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Ladies and gentlemen, 

The past six months have brought unprecedented challenges to UNRWA in Syria. 
Since our last meeting, we have seen events in the country take an ever more 
worrying turn. Where these events have affected Palestinian refugees, UNRWA 
has been obliged to adapt to the situation and to respond accordingly. As in my last 
speech to you in May, I will refer only to facts that affect UNRWA and its 
operations in assisting Palestine refugees. 

Overall developments in Syria have resulted in a degradation of the economic 
situation in the country. As a result, Palestinians have been subjected to the same 
economic hardships as their Syrian cousins, and UNRWA has seen a considerable 
increase in requests for emergency cash support. In fact the sheer number of 
requests has been so great that the Agency has been hard pressed even to process 
and assess them let along meet all of the requests that are eligible for assistance. 
Even at the time of the last Advisory Commission meeting, a high proportion of 
Palestinians were living below the poverty line. Since that time, more refugees 
have lost their livelihoods and are in need of support from the Agency. Sadly 
developments in Syria come at a time where our regular cash and food programme 
is significantly underfunded across the five fields. It is worth remembering that 
over 32,000 people receive support from this programme in Syria alone.  

The Agency has however been able to expand its humanitarian assistance 
programme using project funding; prioritizing support to the elderly, female-
headed households and families with special needs.  
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The need for emergency cash assistance was at its peak following the events in 
Latakia in August. This is the only time Palestinians have been directly affected in 
large numbers by the troubles in the country. For a number of days, almost the 
entire population of more than 8000 people were driven out of the camp by the 
conflict and many lost savings by supporting themselves and their families during 
their absence from home and work. UNRWA responded by providing blanket cash 
assistance to all residents of the camp; this was made possible thanks to quick 
support from the Norwegian Embassy, the Swiss Development Cooperation and 
BPRM. We are also very grateful to the staff of GAPAR for their assistance and 
support in facilitating this emergency relief. Most of all, I would like to commend 
our own Agency staff on the ground in Latakia for their professionalism and 
dedication in supporting Palestinian refugees in this difficult situation. 

During that time, the Agency was extremely concerned by the disturbing reports 
coming from Latakia and by the lack of reliable information on the increased needs 
of its beneficiaries in the camp. When UNRWA’s attempts to liaise with the 
authorities for information were unsuccessful, it took the decision to make a public 
statement. In the days immediately following the crisis, I visited Latakia to see the 
situation for myself and can confirm that this decision was correct. 

Looking back, the events of Latakia highlighted more than ever the importance of 
UNRWA maintaining its neutrality in its operations, in its communications, and 
among its beneficiaries. I am relieved that up until now, Palestinians by and large 
have not taken up any political position despite pressure for them to do so. We 
have had some instances where our refugee camps or installations have found 
themselves in difficult and sometimes dangerous situations due to their location, 
most notably in Deraa, Douma, Hama, Homs, and Latakia. However, it was only in 
the case of Latakia that we felt obliged to undertake a humanitarian response. 

Our concerns are now for the safety of our beneficiaries in Homs, where we know 
the situation has been difficult for many residents of the city for some time. We 
trust that all parties involved will continue to respect the neutrality of UNRWA, of 
its installations, and of the Palestinian refugees. Our mandate is limited to our 
beneficiaries, but we all hope for peace and calm to return to Syria as soon as 
possible. I say this both on behalf of Palestinian refugees in Syria, who have 
always had the privilege of living with unparalleled levels of security and 
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opportunity in their host country; and on behalf of every member of international 
UNRWA staff I work with, all of whom have developed a very strong affection for 
the country and its people. 

Despite these challenges, UNRWA has succeeded in maintaining close to normal 
operations in most areas: 

• Our Health Programme is making further improvements to its service 
delivery, with a modern online e-health management system ready to go into 
operation. 

• The Education Programme is doing well, with a renewed focus on enhancing 
its capacity to deliver inclusive education for students with special needs in 
collaboration with UNICEF. 

• Finally our Relief and Social Services programme staff are doing a 
wonderful job of meeting the increased needs of Palestinian refugees for 
livelihoods support that I mentioned a few moments ago.  

 

Our projects are also making significant progress: I’m delighted to say our 
Engaging Youth project is moving into a new and very impressive complex in 
Yarmouk, where it will be closer to the community and will have the space to 
expand its activities further. This move is the product of more than 18 months of 
planning and construction, and the result will be a real boost to the daily operations 
of Engaging Youth. Current indications are that the project will be entering a new 
phase of funding in February, and we will all be very happy when this is confirmed 
and the future of this important project is guaranteed. We believe very strongly that 
the vocational training and employability activities provided by the project will be 
of enormous benefit to young Palestinians and Syrians now and in particular when 
the current unrest is resolved and the labour market recovers.  

Employability and vocational training activities have received a further boost by 
being consolidated into its own programme department. Syria Field now has a 
Chief of Vocational Training who will oversee the integration of project funding 
into its youth programming, thereby improving the sustainability of projects such 
as Engaging Youth. It also confirms vocational training as a nation-wide activity 
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that goes far beyond the campus of the Damascus Training Centre. I should point 
out that these changes do not incur any additional expenses. 

The Ramadan Camp Initiative, of which I spoke to you at some length at our last 
meeting, continues to make excellent progress. This project confirms the 
importance of a holistic approach to camp improvement projects, with all 
programme departments working together to benefit not only the individual 
refugee, but also his or her entire community. We very much appreciate the hard 
work of our partners UNICEF and GAPAR, who are providing essential support 
and facilitation as we make progress towards the objectives of the project. I am in 
particular very grateful for the support that Ali Mustafa has extended to us in 
clearing many of the obstacles we would otherwise have faced in implementing 
this and other projects. 

Syria Field’s project to support Palestinian refugees from Iraq has also made 
significant progress. In partnership with UNHCR and with support from the Syrian 
authorities, we are finalizing plans to close al-Hol Camp and relocate the 
remaining refugees to the suburbs of Damascus. Construction of shelters for Iraqi 
Palestinians is due to begin in December.  

A further project is under development to build a single UN building on the 
UNRWA compound to house all of the UN agencies under one roof. This should 
go a long way towards improving interagency cooperation and coordination while 
providing UNRWA with a source of income. It will also be a great improvement 
on the security arrangements in the current premises of the UN agencies in 
Damascus. Discussions with the Syrian government on the matter have been very 
positive, and we will soon be working with UN agencies to access funding. 

The Neirab Rehabilitation project has been facing some increased challenges in 
recent months. The nature and scale of the project has made it very susceptible to 
disruption, and the current situation is exacerbating the difficulties already inherent 
in the project. Our previous project manager moved to a new post in Headquarters, 
and we now have a new project manager ready to start work in January.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In the coming six months, UNRWA will begin to work according to its new 
biennium Field Implementation Plan. This has already been shared with all of you, 
and will forms the basis for our operations for the next two years. Regretfully, I 
will no longer be in a position to serve the Agency in implementing the activities it 
outlines. Due to the evacuation of my family to Denmark, I tendered my 
resignation some months ago, and will be leaving Syria at the end of December. It 
has been a tremendous privilege to work in partnership with you all, and I will take 
great interest in following the progress of the Agency from the sidelines.  

 


