the biennium ending 31 December 2009 (A/65/5/Add.3). 
 
91. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance, UNRWA) said that because UNRWA began 
each year with a deficit, there was little latitude in the allocation of additional resources. The 



medium-term strategy did, however, include a ranking of priorities that applied to field 
implementation plans.  
 
92. Of the 62 recommendations made by the United Nations Board of Auditors, 27 
remained to be implemented as of April 2011. By August 2011, that figure had fallen to 12. 
A further four recommendations with regard to finance would be implemented by the end 
of the year. 
 
93. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) said that her Government had decided to frontload 
$9 million of contributions in order to help bridge the budget shortfall. 
 
The meeting was suspended at 5.30 p.m. 
 
29 November 2011 
 
The meeting reconvened at 9.10 a.m. 
 
94. Mr. Aqrabawi (Chair) resumed the chair. 
 
Evaluation of the organizational development of UNRWA 
 
95. Mr. Andreasen (Director, Department of Internal Oversight Services, UNRWA) 
accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, said that an evaluation of the 
organizational development process had begun in 2011 in accordance with a 
recommendation formulated by the Advisory Commission at its meeting of 21 and 22 June 
2010. A steering committee including representatives of the European Union, United 
Kingdom and United States of America had finalized terms of reference; recruited 
consultants; endorsed the inception report; discussed the baseline, scope, objectives, 
methodology and timeline; and provided continuous feedback. The committee’s feedback 
had been excellent, and the process as a whole had been respected across the Agency. 
 
96. Mr. LaGuardia (Consultant, Transtec Project Management), introducing a 
document entitled “Evaluation of UNRWA’s Organizational Development: Final Report” 
and accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, said that the evaluation had 
applied methodology recommended by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) and the World Bank. A series of stakeholder interviews regarding the 
impact of organizational development had been held. Analysis of the data had revealed 
remarkably consistent evidentiary trends that formed the basis of the report’s conclusions 
and recommendations. 
 
97. Organizational development had clearly fostered systemic changes which had 
strengthened the Agency’s capacity to deliver services. Most of the initiatives in the original 
plan had been implemented, budgetary authority decentralized, procurement timelines 
shortened, and potential fraud loops broken. The new recruitment system, including 
competency-based interviews, was among the most advanced in the United Nations system. 
Education reform at the Gaza Field Office had provided an opportunity for 
knowledge-sharing. The Advisory Commission had become more proactive and 
representative. Resource mobilization and advocacy had improved, and hard close 



accounting had been introduced. The Department of Legal Affairs of UNRWA had 
provided additional guidance on working with minimal resources. 
 
98. Early in the process, a communicative, participatory and empowering leadership 
approach had energized many managers. Decentralization of the budget had provided 
additional leeway at the field office level. Both those measures were recognized strategies for 
change, but had also impeded coordination and made it difficult to deal with managers who 
were ill-equipped or reluctant to take risks. 
 
99. As a result, the pace of implementation had been uneven. Insufficient 
communication across the Agency had given rise to sensitivity and volatility; many staff 
members felt that the expected improvements to services had not materialized. The new 
post classification system had yet to be implemented. Introduction of enterprise resource 
planning from the inception of the process might have helped to pre-empt that problem. 
Moreover, the process had lacked quantifiable targets, and there had been no shift towards a 
more direct, results-based approach in the course of the reforms. Nevertheless, there was 
evidence that that situation was improving. 
 
100. The report had formulated ten recommendations. First, UNRWA should create a 
permanent internal communications function. Second, the Executive Office should be 
expanded to include an additional Deputy Commissioner-General. Third, the post 
classification and compensation system should be implemented as a priority. It should be 
accompanied with a communications strategy explaining the new system, a task that should 
be treated very sensitively. Fourth, UNRWA should prioritize the finalization of its new 
performance management system. Fifth, the evaluation strongly warned of the implications 
of implementing a new enterprise resource planning system, which called for a diligent and 
careful approach. Sixth, UNRWA should strengthen overall planning and development to 
ensure that initiatives were based on measurable results and cost-benefit analysis. Seventh, 
the evaluation supported additional management reform, which should be complemented 
with a clear analysis of the measurable results in terms of efficiency and productivity. Eighth, 
UNRWA should use in-house results to conduct a cost-benefit survey of all new business 
processes that may have improved efficiency or productivity. Ninth, UNRWA should 
examine leading management theory demonstrating that people in senior management 
positions should not rely on a single approach to management and leadership. Tenth, 
UNRWA should develop a talent management system to bring more area staff into senior 
management positions. 
 
101. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that UNRWA had been very successful in 
fulfilling its primary purpose of serving the Palestine refugees. What it needed was not so 
much comprehensive reform as increased resources. It was questionable whether strategies 
adopted by commercial corporations could be applied to an organization such as UNRWA, 
especially in view of the cost.  
 
102. Mr. LaGuardia said that he was not advocating huge investments; the fundamental 
question was how any investment, whether large or small, improved the services provided by 
UNRWA. 
 



103. Mr. Wernhoff (Sweden) said that the recommendations set forth in the presentation 
could in turn facilitate resource mobilization. Results-based steering and internal 
communication were of particular importance. 
 
104. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that her delegation appreciated the open and 
transparent nature of the reform process. She asked whether there were any good examples 
of ways to identify and quantify specific results. 
 
105. Mr. LaGuardia said that there were many such examples. In the Syria Field Office, 
staff members had been able to target their work effectively in order to avoid too broad a 
focus. The Gaza Field Office had shown great innovation and creativity, notably in its use of 
communications technology. UNRWA needed an overall framework to ensure that such 
initiatives were systematic rather than sporadic. 
 
106. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said his delegation had expected that alongside the reform 
process, there would be a commensurate stress on ways to increase the Agency’s services 
and create tangible benefits for refugees. A modern management approach was not 
necessarily appropriate: UNRWA was an exceptional organization, and the emergency 
situations to which it responded were unpredictable. While it may be true that some services 
could be delivered more cheaply by other providers, UNRWA had an irreplaceable direct 
relationship with the refugee population. 
 
107. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that comprehensive reforms such as those 
undertaken by UNRWA were essential for any organization that aimed to perform 
effectively. He looked forward to hearing more about follow-up to the reforms. 
 
Sustaining change in the Agency: reform of relief and social services 
 
108. Mr. Ansoáin (Spain), Vice-Chair, took the Chair. 
 
109. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that an overall schedule 
for the Agency’s “Sustaining Change” plan had been developed in 2010. Following the 
endorsement of the reforms on education and health provided at the Commission’s meeting 
in June 2011, their implementation had continued, with the addition of reforms in relief and 
social services and a resource mobilization strategy. 
 
110. The reforms had been most extensive in the education sector and, given the 
complexity and size of that sector, a plan had been developed to ensure quality education at 
a price that the Agency could afford. Assistance for the reform process had been provided in 
the areas of research and costing by France and Ireland; UNESCO had provided expertise; 
and host Governments had been involved in discussing the planned reforms and their 
impact. Some progress had already been made, but most of the work involved still lay ahead.  
 
111. Progress was also being made with reforms in the health sector: a family health 
approach was being adopted, to tackle the chronic health problems of refugees by attending 
to entire families, rather than just individuals, reinforcing modes of behaviour conducive to 
the better management of disease and building a sense of trust between physician and 



patient. Pilot projects had been launched and, while it was still early to measure their impact, 
initial signs were encouraging. 
 
112. The health sector reforms included expansion of the e-health initiative, to support 
the family health team approach. The e-health system made it possible to cover and record 
the entire continuum of care, regardless of the location of clinics. Pilot e-health projects 
would be run from June 2012. 
 
113.  Where the evaluation of organizational development was concerned, the aim was 
not to change the manner of service delivery immediately, but to use the evaluation as a 
platform for subsequent changes. A full report on the resulting management reforms would 
be made in June 2012, but preliminary responses to the evaluation included the adoption of 
a more results-based focus for the Agency. In addition, the migration to activity-based 
costing would enable managers to provide important information and to demonstrate what 
was driving the Agency’s costs. By comparing those full-absorption costs against 
benchmarks both within and outside the Agency, it would be easier to identify areas where 
efficiencies could be achieved.  
 
114. In the area of human resources, in response to concerns about post classification and 
compensation management, efforts would be made to clear up grading anomalies as part of 
the reform process in education, health and social services. The aim was not to upgrade all 
staff members automatically, but to incorporate effective incentive structures and to ensure 
that remuneration was commensurate with the responsibilities discharged. A performance 
management system was being introduced, which was tied to outcomes articulated in the 
programmatic reforms.  
 
115. While the organizational development evaluation had voiced concerns about the 
ERP system, it was essential to have such a system in place for the Agency to be able to 
conduct its regular business operations and the Ramco system currently employed by the 
Agency would in any event be defunct from 2013. With a view to saving money and time on 
the transition to ERP, a memorandum of understanding had been signed with the World 
Food Programme to adapt its ERP system to UNRWA and to draw on its long experience 
with use of the system. 
 
116. It was vital to develop an effective communication strategy on sustaining change and 
work had commenced with a small team at headquarters. The next stage was to shift the 
focus from donors and hosts to staff and refugees: to ensure that staff members adapted 
their work processes and that refugees properly understood the need for and purpose of the 
changes. 
 
117. Funding needs for the “Sustaining Change” initiative were modest while it was still in 
its planning stage, and amounts received to date had been sufficient. As it moved from 
planning to implementation, however, funding needs would become much more substantial 
and the initial contributions towards health reforms had been a source of encouragement. 
Specific proposals for funding would be submitted over the following months. 
 



118. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that, in view of the importance to the future 
strategy of the action plan on organizational development, it was vital that it should be 
finalized by February 2012, in accordance with the agreed schedule.  
 
119. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that, while the full plan 
would only be ready for submission to the Advisory Commission at its June 2012 meeting, 
most elements should be ready by February 2012 and would be made available at that time. 
 
120. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) said that her country supported in particular the 
strengthened focus on family care and teacher training. She wondered, however, what the 
Agency’s views were regarding the consultant’s recommendation for an additional Deputy 
Commissioner-General. 
 
121. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that most United Nations 
agencies did, as a rule, have two deputies, one on the support side and one on the 
programme side. While UNRWA might welcome that arrangement, given its current 
resource constraints and the need for approval from United Nations Headquarters, this 
could not be contemplated until the 2014-2015 biennium budget. 
 
122. Ms. Myers (Acting Director, Relief and Social Services Department, UNRWA), 
accompanying her statement with a digital slide presentation, said that poverty undermined 
investments in health and education, causing school drop-outs and straining medical 
services. Growing poverty was creating global instability – notably in the UNRWA region – 
an instability which impeded the ability of the international community to find a just solution 
to decades of Palestinian suffering and injustice. Furthermore, images of poverty and daily 
misery, an immediate form of injustice, helped inflame political tensions.  
 
123. One in five registered persons in the five UNRWA operational areas lived in a state 
of poverty, unable to meet basic needs and at risk of passing that poverty to the next 
generation by withdrawing children from school to put them into daily menial labour or 
postponing unaffordable medical care until it was too late. Education and health were the 
pillars of any productive society and of all development: without them, it would not be 
possible to alleviate poverty. Accordingly, UNRWA invested heavily and with successful 
results in its programmes in those two areas. In addition, as an employer UNRWA had been 
an important economic engine in Palestine refugee communities.  
 
124. Where the link between poverty and vulnerability was concerned, while all poor 
people were vulnerable, not all vulnerable people were poor. People living close to the 
barrier in the West Bank were vulnerable to loss of livelihood, violence, lack of health and 
education services and interruptions in basic services like water and electricity, but did not 
necessarily experience the negative impacts of that vulnerability. The poor among them, 
however, were already experiencing negative impacts, such as the shock of losing home, 
livelihood, and assets in 1948 – a poverty which was being transmitted across generations. 
Planned improvements to the Agency’s services must always take account of that 
vulnerability to shocks, must represent a net gain for the recipient, not a loss, and must be 
sustainable.  
 



125. UNRWA food distributions over the previous decades, however meagre their 
content and degrading the process of their distribution, had always been a predictable asset 
for poor households. If UNRWA and its donors were unable to guarantee that their 
assistance to the poor would be sustained, its reforms would be a waste of time and 
damaging to those they purported to serve. 
 
126. Change was, however, indispensable. Currently, the relief and social services 
programme served fewer than 6 per cent of the population, when it should serve 20 per cent. 
Given that immense resource gap, UNRWA needed to capitalize more on the assets already 
in hand through better coordination among its programmes, the setting of priorities and 
more effective use of its staff. In addition, it needed to move to a genuinely rights-based 
approach, as opposed to the welfare approach in which the poor had no recognized agency 
or social capital: that change would convey a greater sense of the Agency’s accountability to 
its beneficiaries. 
 
127. Decades of research and practice had shown that food was not a good social 
transfer, for a number of reasons. First, the heavy costs associated with its transport, storage, 
and distribution diverted value away from the intended beneficiaries to intermediaries. 
Second, dumping large amounts of duty free food on local economies created cycles that 
helped keep people poor: driven by the need for cash, refugee families resold food to traders 
outside the distribution centre at a time when food prices were depressed, and later, running 
out of cash and food, they borrowed food from local stores against the next UNRWA 
distribution, when prices were high. Third, food was an inflexible asset: it could not be used 
to pay school fees, cover transport costs or provide capital towards an income-generating 
project. Fourth, while adequate as an emergency response, the UNRWA food basket was not 
designed as a staple, being short of protein and largely lacking micronutrients.  
 
128. A fifth and no less important reason concerned human dignity. Deciding what poor 
people would have, and how and when it would be provided to them, created a cycle of 
disempowerment, undermining their dignity and fostering a lack of respect that infected 
attitudes to the poor and their attitude towards their benefactors. Paternalism and 
dependency should be eschewed and resources and funding should be made directly 
available to people, allowing them the flexibility to determine their own paths.  
 
129. Lastly, change was essential because the Agency was simply unable to secure funding 
for its traditional social transfer of food. For that, in 2012, it would need slightly over $35 
million. The traditional donors had already contributed, but the Agency still needed more 
than $20 million, meaning that its food distributions would end in April 2012 and it would 
be unable to distribute milk – a popular and expensive product. The offer by the 
Commissioner General’s Office to cover the missing $20 million from the General Fund was 
not really a solution since it only increased the deficit in the Fund in 2012. 
 
130. There were a number of reasons for the current shortfall in funding for food: 
primarily, UNRWA was being required to do too much with too little. The development 
community and host Governments were increasingly realizing that food diverted value from 
the end beneficiary and was an ineffective transfer. Food surpluses, which initially underlay 
many of the major food programmes, were no longer widespread, under the impact of rising 
food prices, encouraging farmers to sell crops rather than handing them over to 



Governments. The Agency’s food programme had to compete with acute food security 
emergencies in other parts of the world, where starving people needed food deliveries to stay 
alive. Finally, donors had been demanding better performance from the relief and social 
services programme and the programme’s slow response had damaged its credibility. It was 
essential to restore that credibility and convince the donor community that an investment in 
poverty mitigation through UNRWA was a good one. 
 
131. UNRWA was already providing cash transfers, alongside food, in the form of small 
financial stipends, which were not indexed to inflation and had therefore lost purchasing 
power over the years, and also through its family income supplement in the occupied 
Palestinian territory, which was calibrated to bridge the gap between the family’s economic 
level and the abject poverty line, thus lifting it out of food insecurity. The supplement had 
also been provided in Jordan, Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic in 2008 and 2009 but 
had been discontinued for lack of funding. The programme was flawed as it had made the 
relief and social assistance programme more attractive than the emergency assistance 
programme in the occupied Palestinian territory, with resulting tensions, and its donor 
funding was drying up. 
 
132. The Agency’s chronic and acute funding shortfall had driven it into a position where 
it could only react without being able to strategize. As a result, it was forced to act 
inefficiently and in ways that would inevitably be harmful to the people it served. It had to 
procure food quarter by quarter, unable to exploit the benefits of bulk-buying or procuring 
seasonally when prices were low. 
 
133. In pursuit of the goals of the “Sustaining Change” initiative, the proposed change 
would be very gradual, to maximize stability, test programming, and avoid shocks to 
vulnerable households. UNRWA would continue its food programme, bringing the new 
approaches up alongside, then allowing food to fall away when the beneficiaries were 
comfortable with them.  
 
134. With a view to promoting development and economic empowerment, two 
programmes were proposed, which did not preclude other kinds of interventions. An 
extracurricular programme, focusing on at-risk youth, would be modelled on successful 
programmes already in operation in Gaza and southern Africa. The programme was 
designed to create a sense of a safe community for children, with a high adult-to-child ratio, 
drawing the adults from the community itself and instilling a sense of self-worth in children 
debilitated by poverty. Without that sense of self-worth, it would be hard to break the 
shackles of dependence and its corollary, anger.  
 
135. The second programme, known as family initiatives, built on long-standing and 
highly successful experience with community-based organizations. Under those initiatives, 
families were brought together, with UNRWA encouragement, to identify and explore 
solutions to common problems. Families sharing similar problems could exchange 
information, knowledge and expertise – which were all forms of social assets. UNRWA 
could provide modest incentives in the form of small payments against achieved 
benchmarks.  
 



136. The proposed shift from food to cash as the primary form of social transfer would 
be very gradual and would focus only on the abject poor. Extensive research in a number of 
countries had shown that cash transfers could leverage sizeable gains in access to health and 
education services, facilitate the transition out of poverty for those of working age, and 
strengthen household productivity and income-generating capacity. They contributed to 
long-term growth by raising the human capital of the next generation, positively influenced 
gender relations and reduced the transaction costs of delivery, thereby putting more of the 
benefit directly into the hands of the recipient. At the same time, there was scant evidence 
that cash transfers in developing countries had had negative effects on labour market 
participation or fertility.  
 
137. UNRWA intended to continue its food deliveries to refugees who either had no food 
available in local, accessible markets or who were highly vulnerable to breakages in the 
market food pipeline. For its part, cash would be delivered to the abject poor in three ways: 
as simple cash payments; as cash for work; and as conditional cash transfers.  
 
138. It was difficult, at that stage, to provide a precise costing of the programme. In order 
to move to cash programming it would be necessary to determine with precision the abject 
poverty line and the absolute poverty line in each field and to identify clearly those with 
priority for assistance. Progress towards that end had already been made in three of the 
Agency’s five areas of operation. Caution should be exercised against measuring and polling 
among intended beneficiaries, however, until it was certain that the cash transfers would be 
forthcoming.  
 
139. It was estimated that, to continue food deliveries in 2012, while gradually introducing 
its cash transfers, the Agency needed some $33 million, $20 million of which was still 
outstanding. Based on World Bank figures, UNRWA needed some $133 million per year to 
lift its target population out of abject poverty – a gap that it was unable to plug. It was 
hoped, however, that progress with the economic empowerment and sustainable livelihood 
programmes would reduce the demand for such essential assistance.  
 
140. Failure to act would have heavy costs, however: the food programme would end in 
mid-2012; poor households would lose a valuable resource without a replacement, with 
resulting unrest and instability; UNRWA would lose trust as an honest broker; and, lastly, 
the Agency would have lost an opportunity to set in place a reformed relief and social 
services programme.  
 
141. Mr. Rubinstein (United States of America) said that the strategic reforms outlined 
would provide a sound response by UNRWA to the calls to ensure that its assistance was 
better targeted. His country’s experience with cash programmes demonstrated many benefits 
and the costs of inaction must also be borne in mind. In addition, rolling relief services into 
the regular budget would ensure greater predictability. 
 
142. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that it was unacceptable to maintain inferior 
practices when better practices were available. The aim of the reforms was not to withdraw 
support but to ensure better support at the same cost and that message must be 
communicated to beneficiaries, to allay their concerns.  
 



143. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that lack of resources could be a motivating factor 
for refugees who sold their food aid. An appropriate response might be to increase the 
resources available to UNRWA. Because the transition from food to cash elicited 
considerable fears, careful discussions would be needed in order to preserve the relationship 
between refugees and the Agency. Moreover, the transition did not address the poor 
standard of housing or the fact that many refugees were not registered. 
 
144. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that experience gathered by European Union 
agencies demonstrated the soundness of the proposed reforms in favour of cash transfers 
and that efforts must be made to communicate the benefits of those changes effectively to 
the refugees. The concerns voiced by Jordan were legitimate, however, and the European 
Union was providing 10 million euros to ensure a gradual transition from food to cash 
assistance. Placing the cash transfer programme under the General Fund as a core activity 
would help make it more sustainable. In addition, the reform was aligned with the approach 
followed in Gaza and the West Bank, where similar transfers were already being provided. 
 
145. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that poverty mitigation covered far more than 
merely handing over food and cash: the strategy also involved protection and should include 
soft transfers.  
 
146. Mr. Sjoerdsma (Netherlands) said that the cash-transfer programme clearly had 
added value. He wondered, however, how it would draw on the best practices of other 
organizations and be aligned with social benefit programmes already under way in the 
various operational areas. 
 
147. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that the issue was not so much whether 
relief should consist of food or cash; it was that relief and social services programmes must 
continue, as they were indissociable from the refugees’ access to health and education. The 
transition deserved careful consideration, and the indispensable nature of the programmes 
should be reaffirmed. 
 
148. Ms. Myers (Acting Director, Relief and Social Services Department, UNRWA) said 
that, with regard to calibrating the cash-transfer programme against host government 
programmes, there was nothing new about the proposed strategy: in the West Bank, the 
Agency was closely engaged with the Ministry of Social Affairs, in ensuring the alignment of 
their respective benefits programmes and methodology for measuring poverty. In Jordan, 
many refugees also received cash benefits from the country’s National Aid Fund. When 
refugees received cash from another source, their benefits from that Fund were adjusted so 
that the ceiling remained the same. Accordingly, if UNRWA food benefits – which did not 
affect those cash payments – were converted to cash, the recipients would experience a net 
loss, creating another problem which the Agency would have to resolve.  
 
149. Mr. Carroll (Ireland) said that the emphasis on human dignity and building a sense 
of self-worth was an important facet of the reforms and necessitated careful communication 
with the recipient refugees. Given that the food basket no longer served its intended 
purpose, it was important to introduce other means of assistance, including cash transfers, 
but the transfer should be gradual and handled with sensitivity. 
 



150. Mr. Wernhoff (Sweden) said that the arguments in favour of the transition from 
food to cash transfers were compelling and that time was of the essence. UNRWA was 
urged to provide regular updates on progress with the reforms in a framework that could be 
determined: such regular updates would help allay concerns about the reforms and offset any 
possible negative impact. 
 
The meeting was suspended at 11.50 a.m. and resumed at 12.30 p.m.  
 
Sustaining change in the Agency: resource mobilization strategy 
 
151. Mr. Lindell (Director, External Relations and Communications Department, 
UNRWA) introducing the document entitled “A Resource Mobilization Strategy for 
UNRWA (2012–2015)” and accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, 
said that the Agency had taken a range of measures to respond to the recommendations 
made by the Advisory Commission at its meeting on 22 and 23 June 2010. A strategic 
approach to external relations and communications was being introduced, along with 
targeted work plans. Efforts to diversify the donor base, including through cooperation with 
traditional donors, had improved. In order to encourage predictability, increasing emphasis 
was being placed on multi-year agreements with donors. The General Fund was being 
prioritized as a recipient of donations. A private partnership unit had been established and 
work kick-started with a generous contribution from the Government of Switzerland. The 
role of UNRWA representative offices in New York, Brussels and Geneva was being 
highlighted. The ultimate goal of the strategy was to ensure stable and predictable revenue. 
Towards that end, and in accordance with the recommendations of the Advisory 
Commission, UNRWA would work to strengthen both its external relationships and its 
internal capacities.  
 
152. Over the previous decade, income had increased by some 150 per cent, and that of 
the General Fund had doubled. The peak had come in 2009 as a result of generous 
donations to the Emergency Appeal in the wake of Israel’s Operation Cast Lead in Gaza. At 
the same time, however, funding requirements would increase to a base of $995 million in 
2015, as opposed to some $930 in 2011.  
 
153. Although their share of overall donations was slowly decreasing, traditional donors 
still accounted for 87 per cent of UNRWA funding. Contributions from the European 
Union and United States of America had grown by around 10 per cent annually over the 
previous decade, but that growth rate was expected to shrink to between 2 and 4 per cent 
over the following years owing to the debt crisis.  
 
154. Non-traditional donors included some relatively significant European countries such 
as Luxembourg and Finland. Other donors in this category, including several East European 
donors, were underperforming. UNRWA should seek greater contributions from non-
traditional donors. 
 
155. Arab donors provided a significant share of the Agency’s funding, particularly 
towards emergency appeals and large construction and infrastructure projects. They 
accounted for only some 2–3 per cent of donations to the General Fund, but there had been 
a consistent and positive upward trend since the establishment of the Arab Partners Unit in 



Amman. UNRWA should aim to increase Arab donors’ share of the General Fund to 3 or 4 
per cent without undermining their generous support for specific projects. 
 
156. Emerging markets such as Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia and South Africa 
were rapidly increasing their aid levels and represented a window of opportunity for 
UNRWA. It was hoped that they could provide some 1 per cent of General Fund 
contributions by 2015, but it would take time for UNRWA to build lasting institutional 
relationships with them. 
 
157. Private partnerships, including philanthropic foundations, the corporate sector, non-
governmental organizations and individuals, had not yet been systematically targeted and 
accounted for less than 0.1 per cent of General Fund contributions. UNRWA would seek to 
learn from other United Nations agencies in finding ways to attract such donors. One 
successful initiative was the UNRWA Spanish Committee, which had raised almost €3.5 
million in 2007, representing almost an eightfold return on investment. 
 
158. UNRWA would seek to prioritize donations to the General Fund. In order to 
promote effectiveness and avoid a proliferation of projects, donors would be encouraged to 
give unearmarked funds. Some 40 per cent of General Fund income growth in the period 
2012-2015 was expected to come from non-traditional sources, and efforts would be made 
to ensure equitable burden-sharing. In order to deepen partnerships with donors, the Agency 
would endeavour to spell out mutual expectations and reinvigorate multilateral forums. Six 
emerging markets had been selected for special focus. UNRWA would work to develop its 
own resource mobilization capacity by strengthening its corporate discipline, improving its 
ability to report to donors, ensuring compliance with donor requirements, and systematically 
addressing any concerns. 
 
159. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan), welcoming the resource mobilization strategy, said he 
hoped that further host and donor meetings would be held. 
 
160. Ms. Winterton (United Kingdom) said that, while there had been some nervousness 
regarding the search for new sources of funding, her delegation did not see that objective as 
an alternative to existing commitments. UNRWA should aim to overachieve in its fund-
raising efforts and to make its targets progressively more ambitious. 
 
161. Having introduced a more rigorous and strategic approach to resource mobilization, 
UNRWA should now consolidate the link between resource mobilization and the planning 
of expenditure. In so doing, it could plan a more realistic budget and, by demonstrating 
value for money, encourage further donations.  
 
162. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that the European Union had concluded a 
multi-annual agreement with UNRWA to strengthen aid predictability. The systemic gap in 
the General Fund was a serious concern and ways should be found to alleviate it without 
relying on urgent actions. In that regard, the European Union recommended that funding 
for core programmes and ad hoc projects should be kept separate. It therefore appreciated 
the efforts being made to sustain the General Fund with unearmarked contributions. 
Activities that needed sustainability over time, such as the mental health programme in Gaza, 
should be included in the General Fund. Lastly, it was crucial to look carefully at the linkages 



between programmes and at the relation between the resource mobilization strategy and the 
broader budget setup. 
 
163. Mr. Lindell (Director of External Relations and Communications Department, 
UNRWA) said that the Brussels conference would be held on 19 and 20 March and would 
replace the host and donor meeting in 2012. Some more ambitious targets had been 
developed for the future, but it had been felt that prudence was needed in the early stages. A 
mechanism was in place to monitor the strategy on an annual basis. 
 
The meeting was suspended at 1.20 p.m. and resumed at 2.25 p.m.  
 
164. Mr. Aqrabawi (Chair) resumed the Chair.  
 
165. Ms. Shaikh (Switzerland, Chair of the Sub-Committee) said that, although few in 
number and general in formulation, the recommendations reflected a period of intensive 
work by the Sub-Committee. Sub-Committee members had made a series of field trips to 
assess the effects of relief and social services on the ground; a workshop had been run on 
budget questions; and a meeting had been held to consider the second part of the 
“Sustaining Change” initiative, with the participation of experts in the use of cash in social 
transfers. Those field trips and face-to-face meetings had made it possible to reduce to three 
the number of video conferences.  
 
166. In addition, regular informal meetings of the Sub-Committee had been convened in 
Jerusalem. She had travelled regularly to Amman to consult the Department of Palestinian 
Affairs and had maintained close contacts with the Advisory Commission secretariat. To 
ensure fuller awareness by the Sub-Committee of the challenges facing the Agency, links 
between the Sub-Committee and the Advisory Committee should be further developed. As 
outgoing Chair, she would work with UNRWA to finalize the Sub-Committee’s working 
document on budget questions.  
 
167. The draft document entitled “Advisory Commission recommendations to the Commissioner-
General” and the draft 2012 workplan were adopted. 
 
168. The Chair said that the Sub-Committee had nominated Denmark for the position of 
Chair of the Sub-Committee, and Sweden and Jordan to remain as Vice-Chairs. If there was 
no objection, he would take it that the Advisory Commission wished to endorse those 
nominations. 
 
169. It was so decided. 
 
Statements by delegations 
 
170. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that his country had pressed intensively for effective 
negotiations on all final status issues including borders, the status of Jerusalem and the 
refugee issue with a view to a just solution to the conflict in accordance with the relevant 
United Nations resolutions, particularly General Assembly resolution 194 (III). Refugees 
were concerned at the uncertain financial situation of UNRWA and the broader political 



situation in the region. In order to preserve stability, the international community had a 
responsibility to support UNRWA. 
  
171. Cuts in basic UNRWA services had caused considerable harm to education, health 
and relief and social services. Jordan was host to 42 per cent of Palestine refugees in the 
Agency’s five areas of operation, and the refugee population in the country was growing. His 
Government was taking on an increasing share of the associated costs, but that did not imply 
acceptance of the situation. The share of the General Fund allocated to the country must be 
increased. The medium-term strategy should reflect the actual needs of refugees, rather than 
the funds available. Funds could be raised both by securing greater donations and by 
widening the donor base. 
 
172. The Agency should continue its reform process, which had met with a positive 
response from donors. In so doing, it should ensure that there were tangible benefits for the 
refugee population. UNRWA should improve conditions for staff, particularly in Jordan, 
where the Government was raising public sector salaries in line with the cost of living. 
 
173. Mr. Al-Agha (Palestine) said that UNRWA must be allowed to fulfil is mandate 
pending a solution to the conflict in accordance with the relevant United Nations 
resolutions, particularly General Assembly resolution 194 (III), including the establishment 
of a fully sovereign Palestinian state with Al-Quds Al-Sharif as its capital. The Agency’s 
budget continued to face difficulties, with negative repercussions for refugees. He hoped 
that donors would continue to fund UNRWA while pressing Israel to comply with 
international law and take genuine steps towards peace. 
 
174. Mr. Gatt-Rutter (European Union) said that, in the context of the dramatic events 
sweeping the Arab world, UNRWA, as the main provider of services for nearly 5 million 
registered Palestine refugees in the Middle East, was the focus of the European Union’s 
support. The European Union continued to appeal to the parties to resume negotiations 
under the terms set out in the Quartet statement of 23 September 2011 and reaffirmed its 
commitment to assisting the Palestinian people in their state-building efforts and in 
strengthening their economy. 
 
175. The European Union also remained concerned by the protracted situation in Gaza 
and had set as a key objective the opening up of Gaza in line with Security Council 
resolution 1860 (2009) and the 2005 Agreement on Movement and Access. Further tangible 
progress by the Israeli authorities towards easing the closure was needed, while heeding 
Israel’s legitimate security concerns. Currently, construction projects worth $470 million – 70 
per cent of the Agency’s total reconstruction plan – remained frozen, pending Israeli 
approval. 
 
176. In Lebanon, the European Union had welcomed Parliament’s 2010 decision to ease 
the labour laws, but called for further improvements to the country’s legislative framework 
to open opportunities for the Palestine refugee population. 
 
177. The European Union was deeply concerned by the situation in the Syrian Arab 
Republic and its effect on the Palestine refugee population. It had repeatedly condemned the 



worsening violence and repression, which could lead to further displacements from the 
Syrian Arab Republic to neighbouring countries, and called for their immediate cessation. 
 
178. The European Union noted the Agency’s reform efforts and looked forward to the 
effective integration into the reform process of the recommendations from the 
organizational development evaluation. The European Union’s commitment to the Agency 
was demonstrated by the level of its support: the combined contribution by the European 
Union and its member States to UNRWA operations measured some $400 million, making it 
the biggest provider of international assistance to Palestine refugees. 
 
179.  Conscious of the Agency’s need for adequate and predictable funding, the European 
Union and some of its member States had committed themselves to multi-annual 
agreements on UNRWA funding for the period 2011–2013 and called on UNRWA, for its 
part, to provide greater transparency about its budget, showing all its operations, the 
rationale for the choice of activities funded and the linkages between its activities and the 
funding sources. Such improved transparency would be conducive to the predictability and 
reliability of the Agency’s funding and would help ensure accountable support by the 
European Union.  
 
180. Mr. Rubinstein (United States of America) said that the Agency’s commitment to 
peace and its assistance over the previous 63 years to the Palestine refugees had served as a 
vital force for stability in the region. The events of the Arab Spring posed new challenges to 
UNRWA, ushering in a future based on new relationships between governments and civil 
society; those challenges must strengthen and not hinder the relationships between UNRWA 
and its host and donor partners.  
 
181. At the end of 2011, UNRWA yet again faced a funding shortfall which threatened to 
undermine its ability to provide high-quality services. In response, the United States had 
contributed $249 million to UNRWA programmes, including $145 million to the General 
Fund, $75 million to the emergency appeal for the West Bank and Gaza, $15 million for the 
Nahr el-Bared camp in Lebanon and $10.3 million for five new schools in Gaza.  
 
182. The Agency’s needs remained extensive, however, and in that context the United 
States welcomed all the new donors, including Brazil and Iraq, and encouraged UNRWA to 
continue efforts to expand its funding base, in particular to non-governmental sources. The 
global financial crisis had rendered the Agency’s financial outlook bleak and necessitated a 
hard look at its future operations and priorities. That issue should be taken up with 
immediate effect by all parties concerned and included in the agenda for the Commission’s 
June 21012 meeting.  
 
183. Where the Agency’s reform efforts were concerned, the United States commended 
the field offices on their innovative programmes and expressed its satisfaction with the 
“Sustaining Change” initiative, which should be further developed in the light of the 
recommendations emerging from the organizational development review. 
 
184. Recognizing the importance of economic development and the creation of 
livelihoods, alongside sustained humanitarian assistance, to the welfare of Palestine refugees, 
the United States was providing $10.3 million to support the construction of an additional 



five UNRWA schools in Gaza, which would also create new jobs. It also welcomed changes 
in Israeli policy that had improved access for construction materials into Gaza and looked 
forward to additional coordination in that regard. The United States would continue its 
efforts, alongside other Governments, to improve the lives and economic opportunities of 
Palestine refugees in the West Bank whose access to farmlands and to UNRWA services and 
jobs remained impeded. It encouraged other parties to assist with reconstruction efforts in 
the Nahr el-Bared camp in Lebanon and gave its commitment to continued efforts, along 
with the host Government and the international community, to alleviate the plight of the 
Palestine refugees in Jordan. The Syria Field Office had worked courageously in the face of 
the particular challenges in that country and, to assist those emergency operations, the 
United States had made an early contribution of $1 million and urged others to join that 
effort.  
 
185. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that donors must continue to support 
UNRWA pending the refugees’ return to their homes in accordance with the pertinent 
resolutions. The Agency, hosts and donors should continue to coordinate closely in 
accordance with the 2004 Geneva Conference on Meeting the Humanitarian Needs of 
Palestine Refugees. There was a pressing need to broaden the Agency’s donor base and 
tackle its chronic deficit, which affected the refugees’ daily lives. Further host and donor 
meetings should be convened with that purpose in mind. 
 
186. In 2011, Syrian Arab Republic had disbursed a total of $233 million in order to 
improve conditions in the refugee camps. Palestine refugees in the country enjoyed full 
support while retaining their Palestinian nationality. They were grateful for the assistance of 
the Government under the leadership of President Bashar al-Assad. Donors should have no 
cause for concern: the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic and, in particular, GAPAR 
were cooperating closely with the refugees and UNRWA.  
 
187. The situation in the occupied Arab territories had worsened owing to land seizures, 
acts of aggression, settlement construction, movement restrictions, the blockade on the Gaza 
Strip and blatant attempts to hinder the Agency’s work. The international community must 
urgently press Israel to end those policies, withdraw from all occupied Arab territories to the 
borders of 4 June 1967 and allow the refugees to return to their homes in a sovereign, 
independent Palestinian state with East Jerusalem as its capital.  
 
188. Mr. Wernhoff (Sweden) said that the Agency’s increasingly difficult financial 
situation in an uncertain political environment was cause for great concern. His country had 
historically been one of its largest donors and in 2011 had contributed $44 million to the 
General Fund and $4 million for the Gaza field office, the Syria appeal and the Nahr 
al-Bared camp. The improvements to the Agency’s work were welcome and Sweden looked 
forward to the introduction in 2012 of IPSAS and ERP, paving the way to the better 
reporting of results by UNRWA. 
 
189.  In addition, Sweden strongly supported the planned migration from food vouchers 
to cash transfers as a form of refugee support. Improvements could also be made in the area 
of transparency: by clearly communicating its key indicators, UNRWA would facilitate the 
mobilization of resources. Sweden also supported the resource mobilization strategy, 



recognizing that the donor base needed to be widened, and was willing to work with 
UNRWA in identifying new funding sources.  
 
190. Mr. Dybfest (Norway) said that the Agency’s funding problems were of a primarily 
structural nature, as 90 per cent of its funding was provided by the top 10 donors. 
Accordingly, Norway commended UNRWA on its new resource mobilization strategy and 
welcomed the contributions from Arab countries and other new donors. It also applauded 
the reforms in the area of relief and social services and urged the Agency to promote 
implementation of those reforms in the host countries, with a view to improving the services 
that it provided to Palestine refugees. 
 
191. Transparency was of key importance to donors and, for that reason, significant 
changes were needed to UNRWA management. Accordingly, Norway welcomed the 
dialogue that had been launched to enhance understanding. 
 
192. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that the organizational development evaluation 
offered a good opportunity for self-scrutiny by UNRWA and that follow-up discussions with 
hosts and donors on the Agency’s response to the recommendations would bring their 
partnership a step forward. The programme reforms would improve service delivery to 
Palestine refugees, empowering them to become masters of their own lives and upholding 
their dignity. To that end, support from other agencies and other organizations was 
welcome, as was the new resource mobilization strategy, which sought to extend 
partnerships with both traditional and new donors.  
 
193. Switzerland shared the concerns regarding the Agency’s chronic financial crisis, 
which was undermining its ability to achieve sustainable relief and development results, and 
welcomed its efforts to ensure greater transparency. Accordingly, Switzerland was strongly 
committed to the second package of reforms and would provide 4 million Swiss francs in 
support of education and the resource mobilization strategy and encouraged other donors to 
support the “Sustaining Change” initiative. In addition, its contribution to the General Fund 
would be increased by 10 per cent in 2012, representing an additional 1 million Swiss francs.  
 
194. Mr. Asako (Japan) said that Japan staunchly supported the quest for peace in the 
Middle East. Notwithstanding the constraints placed on his country by the recent tsunami 
and recovery efforts, in 2011 it had made contributions to the General Fund and in the form 
of food aid, totalling $10.5 million, and it had enhanced its cooperation with UNRWA 
though a number of initiatives in the health sector. 
 
195. While the Arab Spring had turned the international spotlight on the Middle East and 
North Africa, it had not improved the predicament of the Palestine refugees, in particular in 
the Syrian Arab Republic. Japan was gravely concerned by the Agency’s financial hardship 
and called for increased assistance for UNRWA and its work. In that context, it applauded 
the current reforms designed to improve the Agency’s effectiveness and the new resource 
mobilization strategy, which aimed to widen its donor base to include Arab States and 
emerging economies.  
 
196. Mr. Schmit (Luxembourg) said that Luxembourg, attending the current meeting as a 
guest, looked forward to full membership of the Commission once it had been confirmed by 



the General Assembly. The global economic crisis notwithstanding, Luxembourg was 
maintaining its aid for development at 1.9 per cent of the country’s gross national income, 
and had steadily increased its contributions to programmes in support of Palestine refugees, 
which would exceed 7 million euros in 2011. UNRWA was Luxembourg’s main partner in 
delivering its assistance to Palestine refugees and its contributions to UNRWA totalled 4.2 
million euros in 2011. In addition, besides its annual contributions to the General Fund, 
Luxembourg had regularly responded to the Agency’s emergency appeals and had supported 
its health and education programmes. 
 
197. Mr. Kassir (Lebanon) said that his Government was making every effort to improve 
conditions for Palestine refugees. In cooperation with donors, local authorities and 
international agencies, the Lebanese-Palestinian Dialogue Committee was working to 
improve living standards and dispel mistrust between Lebanese citizens and Palestine 
refugees. Despite tangible progress, efforts to uphold certain basic rights had thus far been 
insufficient owing both to international considerations, particularly the failure to reach a 
political solution to the refugee issue, and domestic factors including a widespread fear of 
naturalization, an outcome that was rejected by Lebanese and Palestinians alike. 
Nevertheless, Parliament had recently enacted a law allowing Palestine refugees to work. It 
was now hoped that the refugees would soon gain other rights, such as the right to own 
property. Such a step would not, however, affect the ultimate need for them to return to 
their homes and enjoy citizenship of a State of their own, an outcome that had been 
hampered by Israel’s refusal to comply with General Assembly resolution 194 (III).  
 
198. One particularly urgent task was the reconstruction of the Nahr al-Bared camp after 
the acts of aggression perpetrated by criminal elements in 2006. Security measures taken for 
the protection of the camp’s inhabitants had hampered economic recovery, and were now 
gradually being eased. Work on the second and third phases of the reconstruction was 
proceeding apace, and the reopening of UNRWA schools was a source of optimism 
 
199. Lebanon could not on its own tackle a problem that was international in origin. He 
urged donors, particularly Arab donors, to increase their funding in order to support the 
reconstruction. The Agency was doing excellent work with limited resources, but any 
reduction in its budget could affect the country’s stability.  
 
200. Mr. Alnamlah (Saudi Arabia) said that, in the current year, his Government had 
donated $10 million towards the fourth phase of the reconstruction of the Nahr al-Bared 
camp, and a further $10 million towards education and health in Gaza and the West Bank. In 
total, Saudi Arabia had thus far contributed over $422 million to UNRWA in 2011. 
 
201. Mr. Al Duaij (Kuwait) said that, for technical reasons, the Kuwaiti donation to the 
UNRWA budget for the period 2011–2012 would be somewhat delayed. 
 
202. Mr. Eirola (Finland) said that, in 2011, Finland was increasing its unearmarked 
contribution to UNRWA by half a million dollars, bringing it to a total of $7 million, and 
would maintain its support for the Agency in 2012. It also supported the planned transition 
from food aid to cash transfers, while stressing the need to maintain both assistance 
modalities in the future. 
 



Concluding remarks by the Commissioner-General 
 
203. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that, as the International Day 
of Solidarity with the Palestinian People was celebrated on that day, it was appropriate to 
recognize the hard work of the staff of UNRWA over the previous year and the valuable 
contributions made by members of the Commission at its current meeting. 
 
204. In response to the recommendations of the organizational development evaluation, 
as the Agency moved into the second phase of the reform process, it would give increased 
attention to improving communications, to certain aspects of the issue of compensation and 
classification and to the attainment of measurable results, in particular in the areas of 
education, health and relief and social services. The ERP process, initially delayed by a lack 
of resources, had now been mainstreamed into the General Fund, augmenting the shortfall 
in that Fund and setting another challenge before the Agency. Resource constraints were not 
the only problem that it faced: the changes consequent upon the ERP process would have to 
be managed with great sensitivity. 
 
205. As requested by the Sub-Committee, a management response to the evaluation of 
organizational development would be provided by the end of February 2012, although not 
all aspects would be covered in detail at that time, as the activity-based costing exercise 
would still be under way. An indication of how far the Agency had come could be gained by 
reading the 2005 evaluation prepared by the United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development.  
 
206. The presentation on relief and social services had demonstrated the Agency’s 
willingness to tackle the most difficult aspects of reform. Reforms in the areas of education 
and health were complex but did not pose the challenges of poverty relief reform. For the 
first time in many years, UNRWA was endeavouring to take a strategic approach to poverty 
and, from the comments made, it was clear that the Commission had endorsed that strategy 
proposal, albeit with the proviso that some operational elements still had to remain under 
discussion. The gradual shift from food to cash transfers was indispensable, but attention 
must be given to the sensitivities which surrounded that aspect of reform. 
 
207. At the same time, it was pointless mounting ambitious reforms in tackling poverty if 
resources were not forthcoming. If food deliveries were to cease in 2012, people would 
suffer and the reform process would be derailed. Accordingly, the donors – in particular, the 
Arab countries – were urged to consider the best ways of achieving those goals.  
 
208. In respect of resources, bearing in mind that the Agency had started 2011 with a $63 
million shortfall, appreciation was due to all those who had helped bridge that shortfall, 
especially those who made pledges at the current meeting, including Australia, the European 
Union, Finland, Luxembourg, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United 
States. Others were encouraged to follow their example, either by making new pledges or by 
frontloading future pledges. It was now vital to implement the resource mobilization 
strategy, which had been resoundingly endorsed by the Commission, as expeditiously as 
possible.  
 



209. As the pattern of donorship reflected trends across the global aid landscape and 
competition for funding was increasingly intense, a concerted effort by all parties was needed 
if that pattern was to be changed and new sources of funding identified. As previous 
speakers had noted, while the Agency should be ambitious in setting its goals, it should also 
be realistic, to ensure that its activities were sustainable. Nevertheless, despite the shortfall, 
2011 had been a more successful year than 2010, for a variety of reasons. However, because 
of the inclusion of new elements in the General Fund, the financial challenges in 2012 would 
be more daunting. It should be remembered, however, that proposals submitted to the 
Commission and to Governments had already undergone an extensive prioritization exercise 
at all levels and always represented absolute minimum requirements.  
 
210. The call for a more results-oriented approach had been heeded, although due 
consideration must be given to the very difficult circumstances and complex political 
environment in which the Agency operated. The constant challenges arising in the region  
would always make obtention of good results more problematic, although the Agency would 
continue its efforts, undaunted by all such difficulties. The call for a political solution to the 
refugee question was not an empty mantra, but an essential precondition to solving the 
conflict, particularly since yet another year of political failure had elapsed. Continued support 
for UNRWA in that process was essential: without UNRWA, efforts to achieve peace in the 
region would be even more difficult.  
 
Concluding statement by the Chair 
 
211. The Chair said that there had been consensus on a number of points. A stalemate in 
the peace process, alongside the blockade on the Gaza Strip and restrictions in the West 
Bank, had exacerbated poverty and unemployment among Palestine refugees. Members of 
the Advisory Commission had stressed the need to support the Agency’s efforts to provide 
basic services, continue the reform process, strengthen transparency and effectiveness and 
diversify the donor base. 
 
212. He expressed his gratitude to the Commissioner-General, the staff and secretariat of 
UNRWA, the delegation of Spain as Vice-Chair and the delegation of Switzerland as Chair 
of the Sub-Committee. 
 
The meeting rose at 4.40 p.m. 
 


