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18 June 2012 

The meeting was called to order at 9.10 a.m. 

Opening of the session by the Chair and adoption of the agenda 

1. The Chair declared open the first regular session of the Advisory Commission of the United Nations 

Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) for 2012 and drew attention to the 

provisional agenda contained in document UNRWA/CN/Agenda/2012/06/Version3. 

2. The agenda was adopted. 

Welcoming remarks on behalf of the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Jordan 

3. Mr. Azayzeh (Minister of Social Development of Jordan), speaking on behalf of the Minister for Foreign 

Affairs of Jordan, said that the situation of the Palestine refugees was a product of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

The resolution of that conflict was therefore directly linked to a just resolution of the refugee question. In that 

regard, his Government reaffirmed that peace could not be achieved unless Israel ended its occupation of 

Palestinian territory and an independent, sovereign and contiguous Palestinian State, with East Jerusalem as its 

capital, was established in the occupied Palestinian territory. Israeli-Palestinian negotiations must lead to a just, 

permanent and comprehensive solution to the question of the Palestine refugees, in accordance with 

international law and General Assembly resolution 194 (III), which affirmed the refugees’ right to return to 

their homes and receive compensation. Jordan would continue its assiduous efforts to remove all obstacles that 

hindered the resumption of final status negotiations and the achievement of the two-State solution. 

4. His Government called on Israel to halt all unilateral measures and settlement-building activity, and 

requested the international community to bring pressure to bear on Israel to halt those measures, which 

undermined the prospects for achieving peace. It also reiterated its condemnation of all illegal and unlawful 

measures that had been taken in East Jerusalem. 

5. Jordan, which hosted nearly half of all the Palestine refugees, had consistently offered its full support and 

cooperation to UNRWA. For over 64 years, it had provided services to those refugees despite its limited 

resources. In fact, the country’s annual expenditure on the refugees was equivalent to the Agency’s entire 

budget. However, Jordan’s willingness to provide services directly to the Palestine refugees should not be used 

as a justification for reducing the Agency’s services or denying them to refugees who lived outside the camps. 

Accordingly, the budget of the Jordan Field Office, which was less than 20 per cent of the Agency’s overall 

budget, must be increased to a level that was commensurate with the number of refugees hosted by Jordan. 

6. His Government was extremely concerned by the large shortfall in the General Fund, particularly since the 

2012 budget was not sufficient for the Agency to deliver its core programmes. That concern was heightened by 

the ever-increasing need of the Palestine refugees for its services. He therefore appealed to donor countries to 

provide UNRWA with the financial resources it needed to continue delivering its services, repair its 

infrastructure and build its capacities. Any attempt to curtail the Agency’s role or to change its mandate should 

be rejected as long as the question of the Palestine refugees remained unresolved. 

7. UNRWA should continue its comprehensive reform process, which was being carried out with the 

assistance of donor countries. Reform must have an impact on the Agency’s performance and the quality of its 

services, so that the Palestine refugees were able to sense its benefits and understand that it was consistent with 

the mandate of UNRWA.  

8. Management should give serious consideration to the demands of UNRWA employees, particularly those 

who worked in Jordan, and strive to improve their living conditions. The budget should be carefully managed 

in order to avoid a recurrence of the recent strike by Agency staff. 

Statement by the Vice-Chair 

9. Mr. Ansoáin (Spain), Vice-Chair, said that, more than 64 years after the establishment of UNRWA as a 

temporary relief measure, the situation of the Palestine refugees had not improved. On the other hand, a 

growing number of refugees, together with rising costs and a chronic budget deficit, threatened the level and 

quality of the Agency’s programmes. Although the Advisory Commission was a technical body, its members 

should understand that the question of the refugees would never be resolved unless they demonstrated the 

political commitment required to resolving the conflict in the Middle East. 
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10. The limited progress that had been made on the political front had failed to ease the Israeli blockade of 

Gaza. In addition to overcoming its financial difficulties, the Agency had to cope with Israeli restrictions on 

free access and movement in Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Those restrictions prevented or delayed 

the import of goods and materials needed for the reconstruction of buildings and houses destroyed by Israel in 

the occupied Palestinian territory and hindered efforts to improve the situation of the Palestine refugees. He 

called on Israel to demonstrate good faith by facilitating the Agency’s work. 

11. The situation of the Palestine refugees in the Syrian Arab Republic was of particular concern because of 

the ongoing conflict in that country. His Government hoped that a peaceful solution to the conflict would be 

reached as soon as possible for the sake of both the Syrian people and the refugees. 

12. Recalling that his country would chair the Advisory Commission starting in July 2012, he said that Spain 

intended to stay the course that had been set by its predecessors and would seek to consolidate the role of the 

Advisory Commission. Together with the European Union, it would continue to support the international 

community’s efforts aimed at bringing about peace in the Middle East and alleviating the suffering of the 

Palestine refugees. It would also seek to foster collaboration with a view to improving the Agency’s financial 

situation and advancing the reform process.  

13. To that end, he would continue the dialogue that had been initiated with management aimed at defining a 

clearer, more comprehensive budget that covered all operations and establishing clear priorities with regard to 

alternative sources of financing. Advisory Commission members should intensify their discussions regarding 

the structure of the budget, funding sources and the decision-making processes because a transparent, 

integrated and sustainable budget would help UNRWA increase its fundraising capacity.  

14. Another key issue was the question of reform, which was a priority of all members. Reform should be a 

tool that helped the Agency improve its operations, provide better services and use its resources more 

efficiently. In view of the current international economic crisis, it was imperative to avoid excessive spending 

on reform measures that would not have a significant impact in terms of management efficiency or service 

improvement.  

15. Spain would continue to support the ongoing efforts to reform programs in education, health and relief and 

social services. It would also encourage further implementation of the resource mobilization strategy and the 

medium-term strategy, taking into account previous Advisory Commission recommendations regarding reform 

and the recommendations set out in the Agency’s organizational development evaluation.  

16. The UNRWA Spanish Committee (UNRWAce) was to be commended for raising public awareness in Spain 

of the Palestine refugee problem, increasing the knowledge of the Spanish people of the Agency’s work and 

identifying new sources of financing.  

17. Spain would strive to facilitate communication and coordination among Advisory Commission members 

during its tenure as Chair. It looked forward to cooperating closely with the Commissioner-General and his 

executive team, the Vice-Chair and other Advisory Commission members and observers in order to fulfil the 

Agency’s mandate. 

Statement by the Commissioner-General 

18. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General) said that he wished to welcome the delegations of Brazil, Iraq and 

Qatar. Although they were not Advisory Commission members, those countries had been very active partners 

of UNRWA lately. He also extended a welcome to the delegation of Luxembourg, which was the Advisory 

Commission’s newest member.  

19. The unresolved question of the Palestine refugees, like other final status issues, was trapped in a stagnant 

peace process. That stagnation was placing greater focus on the refugee question in the public domain. Efforts 

to change the definition of who was a refugee placed pressure not only on UNRWA, but also on host and donor 

countries. More importantly, those efforts generated great anxiety in a group whose stability and security were 

essential to the stability of a volatile region. It was therefore imperative that Advisory Commission members 

should reaffirm their support for the Agency and its mandate. 

20. Israel’s 45-year-long occupation of Gaza and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, its continuing 

blockade of Gaza and its relentless expansion of illegal settlements were destroying the ability of Palestinians 

to build a productive and peaceful future. On the other hand, although it had created opportunities for the 

peoples of the region to express their civil and political rights, the Arab Spring had also brought with it 

political upheaval and unrest that had affected all UNRWA fields of operation. Any reduction in the Agency’s 
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humanitarian and human development support in such circumstances would have highly unpredictable and 

possibly dangerous consequences. That support must also be viewed in the context of the economic crisis that 

was affecting many donor and host countries, which faced increasing difficulties in providing support to the 

refugees.  

21. Recent salary increases in Jordan had reversed a positive trend towards substantially reducing the shortfall 

in the General Fund. UNRWA had very limited flexibility with regard to salaries owing to its long-standing 

policy of matching the public sector salaries of host countries. That policy, however, was far less costly than 

using United Nations pay scales, as did other United Nations system agencies. Moreover, the Agency’s pay 

policy did not include some of the benefits enjoyed by public sector employees and the salaries offered by 

UNRWA were well below market levels in some key professions and technical posts. In that connection, it 

should be noted that ensuring a qualified workforce was perhaps the Agency’s most important task. Without a 

competent staff, UNRWA would not be able to deliver services to the refugees. 

22. Although the Agency’s pay policy presented significant challenges in the current economic climate, it 

should nonetheless be recalled that UNRWA was the second largest employer after the Government in Jordan 

and the PA, and the largest employer of Palestinians in the Syrian Arab Republic and Lebanon. That status 

posed challenges at a time when the States of the region sought to satisfy their own workforces by raising 

public sector salaries, at times significantly, as had been the case in Jordan. When UNRWA did not follow suit, 

it quickly fell into the spotlight, with host Governments preoccupied by the consequences of protests against 

the Agency and donors resisting increases in salaries at a time when their own public services were also under 

pressure. For years, by using salary reserves and intensive labour negotiations, the Agency had been able to 

control pay levels; however, there is common fact that those methods were becoming less effective in the 

current political environment.  

23. In view of the current global economic climate, UNRWA was acutely aware of the need to address the 

shortfall through internal measures aimed at reducing or slowing expenditure. The Agency had therefore 

decided to slow down implementation of the enterprise resource planning (ERP) programme and had concluded 

a partnership agreement with the World Food Programme that would allow it to reduce costs by taking 

advantage of  WFP’s resources and experience in that area. In total UNRWA would thus be able to defer some 

$6 million in expenditure related to ERP. Tight management of expenditure in the food programme and 

declining costs had enabled UNRWA to also reduce the food budget, and it was taking other measures, all of 

which involved a degree of hardship for staff and refugees, in order to generate further savings.  

24. Reducing expenditure alone, however, would not solve the problem of the shortfall. While UNRWA would 

continue to depend on the generosity of traditional donors, it had redoubled its efforts to secure income from 

new donors, in particular from the countries of the Group of Twenty. Brazil had generously increased its 

contribution to the General Fund from $200,000 in 2010 to $7.5 million in 2012. The contribution of Turkey 

was also expected to reach $7.5 million in 2012 once its donation of 12,000 metric tons of wheat flour for Gaza 

was fully costed.  

25. Efforts to raise additional funds in the region were also bearing fruit. Saudi Arabia had funded large 

reconstruction projects and contributed $12 million to the General Fund thus far in 2012. Saudi Arabian 

organizations, in particular the Saudi Committee for the Relief of the Palestinian People, had also been active. 

On 19 June 2012, the Agency expected to conclude an agreement with the Saudi Committee under which the 

latter would agree to provide $5 million to buy food for the poorest in Gaza. Kuwait had provided additional 

financing for the General Fund in 2012 and Iraq had resumed its contributions in 2011. Promising discussions 

had been held with the United Arab Emirates and Qatar on increasing their General Fund contributions and 

strengthening partnerships with their institutions.  

26. Despite those cost-cutting measures and the new sources of funding, the General Fund shortfall was $62.8 

million as at 18 June 2012. The Agency therefore called on its supporters, particularly new donors, to come to 

its aid. For its part, UNRWA would examine its cost structure with regard to the Agency’s sustainability as an 

organization. In the short term, salary demands would have to be addressed prudently, in cooperation with 

Advisory Committee members, particularly host countries. In the medium and long term, it was vital to develop 

the Agency’s workforce in a deliberate and sustainable manner, in tandem with programming priorities. The 

development of a sustainable workforce plan must therefore be at the heart of the medium-term strategy for 

2016-2021. 

27. The General Fund, however, supported only approximately half of the Agency’s work. The rest was 

financed through different budgetary portals, a practice that had been repeatedly questioned by some members. 
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Such portals, however, were necessary because they were meant to address specific situations and matched the 

funding structures of many important donors. On the other hand, it was true that, in some cases, those 

situations had changed in complex ways, but the Agency’s responses had not evolved accordingly. The 

explanation for that was simple. Recurrent conflict had generated new refugee needs. However, shortages in the 

General Fund had obliged UNRWA to use emergency and project resources to meet those needs, including 

recurrent costs. Although that had been the appropriate response, the Agency had failed to plan for the long 

term, with sustainability in mind, and had encountered problems when resources started dwindling.  

28. That was particularly true in respect of the emergency programmes in the West Bank and, to an extent, in 

Gaza. Those programmes were being reviewed in order to determine which aspects should be pursued as 

humanitarian activities and which should be mainstreamed or packaged otherwise. That exercise would be 

conducted gradually in order to avoid shocking refugee communities. Although there might have been lack of 

clarity in presenting needs, the needs were nonetheless real, and the diverse portals were very useful for 

meeting those needs. For example, the 2012 emergency appeal for Gaza is underfunded, putting key activities, 

such as emergency food aid and job creation, at serious risk. At the same time, the international community had 

not made sufficient efforts to end the Israeli blockade of Gaza. By taking on construction and other projects, 

which donors strongly supported, UNRWA was able to relieve some of the adverse effects of the underfunding 

by creating thousands of much needed jobs in the construction sector.  

29. The Agency’s financial management and transparency had improved significantly in recent years. UNRWA 

now provided quarterly financial reports and shared with the Advisory Commission the same monthly reports 

that the Commissioner-General received. Extensive examinations by donors of the Agency’s transparency, 

accountability and risks had shown positive results. Recent assessments conducted by the United Kingdom and 

Australia indicated that the Agency’s risk level had fallen from moderate to low. UNRWA had also received 

strong marks for delivering on mandate, strategic management and performance, and satisfactory marks for 

efficiency, transparency and accountability. To further increase transparency, in November 2012 the Agency 

would share for the first time with the Advisory Commission the annual report of the Department of Internal 

Oversight Services on its areas of responsibility.  

30. With regard to the manner in which UNRWA allocated resources internally, he noted that the Agency’s 

priorities were clearly outlined in the medium-term strategy for 2010-2015, which the Advisory Commission 

had endorsed. A plan on how the Advisory Commission would be consulted extensively in the design of the 

medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 will be shared. The Agency was also considering commissioning an 

external evaluation of the current medium-term strategy as a preparatory step in the elaboration of the medium-

term strategy for 2016-2021.  

31. At the operational level, UNRWA prioritized services, activities and expenses on a daily basis. Resource 

allocation was largely determined by the need to pay monthly salaries to the Agency’s 30,000 staff members. 

Although it stood ready to share such information, as appropriate, it should be recalled that, as a multilateral, 

non-political agency, UNRWA must remain independent in that regard in order to protect its decision-making 

capacity.  

32. Improving the technical aspects of resource management would not lessen the Palestine refugees’ need for 

assistance beyond the core services UNRWA provided. They had endured crisis after crisis, and the Agency had 

been expected to respond swiftly and effectively every time. Creating financial tools to address the needs 

generated by crises was not an administrative ploy, but, regrettably, the cost of responding to a string of 

political failures.  

33. In addition to increasing transparency, the Agency was constantly striving to improve its services. The 

2004 stakeholder conference in Geneva had marked the beginning of an important dialogue and a more 

systematic effort to show results, not only to donors and hosts, but also to the refugees themselves. The first of 

those efforts had focused on management reform; the Agency had reported on the evaluation of that effort at 

the Advisory Commission meeting in November 2011.  

34. In 2009, the Agency launched a series of reforms in some of its most important programmes, and some of 

those reforms had already begun to bear fruit. For example, in health care, the Agency had measured a high 

level of satisfaction among refugees and staff and has seen signs of improved cost-effectiveness in clinics that 

had adopted the family health team approach. Reform efforts in education as well as relief and social services 

were also under way, although the Agency was grappling with the challenges typical of such a process, namely, 

finding resources and resistance to change. Nonetheless, UNRWA was determined to press ahead with its 

reform efforts and understood that investments in reform must also demonstrate tangible results.  
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35. The relationship between reform and resources was complex. Although reforms would generate 

efficiencies, carrying them out required investment. The Agency would therefore look to the Advisory 

Commission to help it decide whether the resources freed by reforms should be reinvested in further reforms or 

used to decrease the shortfall.  

36. UNRWA must also strengthen its planning capacity. In that connection, the Agency was in the process of 

formulating its planning process for biennial implementation plans and its medium-term strategy for 2016-

2021. It had also begun redesigning its internal planning function, as recommended in the organizational 

development evaluation, and would soon report on progress made in that regard.  

37. The support of the Advisory Commission would also be welcome in connection with three important 

initiatives that could vastly improve refugees’ lives. The first was the spin-off of the Agency’s microfinance 

programme. Legal independence and the ability to attract corporate lending would allow the programme to 

expand both the range of its services and its reach. The second initiative concerned refugee camp improvement. 

With the support of Germany and leading urban planners, UNRWA had developed an innovative and holistic 

approach to the living environment in the camps that was based on refugee participation. He suggested that the 

Advisory Commission should discuss the new approach at its forthcoming meeting in November 2012.  

38. The third initiative concerned engaging youth. Supported by the European Union and the Government of 

Belgium, on 19 and 20 March 2012, the Agency had convened a stakeholder conference in Brussels on that 

issue in which 24 young refugees from the Agency’s five fields of operation had participated. The conference 

had reaffirmed that working with and for youth was vital to the success of UNRWA and for regional prosperity. 

At the conclusion of the conference, the Agency had announced 10 commitments to youth aimed at 

strengthening its support for young refugees and increasing youth participation.  

39. In order for UNRWA to successfully meet the challenges before it and ensure the success of the initiatives 

he had outlined, the Agency required strong, clear, communicative and consultative leadership. To that end, in 

2011, he had launched an initiative on executive management aimed at examining how the executive function 

operated and how it could be improved. Although a full report would be presented to the Advisory Commission 

at its November 2012 meeting, he wished to share some of the early results that the initiative had produced. 

The Executive Office had been reorganized and given an empowered Chief of Staff, responsible for 

coordinating the formulation and implementation of decisions. The Agency had also created the 

implementation management group system, under which the Chief of Staff gathered a group of relevant 

directors in order to resolve complex issues and make recommendations to the Management Committee or to 

the Commissioner-General. That system had proven to be an effective way of defining issues, taking decisions 

and ensuring follow-up. 

40. As part of the review of the functions of the Relief and Social Services Department, it had been decided to 

make the Department responsible for the cross-cutting issues of gender, disability and youth. Decisions would 

be made concerning the Programme Coordination and Support Unit once an agreement had been reached on 

how to strengthen the Agency’s planning function.  

41. A new Director of External Relations and Communications, had been recently appointed. Among his many 

priorities would be improving dialogue with stakeholders, particularly through the Advisory Commission and 

its Subcommittee. 

42. Lastly, although the situation of the Palestine refugees had not yet become critical, the stagnation of the 

Israeli-Palestinian peace process had led to a steady and insidious erosion of Palestinian rights in the occupied 

Palestinian territory. The rights of Palestinians in Lebanon also remained severely limited, and the crisis in the 

Syrian Arab Republic posed a great danger for the entire region. In such circumstances, the existence of an 

efficient and effective UNRWA was more necessary than ever. The absence of the Agency or a significant 

decline in its services would have an adverse effect on regional stability. Unfortunately, UNRWA was finding it 

increasingly difficult to fulfil its mandate. The Advisory Commission must therefore redouble its efforts to 

advise and assist the Agency and its Commissioner-General. In practical terms, that meant donors should strive 

to make additional contributions and host countries should support the Agency’s efforts to carry out austerity 

measures, including, in particular, controlling staff costs. 

43. At the request of the Secretary, representatives of the news media withdrew. 

Recent developments in UNRWA areas of operation 
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44. Mr. Kingsley-Nyinah (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syrian Arab Republic) said that the situation in the 

Syrian Arab Republic was complex, and the repercussions of the armed conflict could reach beyond the 

country’s borders. In that context, the safety of staff and refugees was paramount. Together with other 

humanitarian agencies, UNRWA and the Syrian Government had developed a humanitarian assistance plan that 

responded to the significant needs created by the conflict. As a humanitarian agency, UNRWA must remain 

focused on its mandate and refrain from making judgments or commenting on the situation. Although the 

487,000 Palestine refugees in the country had thus far not been caught up in the conflict, the Agency should be 

prepared for any eventuality. 

45. Education, relief and health services had continued to be offered, despite the difficult circumstances. With 

the support of the European Union and the United States, the Engaging Youth project continued to offer young 

people opportunities for better employment. Staff, in particular teachers, supported the management’s reform 

initiative. The Syria Field Office was working with headquarters to determine the most cost-effective means of 

analysing curricula and teacher development activities. In the area of relief and social services, the use of 

automatic teller machines had proven to be an effective means of directly delivering cash assistance. 

46. Ensuring that the Palestine refugees did not become involved in the conflict was a significant challenge, 

and the support of the Syrian authorities was welcome in that regard. The rising tide of poverty in the camps 

must also be stemmed. To that end, the recognition by the Syrian Government of the refugees’ needs in its 

humanitarian assistance response was an important first step. The long-term sustainability of the Syria Field 

Office must be prioritized; responses to immediate humanitarian needs emergencies should be combined with 

efforts to support the general economic recovery of refugees, through projects such as microfinance 

programmes. 

47. Mr. Kingsley-Nyinah called on donor Governments to pay tribute to the professionalism and courage of 

UNRWA staff in the Syrian Arab Republic. He also called on the Agency’s partners to support a robust 

humanitarian action plan to address the situation of Palestine refugees in the country. Stakeholders should 

focus their efforts on preventing a crisis by strengthening the socio-economic resilience and improving the 

humanitarian status of the Palestine refugees. 

48. Mr. Turner (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza), accompanying his statement with a digital slide 

presentation, said that the Gaza Field Office strove to maintain its policy of neutrality. In that regard, all staff 

members had attended refresher courses on humanitarian principles in practice in order to clarify their sphere 

of permissible outside activities. Other recent activities included the development of a human rights 

curriculum, which would be rolled out to grades 7 to 9 in September 2012.  

49. Approximately $41 million had been spent on and $222 million had been committed to ongoing 

reconstruction projects in Gaza, including housing units, schools and health centres. Approved and ongoing 

projects valued at approximately $5 million remained unfunded. A further $80 million in projects had been 

submitted for approval, of which $35 million was unfunded. Importing any construction materials into Gaza 

required the approval of Israeli authorities, a process that took 27 weeks on average. For example, a housing 

project funded by the United Arab Emirates had been stalled since 2007. In addition, it was estimated that the 

protracted approval process and related construction delays had cost the Agency approximately $5 million in 

2011.  

50. The need for an emergency appeal was the result of manmade circumstances. Before 2002, only 10 per cent 

of refugees in Gaza had been dependent on aid from UNRWA; that proportion had grown to a staggering 70 per 

cent as a result of the Israeli blockade. Funding of the appeal was at its lowest level in more than a decade and 

the Agency had been forced to take difficult decisions as a result. The budget for the job creation programme 

had been reduced by 70 per cent and the food procurement programme faced a $20 million shortfall. The Gaza 

Field Office was reviewing its caseload to ensure that, should assistance have to be scaled back; the most 

vulnerable would not lose access to services. Those measures notwithstanding, the situation in Gaza was 

critical. If $5 million were not received by August 2012, hundreds of thousands would have to be denied food 

assistance and riots might ensue.  

51. Donors had made clear that they would prefer to support development programmes rather than emergency 

appeals. While such programmes were welcome, the situation in Gaza was highly unpredictable. Vocational 

training programmes, for example, were of little use if refugees did not have access to markets in which to sell 

their goods.  
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52. Mr. Berthelsen (Officer-in-Charge, Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that Jordan remained 

stable despite ongoing turmoil in neighbouring countries. However, economic difficulties had led the 

Government to increase public sector salaries, a move that UNRWA had been obliged to match. That increase 

had led to significant budgetary pressures. In that connection, he noted that staff costs were an Agency-wide 

issue that needed to be resolved.  

53. Some 570 Palestine refugees from the Syrian Arab Republic had crossed the border into northern Jordan. 

Their presence had increased the caseload of the Jordan Field Office and was a matter of concern because it 

was expected that few of them would return to the Syrian Arab Republic. In that connection, he noted that the 

Government of Jordan had offered its support and provided direct assistance in particular cases. 

54. Educational reforms were being carried out in order to improve operational efficiency, including, inter alia, 

training all 4,500 teachers in the country to use an improved performance appraisal system. The family health 

team approach, which offered comprehensive primary care to families via a team of health care professionals, 

had been successfully piloted in one health centre. Technological and procedural changes were being made in 

other health centres in preparation for the introduction of the new approach. The e-health system in particular, 

which organized health records and appointments electronically, had received a positive response. Those 

accomplishments notwithstanding, resource requirements and resistance to change were hampering full 

implementation of the reforms.  

55. Of the 172 UNRWA schools in Jordan, 40 were located in 22 rented residential buildings, which did not 

provide suitable learning facilities and created unnecessary expenses. The Jordan Field Office had identified 

the 10 rented facilities in most urgent need of replacement and was seeking funding to construct purpose-built 

schools for more than 7,000 students. Working with the Government, it had identified a parcel of land in 

Amman on which a single school could be built to house five of the schools currently located in rented 

buildings and accommodate 1,100 students. In addition to providing a better learning environment, the school 

would generate an estimated $300,000 in savings per annum. 

56. With regard to specific requests of donors, he said that building the proposed school was the first priority. 

Construction costs were estimated at $1.8 million, which would be recouped within six years through the 

savings generated. Secondly, the introduction of the family health team approach in all 24 health centres within 

two years required $1.4 million in funding. The rehabilitation of 500 shelters was another major priority. 

Career development activities, including funding for academic scholarships, also required large-scale support. 

Lastly, the camps in northern Jordan receiving Palestine refugees fleeing the Syrian Arab Republic remained 

underfunded and in need of assistance.  

57. Mr. Sanchez (Director of UNRWA Operations, West Bank) said that the stagnation of the peace process 

had dimmed the Palestine refugees’ prospects for development.  According to an IMF report, the growth 

declined from 8% in 2010 to 4% in the first half of 2011.The unemployment rate for West Bank refugees was 

also substantially higher than the rate among non-refugees.  

58. The fragmentation of the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, by the occupying Power affected a large 

number of Palestinians and forced displacement continued to be major concern.  Home demolitions took place 

in East Jerusalem and Area C. If the fragmentation of Palestinian lands continues, the territorial contiguity of 

the West Bank would be destroyed. There was tremendous pressure on the people of East Jerusalem in 

particular. Poverty in the area continued to increase while the quality of education decreased; Palestinian 

families did not have space for the construction of homes, factors that contribute to many families leaving the 

area. While the West Bank Field Office was making a concerted effort to maintain its regular core services. The 

increase in the demand arising from these multiple humanitarian situations has placed those services under 

greater pressure.  

59. The reform programme was under way in the West Bank. The family health team approach, which had 

been introduced in three camps, was facilitating the provision of more holistic care to families. In education, 

vocational training facilities had been linking their curricula with the needs of the labour market.  

60. Emergency funding for the West Bank Field Office had been reduced from approximately $ 64 million in 

2011 to less than $40 million in 2012. As a result, in 2012, cash-for-work activities were reduced and there was 

no provision of cash assistance programme for refugees. By identifying efficiencies in its programmes and 

systems, the West Bank Field Office had been able to avoid cutting jobs, a prospect which had seemed 

inevitable at the beginning of 2012. Nevertheless, reserves had been depleted the possibility of investing in 

quality has been reduced accordingly.  
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61. The West Bank Field Office was engaging in a strategic review of its emergency programmes and would 

welcome the input of Advisory Commission members in that regard. In the coming months, an implementation 

plan would be developed to bring programmes fully in line with the Agency-wide reform initiative. The West 

Bank Field Office would also continue to work closely with the host authorities in order to facilitate approval 

of activities and delivery of services. 

62. Mr. Davies (Acting Director of UNRWA Affairs, Lebanon) said that the conflict in the Syrian Arab 

Republic was generating violence in Lebanon; in Tripoli, there had been clashes between groups loyal to the 

Syrian Government and factions loyal to the opposition. However, the Palestine refugees had not been involved 

in the conflicts.  

63. Approximately one quarter of the planned reconstruction of Nahr el-Bared camp had been completed. It 

was expected that five schools would be completely built and operational by the end of 2013. Little progress 

had been made by the Lebanese Government to implement the 2010 amendments to the labour law, which 

granted Palestinians access to private sector employment.  

64. The Lebanon Field Office had conducted a survey to assess the socio-economic needs of refugees and 

disburse funds accordingly. The survey had revealed that more non-Palestinians were residing in the camps, 

creating friction between groups. Refugees in the Nahr el-Bared camp faced the most difficult conditions; 

assistance should be targeted more carefully in order to address their needs. Many refugees had been pleased to 

return to the camp, while those who remained in temporary shelters felt that they had been abandoned. The 

situation created a potential for violence, as had been demonstrated by the recent death of a refugee outside the 

camp. In addition, many youth were pessimistic about their employment prospects. 

65. With regard to the Agency-wide reform initiative, it was expected that the family health team approach 

would be introduced in approximately half of the health centres by the end of 2012. The quality of care had 

improved in the three centres that were utilizing the approach: doctors were spending more time with patients; 

the number of hospitalizations had decreased; and the amount of medication dispensed had dropped. It was 

hoped that the full implementation of the approach would reduce total hospital expenses. In education, the 

consolidation of schools had helped to reduce costs. The Lebanon Field Office was working with headquarters 

to improve its curricula and teaching methods and to work with underperforming teachers. In 2011, some 94 

per cent of students enrolled in UNRWA schools had passed the baccalaureate exam, indicating that the reform 

process was having positive effects. The Lebanon Field Office was working to enlist the support of the private 

sector for university scholarships, which were greatly needed. Programmes to provide shelter were 

implementing a “self-help approach”, by which families rehabilitated their own shelters, with the support of 

UNRWA. The initiative, which had been received enthusiastically, had helped speed construction and reduce 

costs by half. 

66. Increasing unrest in Lebanon would likely compel the Government to raise public sector salaries in 2012. 

If the Agency were to raise staff salaries in turn, the effects on the budget would be catastrophic. Another 

outstanding challenge was completing the reconstruction of Nahr el-Bared camp; funding had only been 

secured to complete half of the project. Until the camp was completed, there would be a continued need to 

provide relief services to those who had been displaced. Security remained fragile at the camps, with the 

number of attacks on staff and installations growing. 

67. The Lebanon Field Office expected to continue its excellent relationship with the Lebanese Ministry of 

Health and the social service agencies. He called on the Lebanese Government to support the camp 

reconstruction effort, in particular by urging the army and internal security forces to facilitate the flow of 

construction materials into Nahr el-Bared camp. He called on donors to support the ongoing reform initiatives, 

which were aimed at improving conditions for refugees and helping them live in dignity.  

68. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that, since the start of the events in his country, the Government 

had intensified its efforts to help UNRWA fulfil its mandate. Work on important projects, including in the 

Ramadan and Neirab camps, continued and emergency services were being provided to all affected refugees. 

With regard to the 570 Palestine refugees that had entered Jordan from the Syrian Arab Republic, his 

delegation would be grateful to learn the names of those refugees and why they had fled. He was certain that 

very few of those persons were in fact Palestine refugees who resided in the Syrian Arab Republic. 

69. He was disappointed that the Director of UNRWA Operations in the Syrian Arab Republic had not spoken 

of the problems that the Agency was encountering in certain aspects of its work, including the construction of 
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schools, clinics and social centres. When making their presentations, Directors should address needs and 

challenges in their respective areas of operations, as well as relations with host countries. 

70. Ms. Clements (United States of America) said that her delegation would welcome further information on 

the Agency’s efforts to improve its gender-based violence referral systems, including, in particular, information 

on how UNRWA worked with staff, communities and host Governments to develop victim support 

mechanisms. 

71. Her delegation greatly appreciated the efforts of the Gaza Field Office to advise donors in advance of 

anticipated needs, including with regard to cuts in the food assistance programme. In that connection, she 

wondered how the Gaza Field Office intended to meet food needs in view of the lack of funding. She was also 

interested in learning more about the challenges facing the Gaza Field Office, which was responsible for an 

area in which beneficiaries were the majority of the population. With regard to the West Bank, she wished to 

know how the Agency intended to address rising unemployment among youth. 

72. Although her Government would be interested in funding the project to build a new school in Amman, it 

sought assurances that a suitable parcel of land had been secured.  

73. Recalling the strikes and other labour strife that had recently affected various UNRWA fields of operation, 

she wondered what the status of labour relations was in the Syrian Arab Republic. The strikes underscored the 

need for the Agency to communicate with both its staff and its partners in a more strategic and effective 

manner. She therefore wondered how UNRWA intended to improve communications with the staff unions. 

74. With regard to Lebanon, she wished to know what progress had been made in the implementation of the 

2010 amendments to the labour law. Lastly, her delegation would welcome information on how the situation in 

the Syrian Arab Republic had affected the Agency’s day-to-day operations in that country. Recalling that her 

Government had been one of the few that had responded to the humanitarian assistance appeal for the Syrian 

Arab Republic, she said that UNRWA should do more to publicize how the Palestine refugees had been affected 

by the crisis. 

75. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) wondered whether staff salaries could be delinked from the public- sector 

salaries of host countries.  

76. Mr. Turner (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that UNRWA was working with community-

based organizations on the issue of gender-based violence. More information in that regard would be provided 

to delegations in bilateral discussions. With regard to the question of funding, the Gaza Field Office had 

prioritized the assistance received through the emergency appeal. Accordingly, the job creation programmes 

had been cut and the funds allocated for those programmes had been used to purchase food. Those funds, 

however, had been completely expended, and he appealed for further donations. The number of refugees 

employed in the Agency’s construction projects was expected to drop from the current level of at least 24,000 

to approximately 5,000 in the second half of 2012. As a result, the overall unemployment rate would rise by 5 

to 10 per cent. The next phase of the construction programme would target the camps, with a view to reducing 

unemployment. 

77. The Gaza Field Office had an outstanding relationship with the staff union and had received its backing 

when camp committees in Khan Younis had temporarily closed some of the Agency’s facilities. The electronic 

staff portal was a cutting-edge tool that the Gaza Field Office used to communicate with its staff. It was a very 

effective means of disseminating information because nearly 80 per cent of the 12,000 Gaza staff members 

used it on a regular basis. 

78. Mr. Berthelsen (Officer-in-Charge, Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that the Jordan Field 

Office was very encouraged by the responses it had received from the municipal authorities in Amman 

regarding the construction of a new school building. However, the Jordanian Government had not yet offered 

its assurances regarding the parcel of land.  

79. Mr. Kingsley-Nyinah (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syrian Arab Republic) said that, although it was not 

aware of any plans by the Syrian authorities to raise public sector salaries, UNRWA was monitoring the 

situation closely. With regard to how the events in the Syrian Arab Republic had affected the Agency’s day-to-

day operations, it should be recalled that UNRWA had a permanent presence in the camps and maintained a 

good relationship with the refugee communities. As a result, for the time being, the crisis had not affected the 

refugees any more than it had Syrian citizens. He agreed the Agency could do more to publicize the 

humanitarian assistance response and consolidated regional plans. However, donors and host countries should 
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recognize that UNRWA was obliged to tailor its approach to the requirements of each situation. The crisis in 

the Syrian Arab Republic, in particular, required a more subtle approach. 

80. Mr. Sanchez (Director of UNRWA Operations, West Bank) said that, with regard to youth, the West Bank 

Field Office had three main objectives. The first was to ensure greater access for youth, particularly the poorest 

youth, to social protection services. The second was to improve the quality of education with a view to 

reducing the dropout rate and improving students’ life and vocational skills. In that connection, UNRWA was 

working with the private sector to ensure that students’ skills met market needs. Lastly, the Agency was helping 

young people obtain credit, including through the microfinance programme, so that they could start businesses.  

81. The West Bank Field Office had been able to improve labour relations by re-establishing trust with the staff 

unions. Working together, management and the unions had been able to resolve key operational issues and 

agree on a salary increase that allowed the Agency to control costs while maintaining employees’ purchasing 

power. 

82. Mr. Davies (Acting Director of UNRWA Affairs, Lebanon) said that the Agency had been working in 

cooperation with the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Lebanese Ministry of Labour with regard 

to the implementation of the amended labour law. However, he did not expect that any progress would be made 

until after the parliamentary elections. It should also be noted that the Lebanon Field Office had a good 

relationship with the staff unions.  

83. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) said that, like others, her delegation was concerned by the cancellation of 

the Gaza Summer Games. Moreover, the media were reporting that some 70,000 children had registered for 

games sponsored by the de facto authority in Gaza. She wondered about the implications of those two 

developments for the refugees in Gaza. She also wondered whether the refugees would be prepared to accept 

cuts in certain programmes or services in order to maintain others that they considered more important. 

84. Mr. Turner (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that, owing to lack of donor support, UNRWA 

had been forced to cancel the Gaza Summer Games so that it could continue to operate the food and job 

creation programmes. Although he was not certain as to the number of children who had registered in the de 

facto authority’s games, the cancellation of the Agency’s own games would certainly hurt young girls the most.  

85. The Agency had held broad consultations, including with camp advisory committees and senior camp 

mukthars, regarding refugees’ priorities. The overwhelming majority of the refugees consulted had assigned 

higher priority to programmes that provided tangible assistance, such as the food assistance programme. 

86. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that, although her delegation was not strongly attached to the idea 

that there should only be a single budget, it nonetheless expected that the highest priority needs would be met 

through the General Fund. If the need to provide food for the Gaza refugees became a priority and the 

emergency appeal remained underfunded, she wondered which programmes or services that were funded 

through the regular budget would have to be suspended. 

87. The pay increase that had been given to Jordan Field Office staff entailed cuts in services. She therefore 

wondered which programmes or services the Agency intended to cut. With regard to the situation in the Syrian 

Arab Republic, she sought assurances from the Agency that it was working with the United Nations Emergency 

Response Fund for Syria. 

88. Mr. Turner (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that, thus far, only the Gaza Summer Games and 

certain job creation programmes had been sacrificed in order to maintain the food programme. There were 

currently no plans to suspend any programmes or services that were funded through the general budget in order 

to procure food. The general budget was used to fund essential human development programmes, such as 

education and health. The Agency would not contemplate cutting such programmes because that might have 

serious ramifications. The best way to resolve the food crisis in Gaza was for Israel to lift its blockade of the 

Gaza Strip. 

89. Mr. Berthelsen (Officer-in-Charge, Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that, although the pay 

increase would have an impact on its operations in Jordan, the Agency was doing everything it could to avoid 

cutting services. The increase posed a problem for UNRWA as a whole because it would be funded primarily 

through the Agency’s salary reserve. For its part, the Jordan Field Office would reallocate $1.2 million of its 

budget to meet payroll. It would also tightly manage its staffing table and delay recruitment. 

90. Mr. Kingsley-Nyinah (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syrian Arab Republic) said that UNRWA was 

extremely interested in working with the Emergency Relief Fund for Syria because it already had an 
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operational mechanism in place in the Syrian Arab Republic. The Relief Fund was already operational and its 

governing mechanism in place, and efforts were currently focused on securing donations. In that connection, he 

noted that funds received from the United Nations Central Emergency Response Fund had been used to meet 

health-care needs. 

91. Ms. Tazelaar (Netherlands) said that her delegation, too, wondered whether UNRWA should consider 

delinking staff salaries from public sector salaries in the host countries. Her delegation also wondered how the 

Agency would prioritize spending if it were unexpectedly forced to cut its budget in half. 

92. Mr. Turner (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that the Advisory Committee on Resource 

Allocation, which was chaired by the Deputy Commissioner-General, was responsible for deciding spending 

priorities. 

93. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that his delegation was pleased that the family health team approach had 

been successfully piloted and would be expanded to all health centres in Jordan. Such an expansion, however, 

meant that additional funding would be required from donors. Discussions were under way between the 

Government and UNRWA concerning a new agreement on hospitalization charges. Until an agreement was 

concluded, the Palestine refugees would be exempt from the recent increase in charges that had been imposed 

by the Ministry of Health. 

94. In education, both students and teachers had begun to feel the positive impact of reform. However, the 

reform efforts had not yet affected the education infrastructure; more school buildings needed to be built in 

order to alleviate overcrowding. In that connection, it was expected that the Amman municipal government 

would soon complete the administrative measures required to secure the parcel of land on which a new school 

could be built. The Government was also working on securing other parcels of land for the construction of 

additional school buildings. 

95. The poverty level among the Palestine refugees in Jordan was rising. Recalling that some 15 per cent of the 

refugee population had requested assistance from UNRWA, he called on donors to provide additional funding 

for the relief programme. Poverty alleviation was vital to preventing social problems, preserving stability and 

quieting unrest. Living conditions in the camps were another important matter that needed to be addressed. In 

that connection, he recalled that his Government and UNRWA, together with the Swiss Government, were 

building sewerage and drinking water systems in the Jerash camp.  

96. From the Government’s perspective, communication between UNRWA and its staff unions was excellent. 

Staff understood the Agency’s financial situation, and the salary increase that had been negotiated was minimal 

in comparison to the increase that had been given to Jordanian public sector workers. The additional financial 

requirements created by the increase should not be met by cutting programmes and services. The purpose of the 

current meeting was to address budget shortfall, not to put pressure on UNRWA and, by extension, the refugees 

who depended on its services. 

97. Mr. Gunness (Spokesperson) suggested that one of the senior managers should perhaps answer the 

questions concerning salaries. 

98. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General), responding to the representatives of Australia and the Netherlands, 

said that staff costs and priorities were linked. With regard to priorities, he reiterated that the medium-term 

strategy for 2010-2015 had been developed after extensive consultations with the Advisory Commission. 

Accordingly, when there was a shortage of funds, the Agency directed resources to the programmes and 

services that were prioritized in the medium-term strategy. UNRWA was also obliged to prioritize spending at 

the operational level. For example, when certain expenditures were deferred, decisions had to be made 

regarding how to utilize the resources freed. Those decisions were made by the Advisory Committee on 

Resource Allocation and approved by him. 

99. Staff costs made up approximately 80 per cent of the Agency’s cost structure. Although that was clearly a 

high proportion, UNRWA could not deliver services without its staff. It was very difficult for the Agency to 

reduce staff costs, which made up the bulk of the General Fund, because it had little flexibility in that regard. 

As a consequence of the recent salary increases, UNRWA had exceeded its salary reserve for 2012 and had 

depleted the salary reserve for 2013. New demands for salary increases were bound to arise because of the 

Agency’s pay policy. It was anticipated that such demands would be made in Lebanon by the end of 2012, 

leading to tough negotiations with the staff unions. He therefore once again called on host countries to give 

UNRWA their support with regard to salaries. 
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100. In the long term, the Agency must analyse the linkage between its pay scales and those of the public 

sector in the host countries. However, abandoning the present system and offering salaries lower than those 

paid by the public sector would make it difficult to recruit qualified staff, particularly at a time when the 

Agency was carrying out comprehensive reforms. UNRWA would nonetheless consider various means to 

control staff costs, including reducing the workforce by attrition and looking at the differential between Agency 

and public sector salaries. In that connection, he reiterated that the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 must 

include a workforce plan.  

101. The fundamental challenge facing the Agency was structural. It was mandated to deliver essential 

services to an ever-greater number of refugees in the face of ever-rising costs while relying exclusively on 

voluntary contributions. Although the question of funding would not be resolved easily, it must be given 

priority in the forthcoming discussions concerning the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021. 

The meeting was suspended at 11.50 a.m. and resumed at 12.20 p.m. 

Mr. Ansoáin (Spain) took the Chair. 

Update on progress made in implementing advice and assistance to the Commissioner-General, including 

with regard to reform 

102. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General) said that UNRWA staff had analysed the 37 recommendations 

made by the Advisory Commission in 2011 and had identified the salient concerns. Those included the 

financial sustainability of the Agency, plans to expand the donor base, issues related to the budget, the need to 

refocus emergency programmes and appeals, and the resource allocation mechanism. The Advisory 

Commission would also be given more detailed information concerning the reform initiative, resource 

mobilization plans and budgetary matters. 

103. In respect of the reform initiative, he acknowledged that there was a need for greater clarity in 

reporting the costs of the reforms and the benefits that they were expected to generate. He emphasized that, in 

addition to securing the necessary financial resources, resistance to change should not be underestimated as an 

obstacle to full implementation of the plan. The field office directors had confirmed that the family health team 

approach was generating good results. In education, UNRWA had yet to determine how much savings would be 

generated by reform and how best to use the resources freed, particularly in the context of a $60 million budget 

shortfall.  

104. It was expected that the activity-based costing exercise would help answer questions regarding the 

relationship between the various funding portals and activities on the ground. The West Bank Field Office, in 

particular, was carefully assessing its use of emergency funds. 

105. The External Relations and Communications Department would be working to centralize fundraising, 

an objective that would require discipline on the part of both UNRWA and donors. Concluding multi-year 

donor agreements was another top priority. Australia and the United Kingdom had signed such agreements and 

other donors were following their lead.  

106. Improving internal communications would be an important part of implementing the proposed reforms, 

and that effort would be led by the Director of External Relations and Communications. Internal 

communications must also include the refugees and the staff unions, because they were directly affected by 

some of the critical issues confronting UNRWA, such as the potential for food shortages in Gaza and the 

challenge of raising staff salaries. Creating a comprehensive accountability framework was another key project, 

which he hoped would be under way by November 2012. 

107. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General), accompanying her statement with a digital slide 

presentation, said that the ambitious reform initiative would effect systemic changes in the core services 

provided to refugees. UNRWA had adopted a measured approach to reform, beginning two years earlier with an 

external review of its programmes, which had assessed refugees’ needs in areas such as health and education. 

That had been followed by the development of reform strategies and policies based on global best practices. 

Feasibility and costing exercises currently under way sought to determine what changes were possible based on 

the resources available and the reality on the ground. It was expected that the reforms would be implemented 

gradually over a period of two to three years. An external evaluation of the reform initiative would be the last 

step in the process. 

108. Education was the largest UNRWA programme and involved the most complex set of reforms, which 

had been developed with the support of United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
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(UNESCO), and the Governments of the United States, Ireland and Switzerland. A key reform activity was a 

school-based teacher development programme, which was designed to address a perceived decline in the 

quality of education and overhaul teaching methods, shifting the emphasis from rote learning to developing 

students’ problem-solving and critical thinking skills. The first phase would focus on retraining 13,000 primary 

school teachers in all five areas of operation. Multimedia training modules had been tested and had generated a 

positive response from teachers. The retraining process would begin in September 2012 with primary school 

teachers. With the support of the Government of Switzerland, training materials would be produced for the 

higher grade levels, and it was expected that all teachers would be trained by 2013.  

109. Establishing a comprehensive human rights curriculum was another priority. A human rights education 

policy had been adopted and a learner competency framework had been developed, which set out the human 

rights skills and competencies to be acquired by students by grade level. Existing UNRWA materials as well as 

resources from other agencies would be analysed and integrated within the framework; new materials would 

also be developed and pre-tested in Jordan and the West Bank.  

110. Progress on education reforms would be measured using indicators focused on refugees. In two years, 

UNRWA had succeeded in developing a holistic, Agency-wide education plan, which was now in the 

operational planning phase. It was important to note that existing resources had been used to carry out most 

education reform activities to date, including the development of training materials. 

111. With regard to health-care reform, the focus was on improving refugees’ access to the health system 

through the family health team approach. Fourteen health centres were piloting the approach in all UNRWA 

areas of operation, with a view to improving the quality of care for half a million refugees. The second phase of 

reform involved implementing the e-health system, which helped to decrease doctors’ workload through 

evidence-based managed health care. So far, the system had been fully implemented in nine health centres. 

Patients had been highly satisfied with the health-care system reforms. Furthermore, medical consultations had 

been reduced by between 10 and 20 per cent, thus enhancing the quality of time health professionals spent with 

patients.  

112. Efforts were being made to create links between the health, education, and relief and social services 

programmes. For example, a programme to offer comprehensive health services, including vision, hearing and 

dental screenings, was being tested in schools.  

113. The reform of relief and social services presented more serious challenges. The Relief and Social 

Services Department had been restructured to improve links with emergency services and take into 

consideration the needs of vulnerable groups such as women, youth and persons with disabilities.  

114. It had been found that food assistance packages were not an effective social transfer mechanism, as 

they did not offer refugees opportunities to transition out of poverty. Research on UNRWA relief and social 

services and global best practices had shown that direct cash assistance was a much more effective mechanism 

for bridging the poverty gap. However, moving the primary social transfer from food to cash assistance 

required a sustainable, indexed funding resource. That requirement raised several difficult questions, given the 

already scarce funds available for food assistance. For example, if resources were not sufficient to provide full 

cash assistance packages, either the number of beneficiaries would need to be reduced or the scope of 

assistance packages would need to be scaled back. The advice of the Advisory Commission on such matters 

would be important, as the issues touched on humanitarian principles and were highly politically charged. 

115. With regard to human resources management, reforms related to talent management, performance 

management and staff development were on schedule and would be completed by 2013. However, it had been 

decided that it would be too costly to implement reforms related to compensation and classification 

performance management as set out in the organizational development plan. Any future work in respect of 

compensation and classification should therefore focus only those aspects that urgently required reform. Under 

the guidance of the Finance Department, the Agency was preparing to introduce an ERP in partnership with 

WFP. In addition, UNRWA had made a smooth transition from employing UNSAS to IPSAS in its financial 

management.  

116. The Advisory Committee on Resource Allocation had been established to improve transparency and 

support efforts to create closer linkages between resource allocation and programme planning processes. 

Implementation management groups worked to resolve operational challenges and helped ensure coordination 

among the field offices throughout the reform process. An Agency-wide stocktaking exercise had been 
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conducted to examine internal communication processes; all areas of reform included an internal 

communications plan. 

117. The cost of the reform initiative was a matter of concern. While most of the transformation required a 

one-time investment, some programmes required sustainable funding. Preliminary estimates were currently 

being revised to ensure that the collateral and recurrent costs of the reform initiatives were taken into account. 

A costing exercise was under way to identify potential sources of savings; that exercise could have an impact 

on the staffing structure. Given that the Agency already provided a large number of services at a low cost, 

drastic reductions were not possible. It was expected that many of the efficiencies would instead be generated 

through improved service quality. For example, improving the quality of education would reduce the need for 

remedial classes, while better preventive care would decrease the need for medical services and hospitalization. 

The question of class size in particular was under review, as the current average class size was below the limit 

set out in the UNRWA education policy. Increasing the average class size by one student would not be 

detrimental to educational outcomes and could generate savings of between $3 million and $4 million. 

118. The next step in the process was to continue with the costing exercise and raise funds for the planned 

reforms. The reform plan would be included in planning documents for the next biennium and the medium-

term strategy for 2016-2021. UNRWA staff and the Advisory Commission would be continuously apprised of 

developments in the process. 

119. Mr. Rehof (Denmark), Chair of the Sub-Committee, said that, based on the recommendations made by 

the Advisory Commission in 2011, Sub-Committee meetings in the first half of 2012 had focused on the budget 

and reform process. In that connection, he noted that the need for dialogue between management and 

stakeholders had emerged as a cross-cutting issue. The most intense debate had concerned the need for 

UNRWA to provide more basic information on its budget and related decision-making processes in a timely 

manner, in line with Advisory Commission recommendations.  

120. The experience of the Gaza Field Office in 2012 highlighted some of the issues that should be 

discussed within a more general framework. For example, donors had questioned how budget priorities were 

determined in Gaza. Given that the Agency had some $1 billion at its disposal, they wondered why the Gaza 

Field Office had been forced to cancel the Summer Games, cut employment programmes and scale back food 

distribution. In addition, funding streams appeared to be creating unequal conditions. UNRWA had stated that 

there was a lack of funds to carry out camp improvements, yet the Gaza Field Office had received earmarked 

funds to build quality housing that far exceeded any amount available through general operating funds. 

Nevertheless, the Subcommittee was encouraged by the assurances given by Agency management that it would 

clarify budget issues. 

121. UNRWA stakeholders had been presented with comprehensive strategies for education and health 

reform. His delegation welcomed the progress made in those sectors but remained concerned about the work to 

be done in relief and social services. In an environment of financial constraints, it was more important than 

ever to find solutions that would benefit the Palestine refugees without incurring additional costs. The 

Subcommittee had discussed the short- and long-term benefits of reforms and would continue to consider 

costing matters during the latter half of 2012. 

122. The Agency’s financial crisis and the limited prospects of increasing its funding were matters of 

concern for all stakeholders committed to securing the rights and meeting the needs of refugees. It was in the 

Agency’s interest to provide the Subcommittee with timely and accurate information with regard to its 

budgeting and decision-making process as well as the progress made in reform. Without such information, it 

would be difficult to reach an understanding among donors and host countries concerning the Agency’s major 

priorities, challenges and strategies. 

123. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that it was important to note that there were different strains of 

thought within the Subcommittee and the statement made by the Chair of the Subcommittee did not reflect the 

opinion of all members.  

124. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that her delegation welcomed the progress made in 

implementing reforms in health and education services as well as the costing work under way. The goals of the 

reform initiative was to ensure the Agency’s services were in line with best practices and would generate 

savings in the long term. The proposal to transfer assistance from food to cash was of particular concern. Her 

delegation requested more details concerning the long-term costs of the initiative and an explanation as to how 
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the cost had been estimated. Such information was critical to justifying her Government’s support for the 

General Fund over the next three years. 

125. Ms. Clements (United States of America) commended UNRWA for including consideration of the 

Advisory Commission’s recommendations on the agenda. That action demonstrated that the Agency was 

committed to fostering its partnership with donor and host countries. Her delegation was pleased with the 

progress made in implementing health reforms, in particular the family health team approach. However, 

information on costing should be provided to the Advisory Commission before the programme was fully 

implemented. She supported the comments that had been made by the representative of Denmark and 

encouraged UNRWA to provide clarification regarding its budgeting and decision-making processes. Her 

delegation was eager to participate in the development of the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 and work 

with host and donor countries to help UNRWA address its chronic budget shortfalls.  

126. Ms. Stanghed (Sweden) said that, while the Agency had improved the quality of information it 

provided, it should continue to improve its communication with traditional donors concerning financial and 

budgetary matters. Such efforts would enhance its credibility and attract additional funding. Comparative data 

on the relationship between service delivery and Agency overhead and payroll costs would be appreciated, as 

well as projections of future budget growth.  

127. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that the technical details provided by the Commissioner-General in 

his opening statement facilitated understanding of the challenges facing UNRWA. The relationship between the 

General Fund and the emergency appeals remained unclear; more information on plans to review the 

functioning of the latter would be especially welcome. Recalling that budget pressures had led to the 

cancellation of the Gaza Summer Games, he said that the European Union had earmarked funding for that 

important youth activity in its contribution to the 2013 General Fund. 

128. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that the discussion of the reform initiative must involve donors, 

host Governments and UNRWA. His delegation stood ready to facilitate that dialogue, if necessary. 

129. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General) said that the detailed costs of the reforms would be 

determined in the coming months and shared with Advisory Commission members. Regarding the request for 

data on overhead, she noted that such information had been provided in 2011 and could be easily shared with 

members again. UNRWA had a small headquarters structure and its overhead was very low; most fixed and 

variable costs were related to service delivery. 

The meeting was suspended at 1.20 p.m. and resumed at 2.50 p.m. 

Financial situation 

130. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance), accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, 

said that, UNRWA had provided detailed implementation plans that specified exactly how funds were spent. 

The Agency also shared with donors detailed financial information, including the monthly finance report 

prepared for the Commissioner-General.  

131. Approximately 60 per cent of contributions to the budget were in currencies other than the United 

States dollar, which was the Agency’s operational currency, and were therefore subject to foreign exchange 

exposure. UNRWA was the only United Nations system agency that actively managed foreign exchange 

exposure by using foreign exchange hedges. It was projected that foreign exchange hedging carried out in 2011 

would net the Agency almost $12 million and help it reduce the budget deficit. 

132. The budget deficit currently stood at $62.8 million, while expenditure was growing faster than income. 

At the end of 2011, the deficit had been $41 million under the United Nations system accounting standards 

(UNSAS). If an expected $76 million payment from the United States was not received by 15 July 2012, the 

Agency would be forced to defer payment of July 2012 salaries and suspend creditor payments. As things 

stood, it would not be able to pay salaries in November and December 2012. 

In 2012, UNRWA had begun reporting financial information in accordance with the International Public Sector 

Accounting Standards (IPSAS), which were based on accrual accounting. Under IPSAS, the key measure was 

net equity or, in the context of the United Nations system, working capital. As at 1 January 2012, the Agency’s 

working capital was $9.2 million, which was equivalent to approximately one week’s expenditure. By the end 

of 2012, that amount would be negative.  
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133. UNRWA was the only United Nations system organization that had successfully migrated to IPSAS 

without installing a new ERP system. Instead of relying on consultants, UNRWA staff had modified the 

existing ERP system to accommodate IPSAS, saving the Agency some $5 to $10 million. In July 2012, the 

United Nations Board of Auditors would conduct an audit of the opening balance sheet, followed by a full audit 

in early 2013 of the accounts for 2012. 

134. The Board of Auditors had also recently completed its audit of UNRWA accounts for the biennium 

2010-2011 and would issue its report in the near future. The result of the audit had been excellent, with the 

Audit Board finding that only 9 of the 61 recommendations it had made in its previous report were outstanding. 

Moreover, none of the new or outstanding recommendations concerned finance.  

135. Updating the Advisory Commission on the activity-based costing exercise, he said that the 

international consultants retained by the Agency had completed their study. The purpose of the study had been 

to define key activities, determine the department or office responsible for each activity and cost those 

activities. The study had found that there were marked variances in the cost of similarly defined activities in 

different departments and offices. The next steps would be to consult with managers in order to validate the 

findings and determine the extent to which the Agency could reduce costs and overhead without affecting its 

ability to deliver services.  

136. With regard to replacing the outdated ERP system, UNRWA was saving several million dollars by 

partnering with WFP to adapt its IPSAS-compliant system to meet the Agency’s needs. It was anticipated that 

the new system would be operational by the end of 2013. 

137. Mr. Lombardo (Director of External Relations and Communications), accompanying his statement 

with a digital slide presentation, said that UNRWA had begun implementing its resource mobilization strategy 

in January 2012. The goals of the strategy, which the Advisory Commission had approved at its meeting in 

November 2011, were to deepen the Agency’s relationship with its traditional donors, diversify its donor base 

and develop its capacity to mobilize resources and manage donor relations.  

138. Among the measures that had been taken to deepen the relationship with donors was the conclusion of 

multi-year funding agreements such as those that had been recently signed by Australia, Luxembourg and the 

United Kingdom. Such agreements provided the Agency with predictable funding and were increasingly 

finding favour with donors.  

139. With regard to strategic planning, he said that the Advisory Commission must be closely involved in 

the formulation of the field and headquarters implementation strategies as well as the medium-term strategy. 

From a strategic perspective, UNRWA was at a critical juncture in its history. The current circumstances 

offered the Advisory Commission a unique opportunity to shape the Agency’s future. His office would 

therefore strive to enhance communication with the Advisory Commission and provide it with the most up-to-

date and useful information concerning the work that lay ahead. 

140. Increased or new contributions by Middle East and emerging market countries were among the first 

fruits of the Agency’s efforts to diversify its donor base. UNRWA officials had travelled to Indonesia, Malaysia 

and Singapore and would soon head to Argentina, Brazil, Chile and India in order to solidify relations with 

those countries and pursue possible funding opportunities. In the second half of 2012, the Agency would begin 

developing a strategy to enhance ties with traditional donors, in particular the European countries.  

141. With regard to private partnership, UNRWA was revamping its website in order to increase 

contributions from individual donors. It was also taking measures that would make it more effective at 

advertising to and maintaining ties with such donors. The Agency had recently held discussions with two 

advertising companies with a view to enhancing its branding capacity and would soon conclude an agreement 

for an advertising and branding campaign. Efforts were also under way to develop relationships with private 

foundations, particularly in the United States, and foster ties with national committees such as UNRWAce.  

142. Strengthening project management and project reporting were crucial to developing internal capacity. 

To that end, UNRWA had focused its efforts on closing projects that had been outstanding for some time and 

improving the quality of its reporting. The Agency would soon hire a full-time project manager who would 

work in close cooperation with the Gaza-based project management unit. 

143. With regard to project prioritization, it was expected that the Advisory Committee on Resource 

Allocation would play an increasingly greater role in assessing projects, particularly with regard to their 
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financial implications. The Agency also continued to work on improving internal communications, in line with 

the recommendations set out in the organizational development evaluation. 

144. UNRWA would continue to execute its resource mobilization strategy and expected that, by 2014, the 

resources contributed by non-traditional donors would amount to 16 per cent of the General Fund. In that 

connection, it should be noted that the Agency had just begun to cultivate non-traditional donors and develop 

private partnerships; it would take some time for those initiatives to yield significant results. UNRWA would 

also press ahead with its project management and project prioritization efforts, and would strive to improve 

communications both with donors and within the Agency.  

145. The Chair, speaking in his capacity as the representative of Jordan, said it was clear that UNRWA was 

diligently striving to attract new donors. In that connection, he wished to welcome Brazil, Iraq, Qatar and the 

United Arab Emirates as friends of the Agency. It was also evident that UNRWA had made great strides in 

improving its operations. He called on the international community to come to the aid of the Agency and help it 

to continue delivering the services on which the Palestine refugees relied. 

146. Ms. Hayes (Ireland) wished to know whether there were plans to establish other national committees 

similar to UNRWAce. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) National Committees could potentially 

serve as a model.  

147. Mr. Lombardo (Director of External Relations and Communications) said that UNRWA did not have 

the human and financial resources required to establish national committees along the lines of the UNICEF 

National Committees. In addition, the politically sensitive nature of its work limited its fundraising potential. 

The countries targeted for fundraising therefore had to be selected carefully to make the best use of resources. 

Spain and Italy offered the best opportunities at present. The Commissioner-General had also received an 

enthusiastic response from the private sector during his recent visit to Turkey. When a mission generated a 

positive response, a national committee could be established or pro bono representation arranged in order to 

follow up on opportunities. He hoped to report on additional possibilities at the November 2012 meeting of the 

Advisory Commission. 

148. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that her delegation welcomed the honest accounting of the 

Agency’s financial situation. She commended the great improvement in the financial management of UNRWA 

over time. Recognizing that donors could be more specific regarding the information they desired, she clarified 

that her delegation would appreciate more details on future budgeting priorities. 

149. Her Government was committed to providing continuous support to UNRWA and had recently 

announced that it would contribute £107 million annually to the Agency for the next three years. However, 

given the stagnant political process, it was important to note that it had not been easy to secure that funding. 

She wished to know how the preliminary results of the activity-based costing exercise would be used to reduce 

the cost of service delivery in the future. 

150. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that, over the past year, UNRWA had made noticeable 

improvement with regard to transparency and programme quality. He thanked the Director of Finance for his 

candour and the quality of his presentation and praised the management team for its cohesiveness and 

commitment to fulfilling the Agency’s mandate. 

151. Ms. Clements (United States of America) said that her delegation also appreciated the detailed and 

frank accounting of the Agency’s expenditures. Recalling that, in his opening statement, the Commissioner-

General had noted that $6 million in expenditures relating to the ERP programme had been deferred, she 

wondered whether the goal of deploying the ERP system by 2013 would also have to be delayed owing to 

budget constraints.  

152. She also wished to know whether UNRWA had devised a back-up plan, in case it was unable to raise 

the funds it required to pay salaries in November and December 2012. Lastly, while her delegation welcomed 

the increasingly important role of the Advisory Committee on Resource Allocation in creating links between 

discrete projects and the Agency’s broader priorities, it also called on that body to provide regular and prompt 

updates on its decisions.  

153. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance, UNRWA) said that, of the $6 million referred to by the 

representative of the United States; $4.7 million was associated with the deferment to 2013 of licensing fees for 

the ERP system. While the timeline for ERP implementation was aggressive, any further delays would cause 
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the Agency to incur substantial additional costs. For example, extending the ERP project over a two-year 

timeline would require additional expenditure of approximately $1 million per month. 

154. The Agency had a mandate that it was not prepared to abandon. Should it face a crisis, it would reach 

out to the international community to help it fulfil that mandate, as it had throughout its 60-year history. 

155. Mr. Lombardo (Director of External Relations and Communications) said that his top priority was to 

find new donors. Doing so would address some of the concerns expressed by Advisory Commission members. 

156. Considerable efforts had been made to improve reporting on specific projects. In addition, best 

practices concerning the financial administration of projects and managers’ responsibilities had been developed 

and disseminated throughout the Agency. 

157. New project proposals were assessed on the basis of the mid-term strategy and the state of the General 

Fund. He was personally committed to improving transparency and would make that objective an integral part 

of his role. 

158. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that the European Union offered predictable funding to UNRWA 

and had been one of the first donors to sign a multi-year agreement. In 2012, it had provided the Agency with 

$123 million, a sum that was $40 million more than the amount it had originally pledged. It was willing to 

provide further assistance, but required some clarification regarding the source of recurrent budget shortfalls. 

Such efforts would also help to strengthen the Agency’s fundraising efforts.  

159. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General), responding to the representative of the United States, said that 

every effort was being made to close the funding gap and avoid a financial crisis. Should the General Fund 

become entirely depleted, the requisite response was obvious: UNRWA would have to suspend some or all of 

its operations. He trusted that such a situation could be avoided, as negotiations concerning additional funding 

were under way with several donors. Advisory Commission members would be alerted if a crisis were looming; 

they would then have to work with UNRWA to make difficult decisions that would undoubtedly have 

consequences extending far beyond the scope of UNRWA operations. It was important to note that support for 

the General Fund had not increased by more than $3 million since 2010, yet the refugee population had 

increased every year. Furthermore, factors such as inflation and increasing fuel costs further strained resources.  

160. The medium-term strategy approved in 2009 would soon be undergoing a review. Should the Advisory 

Committee choose to fully endorse the new medium-term strategy, UNRWA would undertake to seek the 

funding required to carry it out.  

161. He recognized that many traditional donors were often the ones to fill funding gaps and thanked them 

for their support. New donors must be found to support core funding as well as projects. Without such support, 

the Agency would not be viable in the future. Brazil and Turkey were leading the way among middle-income 

countries. He hoped that Iraq would offer inspiration to other Arab States to support the General Fund. The $60 

million shortfall was indeed a small sum if it was viewed as a shared burden. Such an approach would also 

decrease tensions and allow all stakeholders to focus on providing quality services to the Palestine refugees. 

The meeting was suspended at 4.05 p.m. 
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19 June 2012 

The meeting was reconvened at 9.30 a.m.  

Mr. Aqrabawi (Jordan) resumed the Chair. 

Budget and medium-term strategy process 

162. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General) drew the Advisory Commission’s attention to the draft note 

on budget and medium-term strategy processes, which outlined the Agency’s short-, medium- and long-term 

plans and strategic timelines for the next 10 years. Formal and informal consultations with host and donor 

Governments would be critical to the development of the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021, which would 

be fully costed and include plans to improve the Agency’s transparency and sustainability. She noted that, in 

order to maintain the institutional structure of UNRWA headquarters horizontal, the Programme Coordination 

and Support Unit would not be made into a planning directorate, as had been recommended in the 

organizational development plan. However, the Unit would be reorganized to assume some budget planning 

functions. 

163. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance), accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, 

said that donors had requested an explanation of the Agency’s funding structure, in particular the General 

Fund. The vast majority of costs covered by the General Fund were fixed from year to year, with labour 

accounting for 85 per cent of total costs. Although UNRWA did not intend to reduce its workforce, such an 

action would entail additional expenditure, including substantial payments for early voluntary retirement, and 

defer the possibility of achieving any savings. Operational expenses, including utilities and insurance, 

accounted for another 10 per cent of the General Fund; such expenses increased by approximately 10 per cent 

annually. In view of those facts, it was clear that the 2013 General Fund budget did not provide much latitude 

for reductions in expenditure. 

164. The UNRWA funding portal structure was based on the structure used by the United Nations system. 

The General Fund provided for UNRWA core services, including food assistance and health and education 

services. The “projects” portal existed to accommodate donors that wished to fund earmarked activities not 

covered by the General Fund. The “emergency appeal” funding portal enabled the Agency to respond to 

emergency conditions created by external factors, as was the case in Gaza and the West Bank.  

165. In discussions with UNRWA management, Advisory Commission members had requested more 

transparency in relation to projects, including information regarding their impact on field offices, programmes 

and the General Fund. In that regard, he recognized that UNRWA needed to improve its financial guidelines 

regarding project management, closure and budgeting.  

166. The overall UNRWA budget for 2013 had been approved by the United Nations General Assembly. The 

detailed budget allocations had yet to be finalized, and guidelines and templates would be developed in the 

coming months. However, as the vast majority of 2013 expenditures were well-known and fixed, the major 

outstanding questions concerned income. The declining exchange rate of the euro to the dollar was a matter of 

concern, given that a large proportion of voluntary contributions were made in euros. In 2012, the euro-dollar 

exchange rate had dropped from 1.41 to 1.25. An average exchange rate of 1.20 in 2013 would result in a $20 

million loss, leading to a cash deficit of $80-90 million. Directors had been informed that their resources would 

not be increasing and that the Agency would face a climate of austerity in 2013. 

167. Budget hearing meetings would be held in October 2012, and a draft 2013 budget would be presented 

for discussion before the next session of the Advisory Committee. For the first time, the UNRWA budget would 

present an integrated view of the three funding portals. Guidelines and templates for the 2014-2015 budget 

would also be presented in October 2012.  

168. The medium-term strategy for 2010-2015 had been an important step for UNRWA in terms of 

institutional planning. The next step was to integrate a full costing into the development of the medium-term 

strategy for 2016-2021, which would include programme activities under the various funding portals. Feedback 

from Advisory Commission members regarding the draft timetables, guidelines, and roles and responsibilities 

relating to the development of the medium-term strategy would be welcome.  

169. Mr. Rehof (Denmark) said that an integrated budget that accounted for the various funding streams 

would be a welcome measure and would satisfy donors’ concerns. He supported the idea of holding a special 

Sub-Committee meeting concerning the 2013 budget. Costing the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 was 

another critical issue for donors.  
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170. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that the medium-term strategy should reflect the priorities and 

concerns of donors, host countries and UNRWA. The early stages of the strategy development process were an 

opportune time to integrate budget forecasts and other issues of interest.  

171. Ms. Clements (United States of America) supported the comments made by the representative of 

Switzerland and noted that the process of developing the medium-term strategy for 2010-2015 had not been 

sufficiently consultative and had placed too great an emphasis on bilateral discussions. Her delegation 

supported the plans for developing the next medium-term strategy and stressed that a collaborative process was 

needed.  

172. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) asked whether the new budget format would place additional activities 

under the General Fund. He also wondered why the emergency appeal funding portal, which was to be used to 

respond to emergencies, would be included in the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021.  

173. Mr. Laufenberg (Director of Finance) said that there would be no change to the structure of the 

General Fund budget. The goal was to present an integrated view of all funding portals of the 2013 budget, so 

as to better understand the Agency’s total requirements and likely expenditures.  

174. Ms. Cameron (United Kingdom) said that her delegation welcomed plans to conduct a full costing of 

the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021. She agreed that the development of the strategy should be a 

consultative process, and in that regard, expressed concerns about the compressed timetable for Advisory 

Commission consultations on the process. The 2011 evaluation of the organizational development process had 

found that planning should be more focused on results. In that regard, her Government expected UNRWA to 

communicate its priorities and their budget implications, particularly in connection with the General Fund, to 

ensure that there was a shared responsibility for funding and meeting the Agency’s objectives. 

175. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that measures must be taken to ensure that UNRWA had 

sufficient resources on hand to respond to unforeseen developments, such as the recent salary increase that had 

been granted to the staff of the Jordan Field Office. Although the salary demands of staff had been justified, the 

needs of the refugees must remain paramount. Having a financial reserve would enable the Agency to respond 

to staff needs without curtailing services. 

Mr. Ansoáin (Spain) took the Chair 

Harmonized reporting framework 

176. Mr. de Bold (Senior Monitoring and Evaluation Officer), accompanying his statement with a digital 

slide presentation, said that he would summarize the discussions that took place during the Sub-Committee 

meeting in May 2012 concerning monitoring and evaluation of the Agency and the process of developing the 

2011 Harmonized UNRWA-Donor Report. The Agency had been working to strengthen its monitoring and 

evaluation processes, including by emphasizing results and indicators in its planning documents and 

developing a harmonized reporting framework.  

177. The first harmonized report, produced in 2010, was part of an effort to improve the quality of the 

Agency’s reporting and adopt the principles behind the international aid effectiveness agenda. Producing a 

consolidated report substantially reduced the amount of time and resources spent on reporting to donors. 

Previously, separate reports had been prepared for each donor at different times of the year, using various 

indicators, in different formats and reporting methodologies. By concentrating on a single report, UNRWA was 

able to provide a consolidated and agreed format and methodology that included a consistent set of indicators 

with results analysis that met donors’ needs.  

178. Participants had agreed to update the indicators used in the annual report in line with the field 

implementation plans on a biennial basis, establish a forum for UNRWA and the Commission to engage in 

technical dialogue concerning the contents of the report and produce an Arabic version of the report. In that 

connection, he noted that translation had been completed ahead of schedule. He encouraged donors to use the 

harmonized reporting framework to find the information they needed and welcomed their feedback regarding 

other information that would improve the quality of the report. 

179. Mr. Thorpe (Australia) said that the harmonized reporting initiative had been a strong multilateral 

effort. The report would better communicate the good work done by the Agency and reduce its administrative 

burden. His delegation encouraged other donors to use the report.  
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180. Ms. Stanghed (Sweden) said that her Government’s support for the General Fund and emergency 

appeal was based on humanitarian principles. Having a clear picture of the Agency’s accomplishments in that 

regard was an important aspect of its reporting requirements. Her delegation would welcome the opportunity to 

work with UNRWA to improve the information provided in that regard, including updating the terminology 

employed. 

181. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) wondered how the harmonized report differed from the Commissioner-

General’s report and the technical reports produced by the Health Department, the Education Department and 

the Relief and Social Services Department.  

182. Mr. de Bold (Senior Monitoring and Evaluation Officer) said that the biennial updates of the reporting 

framework would include a review of terminology and/or methodology. Some terms related to education had 

already been revised in the 2012-2013 report framework (for example, using international methodology 

standards for the calculation of the drop out indicator in the basic education cycle). 

183. The harmonized report provided a balance between the needs expressed by donors to have less 

technical information included in the department reports and but more information and data on results than the 

succinct Commissioner-General’s report to the United Nations General Assembly.. In addition, the report 

satisfied the need for a periodic update of results against the planned achievements as outlined in biennium 

implementation plans. .  

The meeting was suspended at 10.15 a.m. and resumed at 11.40 a.m. 

Mr. Ansoáin (Spain), Vice-Chair, took the Chair. 

Microfinance 

184. Mr. Pollock (Director of Microfinance), accompanying his statement with a digital slide presentation, 

said that transforming the UNRWA microfinance programme into an independent microfinance institution 

would expand and improve the services available to the Palestine refugees and low-income populations. 

Although there were several banks in the region, more than 80 per cent of Palestinian adults in the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip did not have access to a bank account, while in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, less than 20 per cent 

had access to a savings account or were able to obtain a loan from a financial institution.  

185. The UNRWA microfinance programme played a significant role in the region’s finance sector. For 

example, in 2008, the programme had accounted for 10 to 14 per cent of credits issued in the occupied 

Palestinian territory. Furthermore, the programme was financially and operationally self-sufficient; it had not 

received any subsidies from UNRWA funds, including the General Fund, since 1997. For the past four years, it 

had been meeting all its operating costs from interest earned on loans and had achieved an average net income 

of $1 million per year. Profits were reinvested in financing new loans, establishing new branch offices and 

funding such infrastructure requirements as information technology. Its independently produced and externally 

audited financial statements were in line with private sector standards. Its operating income had increased from 

$5 million in 2008 to $9 million in 2011. 

186. With regard to social performance, the goal of the microfinance programme was to provide profitable 

and inclusive services to those at the bottom of the social pyramid. Loans were provided to non-refugees in 

order to ensure a large enough pool of clients to keep services sustainable. The programme had been 

recognized as a pioneer in social performance management in the Arab region. Social performance was 

monitored using social indicators and measured using standard simple poverty scorecards. The programme’s 

financial and social performance was benchmarked annually against other microfinance institutions, using the 

global standards established by the Microfinance Information eXchange (MIX). In 2011, some 31 per cent of 

clients had been youth aged 18 to 30 and 37 per cent had been women. About 74 per cent of the programme’s 

services had been used to support microenterprises, mostly small businesses that had been operating in the 

informal sector. 

187. With 21 branch offices, UNRWA had the most extensive microfinance operation in the eastern 

Mediterranean region; it was expected to grow to over 30 branch offices and 600 staff members by 2015. In the 

past 20 years, it had financed 275,000 loans valued at $311 million. However, a capital gap hampered any 

further expansion of the programme. The programme required some $40 million to achieve its goal of 

providing 100,000 loans by 2015, and an additional $50 million was required to scale-up the housing 

microfinance programme from 100 to 3,000 loans per year. The programme had reached the limit of what could 
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be achieved through grant financing; transforming the microfinance programme into a regulated financial 

institution was the rational way to support future growth. 

188. Not only would such transformation increase access to capital, it would also expand the types of 

financial services available to low-income populations. Unlike most microfinance programmes of its size, the 

UNRWA programme was not permitted to borrow funds commercially, limiting its ability to expand. 

Furthermore, UNRWA had virtually exhausted its ability to gain grant-based funding. Given that the delivery of 

education, health, relief and other social services was the Agency’s top priority, the microfinance programme 

must seek other sources of financing in order to reach new clients.  

189. As an unregulated microfinance provider, the programme could not provide savings account services, 

which were even more important than microcredit services in empowering those excluded from formal 

financial systems. Transforming the microfinance programme into a financial institution regulated by the 

relevant authorities in Jordan, the Syrian Arab Republic and the occupied Palestinian territory would enable 

refugees and other low-income groups to save their earnings for future needs. Furthermore, as the UNRWA 

programme became an increasingly important part of the financial system across the region, it should be 

subject to the regulations that governed the microfinance industry. 

190. More precisely, “transformation” was the process by which a non-governmental microfinance 

institution or project was transformed into a regulated financial services institution. The process would involve 

the transfer of the programme’s loan portfolio, assets, liabilities and employees to a new shareholding 

company. The new entity would be licensed and comply with all laws and regulations, including taxation and 

labour laws. Specifically, it would follow the licensing requirements in each jurisdiction and be regulated by 

the Central Bank of the Syrian Arab Republic and the Palestine Monetary Authority. In the case of Jordan, the 

Central Bank would likely be the regulatory authority, although the Ministry of Planning and International 

Cooperation was reviewing the matter. 

191. The direct cost of financing the transformation process was estimated at $2 million. That amount 

would cover the services of a senior asset management and consulting firm that would make the necessary 

preparations for the licensing and establishment of the new companies; the contracting of an experienced 

transformation advisor to support the process; capacity-building from key donors; and the information 

management and administrative costs of incorporating separate human resource, payroll, audit and other 

systems. 

192. Studies financed by the United States Agency for International Development had laid the technical and 

financial groundwork for the transformation process. The Microfinance Department hoped to build support for 

the process among stakeholders, including the Advisory Commission. It was hoped that the transformation 

could be integrated into the preliminary drafts of the report of the Commissioner-General to the United Nations 

General Assembly and that a timeline of 18 to 24 months could be established in which to complete key related 

activities. 

193. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that, although any programme that benefited the Palestine 

refugees was welcome, the competent authorities in the Syrian Arab Republic would nonetheless appreciate 

further information regarding the transformation of the microfinance programme. 

194. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that the microfinance programme should continue to operate as a relief 

programme funded by donors. The proposal to convert the programme into a financial institution was not in 

line with the Agency’s mandate to carry out direct relief and works programmes. If the structure of the 

microfinance programme prevented it from achieving its goals, it should work with banks in the host countries 

to expand the reach of its financial services. His delegation had discussed the initiative with the Director of 

Microfinance and requested further information in that regard, with a view to holding consultations with the 

competent Jordanian authorities. 

195. Ms. Clements (United States of America) said that her delegation strongly supported the proposal to 

transform the microfinance programme into an independent operation, thereby increasing the benefits available 

to refugees and other low-income populations. The proposal was also emblematic of the type of rational, cost-

effective service delivery the Agency should strive to realize. 

196. Mr. de Bourcy (Luxembourg) said that, while microfinance programmes were not a panacea for 

reducing poverty, they had proven to be an effective means of supporting the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals in a number of developing countries. The microfinance programme was highly relevant to 

key aspects of the Agency’s mandate, including reducing aid dependency and supporting the livelihoods of the 
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Palestine refugees. The development of a broader range of microfinance products, including savings accounts, 

should be a priority. His delegation welcomed the transformation initiative and the efforts made to determine 

its costs. 

197. Mr. Pollock (Director of Microfinance), responding to the representative of the Syrian Arab Republic, 

said that his Department had held encouraging discussions with the Central Bank of the Syrian Arab Republic 

and would keep the General Administration for Palestine Arab Refugees apprised of any developments. The 

microfinance programme in the Syrian Arab Republic had continued to operate under very challenging 

circumstances and remained among the Agency’s largest microfinance programmes.  

198. Responding to the representative of Jordan, he said that the microfinance programme had never been a 

part of the Agency’s Relief and Social Services Department. There was, however, another microfinance service 

in Jordan attached to the Relief and Social Services Department that provided loans to community-based 

organizations.  

199. Recalling that the Microfinance Department was supporting the Ministry of Planning and International 

Cooperation in developing a new microfinance framework for Jordan, he encouraged the Department of 

Palestinian Affairs to also become involved in that dialogue. If microfinance was approached exclusively as a 

refugee issue, the support that could be offered to the microfinance sector in Jordan would be limited. The 

microfinance framework under development included a policy of increasing commercialization, which was 

precisely the area that was limiting the UNRWA microfinance programme. All microfinance institutions in 

Jordan had the ability to take out loans from national banks and international lenders, while the UNRWA 

programme could not, which greatly limited its scope. Best practices dictated that the UNRWA programme 

should operate in the same manner as all microfinance institutions. 

200. Mr. Thorpe (Australia) said that the experience of the countries of the Pacific region had 

demonstrated that transforming microfinance projects into microfinance banks had a positive impact on 

development prospects for the poorest. He encouraged Commission members to support the initiative, which 

would provide tangible benefits to the refugees and their host communities.  

201. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that his delegation also strongly supported the transformation 

proposal. There were countless examples from around the world demonstrating that microfinance services 

should be professional, independent and regulated. He wished to know how the Microfinance Department 

would ensure that the programme’s clients and its social mission would be transferred to the new financial 

institutions. 

202. Mr. Abu Baker (Palestine) said that the proposal to transform the microfinance programme into an 

independent financial institution had provoked much discussion and raised concerns among the Palestinian 

authorities. Transforming the programme into a financial institution would not be in keeping with the Agency’s 

mandate to serve the Palestine refugees. As with any private institution, its activities would be aimed at making 

a profit and serving the interests of its investors, rather than those of its clients. His delegation strongly 

believed that the programme should remain within UNRWA. 

203. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General) said that, as chair of the Microfinance Department Advisory 

Board and as a former development finance professional, she understood host Governments’ concerns 

regarding the need to ensure that refugees remained the recipients of microfinance services. The Advisory 

Board had discussed the need to select successor organizations that had social development mandates and were 

strongly committed to serving refugees. A greater array of services would provide more durable solutions for 

low-income populations.  

204. Mr. Pollock (Director of Microfinance) said that, although keeping UNRWA as the main shareholder 

of a microfinance institution would be the best means of ensuring that the institution served the Agency’s 

mandate, such a solution was prohibited by the laws of the jurisdictions in which UNRWA operated. However, 

there were many ways to ensure that its social vision would remain in place following the transformation of the 

microfinance programme. For example, social performance could be made an integral part of the articles of 

incorporation. The aim of the initiative was not to create a profit-generating enterprise but, rather, to use 

private-sector procedures and markets currently unavailable to UNRWA in order to create a large-scale social 

enterprise that matched the increasingly significant role the microfinance programme played in the region. 

Achieving that objective would undoubtedly result in more and better financial services for a much larger 

number of refugees. The majority of staff in the Agency’s microfinance programmes were Palestine refugees 

who would participate in the transformation process and become the future managers of the new institutions.  
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Engaging youth 

205. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General), accompanying her statement with a digital slide 

presentation, said that after the Brussels stakeholder conference on engaging youth, UNRWA and a small team 

of refugee youth had met in order to consider the Commissioner-General’s 10 commitments to youth. They had 

decided to group the commitments into four categories: commitments related to reform, “conduit” 

commitments, cross-cutting commitments and commitments related to skills development and technical and 

vocational education and training. 

206. The commitments related to reform complemented the ongoing reform efforts in education, 

microfinance and health, and UNRWA would take the lead in implementing those commitments. In education, 

youth would be offered career counselling and development courses while they were still at school and 

teachers would be given the training they needed to provide youth with guidance. Measures would also be 

taken to ensure that all youth, regardless of their abilities, had access to education. Most importantly, the 

curricula must ensure that students acquired the skills they needed to succeed in a competitive marketplace and 

become responsible members of society. 

207. Microfinance was a tool that could help youth make the transition to financial independence. In 

partnership with Silatech, a Qatari foundation, the Agency had launched the Mubadarati microfinance 

programme to support young entrepreneurs. The goal of the programme was to lend youth some $5.75 million 

over the next three years. For its part, UNRWA would seek to increase the number of loans it made to youth by 

63 per cent in the next two years. With regard to health, the Agency had identified type 1 diabetes and young 

women’s transition to motherhood as key areas in which it could support Palestine refugee youth. Type 1 

diabetes affected some 3,400 refugee youth, and that number was growing by 3 per cent per annum. UNRWA 

hoped to raise awareness among youth of that potentially life-threatening condition through a campaign aimed 

at promoting a healthy lifestyle. The Agency would support young mothers by providing them with prenatal 

and postnatal health care. 

208. UNRWA had an important intermediary role to play in the fulfilment of the commitments related to 

communication and scholarships, or “conduit” commitments. The Agency would work with the small but 

dynamic group of youth that had participated in the Brussels conference with a view to identifying messages 

that were important to youth and conveying those messages to target audiences. The commitment to enhanced 

communications was also closely linked to the commitment to increase the participation of youth in the work 

of UNRWA. 

209. The Agency was committed to increasing opportunities for refugee youth to obtain scholarships. That 

goal would be achieved by entering into strategic partnerships and establishing ties with institutions that 

offered scholarships. UNRWA had already identified several opportunities in that regard and would report on 

the progress made at future meetings of the Advisory Commission. (DCG actually said Nov 2012, but I think 

best to rephrase?). 

210. The cross-cutting commitments were related to participation, partnerships and rights. With regard to 

participation, UNRWA operated many programmes, such as the Engaging Youth programme, in which refugees 

actively participated. The best practices from those programmes would be transformed into a set of principles 

that would guide refugee youth participation in the Agency’s work. The Lebanon Field Office, together with 

the American University of Beirut, was exploring ways of establishing regular and dynamic communication 

with youth. Efforts to establish partnerships with the private sector were already under way, and several 

corporations had shown an interest in working with UNRWA and refugee youth on employability initiatives. 

The Agency had also recently concluded a partnership with ILO and was in negotiations with America-Mideast 

Educational and Training Services to make more scholarships available to refugee youth. 

211. One of the key concerns that Palestine refugee youth had emphasized in their dialogue with UNRWA 

was the right to have access to the economy and the labour market. In addressing that concern, the Agency 

would focus not only on ensuring young persons’ right to work, but also on ensuring that youth took 

responsibility for shaping their own future.  

212. Skills development and technical and vocational education and training were also areas of great 

concern to refugee youth. More than anything else, youth wanted to be economically independent. 

Unfortunately, the Agency’s existing technical and vocational education and training programme was 

inadequate and at risk of being marginalized unless it was reformed. Courses must be shorter and more 
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focused, incorporate more on-the-job training and be supplemented by career guidance and placement services. 

Aspiring entrepreneurs should also be given business training and access to microcredit. 

213. Mr. Abu Baker (Palestine) said that his delegation strongly supported the Agency’s commitment to 

youth. However, he was not sure why a particular group of Palestine refugees had been identified as requiring 

more support or help than any other when, in fact, there were groups of refugees, such as victims of terrorism, 

orphans and displaced children, who received no support or help at all. His delegation sought assurances that 

the identification of distinct refugee groups was aimed at serving the interests of the Palestinian people.  

214. He also wondered why it had been necessary to launch a new microfinance programme aimed at youth. 

It would have been better to continue working with the existing microfinance programme, which also gave 

youth access to loans. With regard to rights, Palestine refugee youth should be made aware of all of their 

human rights, the most important of which is the right to live in dignity and security in their own territory.  

215. Mr. Piccolo (European Union) said that, while his delegation appreciated the Deputy Commissioner-

General’s detailed presentation, future reports on progress made in fulfilling the commitments should present 

data disaggregated by gender. With regard to education, he agreed that it was particularly important to offer 

students career counselling while they were still at school and ensure that young persons’ skills were in line 

with labour market needs. The European Union subsidized a highly successful scholarship programme for 

refugee youth in Lebanon to attend Beirut University. In that connection, he encouraged Advisory Commission 

members to support similar initiatives. Lastly, his delegation agreed that microfinance was a cost-effective tool 

for giving youth access to the labour market. 

216. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) proposed that some of the refugee youth who had participated in the 

Brussels conference should be invited to address the Advisory Commission at its meeting in November 2012. 

With regard to scholarships, she said that her Government had several scholarship programmes of which youth 

in the West Bank and Gaza could avail themselves, and would welcome the opportunity to work with UNRWA 

in that regard.  

217. Mr. Sjoerdsma (Netherlands) said that his delegation supported the proposal made by the 

representative of Australia. He wondered how UNRWA would structure its dialogue with youth in order to 

ensure that the Brussels conference would not become a one-time event. 

218. Ms. Stanghed (Sweden) said that her delegation, too, supported the proposal made by the 

representative of Australia. She had attended the Brussels conference and it was clear to her that youth 

preferred a rights-based approach, which must be borne in mind.  

219. Ms. Ellis (Deputy Commissioner-General) said that the discussion on how to ensure the participation 

of youth in the Agency’s work should take place in the field, not at headquarters. Management would work 

with the field offices to determine the best way to reach out to youth in each area of operations. She would 

update the Advisory Commission on progress made in the implementation of the 10 commitments at its 

meeting in November 2012. 

The meeting was suspended at 1.10 p.m. and resumed at 2.30 p.m. 

Mr. Aqrabawi (Jordan) resumed the Chair. 

Adoption of the Chair’s letter to the Commissioner-General 

220. The letter dated 19 June 2012 from the Chair of the Advisory Commission to the Commissioner-

General was adopted with minor drafting changes. 

Adoption of recommendations from the Sub-Committee 

221. The document entitled “Advisory Commission recommendations to the Commissioner-General” was 

adopted. 

Statements by delegations 

222. Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that one of the Advisory Commission’s most pressing tasks 

was to resolve the Agency’s perennial budget crisis. To that end, donors must increase their contributions to the 

General Fund and the donor base should be broadened. For its part, the Syrian Arab Republic had expended 

more than $233 million in 2011 to support the Palestine refugees, who enjoyed the same rights as Syrian 

citizens while retaining their Palestinian nationality. 
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223. Forty-five years after its aggression of 5 June 1967, Israel continued to occupy Arab territories and 

defy United Nations resolutions, including General Assembly resolution 194 (III), which affirmed the right of 

the Palestine refugees to return to their homes. Until that goal was achieved, the international community must 

compel Israel to halt its acts of aggression in all occupied Arab territories and lift its blockade of the Gaza 

Strip.  

224. He commended the Agency’s management team and staff for their dedicated service and thanked host 

and donor countries for their support, which was vital to the continued operation of UNRWA. 

225. Mr. Al Agha (Palestine) said that the financial situation of UNRWA was deteriorating as the needs of 

the Palestine refugees were increasing. Unless the international community took urgent action to address the 

budget shortfall, the Agency would be forced to curtail or suspend some of its programmes and services. Such 

a course of action would have serious repercussions for the refugees and could lead to a humanitarian crisis in 

the camps. The continued operation of UNRWA was vital to regional security and an indication that the 

international community remained committed to resolving the question of the Palestine refugees. 

226. His delegation was following with concern the attempt by certain members of the United States 

Congress to enact a law that would severely restrict the number of Palestinians who were considered refugees. 

If enacted, the law would reduce United States funding for UNRWA and threaten the Agency’s existence. The 

international community, in particular donor countries, should reject such an attempt to undermine the work of 

the United Nations and its humanitarian agencies. 

227. Israel’s ongoing blockade of Gaza and other acts of aggression, as well as the obduracy of its 

Government, undermined any possibility of achieving peace in the Middle East and threatened regional and 

international peace and security. The international community must bring pressure to bear on Israel to 

implement the relevant United Nations resolutions, with a view to achieving a just peace that would enable the 

Palestinian people to exercise the right of self-determination and establish a Palestinian State, with East 

Jerusalem as its capital, on the basis of the 1967 borders. 

228. His delegation rejected any attempt to curtail or put an end to the Agency’s work and stressed the 

importance of giving effect to the declaration made at the conclusion of the 2004 Geneva Conference, whereby 

the international community, UNRWA and host and donor countries had pledged that they would not abandon 

the Palestine refugees.  

229. Mr. Ibrahim (Lebanon) said that Israel’s continued occupation of Palestinian and other Arab territory 

was the root of the conflict in the Middle East. No just and comprehensive peace could be achieved unless 

Israel withdrew from those territories and recognized the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people, including 

the right to establish a Palestinian State with Jerusalem as its capital. In that connection, his Government 

reiterated its call for the implementation of General Assembly resolution 194 (III) and all other resolutions 

relevant to the question of the Palestine refugees. His Government rejected all Israeli settlement-building 

activity and affirmed the right of the Palestine refugees to return to their homes and receive compensation.  

230. Lastly, his delegation stressed that UNRWA, with the assistance of donor and host countries, should 

continue implementing the organizational development plan that had been launched in 1998.  

231. Mr. Desoky (Egypt) said that, in order to end the plight of the Palestine refugees, it was imperative to 

resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. However, the international community had been unable to achieve that goal 

because Israel had consistently refused to engage in serious negotiations aimed at resolving all final status 

issues. By faithfully fulfilling its mandate to relieve the Palestine refugees, UNRWA played an important role 

in maintaining regional stability. However, the Agency was confronted with a perennial budget shortfall that 

threatened its ability to deliver services to refugees, whose numbers continued to grow. His delegation called 

on donor countries to help UNRWA address its budget shortfall by increasing their support for the Agency.  

232. Ms. Grant-Curnow (Australia) said that her Government was committed to providing predictable, 

multi-year funding to the General Fund. To that end, in May 2012, during the Commissioner-General’s first 

visit to Australia, it had concluded a $90 million five-year partnership agreement with UNRWA. 

233. In 2011, her country had completed an assessment of the Agency’s performance as part the Australian 

Multilateral Assessment and had found that UNRWA was performing strongly against a number of 

development criteria. Her Government intended to use the results of that assessment to guide future funding 

decisions. 
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234. Her delegation welcomed the progress that had been made in reforming health and education services, 

and urged the Agency to continue to improve its performance in monitoring results and communicating its 

work to refugees, donors, hosts and the public. It also commend the progress that had been made towards the 

implementation of the Harmonized UNRWA-Donor Framework, activity-based costing and IPSAS. 

235. Host countries and donors should continue to work together to support reforms that would deliver 

results for the Palestine refugees, including, when appropriate, making the transition from food assistance to 

cash assistance and transforming the Agency’s microfinance services. Her delegation, like others, was also 

concerned about the long-term sustainability of UNRWA. It therefore looked forward to working with the other 

members of the Advisory Commission on developing the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 and outlining 

the Agency’s future priorities. 

236. Mr. Frydenlund (Norway) said that his delegation was very concerned by the financial problems of 

UNRWA. The information presented at the meeting had allowed it to develop a good understanding of the 

Agency’s financial structure and challenges. In that connection, he praised the resource mobilization strategy 

and welcomed the donations that had been made by Arab countries and non-traditional donors. However, 

securing additional donors and funds would not help UNRWA reduce its long-term deficit. The Agency’s 

financial problem was structural and would remain so for the foreseeable future.  

237. That structural challenge underscored the need to stay focused on the reform process, including the 

reform of the Relief and Social Services Department. The Agency should strengthen its capacity to serve the 

refugees who needed its services the most. Accordingly, UNRWA must enhance its ability to allocate resources 

to fields and programmes according to need, and to transfer funds between fields and sectors when faced with 

unforeseen emergencies. Although his delegation strongly support the Agency’s call for donors to contribute to 

emergency appeals, UNRWA must also develop the capacity to reallocate core funds when external emergency 

funding was not sufficient.  

238. UNRWA was encouraged to update stakeholders in a timely manner on decisions affecting the budget 

and service delivery, and to keep them abreast of the work of the Advisory Committee on Resource Allocation. 

It was important for donors, host countries and recipients alike that resources were allocated on a clear and 

transparent basis. UNRWA and the host countries were encouraged to increase cooperation in respect of service 

delivery systems in order to avoid duplication of effort. In that connection, the integration of host country 

services, such as electricity and water, was an important step. Lastly, the Agency was urged to look for 

synergies with other United Nations system agencies and the Palestinian Authority.  

239. Mr. De Picciotto (Switzerland) said that his Government wished to affirm its support for the Agency 

and its solidarity with the Palestine refugees. He praised UNRWA staff for their dedication and added that, in 

order for the Agency to fulfil its mandate, it must ensure that it had a qualified workforce. UNRWA did its 

utmost to honour its financial commitments and had put into place a robust financial management structure and 

internal control system.  

240. His Government agreed with UNRWA on the need for funding discipline. To that end, it had held 

discussions with the Agency on investing priorities, General Fund contributions and finance reforms, including 

the provision of secondees, upon request, from UNRWA. The Government had also adopted the Harmonized 

UNRWA-Donor Framework and encouraged other donors to follow suit. 

241. His delegation supported the microfinance transformation initiative and stood ready to hold further 

consultations in that regard. It also looked forward to participating in discussions regarding the medium-term 

strategy for 2016-2021, the development of which should be based on lessons learned and consultations with 

stakeholders. 

242. The Sub-Committee was an important asset because it was a forum in which all stakeholders could 

discuss substantive issues and urgent matters that concerned UNRWA as well as host and donor countries. The 

creation of specific interest groups, as had been recommended in November 2011, remained an option, 

particularly with regard to following up on the implementation of reforms and their impact on service delivery 

to refugees.  

243. Ms. Clements (United States of America) said that the commitment of UNRWA to the Palestine 

refugees under its care had helped to maintain peace and stability in the region. The Agency’s efforts to protect 

and support the Palestine refugees in the Syrian Arab Republic were crucial in view of the ongoing violence in 

that country. In that connection, she said that her Government had provided $3 million in 2012 to support the 

Agency’s emergency efforts in the Syrian Arab Republic and strongly urged other donors to follow suit. 
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244. Her Government had contributed an additional $153 million to UNRWA, bringing its total contribution 

for 2012 to nearly $223 million. Although the United States remained the Agency’s largest bilateral donor, its 

funding level had declined by nine per cent in 2012 owing to the global economic climate. As had been 

predicted at previous Advisory Commission meetings, host countries and top donors were not able to bear the 

cost of the Agency’s growing needs alone. Her delegation therefore applauded those countries that had 

increased their contributions in 2012 and encouraged UNRWA to continue expanding its funding base. 

245. Donors, hosts and UNRWA must examine the Agency’s operations and determine how they could work 

together to help it become a smarter, stronger and more flexible agency that delivered essential humanitarian 

services to those who needed them most, despite its limited resources. 

246. Mr. Gatt-Rutter (European Union) said that the European Union wished to reaffirm its support for the 

Agency and its mandate to provide relief, human development and protection services to the Palestine 

refugees. UNRWA had made a vital contribution to the welfare of successive generation of refugees, and it 

continued to support human development and stability in the Middle East.  

247. In the occupied Palestinian territory, checkpoints, demolitions, access restrictions and permit 

requirements continued to exacerbate already difficult living conditions and had led to higher operational costs 

for the Agency. The European Union was particularly concerned by the dire situation in Gaza, where aid 

dependency and unemployment remained high, primarily as a result of the Israeli blockade. In their Council 

Conclusion of 14 May 2012, the European Ministers for Foreign Affairs had once again called for the 

immediate, sustained and unconditional opening of the crossings into the Gaza Strip.  

248. In Lebanon, the European Union was concerned by the recent escalation of violence and the effects 

that instability might have on the Palestine refugee population in that country. Tangible progress must be made 

towards ensuring proper living conditions, freedom of movement and broader economic opportunities for the 

refugees. In that connection, the 2010 amendment to the labour law aimed at improving the access of the 

refugees to the Lebanese labour market must be implemented.  

249. The European Union was also concerned by developments in the Syrian Arab Republic and the effects 

of the conflict on the Agency’s operations and the welfare of the Palestine refugees. His delegation called for 

an immediate cessation to all violence, bloodshed and repression. The European Union would continue to 

support the efforts made by neighbouring countries to host refugees who had fled from the Syrian Arab 

Republic.  

250. With regard to Agency’s reform process, the European Union appreciated that UNRWA has taken into 

consideration the Advisory Commission’s past recommendations regarding organizational development and 

looked forward to the implementation of the action plan for management reform. The European Union had also 

taken note of the increased focus on results-based management throughout the Agency and the progress made 

in education and health reform. In that connection, UNRWA must continue to put quality, affordability, 

efficiency and effectiveness at the heart of the reform process. In particular, the Agency was strongly 

encouraged to identify specific unit cost-efficiency targets for each reform programme. Those targets should be 

reported to donors, along with a review of the overall costs and value for money of the reforms, including 

recurrent costs and savings. The European Union reiterated the importance relief and social services reform 

and welcomed the steps that had been taken towards that goal. UNRWA was encouraged to compare the overall 

cost of providing cash assistance against the overall cost of food distribution. The Agency should also conduct 

a comprehensive analysis of the long-term impact of planned reforms.  

251. The European Union was well aware of the Agency’s financial difficulties and mounting challenges. 

UNRWA required adequate, flexible and predictable funding. As the largest provider of international assistance 

to the Palestine refugees, the European Union and its member States would strive to maintain or increase their 

level of support, should additional resources become available. The European Union supported the Agency’s 

intensified efforts to mobilize funding from the private sector as well as Middle East and emerging-market 

countries. In that connection, his delegation would welcome regular updates on progress made in the 

implementation of the resource mobilization plan.  

252. Another key concern was the sustainability of the Agency’s rising salary costs. In order for Advisory 

Commission members to be able to help UNRWA pre-empt budget shortfalls, the Agency must communicate its 

needs in an effective, timely manner at the central and local levels and, when appropriate, at a political level. 

That would enable the Advisory Commission to give UNRWA its fullest support on an informed and justified 

basis.  
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253. His delegation welcomed the clarifications received from UNRWA regarding a number of budget-

related recommendations that had been made at Advisory Commission meeting in November 2011. It also 

looked forward to discussing the reasons why a particular portal was chosen to fund an activity, the 

connections between programmes and different funding sources, prioritization, effective targeting of actions 

and sustainability.  

254. Although the European Union appreciated the detailed financial accounting information that UNRWA 

had provided, it looked forward to holding discussions with the Agency regarding future budgets, with a view 

to planning for possible compromises and providing advice on priorities. The European Union also continued 

to look forward to receiving a comprehensive budget overview.  

255. Lastly, the European Union appreciated the updates the Agency had provided on progress made in 

implementing past Advisory Commission recommendation and looked forward to receiving further updates at 

future meetings.  

256. Mr. Stanghed (Sweden) said that UNRWA was facing serious challenges, including a budget deficit, a 

rapidly increasing refugee population, greater demand for its services and rising costs. Many donor countries 

were experiencing economic crises, while substantial support from new donors was difficult to obtain. UNRWA 

should devise a long-term strategy to meet those challenges. It should also communicate to hosts and donors 

the strategic choices that needed to be made. In that connection, having a greater understanding of how 

UNRWA prioritized and allocated its resources would not only help attract new donors, but also retain existing 

donors, who must justify their humanitarian assistance expenditures to legislators and the media. 

257. Her delegation welcomed the background documents provided by UNRWA regarding its funding 

portals, budgeting and decision-making. It urged the Agency to intensify its efforts with regard to budget 

overview and resource allocation. Reform of the Relief and Social Services Department would enable UNRWA 

to deliver higher quality services to the most vulnerable refugees.  

258. The Agency’s rising salary costs were a cause of great concern. UNRWA must adopt a long-term 

strategic approach aimed at reversing that trend. The formulation of the medium-term strategy for 2016-2021 

presented an important opportunity to address the questions of prioritization and sustainability, and her 

delegation looked forward to working with the Agency, hosts and other donors in that regard.  

259. Mr. Tanigaki (Japan) said that his Government considered UNRWA an indispensable partner in its 

efforts to promote human security and achieve peace in the Middle East. His country had deepened its 

cooperation with UNRWA and, despite severe financial constraints, had contributed $10 million to the General 

Fund. 

260. In 2011, his Government had earmarked its contribution to the General Fund for the implementation of 

the family health team approach, which had not only improved health-care, but also motivated UNRWA staff in 

the field. His country also supported Palestine refugees and their host countries through the Japan International 

Cooperation Agency (JICA). In August 2011, JICA and UNRWA had signed a memorandum of understanding 

during the Commissioner-General’s visit to Japan. JICA focused its assistance on self-help programmes, such 

as the rehabilitation of the infrastructure in the Ein el Hilweh camp in Lebanon, and improving the livelihoods 

of Palestine refugees in Jordan. 

261. His Government would seek to further enhance bilateral and multilateral cooperation with UNRWA 

and host countries. In view of the increasing demand in Japan for efficiency and accountability with regard to 

official development assistance, his delegation requested that UNRWA continue to improve operational 

efficiency. He hoped that the forthcoming visit of the Commissioner-General to Japan would increase the 

Japanese people’s understanding of the situation of the Palestine refugees and the Agency’s role in the region. 

262. Ms. Scherer (Brazil) said that her Government was disturbed by the humanitarian crisis in Gaza and 

had repeatedly called for the lifting of the Israeli blockade of that territory. It was also appalled by the situation 

that had been created in the West Bank and East Jerusalem as a result of Israeli occupation. 

263. At the 2004 Sharm el-Sheikh conference, her country had made a pledge to support the reconstruction 

effort in Gaza. Upholding its commitment, it had contributed $960,000 in 2011 and a further $7.5 million in 

2012. Both amounts had been credited to the General Fund to support programmes in education, health, food 

security and social services. Her country was also considering making further contributions in view of its 

continued political support for UNRWA and the Agency’s severe financial difficulties. 
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264. Her Government looked forward the visit of the Commissioner-General to Brazil in August 2012. She 

was confident that the visit would reinforce and give impetus to the partnership between her country and 

UNRWA.  

265. Mr. Abu Awwad (Jordan) said that his delegation welcomed the progress made by the Agency with 

regard to organizational development and the reform of the education and health programmes. Such progress 

notwithstanding, the situation of the Palestine refugees in Jordan had continued to deteriorate. 

266. Many UNRWA schools were housed in old or rented buildings that were unsafe and not suited for use 

as educational facilities. Moreover, overcrowding and the double-shift system had caused enrolment to decline. 

Medical clinics were overburdened and medicines were in short supply. On the other hand, UNRWA did not 

pay for hospitalization except in emergency cases. Agency relief and social services reached only a fraction of 

the refugees living in abject poverty. He called on UNRWA and donors to take urgent action to address those 

problems by allocating sufficient resources in the General Fund for education, health and social services. In 

addition, the budget of the Jordan field office should be increased to a level that was commensurate with the 

number of refugees hosted by Jordan.  

267. His Government affirmed right of Agency staff to adequate remuneration. However, a plan must be put 

into place in order to avoid a recurrence of the recent strike by Jordan Field Office staff, as such work action 

could potentially lead to instability. 

Concluding remarks by the Commissioner-General 

268. Mr. Grandi (Commissioner-General) thanked delegations for their useful and, at times, pointed 

comments. The requests made by both donor and host Governments were warranted, given that UNRWA 

services involved the use of taxpayer funds or, in the case of host countries, placed a burden on State resources. 

However, it was important to remember that UNRWA was responding to the long-term consequences of 

political failures, for which the international community as a whole was accountable. Therefore, until conflicts 

in the region were resolved, sustaining UNRWA remained the responsibility of all. For their part, States should 

pursue the political solutions that would put an end to the plight of refugees, and, in turn, the financial burden 

created by UNRWA. 

269. Recent events demonstrated that, in the more than 60 years since the establishment of UNRWA, the 

vulnerability of the Palestine refugees had not lessened. Tensions continued in southern Israel and Gaza, and in 

Lebanon, recent clashes with the army had resulted in the death of two refugees. The United Nations had 

suspended its observer mission in Syria in the wake of increasing violence, while the political situation in 

Egypt remained uncertain. All of those situations generated new needs, which UNRWA was expected to meet, 

regardless of the resources available. The Agency’s highest priority was to secure adequate support for the 

General Fund, which provided the resources that UNRWA required to fulfil its mandate. 

270. He was grateful to traditional donors for funding most of the UNRWA budget and thanked the United 

States, Saudi Arabia and the European Union for their additional contributions. Nevertheless, the Agency faced 

a $62.8 million budget shortfall. He hoped non-traditional donors could also bridge some of that gap and help 

to prevent a crisis. The League of Arab States would strive to raise awareness among Arab Governments of the 

Agency’s needs, while host countries would also be supporting efforts to gain new donors. It should also be 

noted that several traditional donors had substantially decreased their contributions. Needless to say, any efforts 

by donor States to restore their prior levels of support would be welcome.  

271. Recalling that donors had repeatedly requested UNRWA to warn them of a looming crisis, he stressed 

that the issue of staff salaries could result in widespread protest and unrest, with Lebanon being the next host 

country to increase salaries. He invited donors to work with UNRWA to address the issue before the Lebanese 

Government announced an increase in public sector salaries. 

272. Reforms should not only be aimed at improving quality of service but also at ensuring cost-efficiency 

and gaining acceptance by the UNRWA community. He supported donors’ call for greater clarity in costing the 

reform initiative, particularly in relation to relief and social services. It was expected that the costing exercise 

would be completed July 2012. 

273. He expressed his support for the microfinance initiative, as it would create many opportunities for 

Palestine refugees. Discussion in that regard should continue, taking into account the words of caution 

expressed by host countries.  
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274. He thanked the European Union and Belgium for having supported the stakeholder conference on 

engaging youth, which had showcased the enthusiasm and energy of Palestine refugee youth, and welcomed the 

proposal by the representative of Australia to invite youth to address the Advisory Commission meeting in 

November 2012. 

275. He agreed with the statement made by the representative of Norway that the chronic funding issue was 

a structural problem. While the shortfall could be addressed, the fact remained that UNRWA delivered its 

services through a large workforce that must be adequately remunerated. One possible solution would be to 

reconsider the policy of linking staff salaries to public sector salaries in the host countries. The medium-term 

strategy for 2016-2021 offered an opportunity to view such issues comprehensively, including within the 

programmatic context.  

276. Lastly, it was critical to remember that sustaining support for the mandate of UNRWA was as important 

as ensuring its fiscal stability. In fact, attacks and criticism of the Agency’s mandate were more destructive than 

any temporary funding shortfall and must be duly addressed. 

Closure of the session 

277. The Chair declared the first regular session of the UNRWA Advisory Commission for 2012 closed. 

The meeting rose at 4.10 p.m. 

 

_____________ 


