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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

At our last meeting I opened by saying that Syria field was at a critical juncture. I 
described how our quest for innovation and reform was being threatened by our 
precarious financial reality. This sadly remains the context today.  

Operating context 

The cuts made to our services over the past year remain in place. But as a result of a 
freeze on all new recruitments and other austerity measures we have been able to 
continue with a hospitalisation programme, albeit reduced, and we have been able 
to purchase text books for the new academic year - two areas of grave concern to our 
beneficiaries. 

But while we are dealing with the day to day realities of the crisis as best as we can, 
the longer-term decline of our basic services continues. Our students remain in 
overcrowded classrooms amid schools that are in a dangerous state of disrepair. For 
the abject poor amongst our beneficiaries we must also acknowledge that assistance 
will only reach half of those in need, with the support currently provided not 
sufficient to meet even the most basic requirements. Sadly, we must acknowledge 
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that the aspirations set out in the Geneva conference are not being realised due to 
chronic under-funding.  

While I continue to hope for the injection of funds that will enable us to realise the 
objectives of the MTS as agreed by hosts, donors and the Agency, I find it untenable 
to wait for assistance that may simply never materialise.  We must, despite the 
constraints, continue to innovate and find efficiencies. We must continue to think 
strategically about our priorities and the way we distribute our scarce resources. 
When it comes to poverty reduction we must also recognise that we will never have 
sufficient resources to meet the needs of the majority of the poor via traditional, cash 
and food-based approaches.    

I would now like to update you on some new initiatives raised at the last meeting – 
innovations that illustrate that we are still striving to improve the livelihoods of 
refugees despite our financial difficulties. This includes the Vocational Training 
Programme, the Engaging Youth Project and the Ramadan Camp Innovation Project. 

Vocational Training Programme 

I will start with an update on the reforms being undertaken in Syria’s vocational 
training programme at the Damascus Training Centre (DTC). The DTC has a stellar 
reputation in the region as a provider of quality, competency-based courses 
designed in partnership with local industry experts. In many ways our vocational 
training centre in Damascus is one of our greatest assets as an Agency because it 
delivers tangible results; it lifts the poor out of poverty, and fosters a sense of 
purpose in life. Its success is evidenced by the fact that the vast majority of the six 
hundred students graduating each year find employment.  

A central tenant of vocational training reform is a cost neutral model of expansion 
and improvement where we are able to generate income which can then be used to 
expand the DTC model to young people outside of Damascus. One way we are 
doing this is by increasing the number of courses that resemble in-house businesses 
where goods can be produced by our students for sale on the local market. In 
addition to the obvious benefit of courses becoming cost-neutral, through this model 
students are exposed to the inner-workings of a small business with exposure to 
procurement, marketing, quality control and budgeting. Exposure to ‘real economy’ 
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situations will provide the skills and confidence students need to establish 
businesses of their own.  

Employers no longer want graduates who have full marks for technical skills but no 
practical experience. That is why our students combine their training with work 
placements with employers. And more often than not, it is their employers that 
snatch them up on graduation day. As an example, two new competency-based 
courses have a post-graduation employment rate of 95 per cent. This is good for 
UNRWA and great for Palestine refugee families that are financially insecure, 
especially when some graduates are earning more money than their entire 
household combined.   

Engaging Youth  

Emerging from our experience with vocational training is our EU funded Engaging 
Youth project. Similar to our vocational training program, Engaging Youth gives a 
hand-up, not a hand-out to thousands of young people. The project has three 
components - developing life-skills, building careers and creating entrepreneurs – 
and it takes what we do well, such as vocational training, career guidance and 
microfinance, and ensures the benefits of these programmes are accessible to young 
Palestine refugees.  

Since July, Engaging Youth has been busy generating support among stakeholders 
for its unique approach to the development of young people – walking with them 
from adolescence into adulthood. But it has been necessary for us to reiterate at 
every opportunity that Engaging Youth is concerned with enhancing our services 
and is not indicative of any prejudice against the rights of Palestinian refugees 
enshrined in relevant United Nations resolutions.  

Today, Engaging Youth centres are open in 12 areas across Syria. The centres offer 
young people the opportunity to develop their intellectual and social skills by 
participating in youth-led recreational activities and life-skills training. In January 
2011, the career services centres will expand to focus on youth entrepreneurship. 
Links have already been forged with private enterprise in preparation for this 
important milestone.  
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This month also heralded the start of adult evening schools across 12 major centres. 
Designed to attract wary parents and promote community awareness of and 
involvement in our efforts to support youth, this approach not only provides 
concrete skills, but also opens the door to critical interaction with families and the 
community regarding youth issues. 

The evidence we are collecting gives us the confidence that the approach of 
Engaging Youth is worth the considerable investment that Syria Field Office and the 
European Union is making for more than 30,000 Palestine refugee youth. We look 
forward to working with the donor community to ensure the benefits of the project 
go beyond the current funding-cycle that ends in the second half of 2011.  

Ramadan Camp Innovation Project 

At our last meeting I addressed the limitations of our existing approach to service 
delivery. I mentioned food and cash assistance as an example of how we cannot rely 
on traditional forms of aid delivery to deal with poverty and unemployment. Our 
work with young people is an example of the way we are shifting our thinking 
towards a more holistic approach. Our response to the entrenched social and 
economic disadvantage in Ramadan camp is another way.  

With an eighty percent prevalence of abject poverty and a school that ranks 
nationally at the very bottom across nearly all grades and subject areas, Ramadan 
camp is worthy of an intervention that focuses on results, better coordination, and 
service delivery. 

But many enquire why Syria is making such a fuss over a camp of just 1,100 people. 
The reason is because our approach to Ramadan is a rejection of traditional silo 
based service delivery. New initiatives in the camp focus on improving livelihoods 
instead of expanding the number of beneficiaries receiving cash or food. Or in 
relation to education; we are not addressing poor student performance by building a 
new school or employing more teachers. Instead, with project funding we are 
conducting full student health assessments, employing community members as 
teacher assistants, performance managing underperforming teachers, and equipping 
the classrooms with appropriate learning resources.  

Supporting us in this activity is a new culture of openness and transparency in our 
education programme that allows us, for the first time, to get a handle on the reality 
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of student performance. For years we have been saying that our schools are the best 
in the region. The reality in Syria is that a significant percent of our students in 
recent exams failed, and a number of these students are actually illiterate. And this is 
why Ramadan is so important to the development of future funding proposals. We 
now have the baseline data which shows that the school is the worst performing in 
the country; we are no longer living in an illusion.  

There is a lot to talk about with Ramadan. The most important though, aside from 
benefits to the community, is that our approach will be used as a model for other 
camps.  

Of course the new approaches outlined today would not be possible without the 
ongoing support of the Government of Syria toward Palestine refugees and 
UNRWA. Mr Ali Mustafa, the Director General of GAPAR, continues to be a 
valuable friend of and advocate for the Agency. 

Conclusion  

Ladies and Gentleman, today I have outlined that our financial situation in Syria 
remains troubling, but that we are nevertheless moving forward with reform and 
improvements to service delivery in significant ways.  Focusing on youth training 
and employment and piloting livelihood interventions are two exciting new ways 
we have found to address the needs of refugees in Syria.      

I do not, however, want to create the impression that Syria field has now moved into 
a phase of mere acceptance of our chronic under-funding, or that we have simply 
learned how to make do. The reality is that, while funds remain scare, we must 
accept that the quality of UNRWA’s programme in Syria will be mixed, with the 
successes discussed today compromised by failures in other areas.  

The achievements of the past period ride on a number of factors:  gains in 
management and planning made through OD, stringent austerity, opportunism, 
creative thinking and staff dedication.   Some of this we can sustain but much we 
cannot.  Capacities are stretched, morale is fragile, refugees are anxious.    I have no 
doubt that the Agency is capable of playing a crucial role in ensuring that the 
Palestine refugee community develops as a resource, rather than a liability for the 
region.   UNRWA has proven itself in this time of crisis.  Sustaining the effort is now 
the challenge. 


