
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

adcom june 2012 

 

 

1 

Operational context 
 
Syria is host to nearly half a million Palestine refugees, of whom close to 80% live in the Damascus 
area. Elsewhere in the country, they generally reside in or around camps close to the major cities of 
Homs, Hama, Aleppo, Lattakia, and Dera'a.  
 
The operational context is affected by armed conflict which is generating significant humanitarian 
needs in some parts of Syria. In areas such as Hama, Homs, Dera'a and some suburbs of 
Damascus, events have on occasion led to access issues, temporary disruptions in UNRWA services 
and concerns about the safety of staff and refugees. The socio-economic vulnerabilities of Palestine 
refugees have increased, with a significant proportion of refugees (up to 20%) unable to meet their 
basic food, health or shelter needs. Many of those managing to retain employment have had their 
work hours reduced or suspended indefinitely. In various parts of the country, the daily wage 
opportunities upon which many Palestine refugee households depend have become limited or no 
longer available. Major spikes in commodity prices are also rapidly driving up poverty rates among 
Palestinians and Syrians alike. UNRWA’s assessments reveal that over 27,000 Palestine refugee 
families are presently so affected by the poverty as to be eligible for humanitarian assistance. Larger 
numbers of refugees seek assistance from the Agency to meet their basic food and accommodation 
needs. Syria Field Office (SFO) has been responding to these needs by implementing humanitarian 
activities through donor-funded projects.  
 
 
In this context, SFO’s current operational priorities include ensuring:  

• uninterrupted regular services to Palestine refugees according to identified needs; 

• improved resilience and coping capacities of the refugees;  

• adherence to UNRWA’s Medium Term Strategy as reflected in its Field Implementation Plan, 
including the commitment to programme reforms and results-based programme 
management; and, 

• improved coordination and cooperation with UN agencies to optimize outcomes for Palestine 
refugees.  

 

Accomplishments 
 
Syria Field Office is maintaining regular programming while progressively implementing reforms in 
management and service delivery. 
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Long and healthy lives  

In 2011, SFO was able to provide access to hospital care for nearly 10,000 persons and has provided 
more refugee women with access to safe, hospital-assisted child birth. Out-patient services have 
improved, with a decrease in the number of daily consultations per doctor. The Health programme 
continues to focus on antenatal, postnatal, infant, child and maternal healthcare; nearly 100% of 
children were vaccinated in the past year, with no outbreaks of vaccine-preventable diseases. In 
addition, this year UNRWA is assisting more refugees affected by non-communicable diseases.  
 
UNRWA has recently piloted the Family Health Team approach in Khan Eshieh camp with plans to 
extend these reforms to all of Syria Field’s 23 health centres. In addition, the Health Programme has 
expanded its services to include coverage of hospital expenses incurred for intensive care. “E- 
Health” - an electronic medical record system – has also been introduced for more efficient follow-up 
of patient referrals and the monitoring of hospitalisation services.  
 
Local purchase of medical supplies, an innovation introduced by SFO last year, continues to bring 
efficiency gains and savings, and the Agency has improved its processes for distribution of drug 
supplies to its 23 health centres in Syria to ensure the most reliable possible service to refugees. 

 

Acquired knowledge and skills  

UNRWA provided education to over 66,000 children in Syria in 2011, with nearly 85% of boys and 
91% of girls passing the grade 9 national exams.  
 
SFO has also completed reconstruction of four schools over the past year, increasing the number of 
single-shift schools from six to ten schools. SFO is developing a strategy to bring UNRWA in line with 
the Government’s requirement for single-shift schools throughout the country.  
 
In the context of education reform, UNRWA in Syria has concentrated its efforts around curriculum 
improvement and teacher development. UNRWA has also worked to integrate the inclusive education 
approach into its overall education strategy in coordination with other projects, and in cooperation 
with UNICEF and Right to Play.  
 
A decent standard of living 

In 2011, SFO distributed food and cash assistance to nearly 35,000 abject poor individuals (average 
household size is 3 persons). This year, UNRWA has provided cash assistance to over 15,000 
vulnerable refugees with an additional 81,000 eligible refugees waiting for similar assistance. Initially 
piloted under the Iraqi Palestinian project in June 2011, SFO piloted the use of ATM cards as a faster, 
more secure and cost-effective way to disburse livelihood support to refugees.  
 
This year, SFO is piloting the Social Safety Net Programme (SSNP) module as well as the socio-
economic proxy-means testing formula. Both are being applied to help the Agency respond more 
rapidly and effectively to current needs. The new tools will ensure more accurate and up-to-date 
assessments of the refugees’ socio-economic vulnerabilities.  
 
Engaging Youth 

In its 2-year first phase which began in 2009, the Engaging Youth (EY) project delivered innovative 
services to Palestinian and Iraqi refugee youth in Syria, helping them to build their employability and 
life skills, to find jobs, or to become entrepreneurs, with a high proportion of students gaining 
employment within 12 months of graduation. The EY project pioneered a novel approach to 
empowering and supporting youth – an approach which is now reflected in UNRWA’s Ten 
Commitments to youth.  In its current phase, the project is focusing on enhancing employability and 
reducing unemployment for refugee youth. It will also strengthen the vocational training being 
provided by the Damascus Training Centre.   
  
Twelve EY Centres are running in refugee camps and gatherings in Damascus, Homs, Hama, Dera’a, 
Lattakia and Aleppo, offering participatory youth activities, career guidance services and referral to 
short-term vocational training. Six of the centres also offer business support services for young 
refugee entrepreneurs. New skills and competencies for staff, including in areas such as career 
counselling, business creation and youth empowerment, have been generated through the EY.  
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Iraqi Palestinian refugees in Syria  

In coordination with UNHCR, UNRWA is in its fourth year of providing cash assistance to around 
2,600 Iraqi Palestinian refugees. This is essential support for a vulnerable group of refugees pending 
more durable solutions.  
 
Community development and camp improvement 

Since its inception, the Ramadan camp initiative has improved educational, health and living 
standards for Palestine refugees in an isolated location, through a very successful community 
participation approach. There has been excellent community engagement and support for this project.  
The Neirab camp improvement project is currently being streamlined with a view to accelerate the 
pace of implementation.  
 

UNRWA financial management   

In line with Agency-wide financial reform, UNRWA has improved its financial management systems 
and successfully implemented the IPSAS accounting standards. These improvements have enabled 
UNRWA to better manage its general fund contributions, as well as project funds.  
 

Challenges 
 
Syria Field Office is constantly finding creative ways to best apply its limited funds to meet the 
increasing needs of Palestine refugees.  
 
Contingencies are in place to ensure that in health clinics, first priority is given to serving the most 
vulnerable, followed by out-patient services as a second priority. Contingencies are also in place to 
ensure the availability of essential drugs, generators, fuel, water and reliable cooling systems in 
health centres.  
 
The Engaging Youth (EY) project notes decreased attendance of youth in all centres, with a 
temporary decrease in project activities in the centres in Homs, Hama, and Dera’a.  The private sector 
is also constrained in generating employment opportunities for youth. The EY project has identified 
alternative strategies to address the lack of mobility and limited employment opportunities of youth by 
focussing on relevant skills development and technical training programmes in preparation for work in 
the future.  
 
SFO is adapting to a changing operational environment in which it is critical to maintain regular 
programming and to remain on track to achieve its objectives as reflected in the FIP and MTS, while 
also responding to the evolving additional needs of refugees.  In the current environment the safety of 
refugees and staff is an important consideration.  
 
The socio-economic vulnerability of Palestine refugees is a primary concern for now and in the 
medium term. The Agency’s financial situation hampers its ability to address this challenge and will 
require both creative solutions and the support of donors to do so.  
 

Opportunities 
 
Coordination between the humanitarian agencies of the UN in Syria has improved considerably.  
 
With the ongoing support from the international community, UNRWA will continue to pilot innovative 
solutions to the increased socio-economic vulnerabilities of refugees linked with results-based 
programmatic implementation. These include:  
 

• A decent standard of living: The direct provision of cash assistance to meet the basic needs 
of an increasing number of refugees across the country.  

• Acquired knowledge and skills: Implementing remedial classes, school clubs and recreational 
activities for the school children who have been affected by unrest.  
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• Long and healthy lives: UNRWA in cooperation with other UN agencies is assuring 
preparedness to provide its clinics, schools and community-based organisations with 
essential supplies in the form of emergency and first aid kits. Thanks to donor support 
UNRWA is currently better placed to support the medical needs of Palestine refugees.  

 
UNRWA is well positioned to continue to support the evolving needs of Palestine refugees in Syria. It 
is critical that UNRWA’s basic services are maintained in conjunction with the innovations and 
reforms that are currently being implemented. SFO will continue to rely on the support and goodwill of 
the Government of Syria, the Advisory Commission, and its members. 
 


