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Operational context 

 

Syria hosts over half a million Palestine refugees with 80 percent living in the Damascus area. 
Elsewhere in the country, the refugees generally reside in or around camps close to the major cities of 
Homs, Hama, Aleppo, Lattakia and Dera'a. Increasingly violent and unpredictable levels of armed 
conflict have significantly affected the lives of Palestinians and Syrians alike, and impacted heavily on 
places where Palestine refugees live and on UNRWA’s operational context. Syrians and Palestinians 
have moved from their homes to seek safety elsewhere. At a peak in July up to 11,000 people were 
accommodated in UNRWA schools. On average, 75 per cent of these displaced were women and 
children. On two occasions, most refugees in Dera’a Camp sought safety in the rural areas due to 
clashes in the immediate vicinity of the camp. Yarmouk, home to approximately 1 million Syrians and 
well over 150,000 Palestine refugees is continuing to experience the effects of heightened levels of 
armed conflict in its neighbouring areas, with the fighting encroaching with greater frequency into 
Yarmouk itself. UNRWA has received reports of significant numbers of refugee deaths, and five 
UNRWA staff members have lost their lives since the start of the conflict. 
 
While in September, UNRWA estimated that 225,000 refugees were unable to meet minimum food 
needs, the current estimate is for over 300,000 refugees. A rapid assessment of conflict-affected 
refugees is currently being prepared to verify this estimate and to support UNRWA’s response 
planning. The conflict is gravely affecting the economy, with high inflation and unemployment causing 
hardship for many Palestine refugees and Syrians alike. Access to food and essential commodities, 
including critical winter/heating items, is becoming increasingly difficult, as conflict hems in 
populations and supplies are increasingly difficult to distribute.  
 
In a context of increased vulnerability of Palestine refugees and Syrians alike, UNRWA is responding 
through its regular programmes coupled with activities under the UNRWA section of the Syria 
Humanitarian Assistance Response Plan (SHARP). In spite of aid delivery becoming more 
challenging by the escalating conflict and associated risks, UNRWA services continue, albeit with 
frequent conflict-related interruptions. At least five UNRWA facilities have sustained damage due to 
shelling, and there have been temporary closures of offices to minimize risks. For example, during the 
week ending 8 November 2012, approximately 20 facilities were closed each day as a result of 
localized conflict. UNRWA has just over 200 facilities across Syria. 
 
In this context, UNRWA’s current operational priorities are:  

• to maintain services to Palestine refugees in accordance with identified needs; 

• to improve the resilience and coping capacities of the refugees;  
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• to adhere to the extent possible 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 

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

 

Accomplishments 
 
Implementing the emergency response 
 
Since March 2011, UNRWA has provided emergency cash assistance to over 26,000 households 
across Syria, including in Latakia, Dera’a, Hama, Homs, and Damascus. Further cash distributions 
are currently underway for the Damascus area and Dera’a to support the needs of more than 29,000 
families. Further distributions are being planned for Aleppo and Homs. On-going cash-for-rent and 
cash-for-food assistance has been provided to over 650 Iraqi Palestinian refugee families as part of 
UNRWA’s continuing response to their situation. The distribution of 9,000 food parcels has been 
completed in Aleppo, Neirab Camp and Ein el Tal Camp, with additional food distribution currently 
underway for 6,000 households in Homs. The Agency is currently providing food assistance to up to 
30,000 refugees in and around Dera’a to assist them to recover from recent displacement and to help 
them cope with the pressures of hosting displaced people. To date, 65,000 families applied for 
emergency cash assistance. Over the coming months and with the support of donors, UNRWA will 
remain focused on discharging its commitments under the SHARP and continue to maintain a flow of 
livelihood support, food and other essential commodities to Palestine refugees.   
 
Long and healthy lives  

 
UNRWA continues to ensure that health services offered in a neutral environment are available to 
Palestine refugees. In Dera’a, two health centres in Dera’a Camp and the village of Mzerieb are open 
on alternate days to help reduce patient and staff exposure to risks. Health centres in Aleppo are 
functioning relatively normally, albeit with reduced staff, while those in Yarmouk and other areas of 
Damascus have frequently suffered temporary closures on account of armed conflict in their vicinity.  
Triage procedures are in place to ensure that in all UNRWA health clinics first priority is given to 
serving the most vulnerable. With the logistical support of the World Food Programme, the Agency is 
trying to ensure a reliable supply of medical supplies for its health centres, including for the long-term 
treatment of non-communicable diseases (NCDs). Provision is also being made to maintain 
generators, fuel, water and reliable cooling systems in health centres.  
 

Acquired knowledge and skills  

 
UNRWA currently has over 67,000 students enrolled for the 2012/2013 academic year. On account of 
conflict-related interruptions and risks, school attendance has dropped significantly since the school 
year began in September. For example, out of 118 schools across Syria, some 30 schools were 
temporarily closed on 11 November 2012, many of them in Damascus. On that day, 32 per cent of 
students and 79 per cent of teachers were able to attend UNRWA schools. UNRWA is preparing to 
provide distance and home-based learning support, as well as exploring ways to meet the need of 
children for psychosocial support. With donor support, UNRWA has strengthened staff capacity to 
respond to education in emergencies with future plans to provide alternative education modalities to 
mitigate the impact of the conflict on the education of children. A successful ‘Summer learning’ 
project, funded by the US, further reinforced this capacity and provided remedial lessons for students 
identified as falling behind. There are currently over 2,000 internally displaced persons 
accommodated in UNRWA schools, with numbers fluctuating unpredictably. The Agency employs 
short-term double-shift classes in neighbouring operational schools to accommodate the additional 
students. 
 
A decent standard of living 

 
The economic impact of conflict and economic sanctions is negatively impacting the poorest of 
Palestine refugee families, with increasing numbers of refugees falling below the poverty line and 
seeking substantial support from UNRWA. This year, the Syria Field Office (SFO) piloted the Social 
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Safety Net Programme (SSNP) module as well as the socio-economic proxy-means testing formula. 
Both are being applied, to the extent possible, to enhance the targeting of the humanitarian response. 
UNRWA’s relief and social services staff have been at the forefront of the humanitarian response, 
leading the implementation of cash and food assistance, and providing social and counselling 
services to refugees. However, UNRWA’s community-based organisations have been affected by 
temporary closures, reducing their operational and financial viability.  
 
Engaging Youth 

 
In its first phase, which began in 2009, the Engaging Youth project delivered innovative services to 
Palestinian and Iraqi refugee youth in Syria, helping them to enhance their access to the job market 
and to better achieve their aspirations. The project pioneered a novel approach to empowering and 
supporting youth – an approach which is now reflected in UNRWA’s Ten Commitments to youth. 
While project implementation is in progress, there has been decreased attendance of youth in all 
centres, with a temporary decrease in project activities in the centres in Homs, Hama, and Dera’a. 
UNRWA 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 an improved economic environment in the future.  
 
Iraqi Palestinian refugees in Syria  

 
In coordination with UNHCR, UNRWA is in its fourth year of providing cash assistance to up to 2,600 
Iraqi Palestinian refugees. This is essential support for a vulnerable group of refugees pending 
durable solutions. The number of Iraqi Palestinian families has been decreasing recently, due to 
resettlement to third countries or departures from Syria for a variety of reasons, some of which may 
be conflict-related.  
 
Community development and camp improvement 

 
Camp rehabilitation plans have been suspended on account of the severe impact of the Syria conflict 
on the construction industry.   
 

Challenges 
 
SFO is functioning in a radically evolving, high-risk operational environment of widespread armed 
conflict. SFO is committed, to the extent allowed by the conflict, to maintain the Agency’s operational 
reach across Syria and to respond effectively to the needs of refugees. To help achieve this, SFO has 
introduced a number of measures to improve staff safety. These include the establishment of a 
continuously functioning operations centre and the upgrading of security in and along the perimeter of 
the UNRWA compound. In addition to severe socio-economic stress, refugees and staff are exposed 
to extreme risks of death, injury and displacement and they suffer the effects of psychological trauma 
caused by circumstances outside the Agency’s control. The precarious circumstances also have 
serious implications for the health, education and long-term well-being of refugees. Sharp rise in 
operational costs is also a growing concern. It is particularly worrying that the education of children is 
frequently interrupted, potentially placing the school year in jeopardy. The supply chain as well as 
procurement and logistics processes are under great strain, and this affects the timely delivery of 
vaccines and essential medical supplies. The volatile security situation has resulted in restricted 
access to certain areas of unrest. With the onset of winter, the socio-economic vulnerability of 
Palestine refugees is heightened and refugees with disabilities have been particularly hard hit. 
 

Opportunities 
 
UNRWA continues to support the evolving needs of Palestine refugees, including through its 
involvement in the United Nations’ emergency humanitarian response in Syria. UNRWA’s strategy is 
to strengthen the refugees’ capacity to cope through the provision of humanitarian assistance. This 
approach builds on the existing capacity of UNRWA to deliver food, non-food items (including winter 
items), cash, medical care, environmental health, education and protection. For the Syria section of 
the SHARP, which has a total requirement of USD 44 million up to February 2013, UNRWA has been 
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pledged and has partially received over 56 per cent from donors including the United States, Italy, 
Belgium, France, Ireland, Sweden (Sida), the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) through its Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and Emergency Response Fund 
(ERF), the Bizkaia regional government, the Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department of the 
European Commission (ECHO), Switzerland, the Saudi National Campaign to Support Brothers in 
Syria, and private donors including the Asfari Foundation. Additional support from the United Kingdom 
(DFID) is forthcoming. Emergency food, cash and non-food item assistance continue to be priority 
needs for Palestine refugees, in response to increasing poverty, reduced economic opportunities and 
conflict. With ongoing support from the international community and in coordination with United 
Nations agencies and relevant stakeholders, UNRWA will continue to pilot innovative solutions to the 
increased socio-economic vulnerabilities of refugees linked with results-based programmatic 
implementation. 
 

 


