
 
 

Field Director’s Update: West Bank 

Speech by Barbara Shenstone, Director of UNRWA Affairs, West Bank 

Advisory Commission Meeting 

Dead Sea, 30 November 2010 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Palestine refugees in the West Bank continue to face many diverse difficulties and risks. 
The political, social, and economic context in which they live remains uncertain, 
fractured, and volatile.  For UNRWA, the  last six months have been particularly 
eventful in both positive and negative ways. 

POLITICS and PEACE 

The peace process and its hurdles continue to dominate the news headlines.  Among the 
refugees that UNRWA serves,  life goes on under the oppressive facts of military 
occupation with all that means in terms of insecurity, violence,  social and economic 
restriction,  violation of human rights, and all too often a generalized sense of fear and 
frustration.   

POVERTY & UNEMPLOYMENT 

I am sure you are familiar with the positive signs in the economy of the West Bank, 
which continued to grow in 2010, driven mostly by external financial assistance. Many 
obstacles to sustainable growth remain, however. Poverty rates among refugees remain 
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much too high, as do rates of unemployment,  and in particular for young people.1 
Rates of food insecurity,  and social and economic vulnerability, especially for 
communities near the barrier, in camps, and in area C, remain acute despite the easing 
of some movement restrictions and road blocks. 

ON THE GROUND 

Three features of insecurity and violence have come to new prominence in the West 
Bank, with particular impact on the lives of refugee households, and on UNRWA 
operations. They are: 

1. the continued construction of the wall/barrier – in particular its extension around 
the densely populated and contested areas of the Jerusalem periphery;2 

2. a rise in aggressive settler violence – causing physical and psychological distress 
to households and communities, as well as increased risk of displacement and 
dispossession – tragically in some cases to refugee households who have faced 
eviction and loss several times already in the last 60 years;3 

3. ongoing denial of housing and residency rights – in particular for households 
living in Area C (60% of West Bank) and East Jerusalem. 

Other types of violence continue to touch the lives of Palestinians on a daily basis: 
including search and arrest operations by the Israeli military, confrontations between 
Palestinians and IDF soldiers related to protests and demonstrations,   and general 
deficits in law and order leading to crime and social and political unrest.4. . 

                                                             
1Unemployment 29.4% for refugees in OPT; poverty 15.5% in WB (PCBS data). UNRWA survey of 93,000 
households showed 21% (18,989 hh) food insecure, plus 27% (24,501hh) at risk of food insecurity. 
2 The barrier wall is now 60% complete, 80% following a route inside the ‘greenline’ that demarcates the territory 
of the West Bank. With large sections of the wall to the north and south of Jerusalem now complete,  the 
construction of the wall is now reaching the more populated and contested areas around Jerusalem and 
Bethlehem, also the location of large Israeli settlement blocks. 
3 Settler violence has steadily increased in number of incidents and in violent intensity over 2010.  It takes the form 
of settler attacks on Palestinian inhabitants, destruction of property,  occupation of land and buildings,  stone 
throwing, burning crops and olive groves,  damaging farm equipment,  polluting fields with sewage, and other 
actions. Since the start of 2010, at least 433 incidents were recorded, resulting in injury to 100 (20 minors) – a 13% 
increase from the same period in 2009. This year’s olive harvest has been described by the Israeli Civil 
Administration as “the most violent in years.” 
4On average 93 search and arrest operations (‘incursions’) by IDF took place each week in the West Bank during the first ten 
months of 2010. Refugee camps continue to be a major focus of military operations and conflict. According to UNRWA records, 
there were 233 search and arrest  operations in our 19 West Bank camps in the same period – with 57 people injured (including 
24 minors), 290 arrested, and one killed. 
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None of these features in themselves are new. They have been a feature of life for many 
years.   

What may be different is a new intensity, acceleration, and also a new threshold of 
violation that has been reached.  The impact, as it creates heightened risks of forced 
displacement to people and households already displaced several times in the last 60 
years, is creating new distress and hardship for refugee communities, and creating new 
demands and challenges for UNRWA. 

Last year at this time, I reported on what was then a new initiative for UNRWA West 
Bank – our first efforts to develop and implement our PROTECTION mandate, to do 
more to safeguard and advance the rights of Palestine refugees. Since then, I can report 
positively that we are indeed implementing many practical initiatives; but negatively 
that these efforts can hardly keep pace with the ever changing and demanding situation 
on the ground. 

Our approach to Protection goes in two complementary directions. First, we are 
promoting rights through and in programmes.  We are scrutinizing our programmes 
and where appropriate tailoring services and activities to take into account the 
particular security, safety, and dignity needs of specific communities, groups, and 
locations.  To this end, each major programme of health, education, relief, job creation, 
is undertaking a kind of protection ‘audit’, and we are designing new projects for 
households and communities that we have identified with specific security and 
protection needs. These include the Bedouin/herder communities of Area C,  
neighbourhoods of Jerusalem, and villages and areas facing multiple threats of 
demolition, eviction, settler violence,  and loss of livelihood or other rights because of 
the wall/barrier. 

For example, through European Union humanitarian (ECHO) grant, several of our 
departments working together have developed a crisis intervention protocol  to bring 
special aid to refugee households that have seen their houses bulldozed, a family 
member injured, or whose property has been damaged in military raids or by  settler 
violence.  The assistance is tailored to the special situation and the needs of the 
household, and might involve support through the UNRWA school, the health clinic, 
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from a psycho social counsellor, or from cash, food, a temporary job, or shelter 
assistance. 

Our Child and Family Protection project, launched earlier this year by our Health 
department,  is also developing well. It seeks to address gender-based violence, child 
abuse, or family neglect in refugee camp communities by bringing together key 
departments and developing clear protocols so that cases are identified and different 
staff and organizations know what they can do to assist and support in practical ways. 
To date,  four committees are working in this way in four refugee camps.5 

Using a protection lense to see and understand the vulnerabilities and threats faced by 
particular groups and communities, our Job Creation programme is now helping 
insecure communities design their own projects that can help them remain resilient in 
the face of the multiple insecurities they face.  6 

Community mobilization and outreach activities are another way of assisting 
communities facing protection threats.  UNRWA staff from different departments are 
organizing joint activities – for instance for social and recreational relief, for 
community-school events, for public health campaigns, or to raise awareness and 
provide information on legal and human rights issues.  

Similarly our community mental health programme has designed and delivered 
specialized workshops at the request of communities to address the trauma caused to 
both children and adults by the threat of forced displacement. 

 

In addition to working through and in our regular UNRWA programmes of health 
education, and relief,  our protection strategy works in a second direction to promote 
respect for human rights, international law and refugee law.  We do this in different 
ways: 

• By systematic monitoring, reporting, and advocating to shine light on situations 
where the rights of Palestine refugees are being violated; 

                                                             
5Kalandia, Jalazone, Fawwar, Deheishe. 
6 Um al Khayr – Bedouin community facing continuous harassment by nearby settlement – is restoring a water 
cistern for their animals, and has renovated an old building as a kindergarden where women can meet and children 
learn and play in safety.  At Khan al Ahmar,  summer activities protected the school structure at risk of demolition 
during the school holidays. 
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• By protecting and assisting refugees at risk of particular violations, especially 
forcible displacement; supporting them in practical ways; connecting them to 
others who can help as well; 

• By working to hold accountable authorities and others groups responsible for 
human rights violations affecting Palestine refugees;  meeting authorities, 
informing them of our concerns,  asking for answers; 

• By working with other UN agencies and parties to persuade and mobilize 
interest and intervention to prevent or halt displacement violations; 

• By undertaking public advocacy activities to raise awareness and understanding 
among the general public in Israel as well as international stakeholders in the 
region and abroad. 

To these ends, our Operations Support Team works daily to monitor and report and 
engage with local authorities on key incidents of violence or displacement. The OSO 
team, as it is known, has also developed new capacities to monitor trends and special 
issues and themes (eviction and residency rights in East Jerusalem,  dispossession and 
settler harassment in Area C¸  access to land and services in wall|barrier communities).  
We now regularly brief media and key stakeholders by organizing special visits to 
emblematic situations and communities such as Walaje (soon to be encircled by the wall 
as well as expanding settlements), Biddu (once a thriving Jerusalem satellite village, 
now dying economically and socially),  and Shufat (a depressed impoverished 
neighbourhood of Jerusalem). We are developing new communication tools through 
the UNRWA website (films, stories, fact sheets) to illustrate and explain the evolving 
situation of Palestine refugees and the protection threats they face.  You can see an 
example of these materials on the table here – a fact sheet and profile of Walaje village, a 
heartbreaking story of progressive dispossession. We are also reaching out to other fora 
via our UNRWA liaison offices in Brussels, New York, Cairo, and Geneva – to widen 
the horizon of understanding and engagement with these difficult issues. 
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ACCESS 

The varied and volatile humanitarian and development context of the West Bank 
demands of UNRWA continuous efforts to understand, reach, and respond with 
flexibility to the needs of different vulnerable groups and communities. 

We also have major responsibilities to continue to deliver and to improve the quality of 
our core services in basic education,  vocational training, primary health care,  relief and 
social services, and micro-finance – a combination of public services that more than 
600,000 refugees in the West Bank have come to depend on. 

For UNRWA to do its work,  we need to be everywhere and go everywhere in the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem. Which is why recent proposed changes in the access 
control system along the wall\barrier, especially in and around Jerusalem,  have 
become a major concern for us.  

UN agencies have recently been informed by the Israeli authorities that a number of 
new movement and access restrictions are about to be put in place. The new rules, if 
implemented as proposed, carry with them operational, security, and financial, and no 
doubt political implications for UN agencies. They are particularly serious for UNRWA 
as the largest UN agency in the territory. 

The new rules, proposed for implementation in 2011, will require new procedures for 
crossing the wall barrier through a reduced number of crossing points: 

• all vehicles to be searched unless the driver has a special Israeli Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs identification card (no national staff are eligible) 

• all except MFA card-holders must exit the vehicle for individual personal 
search and cross on foot; 

• goods and cargo must be transferred ‘back-to-back' from one truck to another 
at commercial crossings. 

The new rules will severely affect UNRWA’s capacity to operate in Jerusalem and 
between the city and the rest of the West Bank, and by extension between areas of the 
West Bank separated by and now accessed by travelling through the city. It will restrict 
the reach of our operations to communities in need, cause delays, added costs, and 
compromise the services we provide directly to approximately 60,000 beneficiaries. It 
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would also affect our logistic operations in support of Gaza that are based in Jerusalem, 
and necessitate significant reorganization of warehousing, supply chains, procurement, 
staff recruitment, and management for our West Bank operations as well.  

Politically the new rules once implemented would have serious consequences for 
UNRWA and most international organizations. Effectively they would consolidate the 
exclusion and isolation of East Jerusalem from the rest of the West Bank,  
institutionalizing an effective border-like frontier around the city…. 

UN agencies are agitating in different ways to prevent the implementation of these 
proposed new movement and access restrictions, and I hope our donor stakeholders 
will join us in this effort.  I look forward to working with you to address this issue in the 
short time open to us for action before events overtake us. 

STRIKE 

Before concluding, I would like to say a few words about an issue that many of you 
have been asking me about – the recent labour strike by UNRWA staff in the West 
Bank. 

The strike,  which started October 13 and involved all programmes and sectors, lasted 
21 days.  It caused major disruptions to all our operations, although it did not have 
universal support among staff. Thankfully,  our staff returned to work last week, and 
we are continuing an extensive dialogue with our staff union to resolve the core issues 
that led to the strike.  These issues are difficult, and include a demand by the union that 
staff should be paid even while on strike. I am nevertheless hopeful that a successful 
resolution to the conflict will be achieved before long.   

There will be much to do to regain our momentum of work and to restore damaged 
feelings among staff. I am hopeful nevertheless that when I see you next in six months I 
will be able to report on a multiple range of achievement as we continue to deliver 
badly needed services to the hard-pressed Palestine refugees of the West Bank. 

Thank you 


