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Operational context 
 
In the context of continuing stagnation of the Middle East peace process, Palestine refugees still face 
a protracted protection crisis and encounter human rights violations on a daily basis. Aside from the 
obvious impact on prospects for peace and regional stability, the ongoing fragmentation of the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem, by the Occupying Power continues to have a direct humanitarian 
impact on the lives of Palestine refugees.  
 
Actual or threatened forced displacement remains the key protection concern. Restrictive Israeli 
planning and zoning policies severely limit Palestinian construction and use of land, compelling many 
to build illegally to meet family and community needs. Inability to build legally is the main trigger for 
forced displacement. In Israeli-controlled Area C, representing over 60% of the West Bank, and East 
Jerusalem, home demolitions continue to increase – in the first five months of 2012, a 35% increase 
was registered as compared to the same period in 2011

1
.  As a result, some 539 Palestinians have 

been displaced, 116 of whom were registered refugees.  
 
Concurrently, the expansion of settlements continues, as illustrated by the recent statements of Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu

2
 outlining plans to build 800 new housing units and create a 

ministerial committee taking over the Ministry of Defence’s authority on settlement construction in the 
occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem. Settler violence continues to threaten the livelihood, 
security and dignity of Palestine refugees in the West Bank, including East Jerusalem. More than 233 
incidents of such violence affecting Palestinians were recorded in the first five months of 2012

3
. In 

May 2012, there have been two live-fire incidents by settlers against Palestinians, including the 
shooting of a refugee in Asira al Qibliya that received significant media coverage as it was filmed by 
the villagers on camera provided by the Israeli NGO B’Tselem. 
 
Although the West Bank economy has in recent years showed some signs of recovery, with a 5.2% 
GDP

4
 growth rate in 2011, the most recent report by the International Monetary Fund

5
 indicates an 

economic slowdown. Unemployment remains high, averaging 17.4% under the narrow ILO definition
6
. 

                                                
1 UNRWA West Bank Field Office, Operations statistics, 2011-12 
2 PM Netanyahu’s remarks following Knesset defeat of Ulpana Bill,  6 June 2012 
3
 UNRWA West Bank Field Office, Operations statistics, 2012 

4 Socio-economic developments in the occupied Palestinian territory, 2011 – study Dr Dr Salem Ajluni, still to be issued by 
UNRWA. The study relies on Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics figures.  
5
 West Bank and Gaza Economic Update (May 2012), International Monetary Fund 

6 The ILO definition of unemployment comprises all persons without work, currently available for work or seeking work. The 
broad definition of unemployment combines the ILO definition with discouraged workers, i.e. those who have given up 
searching for work due to their belief that none can be found.  
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As indicated in a recent report by the World Bank
7
, sustainable growth is unlikely to emerge while 

Israeli restrictions on Palestinian access to natural resources and markets remain in place. Indeed, 
according to a recent Palestinian Authority (PA) study

8
, the cost of the Israeli occupation to the 

Palestinian economy in 2010 was estimated at US$ 6.897 billion, a staggering 93.3% of total GDP. 
The World Bank also alerted that the restrictions must be lifted in order to sustain the PA’s reform 
momentum and its achievements in institution building. Until then, the PA will remain vulnerable to 
reductions in aid flow. In fact, the PA is facing a serious financial crisis in 2012 with difficulties in 
revenue collection and the need to provide a social safety net for a largely vulnerable constituency. It 
is noteworthy that burden of unemployment has fallen disproportionately on youth, women and 
refugees with negative effects on their household incomes levels and food security. In 2011 the 
unemployment rate for West Bank refugees was 21.4% for refugees versus 16.1% for non-refugees

9
.   

 

Accomplishments 
 
In spite of the significant financial challenges and operational constraints, UNRWA West Bank Field 
Office (WBFO) has maintained its commitment to reform. 
 
In 2009, WBFO launched the Education Recovery Plan aimed at improving the quality of education in 
its schools through areas such as the curriculum, teaching methods and remedial classes. The 
Education Recovery Plan has paved the way for the implementation of the Agency-wide education 
reform, initiated in October 2011. As part of its tertiary education reform initiated in 2010, WBFO has 
strengthened the capacity of its vocational training centres and has developed strategic partnerships 
with the private sector.  
 
In the health sector, WBFO has embarked successfully in the reform process by piloting the Family 
Health Team Approach in three camps. Preliminary results show that this client-centred approach 
fosters a better rationalisation of services and a reduction in physician/patient ratio.  WBFO has also 
successfully integrated mental health, family and child protection into primary health care services 
through strong partnerships with national non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community-
based organizations (CBOs). WBFO has also harmonised its work with the PA Ministry of Health and 
revitalised management at the health centre level, in order to promote decentralisation.  

The Field Relief and Social Services Department has also initiated its reform process and developed 
a plan to guide the implementation of the social protection reform. WBFO is gradually moving from a 
status based-approach to a poverty-based approach in identifying the poorest refugees. After a 
successful implementation of its targeting system in its Emergency programme, WBFO is now 
seeking to apply the same approach to its regular assistance programme and linking with the PA 
Ministry of Social Affairs to align mechanisms and exchange data. WBFO is also assessing a pilot 
cash transfer programme, whose lessons learned will inform the broader Agency’s efforts.  
 
 

Challenges 
 
The political situation, continued high rates of unemployment, food insecurity and poverty among 
Palestine refugees have created a situation of reliance on international assistance. WBFO has 
registered an increase in requests for direct financial and food assistance for the most destitute 
households, to which the Agency has been unable adequately respond. While refugees are more 
vulnerable than non-refugees, they tend to receive less assistance than non-refugees from the PA 
Ministry of Social Affairs or other UN Agencies. Increased poverty and unemployment constitute 
fertile ground for the growing alienation of Palestine refugees in camps. The WBFO strives to manage 
these frustrations and to sustain a platform of stability for Palestine refugees by investing in their 
human capital.   
 

                                                
7 “Sustaining achievements in Palestinian institution-building and economic growth”, Economic monitoring report to the Ad Hoc 
Liaison Committee, World Bank : September 2011  
8
 “The economic costs of the Israeli occupation for the occupied Palestinian territory”, Palestinian Ministry of National 

Economy, ARIJ: September 2011 
9
 Socio-economic developments in the occupied Palestinian territory, 2011 – study Dr Dr Salem Ajluni, still to be issued by 

UNRWA. The study relies on Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics figures 
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Whilst cognisant that humanitarian needs remain, WBFO believes that the provision of basic 
emergency assistance alone cannot meaningfully address the ongoing poverty in the West Bank. 
Rather, the Agency intends to develop more recovery focused and sustainable programming for 
refugees. To this end, in early 2012, WBFO embarked on a strategic review process of its emergency 
programmes. This review process seeks to achieve three objectives. First the review will help identify 
opportunities to transition interventions towards recovery. Secondly, it will outline how specific 
programmes can be stabilised over time and be in line with other Agency-wide reform processes. 
Finally, this process will assist UNRWA in adjusting its emergency programme to evolving 
humanitarian needs, thereby ensuring refugees are protected from the immediate effects of the 
conflict and appropriately assisted. The review process has already started and shall be concluded in 
September 2012. At that time, WBFO will have more clarity on the transition modalities and its 
implications in terms of funding, for the next three years.  
  
In the first half of 2012

10
, WBFO continued to face restrictions accessing refugee communities in the 

West Bank, with major implications on its ability to meet the humanitarian needs of Palestine 
refugees. A total of 86 access incidents were reported in the first five months 2012, 62% into East 
Jerusalem and 19% in the seam zone

11
. Those affected included teachers, medical doctors and 

nurses, social workers and field office staff, impacting negatively on the delivery of education and 
health services and relief operations. The overwhelming majority of these incidents (98%) were due to 
Israeli imposed movement restrictions. When the missions could be completed, this was at a higher 
cost for UNRWA.  
 

 
Opportunities 
 
Approximately 17% of all registered refugees in the West Bank are between the ages of 15 to 29, 
while 60% of the overall population is under 25 years of age. Recognising the importance of investing 
in youth, UNRWA organised the Engaging Youth Conference in Brussels in March 2012 and brought 
clarity to UNRWA’s programming vision by identifying Ten Youth Commitments. WBFO will seize 
every opportunity to contribute to the operationalisation of these commitments. In the field of 
vocational training, WBFO will seek to replicate successful partnerships with the private sector, such 
as the PalTel initiative. Similar to the Gaza and Jordan Fields, the West Bank Microfinance 
Department intends to increase lending to young refugee entrepreneurs by providing loans for their 
first business, in partnership with Silatech, an Arab microfinance innovator. The transition of its 
emergency programme and its increased focus on recovery and self-reliance will also benefit youth, 
even though it will target all age groups.  

WBFO will maintain efforts to increase the participation of refugee communities in the planning and 
implementation of its operations, especially the reforms. UNRWA will reach out to each camp through 
town hall meetings with all stakeholders (Camp Services Committees, NGOs, CBOs, etc) and will 
increase communications to better explain the reforms. The engagement of the refugee communities, 
along with the political leadership, will be crucial to the success of the reforms. WBFO will continue its 
strategic engagement with the PA in order to strengthen linkages and foster alignment with the host 
country’s priorities.  

The transition of the Emergency programme will also bring opportunities to increase the efficiency 
and maximise the impact of UNRWA’s programming. WBFO will seek to incorporate good practices 
and lessons learned from other Fields in this regard, such as Lebanon’s review of its health workforce 
and Gaza’s targeting system under the job creation programme.  

                                                
10 UNRWA West Bank Field Office Operations statistics, January – 10 June 2012 
11 The seam zone is the closed area between the 1949 Armistice Line and the Barrier 


