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The meeting was called to order at 9.05 a.m.

Welcoming statement by the Commissioner-General
1.
Ms. AbuZayd (Commissioner-General, UNRWA) declared open the 2007 UNRWA Hosts and Donors Meeting. UNRWA was bound by its mandate to help the Palestinian refugees realize their aspirations to achieve individual and collective advancement. Implicit in that mandate was an obligation to promote the realization and enjoyment of the universal rights and freedoms to which all people were entitled.
2.
The Hosts and Donors Meeting provided an opportunity for participants to renew their commitment to the care and protection of Palestine refugees and to reaffirm their belief in the fundamental humanitarian principles that underpinned their duty of care. The theme of the 2007 Meeting was Palestinian refugee youth, who represented the most compelling justification for striving to make the Agency's programmes and services more efficient and effective. Those programmes and services bore the burden of ensuring that, whether or not they remained refugees, future generations of Palestinians would be a powerful and positive social and economic force in the region and beyond.
Statement by the host Government
3.
Mr. Al-Khatib (Minister for Foreign Affairs, Jordan) said that the current situation in the occupied Palestinian territory was a matter of concern. The economic and security conditions had deteriorated significantly, creating a dangerous situation, which might lead to economic and political collapse and catastrophe and have repercussions for the whole world.
4.
Jordan was determined to continue its efforts on behalf of the Palestine refugees, not just in the humanitarian field, but also with respect to encouraging the resumption of negotiations between Israel and the Palestinian Authority. Because the Palestinian situation was the central issue in the broader Middle East conflict, it was important to find a just and durable solution as quickly as possible and to realize the ambitions of the Palestinians within the framework of the Road Map. The two parties must be brought back to the negotiating table because time was running out. The President of the Palestinian Authority needed international support, but must also shoulder his own responsibilities to the international community. There must, therefore, be a follow-up to the ceasefire recently agreed between the Palestinian Authority and Israel, and a resumption of negotiations.

5.
Israel must end its policy of imposing sanctions against the Palestinians, demolishing their homes and killing innocent people. They must also introduce confidence-building measures such as restoring freedom of movement, opening the borders and releasing Palestinian prisoners, while providing a clear time frame for the resumption of the peace process. Jordan would continue to work to gather international support for the resolution of the problem.

6.
In light of the current situation he wished to emphasize the role of UNRWA and its supporting agencies, and the importance of providing financial resources to the 4.3 million Palestine refugees. For 58 years the Agency and donor countries had been working to build a decent life for the refugees, notably within the framework of General Assembly resolution 194 (III). The continued neglect of the refugees' legitimate rights was an obstacle to achieving a peaceful resolution.
7.
The host countries remained concerned about the Agency’s financial situation and its capacity to deliver services to the Palestinian refugees in its five fields of operation. In addition to the financial crisis, there was also a crisis in the social, education and health areas, where services were below the level of services provided by host countries. The Agency's weak financial position must be improved in order to address the refugees’ needs and improve infrastructure. The Agency should use the support of the international community to address those problems within its regular budget, which should be administered in accordance with the refugees' needs, implement its emergency programmes and carry out the reform programme that had been determined in collaboration with the donor countries.
8.
Jordan hosted over 42 per cent of all Palestine refugees and had increased the services it provided in response to the increase in the refugee population. The Jordanian Government continued to cooperate fully with UNRWA in its various fields of operations. However, its services to refugees represented a heavy financial burden and it would be difficult for Jordan to increase its services further in the event that those provided by UNRWA were to be reduced. He therefore hoped that the donor countries would continue to assist the Agency and work to achieve a just solution to the Palestinian question.
Statement of the Secretary-General of the United Nations
9.
Statement of the Secretary-General (Delivered by Mr. Kevin Kennedy, Deputy Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process), the high level of participation in the session, and more generally the revitalization of the Agency's Advisory Commission, were welcome signs that the bonds between UNRWA and its key stakeholders continued to grow stronger.

10.
At a time when the Middle East continued to be roiled by conflict and tension, UNRWA remained a force for stability. As a bulwark against difficult conditions, it provided life-sustaining services to a population of 4.3 million Palestine refugees. And as a constant, wide-ranging presence, it was a symbol of international concern for their plight.
11.
UNRWA had also been an important part of efforts to renew the United Nations. In his report, “Investing in the United Nations” (A/60/692), the Secretary-General had stressed the transformation that had taken place in the Organization’s work: from a largely normative and conference-serving enterprise to one that also undertook very large and complex field operations involving peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance, criminal justice and much else besides. UNRWA had also had to adapt to evolving and often rapidly changing circumstances, as evidenced by the large-scale emergency relief effort that it had managed in the occupied Palestinian territory since 2000 and by its rapid response to the Lebanon conflict during the summer of 2006. The Agency had also launched an ambitious management reform programme, which emphasized accountability, efficiency and delegated authority.
12.
Such efforts merited strong support from the international community. While awaiting the fulfillment of their political rights, Palestinian refugees had a right to live in safety and dignity and were entitled to services and opportunities. He would urge donors to ensure that the Agency’s regular budget was fully funded and to make up the current, worrying shortfall. He would also urge them to support the full implementation of its organizational development plan over the next three years.
13.
Despite the setbacks experienced over the past year, all those concerned must persist in their efforts to nurture peace. The United Nations remained committed to a negotiated, two-State solution that would end the occupation began in 1967, establish an independent State of Palestine, ensure security for Israel, and bring a just and durable solution to the refugee problem.

14.
Over recent months, civilians on both sides had fallen victim to indiscriminate violence. However, the disproportionate burden of deaths and injuries had been borne by Palestinians, and that had only added to the hardship inflicted on the population by restrictions on movement and access.
15.
Moreover, the capacity of the Palestinian Authority to deliver services had deteriorated severely as a result of a financial crisis precipitated by the reluctance of international donors to provide funding to the Hamas-led Palestinian Authority, and by the withholding by Israel of tax revenues collected on behalf of the Authority. While new mechanisms had been established to channel donor funds, those funds had not been sufficient to prevent economic collapse and widespread distress.
16.
The ceasefire agreed in late November 2006 between the President of the Palestinian Authority and the Prime Minister of Israel was an encouraging move towards breaking the tragic cycle of violence. It was, however, inherently fragile, and must be urgently built upon so that it could facilitate a return to a viable political process leading to the peace yearned for by both peoples. The parties themselves continued to bear the primary responsibility for finding their way out of their predicament. No one could make peace for them, impose peace on them or want peace more than they did. But the international community must play a greater role in bringing about a solution and assisting in its implementation.
17.
The plight of the refugees had now persisted for many decades, and UNRWA had served four generations of Palestinians in need. Fortunately, they were a resilient and resourceful people. Those qualities had helped them to sustain their communities in the face of persistent challenges and conflict and had led them to register impressive gains in health and literacy. The international community must play its part in helping Palestinians to secure their personal well-being and to achieve their basic rights. In that spirit of solidarity, he wished to thank participants for the vital support they gave to UNRWA and to the broader quest for peace in the region.
Keynote address

18.
Mr. Brahimi (former Special Adviser to the Secretary-General of the United Nations) said that the choice of youth as the theme of the current year was opportune. Many teachers, doctors, engineers, poets and people from other walks of life had received their education in UNRWA schools. They had also received food, water, energy, housing, health care and other services from the Agency, which had done significant work to help Palestinian refugees to maintain their dignity and humanity. UNRWA had made great progress in overcoming the challenges of displacement, political turmoil and economic and humanitarian crises facing Palestinian refugees and had made a difference in their lives, particularly in the areas of education and health. Its achievements, however, had not been matched by advances in the Middle East peace process. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict was at the heart of current international tensions, and the Palestinian refugee problem was at the heart of that conflict.

19.
The hopes of building on the opportunities afforded by Israeli disengagement from Gaza in 2005, seeing economic recovery and enhancing the position of UNRWA to maximize its cooperative efforts with the PLO and Palestinian Authority had been dashed by the international community’s economic boycott of the Palestinian Authority. Sadly, while the focus of international aid had been on rebuilding the power plants, roads, schools and other infrastructure destroyed by Israeli raids, no one had been held accountable for the destruction. International donors who were usually very careful in ensuring that their money was spent effectively had preferred to ignore that waste of resources. Meanwhile, there was ongoing destruction affecting innocent families, which the international community continued to disregard.

20.
The feeling of hopelessness among Palestinians was palpable, as all those with the means to do so sought better lives abroad. The year 2006 had been marked by a political vacuum and unprecedented violence, affecting Palestinian communities, which had experienced record levels of criminality, gangs, factional infighting and domestic violence. That violence had been exacerbated by the forced isolation of Palestinians, particularly in Gaza, where they remained captive and under siege. The surge in extremism should therefore come as no surprise.

21.
The policies adopted by the Quartet and the European Union following the victory of Hamas at the 2006 parliamentary elections were misguided. The boycott imposed on the Palestinians because they “did not vote right” amounted to harsh, collective punishment. The agreement by Hamas to enter into talks with the Palestinian Authority on a National Unity Government should not be taken to mean that the boycott and isolation of the Palestinians had been successful. It should be recalled that the Hamas offer to join with Fatah immediately after the election had been rejected outright. Although there had been vague Israeli overtures, the establishment of a National Unity Government remained elusive and the gap between Israeli words and deeds gave little cause for hope. In short, the current policies of the international community were a failure.

22.
The British Prime Minister had recently reminded the United States President that the Arab-Israeli conflict and the dire situation of Palestinians were central to any resolution to the crisis in the Middle East. The United States Iraq Study Group report had reaffirmed that view and emphasized the need to address the refugee problem. The hostile comments emanating from various centres of influence in Washington and Tel Aviv, however, gave little cause for optimism. Palestinians did not have high expectations of the international community, as past experience had taught them to be skeptical, if not cynical. 

23.
They had a right to expect more than they were receiving, however, from their own leaders, who quarreled and fought among themselves in the face of occupation. Serious governance problems could not be attributed solely to sanctions and the current crisis. The Palestinian leadership had been rife with factionalism, corruption and nearly total neglect of the real needs of the Palestinian people.

24.
The Israeli leadership deserved equally sharp criticism. While claiming to support a two-State solution, it continued to confiscate land, build settlements and construct a system of physical separation which the Special Rapporteur on the situation of Palestinian territories since 1967, a respected South African jurist, had described as “measurably worse than apartheid.”

25.
The Arab States had all but abdicated their collective responsibility towards the people of Palestine. Although their initiative at the Arab Summit in 2000 to offer Israel peace and full diplomatic relations in exchange for its withdrawal to its 1967 borders was encouraging, they had not done the necessary follow up, which they left for the United States of America. While the United States role was decisive, there was no need for Arab States merely to react to any pronouncement which it might make. European States, for their part, should not limit themselves to the role of an embarrassed and docile follower of the United States, as they had far more influence than they exercised. There was a lack of specific action and creative ideas by all parties. Nothing had been done to implement the International Court of Justice opinion on the separation wall, for example, which called into question the international community’s commitment to its responsibility to protect victims of abuse. Indeed, the entire foundation of a rule-based international order was being jeopardized. 

26.
The reaction of the United States of America, members of the European Union and even the United Nations to the Palestinian parliamentary elections was shocking, as it suggested that democracy was desirable only when it produced results that pleased the Western world. The sanctions had done nothing to enhance Israel’s security and had destroyed Palestinian livelihoods and public services. There were developments, however, which offered a glimmer of hope, including the Israeli men and women who stood up in defence of the dignity and rights of the Palestinian people. 

27.
UNRWA, for its part, remained worthy of the confidence and support of the international community. The view that the Agency itself was perpetuating the refugee problem was nonsensical and hypocritical. Indeed, once the refugee problem was resolved in the political arena there would no longer be any need for UNRWA. The Agency had come into existence because the politics of the region and beyond had created and perpetuated the refugee problem. UNRWA existed because of, but was not part of, the political failures of the international community in the Middle East. On the contrary, it had insured that the refugees had retained, generation after generation, their dignity in an unacceptable environment of exile and displacement. UNRWA staff had every reason to be proud of their significant contribution to the development of the human capital represented by Palestinian refugees, who would be a positive factor in shaping the future Palestinian State in a peaceful and stable Middle East.
Reports from UNRWA fields of operation
28.
Mr. Ging (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) said that death, destruction and ever-growing despair were the terms which best described the humanitarian situation in Gaza in 2006. On the security front, it had been a year of bewildering violence. The Palestinian Ministry of Health reported that the Israeli military operations in 2006 had killed more than 500 Palestinians, almost 100 of them children, and injured more than 1,800, many of them multiple amputees. The Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs reported that seven Israelis, one foreign worker and two Palestinian civilians had been killed in Palestinian rocket attacks from Gaza, and more than 100 persons had been injured.

29.
For the civilian population of Gaza, 2006 had been a year of collective suffering, disproportionate and inappropriate use of force by the Israeli military, imprisonment of an entire population, deadly internal factional violence, destruction of prospects for economic recovery and near collapse of the public sector. The ruins of the Erez industrial zone reflected the current state of the Gaza economy. The Karni industrial zone had also been vandalized during Israeli military operations. The Director of that zone reported that only 12 of the 60 businesses remained. Almost all of the greenhouses that had offered so much hope in the previous year stood idle, thousands of square metres of farmland had been bulldozed during the many Israeli incursions, and fishermen had spent much of their year cleaning beaches under the UNRWA job creation programme, as the Israeli navy prevented them from fishing.

30.
Israel’s withholding of the Palestinian Authority’s share of customs and excise duties combined with the donor and international banking blockade had resulted in unprecedented poverty in what was an already impoverished society. The inability of the Palestinian Authority to pay public sector salaries had compelled UNRWA to extend its emergency relief programmes to refugee families employed by the Authority, adding 100,000 persons to the rolls of its food distribution system. Thanks to the generosity of donors, the Agency’s revised emergency programme had been able, barely, to keep pace with the spiralling demands caused by the collapse of the public sector and large-scale destruction wreaked by military operations. He commended the field staff in Gaza, who had worked around the clock in the service of Palestine refugees.

31.
On the issue of access, neither Israel nor the Palestinian Authority had lived up to its obligations to implement the Agreement on Movement and Access. A two-State solution was not possible without addressing the access issue. Access problems had also been a very expensive obstacle hampering the UNRWA operation throughout 2006. Food distribution had been postponed on three occasions because of barriers to delivery of supplies. In addition, the movement of UNRWA staff had also been severely hampered, causing a loss of time that should have been devoted to the almost overwhelming humanitarian challenge. Although Israel had recently verbally agreed to a solution, UNRWA was cautiously awaiting implementation. There was no end in sight, however, for the demurrage charges arising from containers stranded in Gaza, amounting to more than $1.5 million in 2006.

32.
The chronic underfunding of the general fund had a great impact on the Gaza field operation. UNRWA attempts to do more with less were limited since the scope for efficiencies and prioritization were finite. Children brought water in bottles from their homes to UNRWA schools, because UNRWA could not afford to install and maintain a water filtration system in its 194 schools in Gaza. Yet drinking water for UNRWA schools was not the highest priority in the current unfunded, emaciated UNRWA budget.

33.
Instead, attention should be drawn to the marked decline, reaching crisis proportions, in the quality of education in United Nations schools in Gaza, which had been highlighted in a number of recent reports, most notably by the World Bank, the Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED) and the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics. The children in United Nations classrooms would grow up either equipped to contribute to a peaceful and economically vibrant Middle East or as unemployable desperate radicals who saw their only viable future through the violent lens of their present environment.

34.
Therefore, there was an urgent need for funding to enable UNRWA to play its part in laying the foundations for a peaceful future. At the field level, the organizational development process initiated and led by the Commissioner-General had injected an acute sense of operational purpose built around programme performance standards. The field staff was energized by the process and a number of initiatives to implement change were already under way, including an action plan entitled "Schools of Excellence." However, acceptable standards would not be achieved without additional funding.

35.
Lastly, personal experiences had grounded his hope for a better future for Gaza. One such experience had been a visit to the family of the seven-year-old boy Ahmed Abdel Aziz in Biet Lahiya, who had received a bullet in the head from an Israeli armoured vehicle while sitting at his desk in an UNRWA classroom. Yet there had been no anger directed against Israelis. His grandfather had lamented the deplorable circumstances of violence for children in both Israel and Palestine; his simple wish had been that peaceful means should be found to resolve the conflict. In the case of Ahmed's generation, much work lay ahead to ensure that it would voice the opinion of Ahmed's grandfather when it grew up. An increase in funding support was also necessary to make such hopeful potential a reality.

35.
Mr. Fänge (Director of UNRWA Operations, West Bank) reported that over the past year the continued occupation of the West Bank had become even more severe, devastating and destructive for the Palestinians living in the West Bank. The intensification of the closure regime, the international sanctions against the Palestinian Authority and the increased activities of the Israeli Defence Forces, including a sharp rise in arrests of Palestinians, more checkpoints, more injuries inflicted, more homes demolished and Palestinians killed, had caused an accelerated deterioration in all the indicators of social well-being among Palestine refugees in the West Bank. 

36.
With nearly 56 per cent of West Bank residents living below the poverty line and unemployment almost doubling to 40 per cent, a dramatic increase in demand for UNRWA services had been generated in both the emergency and core programmes, especially health. Through its emergency operations, UNRWA was delivering food aid to over 400,000 in the West Bank, providing temporary employment to thousands and providing selective cash assistance to families unable to meet basic needs.

37.
UNRWA could not replace the Palestinian Authority, whose functions were being dismantled owing to international sanctions. Its destruction would further depress any hopes for a peace process and the establishment of a viable Palestinian State. The economy in the West Bank was increasingly fragmented and had nearly disintegrated in the northern part of the West Bank, the “Seam Zone” and the area around Jerusalem. The judiciary and law enforcement system was increasingly dysfunctional, and criminal violence was on the upsurge.

38.
The ability of the Agency to function was seriously impeded by the closure regime and lack of resources; the budget for core programmes had been cut for 2006 and 2007. At a time when social conditions were deteriorating, UNRWA found itself even less able to maintain the quality of its services in both the short and long term. The more funds that had to be used to meet short-term needs, the less ability the Agency had to meet the more strategic demands, and without a radical change, there was a clear risk that the Agency would be overwhelmed in just a few years’ time. 

39.
Nonetheless, UNRWA continued to be a lifeline for millions of Palestine refugees who deserved a better life and looked to the international community for help and a fair political solution to the injustice which had been done to them. At his last public presentation before leaving the Agency, he would have liked to have ended with some small glimmer of hope, but it would be dishonest to paint anything less than an overwhelmingly gloomy picture. The “war against terror” had been used against a whole people and had produced anger and radicalization. The credibility of the international community was at one of its lowest points among the Palestine refugees, who perceived that a double standard had been applied, and that sanctions were being meted out, not against the occupier but against the occupied. That perception could have an impact not only on the Palestinian situation but on other conflicts as well. If the international community did not stand up to its responsibilities, it would be a tragedy and, above all, a shame.

40.
Mr. Cook (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Lebanon) reported that the recent conflict with Israel had blocked progress with the very promising camp improvement initiative that was being developed with the Government of Lebanon. Although the Palestine refugee camps in Lebanon had not been directly targeted, except in a few instances, those in southern Lebanon had become isolated, since any movement out of the camps had become dangerous, making the provision of basic needs difficult. Moreover, some 47 per cent of Palestine refugees lived outside the camps and had experienced the conflict along with their neighbours. Many refugees had been displaced, within Lebanon or into the Syrian Arab Republic, and over 5,400 displaced Lebanese had been accommodated in the camps or in UNRWA schools. The compassion and hospitality shown towards such Lebanese people by the refugees had been a significant aspect of the conflict. 

41.
Even before the conflict unemployment had been high among the Palestine refugees, but some, at least, had found work, for the most part in agriculture. The chief problem in revitalizing the agricultural sector was unexploded ordnance, an issue that would take many months, perhaps years, to resolve. Palestinians had lost shops and businesses, and those that had reopened employed fewer people than before. Since a high proportion of the refugee population had lived below the poverty line for decades, they lacked the normal coping mechanisms and reserves, so that the impact of the conflict had been immediate. The violent conflict had also had psychological effects on the community, and some school children in Lebanon were showing signs of the post-trauma syndrome seen in the occupied territories. 

42.
UNRWA had responded to the conflict in two ways:  first, by striving to continue to keep normal services operating, including health centres and solid waste and sanitation systems, and, second, by commencing an emergency programme under the guidance of Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) through the consolidated appeal, reaching some 70,000 people in the south and in Saida and southern Beirut. At last count some 1,500 refugee shelters had been destroyed or damaged in the recent conflict. He wished to commend the performance of UNRWA staff in extremely difficult and dangerous circumstances.

43.
The inclusion of Palestine refugee camps in the eleventh cluster of the early recovery plan submitted by the Government of Lebanon to international donors in Stockholm on 31 August 2006 was very important, since improvements in the camps would not normally fall under recovery. Moreover, during the conflict, the Lebanese Prime Minister and his Office had kept in constant contact with UNRWA to find out how the Palestine refugees were doing. The Prime Minister had also emphasized his wish to revitalize the camp improvement initiative. Donors were being very supportive, and over $12 million had been so far been pledged. Preparatory work had already started on improving environmental conditions in the Shatila and Ein El Hilweh camps.

44.
Looking at the broader picture, UNRWA was conducting a socio-economic study with the collaboration of the Fafo Institute for Applied International Studies in the Ein El Hilweh camp, which was the largest in Lebanon and encapsulated all the problems that the refugees faced in Lebanon. Many Palestine refugees in Lebanon lived in truly appalling conditions. Improving those conditions was essential in order to reduce  frustration, despair and anger, and the consequent increase in extremism. 

45.
UNRWA was also working with the Lebanese Government on the employability of Palestine refugees. In May 2006, at the request of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Swiss Development Agency, UNRWA had organized a technical workshop on the topic, which had resulted in seven firm recommendations, and it was working with a follow-up committee consisting of Government departments, Lebanese civil society, non-governmental organizations and other United Nations agencies to ensure implementation of those recommendations. The Agency was also talking with the Swiss Government about a programme of rapid training for youth to enable them to take advantage of the employment opportunities arising out of the reconstruction phase. 

46.
In other developments, the Prime Minister’s Office had indicated that, whereas in the past Palestine refugees registered with the Lebanese Government who obtained another nationality had been struck off the register, that decision had been reversed with retroactive effect. The Lebanese Government also had plans to revisit the issue of Palestinian ownership of property. Moreover, the Government and the Palestine Liberation Organization were continuing their dialogue in what appeared to be a positive spirit. 

47.
On the negative side, the financial problems of the Agency in 2006 were having a considerable impact on the ability to deliver basic services in Lebanon, as in the other fields. Staffing levels had suffered, further burdening a staff already overstretched. Hospitalization was a priority for Palestine refugees in Lebanon, who generally did not have access to Lebanese hospitals and so relied on UNRWA, but hospitalization services and patient subsidies had been reduced and equipment needed to maintain quality of services could not be purchased. Despite some projects funded by the European Commission and the Japanese Government, the Agency in Lebanon would not come close to bridging the gap in 2006, and the prospects for 2007 were even worse. Overall, the past few months had been extremely difficult for the Lebanese people, for the Palestine refugees and for UNRWA in Lebanon. Yet there was still a very positive attitude within the Government of Prime Minister Siniora towards making a difference for the refugees, and a positive response from most leaders in the community to those efforts.

48.
Mr. Moumtzis (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syria) said that the 420,000 Palestine refugees in the Syrian Arab Republic enjoyed all the same rights as their Syrian brothers and sisters with the exception of Syrian nationality. UNRWA offered a good level of education to some 65,000 pupils in 118 UNRWA schools, and 1,000 students attended the UNRWA vocational centre in Damascus. UNRWA operated 23 clinics in Syria and supported vulnerable families through the social relief programme. 

49.
Since taking up his post six months earlier, he had been particularly struck by three special achievements of UNRWA in Syria. The first was the Neirab project, launched as a prototype project four years earlier with support from Canada, Switzerland, the United States of America and the host country, aimed at improving the living conditions of the Palestine refugees residing in the Neirab camp. The project broke many taboos: for the first time all stakeholders had agreed that improving living conditions did not compromise the right of return. The Neirab project represented a strategic multi-sectoral camp development approach by the Syrian Government and UNRWA, with strong participation by the refugees. The first phase was nearly completed, and the lessons learned were already being applied in other camps in the region. The support  of both old and new donor friends was sought for the second phase of the pilot project, to be launched early in 2007, and those coming on the field trip later in the week would have the opportunity to get a first-hand account of the project.

50.
The second notable achievement was the micro-finance/micro-credit project launched two years earlier, which had yielded the best-quality portfolio results of any such project in the UNRWA area of operation and had prospective clients lining up at the door asking for loans to improve their businesses and thus enable them to escape poverty. A second branch was about to be opened in Damascus.

51.
The third achievement was the great success of the Damascus Training Centre. Graduates of the Centre, consisting of equal numbers of young women and men, from the programmes for pharmacists, medical lab technicians and in computer information technology, banking and financial management, clothing technology and refrigeration and air-conditioning had nearly 100 per cent guaranteed employment upon graduation, thanks to the Agency’s ability to anticipate evolving needs in the job market and to offer Palestinian youth training programmes that met the demands of the twenty-first century. 

52.
Among the challenges he had faced since taking up the job of Director of UNRWA Affairs in Syria, the biggest was the ageing of UNRWA installations: overcrowded classrooms and cracked walls, health clinics lacking basic modern equipment, out-dated community centres in urgent need of modernization in order to address the needs, in particular, of women and youth. Donor support would be crucial to  make it possible to apply the Neirab project strategy as widely as possible.

53.
He would like to say a few words regarding the 320 Palestine refugees, primarily women and children, stranded at the Al Tanf Syrian-Iraqi border point and living in harsh conditions after fleeing Baghdad for their lives. He appealed to the wisdom and generosity of Governments in the region to look into their plight and arrive at a solution.

54.
He wished to highlight the positive climate under which UNRWA operated in Syria. The support and encouragement offered by the Syrian Government under the leadership of the Director-General of the General Administration for Palestine Arab Refugees (GAPAR) had been the key to the achievement of the good results he had described. He welcomed the open spirit of collaboration between the Government and UNRWA, striving together as one team to improve the services offered to Palestine refugees living in Syria. He would like to make a special appeal to donors to think strategically and invest further in the human development of Palestine refugees.

55.
Mr. Pitterman (Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan) said that some 1.8 million Palestine refugees were registered with UNRWA in Jordan, the largest number of any field. The vast majority enjoyed full Jordanian citizenship. Between 65 and 70 per cent lived in one of the 10 official or three unofficial camps or in urban areas surrounding the camps. UNRWA had established 177 preparatory and elementary schools, 24 health care centres, two vocational training schools and two faculties for pre- and in-service teacher training. It supported 38 community-based associations for women and the disabled. There were two micro-finance branches in Amman, with a third to open in the coming months, and another branch would soon be opened in Zarqa.

56.
Thankfully, there was no emergency in Jordan. That meant that UNRWA services in Jordan were almost entirely financed from the general fund and must be handled with a no-growth budget. While austerity inspired creativity in seeking new efficiencies, it did undoubtedly have an impact on the extent and quality of services UNRWA provided and was a constraint on the Agency’s ability to upgrade infrastructure to ensure functional and safe health centres; improve conditions of service of UNRWA employees, including training opportunities; ensure efficient sanitation services in camps; and modernize equipment and information systems to enhance implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

57.
UNRWA sought to minimize the impact of austerity on the quality of life of the refugees as much as possible by seeking partnerships with other organizations. For example, it had managed to purchase used computers for the elementary schools on a cost-share basis with a non-governmental organization. It tried to make up for the lack of funds for training through partnerships with UNICEF, the World Health Organization and other institutions. To broaden access to hospital care for refugees and make reimbursement arrangements more efficient, the Agency and the Ministry of Health had agreed on new procedures, including special provisions for the poorest refugees. It was in the final stages of launching a revolving fund for community-based associations, which the associations themselves would manage under UNRWA supervision. 

58.
The Government of Jordan, through the Department of Palestinian Affairs, continued to make substantial contributions to the work of the Agency and the welfare of Palestine refugees in Jordan. The Agency appreciated the steps already taken by the Government to facilitate access to primary education, including for Gazan refugees, although the 125,000 Gazans registered with UNRWA, not being citizens, faced barriers to public employment and government services. The Agency applauded His Majesty King Abdullah for including refugees in the “We are all Jordan” consultations and the Prime Minister and his cabinet for meeting with refugees in the camps.

59.
During 2006 UNRWA had been able to address some infrastructure imperatives  in Jordan with help from donors, such as the new health centre constructed in Amman to replace an obsolete facility and the health centre opened in Aqaba. However, the austerity budget meant that, overall, equipment would not be renewed as necessary and students would have to study in inappropriately designed rented facilities. The Agency was exploring with donors creative ways to finance purpose-built schools. Since the Jordanian Government was building schools at an impressive pace under its agenda for development, the Agency hoped that in the future bilateral assistance might be increased. In the meantime, it would make every effort to maintain the quality of services, despite its inability to employ more health staff and social workers to keep up with increasing demand, and would monitor the effects of budget gaps, for example, to ensure that students in UNRWA schools continued to perform as well as in 2006 on the national and international standard exams.

60.
All programmes were essentially oriented towards reducing poverty and many were designed in particular to help the neediest, especially women, to gain access to employment. A special pilot project would be launched in Jordan to develop new systems for identifying special hardship cases living in abject poverty. The Agency would soon begin registration of needy Palestinian women married to non-refugees. Unfortunately, UNRWA had only received a fraction of the funds required to launch community-based programmes to improve shelters. According to a recent UNRWA survey in all camps, 16 per cent of  all shelters were unsafe and should be included in the Agency’s rehabilitation plan. However, a new shelter-improvement project funded by the European Community would soon be getting under way in Jerash camp and could be expanded with further donor support. With the help of the international community, the Jordanian Government, the dedicated field staff and the refugees themselves, the Agency would strive to do more and to do it better in order to promote the development of Palestine refugees in Jordan.
61.
The meeting was suspended at 10.55 a.m. and resumed at 11.45 a.m.
UNRWA funding outlook
62.
Mr. Al-Omari (Comptroller, UNRWA),  presenting the Agency’s 2006 financial situation and 2007 financial outlook by means of a slide presentation, said that, although the Agency prepared its budget on a biennial basis, in line with other United Nations agencies, its budget was managed and controlled on an annual basis. For the period from 1 January to 30 November 2006 the Agency's total net expenditure was $335 million, compared with planned net expenditure of $346.1 million. As the anticipated net income was $319.2 million, the Agency was already in deficit by $15.9 million. For the full 12 months, the budget was $456.3 million and expected income was $350.3 million. The forecast absolute deficit for 2006 would therefore be $106 million.

63.
Because such a large deficit was unsustainable the Agency had been attempting, without success, to contain expenditure at a level commensurate with expected income. The total staff costs for 2006 were $304 million, representing 83 per cent of total expenditure. For the first eleven months, staff costs were $260.6 million, or $23.7 million per month. Non-staff costs for 2006 were $72.2 million or $6 million per month. The Agency's total standing monthly disbursement was therefore around $30 million.

64.
The Agency had so far received $316.7 million in donor contributions in 2006, compared with $338 million in 2005. Moreover, because the Agency's budget had been reduced, income had been reduced by around 7 per cent. That reduction had been partially offset by income from other sources. Income from the United Nations, which covered international staff costs, had a neutral impact on the budget and income. Because of the $106 million funding shortfall, the Agency had been unable to meet host country staff norms; procure sufficient medical and educational supplies in support of the medium-term plan; meet the full costs of rental increases, utilities and facilities maintenance; make adequate infrastructural improvements; provide certain services such as hospitalization, training and fellowships; award grants and subsidies for Special Hardship Cases and medical subsidies; or provide miscellaneous other services.

65.
The Agency had begun the year 2006 with a cash balance of $44.6 million and would end the year with a cash balance of $30.3 million, resulting in a net cash outflow of $14.3 million. The agency could therefore sustain only one month of operations, which would be January 2007. Without an additional, early cashflow before the second month of 2007 the Agency might risk virtual bankruptcy
66.
The amount of the Agency's emergency appeal was $170.7 million. So far it had confirmed pledges of $138.6 million and had received $125.2 million, of which only $81.2 million, or 65 per cent, had been spent because 86 per cent of the funds received in 2006 had not arrived until the month of July. Against the 2006 projects budget of $146.2 million, the Agency had received $48.3 million in pledges, including $10.6 million for the Lebanon appeal. That figure was in line with receipts for 2005, but implementation had been much better than in 2005, as the Agency had spent $46 million on projects in 2006.

67.
The budget for 2007 was $487.1 million. Adjusted for the recovery of programme support costs the figure was $475.1 million, against forecast income of $364 million, implying an expected $111 million shortfall. The impact of the 2007 shortfall would be reflected in the Agency's inability to meet its obligations in a wide range of areas, as described above with respect to the projected 2006 deficit.

68.
Mr. Aquarone (Director of External Relations, UNRWA), continuing the presentation of the Agency’s funding outlook and slide presentation, said that the situation was extremely serious and would have consequences for the refugees. The large funding gap could not be bridged by small measures. Instead, the Agency must make cuts in its programmes, with clear consequences for the quality of services provided. In the education sector, for example, school conditions would deteriorate, new schools could not be constructed, the double-shift system would have to be continued, and classrooms would remain overcrowded.

69.
The low quality of instruction was also due to the lack of funds for teacher training. In the health sector, the care of newborns had deteriorated, and the number of unsupported home deliveries had increased. Furthermore, there was insufficient investment in medical equipment; the Agency’s doctors were unable to give patients sufficient attention; and the treatment of non-communicable diseases such as cancer and diabetes had deteriorated.

70.
Staffing costs made up a major element of the Agency’s budget, and as those costs could not be cut, services inevitably suffered. The Agency had been obliged to impose an artificial cap on the number of special hardship cases, for example, which ran contrary to the desired needs-based approach. The Agency had to rely almost exclusively on additional earmarked contributions from donors to pay for food distribution, and was unable to provide adequate assistance to persons with disabilities or support shelter rehabilitation projects. The activities of community-based associations benefiting women and children had been curtailed, and social workers were overstretched and undertrained. As a result, the situation in the camps had worsened.

71.
The solution was to secure increased funding in relation to refugees’ increasing needs. Under the needs-based approach, the required funds would increase sharply in the initial phase, but would level out slightly thereafter.

72.
Turning to the Agency’s budget assumptions paper, he outlined the three projected scenarios. The first scenario, which was referred to in the paper as scenario "x", assumed that there would be no budget increase in real terms. That would clearly lead to a deterioration in services, since the refugee population was increasing and costs were rising. The second scenario, referred to as "x + y", provided for a quantitative increase but would not allow the Agency to move forward in a qualitative manner. Under the third scenario, "x + y + z", the Agency would not only be able to meet its needs, but would be able to go forward with investments in order to improve the quality of its services.

73.
If donors were to implement the Agency’s funding proposals, it would be able to plan for the future in a more strategic way, because funding flows would be more predictable. For example, if donors were to provide a three-year memorandum of understanding, the current hand-to-mouth approach could be avoided and the Agency would have a greater understanding of how to invest the additional funds. A number of donors had already acknowledged the value of the proposed approach, and the Agency was very hopeful that it could emerge from the current stagnation. In line with the trend in the United Nations as a whole, that funding approach would be coupled with an increased use of performance indicators. The Agency would be comfortable with such an approach if it were coupled with an escalator mechanism that would bring an automatic annual increase in funding. Through the organizational development and other processes it would also seek ways to improve efficiency with a view to increasing the value of the funds provided.

74.
In order to have the suggested approach work in practice, the Agency would have to diversify. In addition to working with its key existing stakeholders, it was seeking to diversify its partnerships with a view to increasing contributions to the general fund and expanding its outreach to non-traditional donors, foundations and the private sector. Those efforts were already bearing fruit, but they must be brought together into a coherent strategy. To that end, the Agency would welcome the advice and assistance of donors.

75.
The medium-term plan approach had met with only modest success and would be revised in accordance with stakeholders’ requests. The Agency hoped that the organizational development process, which lay at the heart of the Agency’s future work, combined with strengthened management procedures, would give the necessary confidence to its stakeholders. The revitalization of the Advisory Commission and the beginning of substantive discussions leading to the provision of advice and guidance to the Commissioner-General through the intergovernmental process would help all those concerned to recognize the challenges and determine how to meet them. The ultimate purpose of organizational development was not to engage in a bureaucratic management exercise but to improve the lives of the Palestine refugees.

76.
Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) expressed his condolences to the Commissioner-General over the death of her husband. Concerning the budget deficit for 2006, he said that the Agency was in a precarious position. While Palestinian refugees had been awaiting an improvement in their living conditions, basic services such as education and health care were deteriorating. The increase in the number of refugees had meant that existing funding was increasingly inadequate to meet their needs. Such a situation threatened peace and security within the region. It was difficult to speak of hope for the future when minimal needs had not been met. UNRWA reform should go hand in hand with enhancing services in the area of food security, education, health, the special needs of the disabled and human rights, including the basic right of people to reside in their home country and to live in dignity. Donors must take the increasingly dire situation in the camps seriously and take timely steps to avoid the adverse consequences of a potential reaction to it.

77.
Mr. Azayzeh (Jordan) said that his delegation, too, was concerned at the budget deficit and deterioration in services. The failure to finance the entire budget would have a negative effect on both host countries and refugees. As his Government was not in a position to take on any extra burdens to compensate for a further decline in services, he called on donors to cover the entire budget of the Agency.
Report of the Advisory Commission
78.
Mr. Makken (Netherlands), speaking as Chairperson of the Advisory Commission, reported that the expansion of the Advisory Commission had been a challenge for UNRWA, host countries and donors alike. During its September 2006 session, the Commission had adopted a letter from the Chairperson of the Commission addressed to the Commission-General of the Agency, as well as the terms of reference of the Secretariat and of the Sub-Committee on Finance and Administration and Sub-Committee on Programming and the tasks of the sub-committees for 2006. 

79.
Among the items considered at the meeting had been the recent developments in the UNRWA area of operations. Members had promised to use all available diplomatic and political channels to improve the working conditions of UNRWA staff and facilitate the movement of UNRWA goods. welcomed the initiatives to reactivate the Agreement on Movement and Access and requested the Agency to give an indication of the extra costs incurred from the closures in the occupied Palestinian territories. Another item addressed had been the organizational development process. Members had welcomed the Agency’s intention to recruit an organizational development manager who would be working within the framework of wider United Nations reform and to establish a monitoring and evaluation system. They had drawn attention to the need for prioritization in the organizational development process. 
80.
With regard to the audited financial statements and audit report, members had urged UNRWA to share with the sub-committees its internal monitoring reports on the implementation of audit recommendations. The Advisory Commission had also reviewed the Agency’s financial situation for the 2006-2007 biennium. Members had welcomed Sweden’s intention to monitor the pledges made at the Stockholm Conference following the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and had urged the Agency to arrive at realistic future budget assessments and to work in close cooperation with the sub-committees. Lastly, with regard to the planning and budgeting assumptions for the 2008-2009 biennium, Commission members had requested the Agency to adopt a needs-based budget; to incorporate the principles proposed in the planning and budgeting assumptions paper into the forthcoming budget; to make a clear distinction between the core budget and the various appeals; to integrate recurrent costs of the organizational development budget into the core budget; and to ensure that the organizational development process and gender-neutral registration would not affect the quality of the service delivery of its core operations. Some of the recommendations had indeed already been implemented, which showed the excellent cooperation between the Advisory Commission and the Agency.
81.
The meeting was suspended for lunch at 12.40 p.m. and resumed at 2.15 p.m.
Film “Left Lonely”
82.
Mr. Eriksson (Public Information Officer, UNRWA), introducing his documentary film “Left Lonely” on residents of the Centre for Active Ageing in the Bourj Al-Barajneh refugee camp near Beirut, said that the film provided an example of  the Agency’s relief and social services. The Centre was not a retirement home as such. It served as a meeting place during the day for some 35 elderly people. He was told by community volunteers that, before the establishment of the Centre, some of those people had been found to be so depressed and apathetic that they had not bothered to turn their lights on at home. Since they had begun to spend their days in the Centre, they had come to life again. Viewers could witness how lively their spirit was and just how extraordinary they were. When he interviewed them, he had been struck by their deep sense of loneliness and vulnerability, as they had lost their families or their children were unable to provide for them. When they gathered together, however, their sense of themselves as persons was restored. The film did not focus on the Centre; rather it allowed the elderly people to tell their stories. They were among the last people alive who could tell the story of the Palestine refugees from the very beginning.
83.
The documentary film “Left Lonely” was shown.

Perspectives on Agency developments

84.
Ms. AbuZayd (Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said that she would like to reflect on some core features of the Agency and its work in the current context. Two facts were self-evident:  the Agency’s operational environment was unpredictable and volatile, and its role evolved in response to constantly shifting pressures and influences within and outside its theatre of operations. In spite of that need to be flexible, the Agency’s ultimate strength lay in its ability to serve refugees and stakeholders as a steady source of support and a competent and reliable partner. That required a delicate balancing act. The developments in Lebanon during the past summer were an example of the volatility of the operational environment. It had not been foreseen that the war would be fought with such uncompromising intensity, with the consequent scale of civilian deaths and injuries and destruction of civilian infrastructure. 

85.
The Agency’s response to the Lebanon conflict exemplified its strengths. Its services had continued as usual and UNRWA had served as an active partner in the inter-agency effort. Being already on the ground, it had been able to deploy immediately and share its service network, utilizing its solid foundation of local staff with intimate knowledge of the terrain. Prior to the conflict, UNRWA had worked with the Government on a $50 million plan to improve living conditions in the refugee camps in Lebanon, and it was extremely pleased that the camp improvement initiative had survived the hostilities, and that $3 million dollars worth of UNRWA projects had been incorporated in Lebanon’s recovery plan. Throughout the conflict, UNRWA had demonstrated its capacity to stay true to its core activities, while responding to rapidly changing circumstances.

86.
In Gaza, 2006 had begun on a note of hope, which had died in its infancy. Gaza was a territory where students had been struck by bullets while sitting in their classrooms; where teachers had died in a cross-fire on their way to work; where entire families had been killed by artillery shells. For those working in Gaza and the West Bank, 2006 had brought new reasons for shock and dismay, new reasons to ask how much more suffering Palestinians could endure. The answers to those questions did not lie within the powers entrusted to UNRWA by its mandate, so instead the Agency was focusing on what it was equipped to do: make a positive difference in the daily lives of refugees through its dual humanitarian assistance and development role, complemented, whenever required, by its emergency programmes.

87.
UNRWA operations in the occupied territories were not merely about emergency responses. On the contrary, its human development impulse was as strong in Gaza and the West Bank as in the other fields. It was in the process of building an important new technical and vocational training centre in Khan Younis and installing computer labs in all UNRWA Gaza schools; over half of its appeal for Beit Hanoun was devoted to construction of homes and infrastructure. Other fields showed a similar pattern, with the overall aim of sustainable human development for Palestine refugees. 

88.
The unpredictability of the working environment was not due solely to armed conflict: sometimes it was due to forces extraneous to the region. In the first quarter of 2006, for example, donor funds had been delayed precisely at the time of year when the Agency’s financial position was at its weakest, as the principal donors had considered whether the change in the identity of the Palestinian Authority might have implications for their funding of UNRWA. In the time it had taken for clarity to emerge, the Agency had been on tenterhooks, only weeks away from being unable to pay salaries. Thankfully, in the final analysis donors had come through with the resources required for UNRWA to perform its mission. The experience had forcefully brought home the hazards of relying on voluntary contributions for 97 per cent of the budget and had been a reminder of what could occur when the Agency’s humanitarian and development rationales were not congruent with the considerations influencing the global actions of its donors. 

89.
For the most part the Agency’s objectives converged strongly with donor interests. For example, 82 per cent of the 2006 emergency appeal had been funded. But the response to emergency appeals contrasted with the situation of the general budget, which had seen very little incremental growth. The biennium’s needs-based budget had not been funded to the extent envisioned. Perpetual austerity, particularly during the past decade, had been taking a serious toll on the Agency and on the quality of its services. The intensive efforts underway towards organizational reform were critical to maximizing the effectiveness of the Agency’s services; it was time for donors to show in concrete terms their support for the Agency’s determination to reform.

90.
One of the most striking manifestations of the tension between the preoccupations of States and humanitarian questions was the readiness of States to fund emergency responses compared to their failure to address the questions of international law and politics that caused the emergencies. That tension was clear in the way in which the urgency to resolve underlying questions of justice and peace for Palestinians was divorced from the challenge of providing for their human needs. Those tensions could and should be avoided, particularly in the Palestinian arena, where the issues were too tightly interwoven to allow the luxury of a fragmented approach. An approach in which security and political questions were deemed to override humanitarian and protection issues was simply not sustainable. 

91.
There had been a growing emphasis in recent years on protection and the responsibility to protect, but the protection imperative was not new. It was enshrined in a variety of international legal instruments and embedded in fundamental precepts of humanity and human dignity, drawing their inspiration from the ancient moral and religious codes on which modern civilizations were founded. What was newly worrying was the attitude of bold contempt shown by some States towards the sanctity of Palestinian lives and the disdain and disrespect for the human dignity of Palestinians.

92.
The humanitarian community was responding to those worrying trends with fact-finding missions and with calls for an international mechanism to protect civilian populations. Those responses were fuelled by an awareness that the status quo in Gaza and the West Bank must change for the better and that humanitarian actors had an inherent duty to press for the necessary changes. UNRWA saw an inexorable slide towards the destruction of Palestinian society and felt fully justified in calling for new ways to halt that slide. An important aspect of the Agency’s evolving role was as a global advocate for the care and protection of Palestine refugees, a role implicit in its mandate and its identity as an Agency that ultimately derived its authority from the Charter of the United Nations. Its primary tools were programmes and services reaching refugees directly, but, observing at close range and on a daily basis the suffering that Palestinians frequently endured, UNRWA could not look the other way. 

93.
UNRWA was fully aware that the legitimacy of its advocacy role rested on remaining within the boundaries of its humanitarian mandate and that the boundaries that separated the humanitarian from the political were indistinct but nevertheless real. It had no desire to jeopardize the international credibility it had worked so hard to create and maintain. Ultimately, the relevance of its advocacy role was inversely proportional to the constructive engagement of States and other political actors. As long as they engaged with the issues in a positive and humane way, the need for UNRWA to exhort and cajole from the sidelines would diminish, but in the current circumstances it could not remain silent.

94.
In conclusion, while highlighting the flexibility and responsiveness of the Agency, she had affirmed that its humanitarian assistance and human development interventions flowed naturally from its mandate. The well-being of Palestine refugees could not be separated from their enjoyment of rights and freedoms. The Agency strove to be innovative, forward-looking and inclusive and to take a comprehensive approach grounded in a steadfast commitment to the human advancement of each Palestine refugee. Those qualities should ensure that in years to come, until a just and comprehensive solution was achieved, UNRWA would remain a competent and reliable partner to its stakeholders and a steady source of support to Palestine refugees.

95.
The Deputy Commissioner-General would brief the Meeting on the latest developments related to the organizational development plan. The Agency was very proud of what it had achieved in a short time and excited about the coming period, when major initiatives could begin to have direct consequences on the Agency’s productivity and effectiveness.

Update on UNRWA initiatives
Organizational development process

96.
Mr. Grandi (Deputy Commissioner-General, UNRWA), accompanying his remarks with a slide presentation, recalled that just one year earlier the Commissioner-General had announced the launch of a management reform initiative, growing out of the 2004 Geneva Conference on Meeting the Humanitarian Needs of the Palestine Refugees in the Near East, which had become known as the organizational development process. The purpose was to strengthen and sustain the Agency’s management for the sake of delivering more effective programmes and activities for Palestine refugees. After he had reported on the progress made in the past few months, he would give the floor to the representative of the President of MANNET, the consulting firm working with the Agency on the process, to explain the next steps and to give some preliminary thoughts on the development of indicators to measure the progress and impact of the management reform initiative, as stakeholders had requested.

97.
The organizational development plan rested on a strategic foundation, on an attempt to identify the Agency’s vision and strategic approach as an agency geared to human development of Palestine refugees in the Near East through the provision of services, with a strong protection approach, as outlined by the Commissioner-General. Along with the strategic direction, the Agency’s organizational concept was reviewed to arrive at what was termed an “organizational design”, based on certain key ideas at the heart of the organizational development plan:  accountability, transparency, a more strategic approach to programming, results-based orientation, among others.

98.
The Agency had decided to present a three-year reform plan through 2009. The plan could evolve, depending on the amount of contributions received and lessons learned, and the Agency intended to keep its stakeholders fully informed. The plan had been estimated to cost $30 million over three years; that figure, although it seemed steep, was relatively frugal for an agency the size of UNRWA; like the plan itself, the cost figure would undergo continuous review and a more exact breakdown should be available in the first quarter of 2007. Early pledges from generous donors had enabled the Agency to begin some of the preparatory activities in the organizational development plan. The Agency was currently in the complex phase of secondary planning and the refinement of operational details, a phase less easy for stakeholders and staff to grasp. For the sake of continuity, rather than recruiting a senior-level organizational change manager, the Agency had re-engaged the MANNET firm to accompany it through the reform process. 

99.
The Agency had identified four "levers of change" to articulate the organizational development process: human resources management, the programme management cycle, leadership and management, and organizational processes and systems.

100.
Reform of human resources management was extremely important. In September 2006 an internal UNRWA task force had submitted a three-year human resources management reform plan, which would form an integral part of the organizational development process. In that context the Agency would soon begin to implement a staffing strategy, as a preliminary to a full staffing review. Once the programme strategy was concluded and the Agency had clearly identified its priorities for the next few years, it must determine whether its staff was of the right size, in the right place, at the right level, and of the right profile. It was an ambitious strategy, but one that would hopefully result in a better-structured organization, especially as human resources accounted for some 80 per cent of the Agency's budget. UNRWA must be sure that its human resources were being used in the most effective manner possible, and the strategy should be among the Agency's urgent priorities for the early part of 2007.

101.
A number of more technical human resources projects must also be tackled, including a review of staff classification and compensation, which would be implemented in parallel with the staffing strategy and review. Certain other structural issues must also be addressed, including the re-creation of a stand-alone human resources department with a new director whose main task would be to focus on reform. Most initiatives for the reform of human resources would be implemented by a single consultancy firm, but the Agency currently lacked the funds to contract such a firm.

102.
In the context of the programme management cycle, the Agency's senior management had recently discussed the development of a high-level programme strategy, as well as a number of more operational issues relating to the delivery of programmes. The purpose of the discussions was to develop a programme strategy that was based on a better evaluation of the Agency's needs and on a rights-based approach, and better able to exploit the synergies between the Agency's institutional programmes. The draft programme strategy should be submitted to stakeholders at the February 2007 Advisory Commission meeting, for finalization in the spring of 2007. The formulation of the strategy would complete the strategic foundation of the Agency's organizational development efforts.

103.
In order to prepare itself for the implementation of the improved strategy, the Agency had begun to strengthen the Office of the Director of Operational Support through the internal redeployment of additional staff. The Agency was also strengthening its emergency management capacity in response to the evaluation conducted by the Overseas Development Institute. An Emergency Officer had been recruited to the Agency's Jerusalem headquarters.

104.
Under the heading of leadership and management, UNRWA had strengthened the Executive Office, which had been notoriously weak in the past. It had also begun to address its communications strategy and would appoint a spokesperson to assist the Commissioner-General in her advocacy work on behalf of the Palestinian refugees. A number of other communications issues would also need to be addressed.

105.
In the context of organizational processes and systems, one of the issues revealed by the assessments conducted during 2006 was that the Agency's business processes were cumbersome, costly and often ineffective. With the assistance of the MANNET consultancy, a senior-level working group would map the Agency's key processes, both in the field and at headquarters, and design more effective processes that would save time, reduce costs and increase the Agency's effectiveness. That project would be another key priority for the early part of 2007.

106.
Lastly, UNRWA had also begun to address reform of its information and communication technology (ICT) systems. It was clear that unless those systems were radically improved the Agency would not be able to sustain some of the more ambitious aspects of its reform process. The ultimate goal was to introduce enterprise resource planning (ERP) linking all the Agency's processes. The United Nations Secretariat's information and communication technology division was helping the Agency conduct a review of its existing structures. By working with the division the Agency could benefit from United Nations expertise, save money and remain linked to ICT reform efforts being undertaken throughout the United Nations system. The first review would take place in early January 2007.

107.
Mr. Campbell (MANNET consultant), presenting an update on the Agency's management reform strategy by means of a slide presentation, said that by 2008-2009 the Agency would be able to integrate all its thinking on strategy, programmes and budgeting into one comprehensive document and one comprehensive cycle.

108.
The reforms proposed a new way of looking at the Agency's structure, and there were two immediate challenges in that regard: implementing the staffing strategy and ensuring that the high-level conceptual work being undertaken was reflected at the field level. The related accountability frameworks would be finalized by September or October 2007. A series of workshops would be held at every headquarters and field office during the first quarter of 2007 to discuss the organizational development process itself. Management must be the foundation of all the various reform initiatives.

109.
In response to a request of the Advisory Commission the reforms envisaged a set of indicators, whose primary function was to show whether or not the Agency was achieving the desired results. The indicators were organized as a hierarchy which measured the Agency's inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes and impact. In that regard, an important distinction should be made between descriptors and metrics. A descriptor was a certain desired behaviour, standard or action, while a metric was a set of hard numerical data that could be tracked and measured. The descriptor might be measured in three ways: internal organizational effectiveness and climate surveys, external stakeholder surveys, and management audits. There were a number of basic questions to be asked with respect to the metric, such as whether it was possible to track the data, whether it would be reliable, whether it could be framed appropriately, whether could confidentiality could be protected, whether it would be useful and, lastly, whether it would be worth the effort to acquire it. There were therefore two key groups of indicators: process and output indicators, which essentially described the progress being made, and outcome and impact indicators, which asked whether the desired results were being achieved.

110.
The Agency should be focusing on outcomes and impact rather than on processes and outputs, and should use a limited number of metrics. At the February 2007 meeting of the Advisory Commission the comprehensive workplan would be presented within the context of the key indicators, with very precise descriptions of how to measure the future success of the Agency's outputs. The agency should begin with a very high-level impact objective, identify the desired outcomes, determine how it would be measured by indicators and develop the baseline data regarding targets, verification and assumptions. Indicators must be directly linked to the expected outcomes. For example, in order to determine whether the Agency's programmes were being managed effectively, a number of indicators might be used to determine the percentage of programmes that were implemented on time and within budget. However, in order to determine effective indicators, the programme management cycle must be put in place. It would therefore take much longer to develop the outcome indicators than the output indicators, as a management tool.

111.
With respect to the hierarchy of indicators, he gave the example of the Agency's plan to introduce a new performance management system. The design of the system, the development of tools and guidelines and the training of managers and staff were all easily describable and measurable outputs. However, it must then be determined whether the output was being used and whether the relevant policy guidelines were being observed. That could be measured by asking managers to submit the relevant performance management reports to the human resources department. However, it must then be asked whether the output - the performance management system - was making any difference. One way to do that was to consider the quality of the reports and the linkages with the agency's programmes.

112.
However, in order to find out what was actually happening, it would be necessary to go to an even higher level and ask whether staff performance was actually improving and whether any under-performance was being addressed. Thus, the higher one ascended in the hierarchy of indicators, the harder it was to achieve the desired measurement and the greater the time and effort required. A dialogue had been initiated with managers, the Advisory Commission and the hosts and donors to determine whether the indicators made sense, whether they were prepared to use them, and how they would do so.

113.
Lastly, he presented a set of impact indicators - those which measured the impact on the lives of Palestinian refugees - which had been developed through a consultancy financed by the European Commission. Those indicators related more to the quality of refugees' lives and the Agency's programmes. For example, the Commission had discussed making the Agency more field-oriented and allocating a higher percentage of resources to the field. As an outcome it would be possible to measure the relative proportion of resources and posts that were allocated to the field rather than to headquarters.

114.
The various indicators would ultimately be built into the programme management cycle and into the Agency's various processes. The organizational development process was, by its very nature, an integrated process, and the four levers of change that had been identified to articulate the organizational development process would need to be managed in a dedicated and focused manner if the desired results were to be achieved.

115.
Mr. Grandi (Deputy Commissioner-General) said that UNRWA had received approximately $3.5 million to date in contributions and pledges for the organizational development process, which was slightly more than 10 per cent of the overall organizational development budget. The figure of $30 million had been set for a three-year period. If the Agency wished to implement the workplan properly, however, it would have to use the lion’s share of available resources for the initial investment in the organizational development process. Much of that process involved the recruitment of additional staff and work with consultancies, which required money at the outset. Therefore, the first year of implementation would be an expensive year. In addition to the available resources, there was a need for an additional $11 million for 2007. If the Agency did not obtain that sum, it would have to prioritize its activities. UNRWA looked forward to discussing prioritization and the relevant indicators at the forthcoming Advisory Commission meeting in February. At that point, it would have a better idea of available resources. 

116.
He continued to travel in the field and found that colleagues at all levels expressed enthusiasm for the organizational development process. They were all impatient to see results. They also understood that the process was complex and required time and investment. While there was also some resistance to the process, enthusiasm for it among staff prevailed. The main indication of success would be when all staff not only understood but also felt the benefits of the organizational development process in their  daily work. He therefore made a strong plea for early and generous pledges over and above the general fund contributions.
117.
The meeting was suspended at 3.50 p.m. and resumed at 4.35 p.m.
IUED survey

118.
Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support, UNRWA) said that several recommendations had emerged from the international conference held in Geneva in June 2004. The first was to survey the living conditions of Palestine refugees and services provided by UNRWA in its area of operations. The second was to enhance the Agency’s ability to collect and analyse data. UNRWA had a wealth of data but lacked adequate capacity to analyse them. The third recommendation was to develop an information and knowledge management strategy for the Agency. As the Agency lacked the capacity to implement the first recommendation in all five fields of operation, it had asked the Graduate Institute for Development Studies at the University of Geneva (IUED) and the Institute for Development Studies at the Catholic University of Louvain (UCL) to do so on its behalf. In parallel, the Agency was conducting a more limited survey of its special hardship case clientele to serve as a basis for reform of the special hardship programme. The other two recommendations were being addressed as part of the organizational development plan. 

119.
Mr. Bocco (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)) said that the IUED/UCL survey was the first of its kind, as it was conducted across the five UNRWA fields of operation and based on original Agency registration files on refugees. Data had been collected, analysed and organized into four main sets of documents. First, there was a database which was already operational and available for UNRWA staff. There were 11 thematic reports written by an international team of experts and a synthesis report. Lastly, there were maps showing the geographical distribution of registered refugees across the five fields. The data had been collected and analysed in cooperation with UNRWA staff, host countries and local research centres which were contracted to administer questionnaires to more than 10,000 interviewees. He drew attention to the power-point presentation, a copy of which had been distributed, including a section on social and economic conditions, the labour market, coping strategies and refugee vulnerability, education, health, habitat and the situation of women.

120.
Mr. Brunner (DataDoxa), explaining the methodology used for the survey, said that five random samples had been drawn from the UNRWA databases on registered refugees in the fields, broken down by gender and age, in an effort to provide a representative picture of those refugees aged 16 and older in the five fields of operation. One problem encountered was that the UNRWA registration database did not contain the addresses of the refugees. UNRWA staff, however, had made an invaluable contribution to tracing the missing addresses by searching its special hardship case, emergency food aid programme, human resource and microcredit databases. Most of the addresses had been found by the Education Department through the records of the schools closest to the original place of registration of the refugees. Phone calls or field visits had been made by relief and social services staff to track the remaining missing addresses. Not all addresses could be traced, however. The untraced persons had therefore been replaced by geographical proxies. 

121.
Local polling institutions had then conducted the interviews. They had been supervised by UNRWA staff, but UNRWA had not interfered in the data collection. The questionnaire contained 29 pages of questions which yielded some 1,300 variables containing the answers to the questions. To alleviate the data-entry process, the pages had been scanned on UNRWA premises in Amman by operators supervised by the IUED team and entered into computers in Geneva. The open-ended questions had been sent back to Amman, where a team of 30 operators had performed the data entry. The data collected had then undergone a process of standardization, as the questionnaire was not the same in each field. Those standardized data had then been analysed at the individual and household level.

122.
Mr. Lapeyre (Catholic University of Louvain (UCL)) said that one of the objectives of the study had been to draw a socio-economic profile of the Palestine refugees in the various fields. The approach had been to use a quantitative, objective measure of well-being, namely income. The decision had also been made to use a relative poverty line in order to identify the poorest 20 per cent in each field, the gap between the poorest and others, the factors aggravating the poverty risk and the main characteristics of the poorest. Comparison with non-refugee income in the five fields had been excluded from the tasks of the survey. 

123.
It had been found that wage income was the main source of income in all fields, so that access to employment was crucial. The second most important source of income was transfer income in all fields except Syria, where it was surpassed by self-employment income. Transfer income could come from institutions such as UNRWA or from family and friends within the country or abroad; it constituted a high percentage of the income of the poorest households, especially in Gaza. Money support from family and friends was the most important component of transfer income for the poorest 20 per cent in all fields except Gaza, where UNRWA transfers were more important. From the graph showing rates of relative poverty before and after transfers, it was clear that transfers had a strong impact in reducing poverty, particularly in Gaza and the West Bank, where poverty rates declined by 30 points and 20 points, respectively, after transfer. It should be remembered that the measure of poverty was relative, and that the absolute income of the poorest 20% differed from one field to another. However, the relative poverty yardstick was useful in revealing the effectiveness of transfers and gave information on income inequality among Palestine refugees. In Gaza, for example, not only was the overall income level was very low, but one fourth of households had an income less than half the median income. 

124.
The study compared relative poverty in camps and outside of camps both before and after transfers. An important finding was that camp refugees in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria were clearly worse off than non-camp refugees in terms of income; in Gaza and the West Bank the reverse was true because of the effects of the conflict. Also in Gaza and the West Bank, money transfers had a greater impact in reducing poverty in camps than outside camps. Examination of the effect of money transfers on certain vulnerable groups showed that transfers were more effective in combating poverty for female heads of households, who were also more likely to fall into the poorest 20 per cent. Only in Syria did the difference between male and female heads of households remain large after transfers.

125.
Nonetheless, access to the labour market was crucial for Palestinian households, since wages were the main source of income. Labour force participation rates were very low for Palestinians, and particularly for Palestinian women, compared with their host countries and the rest of the world; even in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria the proportion of the working age population in the labour force barely exceeded 50 per cent, although among the factors were the youthful age structure of the Palestinian population and the fact that young people were staying in school longer. Unemployment rates in the West Bank and Gaza reached 24 percent and 40 per cent, respectively. In Jordan, Lebanon and Syria unemployment rates  were only slightly higher for refugees than for the rest of the population; however, if figured according to the relaxed definition taking into account discouraged workers, they were considerably higher. The incidence of long-term unemployment (more than one year) was very high, especially in the West Bank, Gaza and Lebanon, and a considerable proportion had been out of work for more than two years. The graph on employment in relation to educational attainment showed that vocational training and higher education had a strong impact on employability; vocational training offered far more access to employment than high school alone, and that finding was true in all fields. However, higher education offered less access to jobs in Lebanon than in the other fields. Underemployment, defined as working less than 34 hours per week, was also quite high in all fields, particularly among women. Much more detailed thematic papers would soon be available.

126.
Mr. Brunner (DataDoxa) said that the survey questionnaire had included a few questions on the strategies refugees used to cope with hardship. While the income data presented a static picture, the thematic study on coping strategies and refugee vulnerability tried to present a dynamic perspective. Coping strategies were responses for resisting and recovering from hardship, crisis and shocks. The 11 strategies listed, such as reducing the meals of adults in favour of children or selling valuables, could be reduced  through factor analysis to two factors:  reducing costs or increasing income. It had been  found that the strategies that could be categorized as reducing costs were indicators of potential vulnerability, whereas the second group of strategies were indicators of high vulnerability. As an example, households that said that food consumption was less than minimal food needs used coping strategies more than the average, particularly cost-reducing strategies. 

127.
Mr. Al-Husseini  (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)) noted that education was the Agency’s main programme in terms of both budget and staff, delivering basic education and vocational training to nearly half a million Palestine refugees. Some refugees also had the option of attending State or private schools in the host countries, and the survey had analysed those choices. The vast majority of refugees aged 16 and above had completed their basic education in UNRWA schools; that was true of all fields, although the percentages were significantly lower in Jordan and the West Bank than elsewhere. Another finding was that among camp refugees a higher percentage had  attended UNRWA schools as compared with those living outside camps. Gaza and Jordan claimed the largest percentage of refugees who had completed at least the full basic education cycle, Lebanon the smallest. In all fields except Gaza, camp refugees had a lower educational attainment profile than non-camp refugees. 

128.
The survey had asked respondents to rate their language skills in Arabic, English and other foreign languages. Although that question had yielded a subjective assessment, analysis had revealed a strong correlation with educational attainment. The multi-language index showed that refugees in Lebanon and Gaza had evaluated themselves as having the best language skills; those in Jordan had rated themselves lower overall, despite a high scores for proficiency in English and Arabic, apparently reflecting less knowledge of other languages. Refugees in Syria had rated themselves lowest in language skills among the five fields.  

129.
The survey had attempted to measure satisfaction with UNRWA education services. Among other findings, camp refugees had claimed a higher degree of satisfaction than refugees living elsewhere. In Jordan and Lebanon, less than half of the respondents had expressed positive opinions about the Agency’s educational services. The main suggestions for improvement made by refugees were increased availability of classrooms, higher quality of teaching, availability of medical facilities in the schools and greater parental participation. 

130.
Mr. Bocco (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)), explaining the part of the study that concerned health, the second largest UNRWA programme, said that chronic diseases and disabilities had emerged as the main health management issues for UNRWA. The three main chronic diseases were hypertension, diabetes and heart conditions; the three categories of disability, in order of importance, were physical, auditory and visual disabilities. Among the poorest households, 60 per cent to 76 per cent, depending on the field, had at least one person suffering from chronic disease or disability. It was found that the vast majority of refugees had no health insurance coverage, but most were covered by the public sector. The most important providers of hospitalization services for the refugees were Governments, with UNRWA second, except in Lebanon, where UNRWA provided more than half. On a measure of satisfaction with hospital services, only Lebanon scored low. In all fields UNRWA was the primary provider of prenatal care, nearly the only provider in Gaza, and in terms of satisfaction with prenatal services Gaza ranked highest, Lebanon lowest.

131.
Mr. Al-Husseini (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)), discussing the part of the survey relating to habitat, said that the first step had been to map the geographical distribution of Palestine refugees across the five fields, broken down into dwellers in camps, cities, towns and villages. Among other findings, it had been determined that most refugees lived outside of camps, particularly in Jordan, where only one fifth lived in official UNRWA camps; only in Lebanon did camp-dwellers account for more than half the refugees, but in absolute numbers there were more refugees living in camps in Gaza than in the other fields, with Jordan second in numbers of camp-dwellers. 

132.
Crowding had been measured both by occupancy per room and by floor area per capita. Results showed that crowding was prevalent in all fields, but particularly in the camps in Lebanon, Syria and Jordan. Based on 12 criteria, such as crowding, water network, electricity and so forth, the study had attempted to measure housing standards and to them from highest to lowest in the five fields, distinguishing between camps and non-camps. According to that methodology, it had been found that conditions in camps were in all fields worse than conditions outside camps. Another surprising result, which would no doubt be controversial, was the generally low housing standards in Jordan, despite the well-known efforts of the Jordanian Government to improve sanitation and other infrastructure in the camps. However, the result was due less to camp infrastructure problems than to conditions within the dwellings themselves in terms of crowding, construction defects and humidity, along with lack of public spaces. Some of the findings were based on subjective expressions of satisfaction or dissatisfaction and might reflect the higher expectations of Palestine refugees in Jordan in view of their status as citizens. Overall, the conclusion to be drawn from the study was that more effort should be directed to improving habitat in the camps, without, however, forgetting informal settlements of refugees, where conditions were often worse.

133.
Mr. Brunner (DataDoxa), addressing the situation of refugee women, noted that women married for the first time at a younger age than men, whereas in the group aged 30 to 59, a larger percentage of men than women were married because women had a higher life expectancy and as a result there were many more widows than widowers. There was a striking disparity in equality between men and women, which was illustrated by the difference in education levels. In the West Bank, for example, 24 per cent of men aged 60 or over had never been to school and had an average or less-than average mastery of Arabic. Among women of the same age group, the figure was 73 per cent. On a more positive note, however, there was very little disparity between males and females in younger age groups. Similar trends were revealed in Gaza, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. Unemployment was generally much higher among women than among men. In Gaza, for example, 70 per cent of women were jobless, as against 33 per cent of men. Moreover, women were paid significantly less than men.

134.
Mr. Bocco (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)), concluding the survey presentation, said that the survey database was operational and accessible to Agency staff and that maps showing the geographical distribution of the refugees were available. The final report would be available at the end of January 2007, and all the thematic reports would be ready by mid-March 2007. He wished to thank the Agency and the host countries for the invaluable assistance they had provided.

135.
Mr. Salamah (Observer for Palestine) said that access to reliable statistical data was important as it enabled the Agency to improve the planning of its services to refugees and to identify programme priorities. However, any conclusions having policy implications should be discussed with donors, host countries and refugees. The Advisory Commission and its sub-committees were perhaps the best forums for discussing the survey's conclusions, and it was important that such discussions should be held before the final report was submitted.

136.
Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that the survey had confirmed the seriousness of the refugees' situation and should be given due attention. However, it was not a question of establishing programme priorities, since all the Agency's basic programmes were inherently of a priority nature. All the Palestinian refugees should benefit from the Agency's efforts to improve the distressing picture portrayed by the survey. The report should be submitted to host and donor countries for their consideration ahead of the Advisory Commission's June 2007 session, and should form part of the discussions on the Agency's proposed budget increase for the biennium 2007-2008.

137.
Mr. Azayzeh (Jordan) said he wished for clarification concerning the random population samples used for the survey. Since the circumstances of the refugees living in Jordan were different from those of refugees living in other areas, the samples might not be comparable. He wondered whether only UNRWA records had been used to identify the addresses of the individuals surveyed and, if so, how many of the individuals concerned were beneficiaries of the Agency's services. The findings of the habitat portion of the  survey were very surprising, since the Jordanian Government had invested a considerable sum of money in the refugee camps, and the refugees' dwellings were properly equipped with concrete floors, kitchens and bathrooms.

138.
Mr. Léger (France) said that the survey painted a very worrying picture of the refugees' socio-economic conditions, especially with regard to unemployment. The donor countries must consider how they should support the refugees' general economic environment and, in particular, the implications of the closure regime, which threatened the very survival of the refugee population.

139.
Mr. Brunner (DataDoxa), addressing the questions posed by the representative of Jordan, said that the random sampling used the survey derived directly from the Agency's registration database. Thus, in Jordan as in all other areas, there was the same probability that respondents lived either inside or outside a refugee camp. It was more difficult to find addresses outside the camps, but nonetheless he was quite confident that the results were very accurate. It was not possible, however, to sample by geographic location, since such information was simply not available.

140.
Mr. Al-Husseini (Graduate Institute of Development Studies (IUED)) said it was true that the physical infrastructure of refugee dwellings in Jordan had been improved significantly. However, some of the questions were subjective in nature, and it was possible, for example, that refugees based in Jordan were more demanding because they enjoyed Jordanian citizenship. The research team would reexamine the relevant data and endeavour to separate objective from subjective elements.

141.
Mr. Brunner (DataDoxa) said that his team had worked with the authors of the habitat-related portion of the survey, because the findings were so surprising. In Gaza and the West Bank, the people themselves had invested more in their homes. The statistics on overcrowding appeared to be confirmed by other sources. However, certain criteria were subjective and could lead to unusual results. For example, individuals' assessments of their housing conditions was strongly linked to the overall context in their area. The research team would work on the relevant data, as it had produced the most surprising findings.

142.
Mr. Azayzeh (Jordan) said that less than 20 per cent of Palestinian refugees in Jordan lived in camps, and that percentage should have been reflected in the random sampling. Moreover, the individuals questioned might be those with the worst standard of living. If the comparison was being made between the housing conditions inside the camps and those outside the camps, in Jordan, then he could agree with the findings. However, the conditions in Jordan's camps were considerably better than those in the camps in the Agency's other areas of operation.

143.
Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support, UNRWA) said that the surprising findings of the habitat survey illustrated the fact that much of the data collected was quantitative in nature and did not explain the underlying causes. More qualitative research was required in order to understand the reasons for the responses. The Agency had begun to reflect on the draft thematic reports and to draw conclusions from them as part of the overall programme review process. The thematic reports would be widely disseminated, the final report would be published in Arabic and English, and other reports would be posted on the Agency's website. It might also be possible to make the raw survey data available to researchers, host country representatives and others. It was a very rich set of data, which required broad reflection over the coming year.

144.
Ms. AbuZayd (Commissioner-General, UNRWA) said it should be recalled that the survey was a perception-based exercise and that expectations differed across the region, sometimes leading to surprising contrasts.  There should be further discussion about the underlying causes of the findings, since some were unexpected.  The reports will be posted on UNRWA’s website, and, if they are accurate, it is important that all concerned should be aware of them.

Socio-economic analysis of special hardship cases

145.
Ms. Kuttab (Director of Relief and Social Services, UNRWA) said that the Agency would not have been able to conduct the study “A Socio-economic analysis of special hardship case families in the five fields of UNRWA operations” and to act on its policy implications without the support of many delegations present, including the European Commission, which had provided funds for the post of Senior Policy Adviser and a statistician and for a pilot study of special hardship case (SHC) reform, which would be presented in 2007. She also thanked the Syrian and Jordanian Government and Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics for granting access by the Senior Policy Adviser to data on household income and expenditures, which had allowed for the establishment of an abject-poverty line for the first time in UNRWA history. She drew particular attention to chapter 10 of the study, which provided an overview of many of the key findings of the analysis.

146.
Mr. Hejoj (Senior Policy Adviser, UNRWA) said that the study “A Socio-economic analysis of special hardship case families in the five fields of UNRWA operations” built on the results of the SHC survey conducted in 2005 and provided an overview of the living conditions of that population in the fields. One of the main objectives of the survey was to provide data for better use of scarce resources. A second objective was to analyse the living conditions of SHC families for the development of poverty-based policies. To date, the report and survey represented the first comprehensive attempt by the Agency to describe the social and economic conditions of such families in all five fields of UNRWA operations. The families covered in the report largely depended on the assistance provided by the Agency, without which the majority would fall more deeply into poverty. To conduct the survey and draw conclusions, there was a need for a representative sample of the population in all the fields. Fortunately, there was a reliable database on the SHC population with addresses and information on income. A stratified random sampling technique was adopted for drawing the sample for the survey in the five fields of operation. The methodology was explained in annex 1 of the report. The survey covered 3,603 families in the fields, comprising 14,364 individuals from the SHC population. The field work had lasted for some three months. Because of the crisis in Gaza, it had taken more time than anticipated.

147.
The median age for SHC individuals was 22 years, with about 18 per cent of individuals below the age of 9 and 56 per cent below the age of 30. The averages, however, sometimes concealed differences among the fields. For example, the median age was 34 in the West Bank and 17 in Gaza. The highest proportion of SHC families lived in one-person families, accounting for more than a quarter of all families. The average family size of SHC families was some 4 persons, compared with 4.73 persons for registered refugees. The small average family size was directly related to the eligibility criteria of the SHC programme. Another revealing indicator which was directly linked to those criteria was the large number of females compared to males among the SHC population. Women and girls accounted for about 59 per cent of the entire SHC population.

148.
The majority of the dwellings had three rooms or fewer, with an average of 1.5 persons per room and 2.2 persons per sleeping room. That figure was not considered overcrowding by international standards, which was 3 persons. If the Z category – those who did not fall under any of the other categories – was taken into account, however, that number increased to 3.7.  SHC families occupied a limited space, with an average dwelling size of 75 square metres. One matter of concern was that some 50 per cent of dwellings in Gaza camps still had asbestos roofs. In addition, the majority of dwellings suffered from an unhealthy indoor environment. The majority were cold and difficult to heat in winter and hot and uncomfortable in summer. Another striking figure which raised concerns was that some 57 per cent of all SHC families in Gaza had no heating.

149.
Concerning education, the majority of SHC individuals (88.3 per cent) had less than preparatory education. Only 2.3 per cent had completed education beyond the secondary level. There was a strong correlation between education and poverty. Another revealing indicator was the drop-out rate. More than 14 per cent of persons between the ages of 6 and 15 in all fields dropped out of school. The highest number of drops outs was in Jordan, with almost 30 per cent, and the lowest in Gaza, with a 7 per cent drop-out rate. 

150.
With respect to health, 21.8 per cent of SHC individuals suffered from a chronic health problem and another 11.5 per cent suffered from psychological or physical disabilities.  Some 58 per cent of SHC individuals lacked health insurance. In Gaza, approximately 85 per cent had health insurance. By contrast, almost no SHC families in Lebanon did.

151.
Concerning economic activities, the majority of SHC individuals were unemployed. A minority did work on a part-time basis. A majority of SHC individuals had annual incomes of less than $600 and only some 15 per cent had annual per capita expenditures of more than $1,000. Transfer income was the most important source of income for the vast majority of SHC families. For the lowest income group, transfer income constituted almost all their income. According to World Bank standards, 46.7 per cent of SHC individuals had expenditure levels of less than $1 a day and 85.8 per cent less than $2 a day. Those figures took into consideration the assistance provided to them. If assistance were not factored in, the percentage would increase significantly. 

152.
The last part of the survey addressed food consumption and distribution. At the time of the survey, flour had been distributed to all five fields. By the end of 2005, it was distributed only in the occupied Palestinian territories. The overall consumption of the SHC food items in the five fields was very high; more than 93 per cent of the SHC families consumed all the quantities of food (excluding flour) which they received. If flour was factored in within the occupied Palestinian territories, that figure was even higher.

153.
In conclusion, the updating of the questionnaire (see annex 2 of the study), which included more social and economic variables, would enable the Agency to build a database and produce annual reports. The survey results, in combination with host-country data, would help to promote reform of the SHC programme towards a poverty-based approach.

The meeting rose at 6.25 p.m.
Hosts and Donors Meeting
Tuesday, 12 December 2006

The meeting was called to order at 9.10 a.m.
Overview of the situation of Palestine refugee youth
154.
Mr. Grandi (Deputy Commissioner-General) said that the second day of the Hosts and Donors Meeting would focus on Palestine refugee youth, and he welcomed the youth representatives that would be participating. The day’s events would also allow more time for discussion and dialogue. 

155.
Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support) said that youth aged 15 to 24, according to the United Nations definition, made up 20 per cent of the Palestine refugee population; if younger adolescents were included, the category represented 30 per cent of the refugees registered with the agency. Palestine refugee youth were an important target group for the Agency’s human development efforts, since they were often disproportionately affected by unemployment and social exclusion, while having to cope psychologically with the continuing conflict at the heart of their situation. As participants had learned, the Agency was currently in the process of a programme review aimed at developing an updated programme strategy by the spring of 2007, and it was therefore keenly interested in input from its stakeholders, including youth, about what the Agency was doing right, what it should do differently and what more it could do. 

156.
In order to stimulate an interactive dialogue, UNRWA had provided a brief discussion paper entitled “From marginalization to mobilization: a youth policy dialogue” and had arranged for four panel discussions, with the participation of some of the foremost experts on Palestine refugee youth, including young people involved in various youth organizations across the UNRWA area of operations. Two panels would be held simultaneously in the morning and another two simultaneously in the afternoon. 

157.
The panel on youth in the occupied Palestinian would be chaired by the Director of UNRWA Operations in Gaza and the panellists would be four young people, two from Gaza and two from the West Bank. The issues considered would cover recreational activities, violence, education and employment, with the common theme of access: access to university, to a flourishing economy, to opportunities abroad. Most Palestinian youth were still optimistic, but a few had become increasingly discouraged about what the future held. The panel on youth employability and learning would be chaired by the UNRWA Director of the Microfinance and Microenterprise Progamme and would have four panellists, including two UNRWA colleagues involved in vocational training and employment, one representative of a youth organization in the West Bank and one representative of the business community. The panel discussion would address the obstacles young people faced in gaining access to higher education and in entering the labour market. He himself would chair the panel on youth empowerment, assisted by two panellists from youth non-governmental organizations, a representative of a non-governmental organization that trained Palestinian actors and directors in the West Bank and Gaza and the author of a major study on Palestinian youth issues. The panel would explore ways to empower Palestinian youth and to help them to cope with their plight. Lastly, the panel on youth and healthy lifestyles would be chaired by the UNRWA Director of Health, with the participation of experts on health issues with reference to Palestine refugee youth, and would address the issues of psychosocial well-being, substance abuse and violence.

158.
In addition, UNRWA had invited 12 young people from its five fields of operation to give their views on the various themes. Facilitated by two UNRWA colleagues, they had met in advance of the Meeting to reflect on the discussion paper and the Meeting agenda and would present their views in writing in due course.

159. 
Mr. Moumtzis (Director of UNRWA Affairs, Syria) said that, having had the task of facilitating the discussion of the 12 youth representatives, his impression was that the next generation of Palestine refugees was full of energy, ideas and suggestions and a great deal of open-mindedness. He suggested that the leaders of each of the panels should read out the relevant portions of the paper the young people had put together to ensure that they had a voice. He then presented the youth representatives.

160.
Ms. Rahmah (Youth Representative) said that the 12 youth representatives had worked together as a team, identifying the main issues and problems and setting priorities, and were appreciative of the opportunity to share their views. First of all, they felt that many problems could not be solved until the Israeli occupation was ended and a Palestinian State established; Palestinians must have a right to return and to be compensated for their suffering. The current blockade against a democratically elected Government constituted a punishment that violated basic international human rights law. 

161.
In the meantime, however, the group of youth representatives had some practical suggestions for empowering youth and meeting their needs. Youth had a clear vision of their own needs and hoped to work on their ideas in partnership with international agencies, donors and non-governmental and civil society organizations.  In the face of unemployment due to the collapse of the economic situation, the lack of quality health and education services, the lack of freedom of expression, violence from without and within the family as well, there was a great need for social services for youth development and empowerment, and in particular for centres and forums where youth could meet and gain social participation.

162.
In terms of employment, youth could benefit from access to loans for small business; from programmes to represent youth to employers, improve productivity in service and trade centres and develop new ways to market products; and from efforts to remove trade barriers. 

163.
The health care situation had greatly deteriorated. Health centres had been bombed, travel barriers prevented access to clinics, and there was a shortage of health care workers. The youth representatives called for urgent assistance to provide food and transport to health care for pregnant women and mothers; international protection of health care workers in accordance with international law; and civil defence and mobile health care units.

164.
On the legal front, Palestinians needed protection from the abuses of the occupation. Detainees should be released or, if they could not be released, they should at least be accorded their due process rights, provided with ways to communicate with their families and held in suitable detention facilities.

165.
Above all, from the perspective of young people there was a need to improve education through cooperation with Governments. School curriculums required updating. There was a need for evening education programmes; for medical services at the schools; for teacher training; for counseling to help those with behavioural problems; and for intervention with families to prevent drop-out. Above all, there was a need for more classrooms. At the higher education level, scholarship funds should be set up for university or vocational training programmes. The youth representatives would like to see two universities built in Jordan and Lebanon. 

166.
Mr. Noureldeen (Youth Representative) agreed that the occupation was the most serious problem faced by all Palestinians. On the topic of empowerment, there was a serious lack of opportunities for youth, of programmes to prepare youth for participation in society and of respect for youth in their families. A programme on youth empowerment should constitute one of the main UNRWA programmes. It could include, among other things, the development of youth clubs and sports opportunities, support for local youth committees, and seminars to sensitize families to the needs of youth. Youth looked for the Agency to form a partnership with local organizations.

167.
The occupation also presented a major obstacle to a healthy lifestyle by blocking access to health facilities. Moreover, the lack of clean water and sanitation infrastructure contributed to an unhealthy environment, and the proximity of atomic reactors also had a bad effect on health. The youth representatives looked for an increase in resources for health services and international monitoring of environmental health conditions. There was also a need for centres to treat psychological health problems.

168.
Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support) thanked the youth representatives for their insightful comments and announced that the meeting would be suspended to allow for the holding of the panel discussions, after which Rapporteurs would report back to the plenary meeting on the results of the panel discussions.

Launching of the emergency appeal for the occupied Palestinian territory in 2007
169.
Mr. Grandi (Deputy Commissioner-General) announced that the emergency appeal for the occupied Palestinian territory in 2007 would be launched at 12.30 p.m. in a public event. 

170.
The meeting was suspended at 9.45 a.m. for panel discussions and the launching of the emergency appeal and resumed at 4.15 p.m.
Reports from panel discussions
171.
Mr. Rose (Rapporteur on the panel on youth education and employability) said that the panel had featured presentations by four panellists, as well as contributions from youth representatives across the Agency's fields of operation. In framing the discussion, the Director of the Agency's Microfinance and Microenterprise Programme had spoken of the challenges faced by local economies in creating significant employment opportunities for youth. Growth in labour markets had outstripped employment creation, leading to protracted unemployment across the region, especially in the occupied Palestinian territory.

172.
The first panellist had been the information and communication technology consultant for the Agency's newly established vocational training centre at Khan Younis in the Gaza Strip. He had described the contribution made by vocational training towards encouraging youth participation in the labour market, and had identified three key factors influencing youth employability. The first factor was the degree to which Government policies were supportive; the second was the nature of labour market supply, which referred to the actions that training centres could take to ensure that graduates possessed the knowledge, skills and attitude required by industry and business; and the third was the nature of the demand, which referred to the attributes that employers were looking for in their staff. Regional labour markets should be opened to qualified Palestinian graduates, the number of training places should be boosted through increased funding, and inter-field and international linkages should be promoted. Labour market information systems might also be established as a resource for employees and employers alike.

173.
The Chief of the Agency's Field Relief and Social Services Programme in Lebanon, had reported on the new dialogue between the Government of Lebanon and the Agency concerning the employability of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, where Palestinians had traditionally faced tough restrictions. She had said that the dialogue represented both a genuine breakthrough and a brave step on the part of the Lebanese Government. A genuine consensus had emerged among Government, United Nations agencies, civil society and donors on the need to improve the employment situation of Palestinians in Lebanon. It had been acknowledged that discriminatory legislative practices must be eliminated in order to improve living conditions, and that access to employment was conducive to security and reconciliation. However, more work needed to be done to ensure that legislation had a real impact and to guarantee the inclusion of youth in all aspects of economic life. Important follow-up was under way, including through funding provided by Switzerland.

174.
The Personnel Officer for Talal Abu-Gazaleh (TAGO), one of Jordan's largest employers and a graduate of the Agency's Amman training centre, had spoken of the increasing demand for skilled labour, which was due to the increased competitiveness driven by globalization and recent technological advances. He had described the blend of learning skills and competences required by the private sector, including recognized certificates, computer skills, vocational and professional skills, personal qualities, communication and social skills, and problem-solving abilities. He had also outlined the extent to which those needs matched the Agency's current provision of services and suggested ways in which improvements could be made. He also referred to the labour restrictions facing Gazan refugees in Jordan, who number 125,000 of the total refugee population of 1.8 million, and advocated their full economic inclusion
175.
The final panellist had been the Public Relations Officer for the Palestinian youth non-governmental organization Sharek, who had spoken of the particular problems faced by young people in the occupied Palestinian territory and had briefed participants on the various components of her organization's programmes, which included a career guidance service for university students, on-the-job training support and efforts to promote closer cooperation with the public and private sectors. She had highlighted the particular problems faced by females in the occupied Palestinian territory, caused by restrictions on movement enforced by the Government of Israel, which made women less likely to continue their education. Problems of early marriage and early childbearing had also been highlighted.

176.
During the ensuing discussion, participants had stressed the need for improved services, increased investment in infrastructures and the modernization of school curricula. Participants had also suggested that the problems of students with special needs should be mainstreamed into education programmes, that a student loan fund should be developed and that scholarships should be awarded to high achievers.

177.
Ms. Marsh (Rapporteur on the panel on youth in the occupied Palestinian territory) said that the panel had benefited from hearing directly from young Palestinians. The discussion had shown that, despite considerable obstacles, Palestinian young people had not lost hope. They were striving to continue their studies, seek meaningful employment, spend their free time constructively and find sustainable solutions to their problems.

178.
Palestinians had been systematically denied access to high-quality education, owing to physical barriers and the lack of opportunities to connect with the outside world. As emphasized by one panelist, a student at Bir Zeit University who spoke about education, students in the West Bank spent hours each day negotiating Israeli Defence Force (IDF) checkpoints, which were deliberately placed on key routes to universities and colleges for the sole purpose of disrupting young people’s studies. Students in Gaza were physically prevented from studying in the West Bank by concrete barriers cordoning off Gaza. Universities and colleges were starved of opportunities to update their curricula and teaching practices in line with international standards, which greatly affected the quality of education offered to young people in the occupied Palestinian territories. The panellists and discussion group participants highlighted several possible solutions to education challenges, including exchange programmes for Palestinian students with university students abroad, the twinning of Palestinian universities and schools with educational institutions abroad and the opening of an arts, music and drama college, among others.

179.
Young people in the occupied Palestinian territories had few or no outlets for recreation. There were many good examples of excellent facilities provided for young children, but teenagers were left with little to do except to stay at home or wander the streets. As a panellist speaking on recreation had noted, while cultural centres and sports grounds existed on paper, in practice they were chronically underfunded. One discussion participant, a young rapper in the West Bank, noted that there was only one music centre for thousands of young people in the Shofat refugee camp where he lived and emphasized the challenges of practices and recording his music. The panellist and participants recommended, inter alia, the expansion of existing cultural and vocational training centres as well as the establishment of music and drama workshops and youth theatres.

180.
Every year thousands of new graduates left the universities and colleges in the occupied Palestinian territories only to struggle to find meaningful employment. The employment panellist had provided startling figures on the devastating impact of the current economic restrictions on small and medium-sized businesses there, the main employers of young people in the job market. For example, a business in Gaza could not sell its goods in the West Bank, and vice versa, without immense difficulties. The relocation of many businesses, especially those in Gaza, to other parts of the Middle East had significant consequences for the economy of the occupied Palestinian territories. Furthermore, many qualified young people sought opportunities elsewhere, given the lack of options available to them. Among the solutions proposed were start-up loans for young entrepreneurs, management and business skills training for young Palestinians and a regular fair for Palestinian products.

181.
Another area addressed was violence. Every young person in Gaza knew someone who had been killed or injured through IDF activity. The level of internal violence among various factions of Palestinian society was at an all-time high, particularly in Gaza, fuelled by repeated IDF strikes and the deteriorating economic situation. Militant groups had unprecedented influence among young people given the increasing feelings of hopelessness in the face of disproportionate violence against Palestinian civilians.

182.
An invited panellist, Sami, an aspiring filmmaker who had been denied permission to attend the meeting because a relative had blown himself up in a suicide mission, conveyed his story through a documentary film. The participant believed that education was a more effective weapon than violence in seeking to advocate for the rights of young people in the occupied Palestinian territories. Specific opportunities and activities in the fields of education, recreation and employment would help to ensure that fewer young people were drawn to the path taken by Sami’s cousin.

183.
Ms. Brix (Rapporteur on the panel on youth empowerment) said that the objective of the panel had been to explore how youth could be empowered by exchanging experiences and gathering ideas and recommendations as to how UNRWA could develop its approach in that area. There had been surprising similarity in the recommendations from experts and from youth representatives. The main problems identified by the youth representatives was the marginalization of youth, and they saw it as a problem throughout the whole Arab world, as well as the pressure from the political, cultural and social situation they found themselves in. While that state of affairs had tended to make youth apathetic, they were ready to change it and to assume their role as young leaders.

184.
The first recommendation was that UNRWA should actively enrol youth in programme development, in other words, move from a top-down to a bottom-up approach, or both at the same time, establishing concrete forums for that purpose. Second, they stressed the need for the opening up of UNRWA premises for youth activism and activities, such as clubs, courses and summer camps, since there was a serious lack of such spaces in the camps. The third recommendation was to develop the educational curricula and teaching methods. There had been a very interesting presentation by a theatre group for youth, which advocated the use of theatre strategically in schools and the establishment of drama training for older students. The need for scholarships to attend university had also been stressed. The young participants had called upon UNRWA to address the problem of violence in schools in order to break the cycle of structural violence. 
185.
The fourth set of recommendations related to creative capacity-building measures for youth. Participants had said that empowerment should be seen as the change created in youth after they had engaged in concrete activities. Also mentioned had been the need to give youth a voice and to nurture Palestinian identity and awareness. Empowerment efforts should reach out not just to the most talented and outspoken but also to the most troubled youth. The desire had been expressed for regular opportunities for networking among youth organizations in the different fields and to training in programme management, communications and how to access funds. 
186.
Lastly, participants had advocated equal opportunities and affirmative action for girls and young women, who faced discrimination and were often the victims of violence. The problem of early marriage had been raised, with its frequent consequence of school drop-out. Young women should be offered opportunities to participate in clubs and extra-curricular activities and in school decision-making processes, and awareness should be raised among women and their families. 

187.
Mr. Murthy (Rapporteur on the panel on youth and healthy lifestyles) said that several agencies and organizations had participated in the panel discussions, including the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and Bir Zeit University. Young people required stability, safety, hope and the opportunity for experimentation. Unfortunately, young Palestinians were living in a hostile environment and their development needs were not being met. Studies had shown that such an environment had an effect on their overall health, nutrition, hygiene and sexual practices and led to a sedentary lifestyle, substance abuse, tobacco use and behaviour that resulted in injuries and violence. 

188.
Palestinian youth were experiencing a high level of trauma. Young Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank witnessed more violence in a short period than most people saw in a lifetime. They had all observed house demolitions, shootings and the humiliation of a parent, or had been humiliated themselves or personally threatened. Such violence was reflected in a relatively high degree of identifiable psychological distress. That distress was sometimes manifested in suicide and substance abuse. While suicide was fairly rare in Muslim societies, it was higher among the Palestinian youth than among the youth of any other country of the Middle East, according to a Bir Zeit University study. More than 50 per cent of suicides were committed by persons between the ages of 20 and 24, predominantly women. One study showed that nearly 50 per cent of the youth from Gaza smoked and 2 to 5 per cent used illicit drugs. The use of injectable drugs was becoming a problem among the youth, affecting in particular adolescents with HIV/AIDS.

189.
There were a limited number of services to address youth health needs, especially psychological and social services. Furthermore, only a small portion of the youth population sought assistance. A joint UNICEF-UNFPA evaluation on sexual and reproductive health emphasized the need for expanding counsellor training to include more counsellors. There was inadequate training in sexual and reproductive health as well as inadequate follow-up by trained counsellors. The UNICEF-UNFPA project therefore recommended the development of a system in schools to refer students to the appropriate psychological and social services.
190.
It had been repeatedly stressed that youth should not be seen as a problem but as an invaluable resource. There was a need to build partnerships by working with youth and enabling them to establish networks, through the use of Internet facilities, for example. Many panellists and participants had cited the need for adolescent-friendly spaces and recreational and cultural centres. The youth representatives had reminded the panel of the urgent need to address the lack of basic services and the denial of basic rights. One youth representative had described the appalling hygienic conditions of the health centres, which dissuaded youth from seeking care there. Donors should address the need to enhance Palestinian youth programmes and activities as a matter of priority.

191.
Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support, UNRWA) said that the various panel presentations and discussions had confirmed that the Agency's efforts to place more emphasis on refugee youth were highly appropriate. The Agency's intention had been to seek advice from young people about the programmes designed for them, as part of its overall programme review and development process. In that respect, the panels  had exceeded the Agency’s  expectations. Participants had offered many practical recommendations, which the Agency would incorporate into the updated programme strategy to be submitted to the Advisory Commission and other stakeholders in February 2007.

192.
Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic) said that his delegation had been very glad to share the Meeting with Palestinian youth, who clearly needed support in many areas. The Arab host countries, and Syria in particular, had established youth organizations in all the refugee camps. However, more support was needed from the donor countries. It should not be imagined that drug abuse was rife among refugee youth; a small minority of youths were drug users, as was the case in any society. However, the solution to their problems was for Israel to halt its acts of aggression against their homes and for the refugees to regain the rights taken away from their parents and grandparents more than 50 years before.

193.
Mr. Azayzeh (Jordan) observed that refugee youth enjoyed the same social status as other members of society. No more than seven per cent of refugees in Jordan were without a social security number. Refugees were able to work in the private sector without a social security number and in general enjoyed rights that were superior to those enjoyed by any other foreigners living in the country.

194.
Mr. Ibrahim (Lebanon) said he wished to endorse the comments of the representatives of the Syrian Arab Republic and Jordan. The main problem faced by Palestine refugees was the occupation of Palestine and their expulsion from their homes. The youth participants had made a number of suggestions but, surprisingly, had not emphasized their right to return home. The international community must pledge to do everything in its power to enable them to return home while they were still young.

Statements by delegations

195.
Mr. Azayzeh (Jordan), speaking on behalf of the Arab host countries, thanked the representatives of the donor countries for expressing their renewed commitment to UNRWA in the current very difficult circumstances engendered by Israel's continued acts of aggression and expressed appreciation to the Agency for continuing its work despite the dangers and difficulties, particularly during Israel's recent invasion of Lebanon.

196.
The whole world had warned Israel against its continued aggression, but those warnings had gone unheeded by the Israelis, who regarded themselves as above the law. The international community should compel Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories and establish the State of Palestine with Jerusalem as its capital, in accordance with international law, particularly United Nations General Assembly resolution 194 (III) on the problem of the Palestine refugees.

197.
The host countries supported the choice for peace that had been made by the international community. They wished to emphasize the right of the Palestinian refugees to return home, as well as the need for Israel to comply with the relevant United Nations resolutions. They called on donors to support the regular and emergency programmes of UNRWA and to ensure that the Arab host countries did not become financially overburdened. They condemned Israel's imposition of restrictions on access and movement and called on the international community to remove them, and urged UNRWA to continue to cooperate with the host countries in the delivery of its services and programmes, in accordance with its policies.

198.
The host countries were very concerned about the financial situation of the Palestinian refugees and the shortfall in the Agency's 2006 budget and hoped that donor countries would act to make up the deficit. They wished to draw attention to the difficulties faced by the Agency, with regard to its finances and its programmes, which threatened the lives of the Palestinian refugees. In education, those difficulties included poor infrastructures, the need for double shifts in the schools and overcrowding in the classrooms. In the employment sector there was a lack of vocational training centres and preparation for the technical professions. Students were no longer given the opportunity to earn scholarships and suffered restrictions on their movements.

199.
Medical centres were severely overworked; there was a shortage of medication; and the Agency was often able to provide treatment only in emergency cases. Refuse collectors were also overworked, and the Arab host countries therefore hoped that donors would support the Agency's efforts in that regard. Many refugees lived in very poor  conditions. UNRWA must take serious steps to address those various problems, and its budget should be increased in accordance with a needs-based approach. The Agency's various field offices should report to donor countries on the negative impact of the lack of funding.

200.
The Arab host countries called upon all concerned to help the Agency fulfil its obligations to the Palestinian refugees and to help find a solution to the Palestinian question in accordance with General Assembly resolution 194 (III), for the sake of peace and security in the Middle East and the world.

201.
Mr. Hannikainen (Finland), speaking on behalf of the European Union, expressed deep concern at the alarming political, economic, humanitarian and security situation in the occupied Palestinian territory and Lebanon, the increased level of violence in the occupied Palestinian territory and the continuous violations of international humanitarian law.

202.
The closure regime was a primary cause of the humanitarian crisis in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The European Union recognized Israel’s security concerns, but it was also concerned that the closures and restrictions imposed on Palestinian populations in both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip were causing increased hardship for the affected Palestinian population. Those restrictions had been obstructing access to employment and income and to essential goods and services. Restrictions had also recently been imposed on the Agency’s ability to deliver goods and give humanitarian access to those in urgent need. The November 2005 Agreement on Movement and Access and Agreed Principles for the Rafah Crossing must be implemented as a matter of urgency in order to ensure full and secure access for all UNRWA diplomatic and humanitarian personnel and goods. The European Union would use its diplomatic and political instruments to that end.

203.
The European Union, which contributed more than half of the Agency’s income, would continue to support its vital work until the refugee question was resolved as part of a final status agreement, within the framework of the relevant United Nations resolutions. The Agency should continue to work towards broadening the donor base.

204.
The Agency's critical financial situation was a matter of profound concern. Its expenditures were rising because of the deterioration of socio-economic and humanitarian conditions in the region. It was important to promote local procurement in order to support the Palestinian economy. The dire economic situation in the occupied Palestinian territory had generated a considerable increase in demand for the Agency’s services, and access problems made its operations increasingly cumbersome and costly. Those factors had had a significant negative impact on the provision of essential services to the Palestinian refugees.

205.
The European Union strongly supported the Agency’s desire to focus on empowering and encouraging Palestinian youth as a particularly vulnerable and affected group. It warmly welcomed the process of mainstreaming gender into its planning and operations and looked forward to the implementation of the gender strategy and the resulting impact. It also strongly supported the Agency's organizational development process and welcomed the report on progress achieved so far and the plans to establish outcome and output indicators. It looked forward to the implementation of those plans and to receiving reports on the results achieved, in the context of those indicators. It commended the efforts of UNRWA to develop a programme development strategy that took into account the results of the different programmatic reviews and data-collection exercises.

206.
The European Union welcomed the expanded role of the Advisory Commission and the work achieved thus far, commended UNRWA for its openness and support for the work of the Commission and its sub-committees and hoped that the revitalized cooperation would contribute to the quality of the Agency's services to Palestinian refugees.

207.
Mr. Greene (United States of America) said that the stakeholders had met to reaffirm and reinforce the Agency’s mandate as the key provider of health, education , housing, special hardship assistance and major emergency support to over four million Palestinian refugees. That reaffirmation could have a positive impact on long-standing problems such as access, investment needs and funding levels. His delegation would like to express its deep appreciation to the countries in the region that had generously hosted Palestinian refugees for decades.

208.
The United States remained committed to the goal of two democratic States – Israel and Palestine – living side by side in peace and security. The Road Map and its principles, including the direct involvement of a Palestinian peace partner, remained the only agreed-upon international basis on which to move forward. The United States supported President Abbas’s efforts to establish a Palestinian Government that accepted the Quartet principles: renunciation of violence and terror, recognition of Israel and acceptance of existing obligations and agreements. The United States welcomed the Gaza ceasefire agreement, which should measurably improve the security situation for both sides. It was vital that the Palestinian Authority should make every effort to ensure that Palestinian militant groups abided by the ceasefire, and that those efforts should receive the support necessary to ensure success. The United States also welcomed the willingness of  Israeli Prime Minister Olmert and President Abbas to foster a better atmosphere conducive to resolving the ongoing crisis in Gaza and resuming progress on the Road Map.

209.
His Government was keenly aware of the deterioration of humanitarian conditions in the West Bank and Gaza. Although United States law prohibited assistance to any government entity of the Palestinian Authority under the control of Hamas as long as it continued to reject the Quartet principles, the United States continued to give aid directly to the Palestinians through NGO-implemented assistance programmes and most notably through contributions to UNRWA, and it encouraged donors to continue to assist the Palestinian people through UNRWA and the temporary international mechanism.

210.
It was clear from the recent presentations and from surveys by the International Committee of the Red Cross that there were serious problems regarding access of people, including humanitarian and United Nations staff, and of commercial and humanitarian goods, as well of internal movement, in the West Bank and Gaza. Yet access was directly linked to Israel’s perennial problem of protecting its citizens. It was a problem that required a balanced understanding and should be high on diplomatic agendas. In that regard, his delegation supported the comments on access made by the representative of the European Commission.

211.
His delegation commended the leadership shown by the Commissioner-General and her senior team to upgrade core management systems. It was encouraged by the establishment of the new Advisory Commission sub-committees and their initiative in offering substantive recommendations on oversight, a new needs-based budget planning approach and programme management. There was a direct correlation between accountability, donor confidence and funding levels. In conclusion, his delegation thanked the UNRWA staff for their dedication, hard work and bravery in sometimes difficult and dangerous conditions. On a personal note, he wished to express his appreciation for the spirit of cooperation and the good working relationship among the hosts and donors.

212.
Mr. Kato (Japan) said that the Hosts and Donors meeting had played a key role in setting guiding principles for UNRWA activities since its establishment. His delegation appreciated the strenuous efforts of UNRWA to support Palestinian refugees. Japan called on Israel and the Palestinian Authorities to maintain the ceasefire that had just come into effect, thanks to the leadership of President Abbas and Prime Minister Olmert, and expected it to be a positive step towards the peace process. Japan would continue to engage in efforts to bring about co-existence between Israel and Palestine based on the two-State solution and proposed to create a “corridor for peace and prosperity” in cooperation with Jordanians, Palestinians and Israelis through projects conductive to the prosperity of the region, such as the establishment of an agro-industrial park in the West Bank.  With regard to the situation in Lebanon, Japan called upon all parties concerned to agree immediately to the political framework set out in Security Council resolution 1701 (2006). Without stability in Lebanon, peace and stability in the Middle East could not be achieved. 

213.
Japan was very much concerned about the deterioration of the humanitarian situation in Palestine and recognized that support from the international community was essential in order to improve the situation. Since 1953, Japan had extended over $520 million in assistance to the Palestinian people through UNRWA. Early in 2006, it extended $1.3 million for the disabled and $4.3 million in food aid; in July it provided $25 million in humanitarian assistance to improve medical care and public health, of which $5.5 million was disbursed as emergency aid. Its assistance to UNRWA in the coming year would total $15 million, including its contribution to the Agency’s general fund. In the provision of assistance, Japan would continue to focus on protection, self-sustainability through economic revitalization and empowerment, based on the “human security” concept, which was one of the pillars of Japan’s foreign policy.

214.
Against a background of prolonged economic recession in Japan, official development assistance was required to be more efficient and effective than before, and also more transparent and accountable to Japanese taxpayers, and the contribution to UNRWA was no exception. Japan was therefore looking closely at the Agency’s efforts at management reform, which it believed would build confidence between UNRWA and donor countries and thus contribute to resource mobilization. Japan hoped that UNRWA would respond adequately to the increasing number of refugees and their need for services over the long term. He would like to conclude by expressing the deepest respect and praise to UNRWA staff for their efforts to provide humanitarian assistance on the ground in difficult circumstances.

215.
Mr. Salamah (Observer for Palestine) said that since the last such meeting the suffering of the Palestinians had increased, with devastation of infrastructure and loss of life, and peace throughout the Middle East was endangered. Israeli forces were torturing and humiliating Palestinians at checkpoints, demolishing houses, making mass arrests and hindering movements of supplies and even the movements of international staff, including UNRWA staff. Palestine called upon the international community to exert pressure on Israel to lift the blockade and stop the expansion of settlements and the building of the separation wall. The wall, moreover, was being built, not on Israeli land, but on Palestinian territory, and there had been extensive confiscation of farmland. 

216.
The root of all the evils faced by the Palestinian people was the occupation and the insistence of Israeli on oppressing another people, controlling their resources and stealing their land. Wise voices throughout the world were calling for the resumption of peace talks in order to bring about a comprehensive and just resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in accordance United Nations resolutions, particularly General Assembly resolution 194 (III). Yet the Israeli side appeared determined to enforce its own reality on the ground. 

217.
The leadership of the Palestinian people headed by President Abbas had welcomed all calls issued by the European Union and Washington and the statement by Israeli Prime Minister Olmert and stood ready to resume negotiations based on United Nations resolutions, the Arab initiatives and the Road Map, which entailed the establishment of a Palestinian State on the occupied territories, including Jerusalem. However, a unilateral or partial solution, such as the proposal for a State with temporary borders, setting aside the question of the refugees and Jerusalem, would not lead to peace, but would create a time bomb that would eventually explode, setting back the situation in the whole Middle East. The role of the Israeli Defence Forces formed the key element in the initiative by the Arab States. 

218.
For the reasons outlined, the conditions in which Palestinians lived had worsened alarmingly, with increased unemployment and destruction or deterioration of infrastructure and services, affecting such basic community needs as clean water, sanitation and roads. There was an urgent need for a comprehensive plan to respond to those increased needs of the refugees both inside and outside the camps, without in any way undermining their right to return to their homeland. Yet at the same time that needs were increasing the financial deficit faced by UNRWA was making it more difficult for the Agency to provide its services, as exemplified by in the deterioration in health services, the lack of sufficient medicines and the double shifts in the schools. The failure of donor countries to respond was sending a negative message to the Palestine refugees. Palestine warmly appreciated the past contributions of donors but would urge them to do more to meet the greater needs resulting in large part from the closure regime. It also called upon the international community to lift the financial freeze and to support the efforts of President Abbas to establish a national Government in Palestine. 

219.
UNRWA efforts to overhaul its strategy and programmes merited donor encouragement, support and ultimately funding, so that the Agency could continue to provide Palestinian refugees with the minimum requirement of a decent life until a just and lasting solution could be found. 

220.
He would conclude by drawing attention to the plight of Palestine refugees in Iraq, many of whom had been obliged to flee and were living in precarious situations. Some efforts were already underway to help them, for which he was appreciative, but the problem was still occurring, indeed, increasing daily, and the refugees required protection to preserve their rights. Palestine called upon the international community to set up a mechanism to provide humanitarian assistance and to establish an international committee within the United Nations to follow up the matter. 

221.
He wished to thank the Commissioner-General and her staff for their tremendous efforts to assist the Palestine refugees and to extend the condolences of the Palestinian people on the death of her husband.

222.
Ms. Filiatrault (Canada) said that her Government was deeply concerned by recent developments in the region, particularly in Gaza, the West Bank and Lebanon, and their impact on the situation of Palestinian refugees. Canada called for the implementation of the Agreement on Movement and Access. The Agency’s role in providing education, health and relief services to refugees remained of vital importance. Canada applauded the tireless efforts of UNRWA staff to meet the needs of refugees under extremely difficult circumstances. Its commitment to UNRWA remained strong. It commended the reform process which the Agency had undertaken and was encouraged by the momentum of the organizational development exercise. Canada welcomed the expansion of the Advisory Commission, which should strengthen partnerships and accountability. Her delegation congratulated the Agency for giving youth a voice at the current meeting. Canada reiterated the importance of resolving the refugee issue within the framework of a just solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

223.
Mr. Widmer (Switzerland) said that much had been achieved since the 2004 Geneva meeting. Firstly, the expanded UNRWA Advisory Commission was currently active in its new and reinvigorated format and initial results were becoming visible. Sub-committees had been formed and had begun their work. Secondly, the organizational development process which had been launched constituted a real breakthrough for the Agency and would help it to better serve the Palestine refugees. Switzerland was fully committed to making organizational development a success. Thirdly, his delegation hoped that the synthesis report would be published in January 2007 now that the findings of the comprehensive refugee data collection by IUED had been presented in their initial form. It would be a critical instrument for policy decisions and planning. The synthesis report would certainly need some further explanation, but it should not be further delayed.

224.
In the West Bank and Gaza, the humanitarian situation had deteriorated dramatically over the past year. Poverty rates had reached unprecedented levels and the peace process was stalling. Palestinians were struggling daily to meet their most basic needs. The security situation was worsening and protection was not assured. Contrary to international humanitarian law, access for humanitarian actors and goods was not guaranteed. The emergency situation in Lebanon had further complicated UNRWA operations. The Agency’s commitment to increased protection activities as a cross-cutting issue was therefore highly valued. 

225.
Under such difficult circumstances, providing financial contributions to UNRWA was clearly not sufficient. State Parties to the 1949 Geneva Conventions all had the duty to respect and to ensure respect for the Conventions. Humanitarian actors had a responsibility to be the voice of the victims and to advocate on their behalf. 

226.
In closing, his delegation paid a special tribute to UNRWA staff for its courageous work on behalf of the Palestine refugees in the region, particularly its supportive humanitarian action during the recent hostilities in Lebanon. The Commissioner-General and her whole team deserved the gratitude and support of the international community.

227.
Mr. Mustafa (Syrian Arab Republic), expressing appreciation for the efforts by the host country and the Agency in holding the important present meeting, said that his Government continued to fully support the Agency’s work to provide assistance to Palestine refugees until they could return home in accordance with General Assembly resolution 194 (III). He thanked UNICEF and the Agency office in the Syrian Arab Republic as well as donor countries for their collaboration in helping to protect the rights of Palestinians.

228.
Ms. Al-Ghussein (League of Arab States) said that her delegation was grateful for the efforts made by UNRWA in the face of daily Israeli aggression in the occupied Palestinian territories and Lebanon to mitigate the plight of Palestine refugees. The death and destruction inflicted on the town of Beit Hanoun in Gaza had recently reminded the international community of just how ugly the Israeli occupation was. The international community had an obligation to ensure that the Israelis did not further violate the ceasefire agreement, as it had done in the past. Israel continued to violate international law and international humanitarian law, among other things by its attacks on UNRWA staff and schools. She drew attention to the report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights on Palestinian territories occupied since 1967. The Arab League called for the implementation of the Agreement on Movement and Access. It reiterated its support for the Agency. Lastly, it urged the international community to continue to support UNRWA and make every effort to ensure that the rights of Palestinians were protected in accordance with international law. She wished to thank the donor and host countries alike. Indeed, host countries could be considered donors as well, as they continued to provide services to refugees as they awaited the restoration of their rights, including the right to return to their homes.

 229.
Ms. Schøyen (Norway), commending the Agency and its staff for their untiring efforts to assist Palestinian refugees under difficult and often dangerous circumstances in 2006, said that violence, poverty and humiliation were pushing the Palestinian population into a deep crisis. Nowhere was the situation for Palestinian refugees currently more desperate than in Gaza. As on many previous occasions, UNRWA provided the only safety net available. The focus of the international community had once again shifted back to the most immediate needs of the refugee population. There were little prospects for hope and dignity. Norway was deeply concerned about that development.

230.
Delegates were reminded that women, children and youth carried the heaviest burden in the present situation. Her delegation commended UNRWA for putting youth on the agenda and for allowing members to hear the voice of young Palestinians. 

231.
In the expectation that needs would continue to increase, Norway would increase its contribution to the Agency’s general fund by 50 per cent in 2007. Her delegation noted the need for funding early in the year and confirmed that it would make its disbursement as soon as possible. It would also continue to actively engage in the ongoing efforts to strengthen the working relationship between UNRWA, the host nations and donor countries.

232.
Ms. Sekizkök (Turkey) said that UNRWA had been entrusted with the responsibility for dealing with the most difficult aspects of the Palestinian question and had proved indispensable in responding to the needs of refugees in the region. Turkey fully supported the Agency’s goals and mandate and attached importance to the continuation and enhancement of its activities to serve Palestinian refugees so long as conditions on the ground remain unchanged. Her Government would sustain its already increased level of annual voluntary contributions and provide substantial additional in-kind contributions of food, medicine and medical supplies as well as bilateral assistance. Lastly, it called for the implementation of the Agreement on Movement and Access.

233. 
Mr. Nour (United Kingdom) announced his Government’s package of funding worth £76.6 million to help the Palestinian refugees over the next four years. The funding would be provided through the UNRWA general fund and represented an increase of $10 million over the current level of annual funding. The Secretary of State and the Commissioner-General had signed a memorandum of understanding to that effect at the Kalandia refugee camp in the West Bank. By providing predictable funding over four years, that assistance would enable UNRWA to plan more effectively and continue its organizational reforms and ensure that vital services reached those who needed them the most. The agreement was an expression of his Government’s support for the Palestinian people and also an expression of its confidence in the Agency’s management and commitment to providing an effective and efficient service. In the light of that commitment, UNRWA deserved the support of donors through additional funding and increased predictability through multi-year funding, where possible.

234. 
Ms. Skatvedt (United Nations Children’s Fund) said that UNICEF and UNRWA had been collaborating closely on youth empowerment and participation in conjunction with host Governments. The Agency’s emerging focus on youth was indeed welcome. As a sister agency which had also participated in the 2004 Geneva Conference on Meeting the Humanitarian Needs of the Palestine Refugees in the Near East, her delegation reaffirmed its readiness to continue and expand its work with UNRWA to generate significant results for Palestinians. UNICEF remained committed to supporting the organizational development process and to pursuing a human-rights-based approach to programming. It looked forward to working closely with UNRWA management and field staff to expand pilot or demonstration projects to produce better results for refugee children while ensuring sustainable and predictable funding.

235.
In 2006, there had been a significant increase in joint efforts, ranging from emergency responses in Gaza to child protection collaboration at both central and field levels. For instance, UNICEF provided all the vaccines to children in the West Bank and Gaza at both UNRWA and Palestinian clinics. It was working together with UNRWA on health training, child friendly schools, training on punishment alternatives for teachers and school counsellors and the rights of the child in the Syrian Arab Republic. It was working in Jordan on child abuse and violence. It was collaborating in all the five fields on such matters as health, nutrition, child protection, adolescence and education, among others. Lastly, her delegation expressed its commitment to continue to work closely with UNRWA to protect the most vulnerable Palestinian women and children.

Closing remarks by the Commissioner-General

236.
Ms. AbuZayd (Commissioner General, UNRWA) said that many participants in the Meeting had underscored the very unpredictable and volatile environment in which the Agency operated and the need to strengthen measures to protect and advocate for the refugee population. It had been a difficult year for funding, especially in relation to the Agency's regular activities. She therefore hoped that participants had heard and understood the compelling calls for increased funding and would also respond to the Agency's emergency appeal. It was important that the organizational development process remain on track and she wished to thank those who had offered their firm support in that regard.

237.
The Agency had endeavoured to highlight the importance of Palestinian refugee youth, who represented the future of Palestine, and many participants had shown their understanding and appreciation for those efforts. The refugees faced many daunting challenges, including unemployment, hardship, poverty and suffering. However, the youth representatives present at the Meeting had provided a much-needed breath of optimism by articulating their dreams and aspirations and offering a number of clear-headed and practical solutions to those challenges. She hoped that donors, host countries, refugees and UNRWA could work together to give Palestinian youth the future they deserved and would reaffirm their collective faith in the Agency's mission. All those concerned should spare no effort in their respective disciplines to address the underlying causes of the refugees' grave situation.

238.
Despite the massive reverses of the past year the Agency remained firm in its conviction that a just and durable peace was attainable. However, until that peace was achieved, compliance with international law and respect for the human dignity of Palestinians was also required. Participants should take as their inspiration the vision of how much better the region and the world would be if the challenge of Palestine were to be resolved. The Agency's ultimate strength lay in its ability to serve refugees and stakeholders, as a steady source of support and a reliable partner.

The meeting rose at 6.20 p.m.

PART II - Panel discussions held during the UNRWA Hosts and Donors Meeting 

Tuesday, 12 December 2006

Panel on youth in the occupied Palestinian territory 

Moderator:  Mr. Ging, Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza


Mr. Ging (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza) explained that one of the invited panellists, Mr. Sami A. Rahman Uodeh Al Haw, 22 years of age, a graduate student from Al-Aqsa University in Gaza, had not been permitted by the Israeli authorities to leave the occupied Palestinian territory because a relative had been involved in a terrorist act. In order to be able to participate in the meeting, he had sent a documentary film.

Presentations by panellists

Mr. Al-Haw (Graduate Student from Al-Aqsa University) made the point in his film that the death and destruction caused by the occupying forces, including the death of elderly people and children and wanton destruction of property, generated further violence, even among Palestinians. The violence, combined with widespread poverty, unemployment, the lack of recreational activities and the perception that the international community was indifferent to the plight of Palestinians often gave rise to despair. Although violence affected the dreams and ambitions of young persons like himself, he had not succumbed to the kind of hopelessness and desire for revenge which had led his relative to resort to bloodshed. He appealed to the international community to help young Palestinians to maintain hope, including through the establishment of youth centres, job creation programmes and opportunities for full participation in the global environment from which they continued to be excluded.


Ms. Dabit (Student, Bir Zeit University) said that students in the West Bank spent hours each day negotiating Israeli Defence Force checkpoints, which were deliberately placed on key routes to universities and colleges, seemingly for the sole purpose of disrupting young people’s studies. The difficulty in crossing checkpoints to get to class was often compounded by the humiliation that they experienced at the hands of Israeli soldiers, including strip searches of men and sexual harassment of women. Students in Gaza were physically prevented from studying in the West Bank by concrete barriers cordoning off Gaza. Universities and colleges were starved of opportunities to update their curricula and teaching practices in line with international standards, greatly to the detriment of the education offered to young people in the occupied Palestinian territories. Among the possible solutions to the education challenges faced by Palestinian students were exchange programmes with university students abroad, the twinning of Palestinian universities and schools with educational institutions abroad and the opening of an arts, music and drama college.


Ms. Abu Jaber (Director, Qattan Centre for the Child, Gaza City) said that young people in the occupied Palestinian territories had few or no outlets for recreation. There were many good examples of excellent facilities provided for young children, but teenagers were left with little to do except to stay at home or wander the streets. While cultural centres and sports grounds existed on paper, in practice they were chronically underfunded. The Qattan Centre, established in October 2005, sought to compensate for the lack of opportunities of Palestinian youth and expand knowledge about and access to other cultures. It encouraged a love of reading and self-education and provided Internet access. Data on attendance at the Centre and use of its library resources, including an arts section, clearly demonstrated a strong desire and demand among Palestinian children for cultural activities. Regrettably, owing to a lack of capacity, the facilities could not accommodate the needs of all children, particularly those over the age of 15. Further support was therefore needed for existing cultural centres like Qattan in Gaza and the West Bank.


Mr. Sharawi (Pricewaterhouse Coopers/Young Entrepreneurs Association of Palestine) said that every year thousands of new graduates left the universities and colleges in the occupied Palestinian territories only to struggle to find meaningful employment. The current economic restrictions on small and medium-sized businesses, the main employers of young people, had had a devastating impact. A business in Gaza could not even sell its goods in the West Bank, and vice versa, without immense difficulties. The relocation of many businesses, especially those in Gaza, to other parts of the Middle East had serious consequences for the economy of the occupied Palestinian territories. Furthermore, many qualified young people sought opportunities elsewhere, given the lack of options available to them. Among possible solutions to the challenges facing young Palestinian entrepreneurs were start-up loans, management and business skills training and a regular fair for Palestinian products.

Discussion
Many of the young participants expressed a strong desire to meet their counterparts abroad and learn about the outside world and regretted that so little was known about their lives and living conditions by their counterparts, particularly Israeli youth. One participant suggested that there should be greater efforts to educate both Palestinian and Israeli youth on their rights and obligations under international humanitarian law. Increased awareness about international law would help to avoid the kind of human rights violations which occurred at checkpoints. While participants welcomed the existing people-to-people projects, many considered that they would sow the seeds of peace only when Palestinians were treated as human beings with rights rather than as terrorists and prisoners. As one young person stated, Palestinians were normal people living in an abnormal situation. Many likened their living conditions to a big prison. They drew attention to the need to end the Israeli occupation; to establish an independent and sovereign Palestinian State and to implement the relevant United Nations resolutions on the Palestinian refugees. The representative of the Syrian Arab Republic noted that despite years of dialogue between host countries, the international community and Israeli, peace would not be attained unless the rights of Palestinians were respected. 


A young rapper from the West Bank reported that there was only one music centre for thousands of young people in the Shofat refugee camp where he lived and emphasized the challenges of practicing and recording his music. He said that no university in the occupied territories taught film studies. Participants recommended, inter alia, the establishment of more cultural centres with libraries, music workshops, youth theatres and sports facilities, which included targeted programmes for young women.

Mr. Ging (Director of UNRWA Operations, Gaza), responding to questions about prioritization, said that the Agency’s top priority was to stop the shocking decline in educational services in the occupied Palestinian territories, where education standards were plummeting because of the lack of adequate resources. Classrooms suffered from overcrowding and children with special learning needs did not receive the necessary remedial attention. The violence which occurred in the classroom was a product of the overall violence in the occupied territories. The challenge of maintaining disciple had been increased by the overcrowding. There was also a need to train teachers to use alternative measures to corporal punishment. 


The next priority was to support recreational activities for teenage youth, which had been included in the emergency appeal. Palestinian young people were cut off from the outside world. He welcomed the proposals to twin schools with other schools abroad and establish exchange programmes. Donor money should not necessarily be channelled through UNRWA. In fact, direct assistance for projects was optimal, with the Agency contributing its knowledge and experience. UNRWA was involved in hiring a spokesperson who would advocate for the Palestinians and show that there were grounds for hope. As many participants had stated, Palestinians were not waiting for a handout; rather they wanted the opportunity to fulfil their life’s potential. 

Panel on youth employability and learning
Moderator:  Mr. Pollock, Director of Microfinance and Microenterprise Programme, UNRWA


Mr. Pollock (Director of Microfinance and Microenterprise Programme, UNRWA) described the challenges faced by local economies in creating significant employment opportunities for youth. Growth in labour markets had outstripped employment creation, leading to protracted unemployment across the region, especially in the occupied Palestinian territory. Steps needed to be taken to guarantee the inclusion of Palestinian youth in all aspects of economic life.
Presentations by panelists

Mr. Shears (Consultant, UNRWA, Gaza), an information and communication technology consultant and project manager for the newly established vocational training centre at Khan Younis in Gaza, said that youth employability depended upon supportive Government policies and a good match between supply and demand: in other words, training centres should take steps to ensure that graduates possessed the knowledge, skills and attitudes required by industry and business. Regional labour markets should be opened to qualified Palestinian graduates; the number of training places should be boosted through increased funding; inter-field and international linkages should be promoted; and labour market information systems should be established.


Ms. Sekialy (Chief of the Field Relief and Social Services Programme, UNRWA, Lebanon) said that a new and genuine consensus had emerged among the Government, United Nations agencies, civil society and donors on the need to improve the employment situation of Palestinians in Lebanon. It had been acknowledged that discriminatory legislative practices must be eliminated in order to improve living conditions, and that access to employment was conducive to security and reconciliation. However, more work needed to be done to ensure that legislation had a real impact, and follow-up was under way, in part thanks to funding provided by the Government of Switzerland.


Mr. Yaseen (Personnel Officer, Talal Abu-Ghazaleh Organization (TAGO)), a graduate of the Agency’s Amman training centre and now working for one of Jordan’s largest employers, spoke of the increasing demand for skilled labour, which was due to increased competitiveness driven by globalization and recent technological advances. He described the blend of learning skills and competences required by the private sector, including recognized educational certificates, computer skills, vocational and professional skills, personal qualities, communication and social skills and problem-solving abilities. He outlined the extent to which those needs matched the Agency's current provision of services, and suggested ways in which improvements could be made.


Ms. Othman (Public Relations Officer for the Palestinian youth non-governmental organization Sharek) described the problems faced by young people in the occupied Palestinian territory and briefed participants on the various components of her organization's programmes, which included career guidance for university students, on-the-job-training support and efforts to promote closer cooperation between the public and private sectors. She discussed the particular problems faced by girls and women in the occupied Palestinian territory, which had been exacerbated by the restrictions on movement enforced by the Government of Israel, as well as by early marriage and early childbearing. Lack of confidence among young Palestinian women was also a major factor, particularly those from rural villages. 
Discussion


Participants expressed appreciation for the recent educational and employment initiatives taken by UNRWA, but also highlighted the need for improved services, including increased investment in school infrastructure, better teacher training and more modern school curricula, including training in information technology, to prepare students for life in the workplace. Despite the Agency's efforts, education in its schools was often marred by overcrowding, the shortcomings of the double-shift system and in-school violence, including corporal punishment. Many students lived far from vocational training centres and could not afford to pay university fees. A revolving student loan fund should be developed for university students; scholarships should be awarded to high achievers; and students should be offered the chance to earn internationally recognized qualifications and to study in other countries. 

Participants also felt that greater effort should be made to ensure that female students enjoyed the same opportunities as male students. Special programmes for with special needs and learning disabilities should be incorporated in education programmes. Vocational training should better match the realities of the labour market; vocational counselling should be offered in the schools, and services should also be provided for unemployed youth. In general, international action should be taken to prevent Palestinian students from losing faith in the education system. A system-wide change could be introduced through coordinated action by United Nations agencies, host Governments and donors. However, it would be difficult for the Agency to improve its services substantially without increased funding.

Panel on youth empowerment
Moderator:  Mr. Takkenberg, Director of Operational Support, UNRWA


Mr. Takkenberg (Director of Operational Support, UNRWA) ) explained that the topic of youth empowerment had been chosen because UNRWA was moving towards a programme approach guided by human rights and aimed at helping Palestine refugees to claim those rights. An important part of that approach was to encourage youth to participate in decision-making that affected their lives and development. In this context, the Agency would appreciate feedback on what it was currently doing in respect of participation and youth empowerment and where changes and new approaches might be considered.

Presentations by panellists

Mr. Willems and Mr. Lubeck (Theatre Day Productions), with the aid of an audiovisual presentation, explained that the purpose of their programme, currently being carried out in Gaza and in the West Bank city of Hebron, was not only to train actors and drama teachers but also to bring drama, theatre and creative activities into the lives of young people in Palestine. Theatre Day Productions put on plays performed by adults for children (“Plays for Kids”) and also plays performed by children (“Plays with Kids”). The process of developing a play created an alternative community of children working together on a common goal and provided an opportunity to imagine how life might be different. Donors thought of drama as peripheral in the school curriculum, but drama could bring about social change. Theatre Day Productions had developed some tests to measure the impact of participating in a drama group and had found a remarkable difference between control and drama groups in “hands-on” and verbal tests. Participating in drama improved the participants’ creativity and sense of self-efficacy and enhanced problem-solving and teamwork skills. Witness narratives testified to the difference participation in theatre had made in their attitude to their lives, their families, their communities and themselves. 

Ms. Ali (Communications Officer, Palestinian Youth Association for Leadership and Rights Activation (“Pylara”)), with the aid of a power point presentation, explained  that the mission of her association was to promote youth media produced for youth by youth, enabling them to develop leadership skills, learn how express their views and build bridges with peers around the world.  Among other activities, it published a monthly bilingual magazine for young people in the West Bank and Gaza and produced a weekly television talk show called “Speak Up”. It also produced seasonal television programs, occasional publications, a website and blogs. Under its Youth Activation programmes, “We Care”, “Youth 4 Health” and “Youth 4 Change” it addressed some of the psychological, physical and socio-political needs of Palestinian youth and conducted youth-to-youth workshops, organizing groups of youth in marginalized areas to identify and work on problems. 

With regard to how civil society viewed the work of UNRWA, she said that UNRWA had been working primarily on an emergency relief basis with short-term planning. There was a gap between the education provided in government schools and in UNRWA schools, which suffered from the two-shift system, the lack of extracurricular activities, the lack of computer training and the lack counsellors in UNRWA schools. In its relations with civil society, UNRWA was always open, but intervention was ad hoc, with no permanent mechanism for communication. To be empowered young peopled needed capacity-building and places and spaces for participation. It should be recalled that empowerment was the final stage, reached only after young people had had an opportunity to engage in concrete activities, and the young people targeted should be not just the talented and articulate but also the troublemakers and the marginalized. 


Mr. Sabaaneh (Jafra Centre in Syria) said that the Centre aimed at developing the skills of young people and enabling them to network with other young people in refugee settlements outside of Syria and in non-governmental organizations abroad. Activities included photography, cinema and theatre workshops, children’s clubs, human rights training programmes, summer camps for children and exchanges with European organizations. Since the invasion of Iraq and the Israeli attack on Lebanon, the Centre had been involved in relief efforts for refugees that had fled to Syria. His organization’s recommendations to UNRWA included the use of UNRWA school facilities for youth clubs, cultural events and other evening activities; training in organizing skills for young people, to enable them to develop their own projects; training in languages; university scholarships; and a programme of funding for Palestinian youth clubs in Syria. 


Ms. Chatty (Reader in Anthropology and Forced Migration, Refugee Studies Centre, University of Oxford) described the findings on Palestinian refugee youth of two studies in which she had been involved: the section on youth in the 2006 IUED/UCL study and an Oxford study published in 2005. She pointed out that youth formed a critical mass of the UNRWA beneficiary population. Both studies had found that, although life experience in each field of operation varied considerably, reflecting the particular historical context and differences in the employment, citizenship and other civil rights open to Palestine refugees, certain commonalities in the lives of Palestine youth had been found in all five fields of UNRWA operations: a gendered life experience, in which female youth faced substantial discrimination; frequent school drop-out because of early marriage or the need to support the family; employment insecurity; structural violence experienced in the street, in the home, in the school; overcrowded habitat; and a lack of social spaces or recreational facilities. The  implication for UNRWA policy included moving from a top-down to a bottom-up approach, or applying both in parallel; addressing structural violence by prohibiting violence in the school, whether teacher to student, student to teacher or student to student; combating discrimination against women and girls through affirmative action in UNRWA schools; countering street activism through more creative use of school space for evening activities; and supporting youth projects to record the memories of the older members of society. 

Discussion
Youth participants identified the main challenge as overcoming the marginalization of youth throughout the Arab World and recommended that UNRWA should make empowerment of youth a basic programme in all five fields. Youth in the different fields should have a regular opportunity to share experiences with one another, for example, through a video exchange project. It was agreed that the pressures put on youth by the political situation had made some youth apathetic, but many young Palestinians were still optimistic and believed that they could bring about change, and the sharing of the same dream could bring empowerment. 

The Observer for Palestine stressed that the violence that youth experienced was not inherent in Palestinian culture but in the conflict situation that surrounded them. A representative of the Syrian Arab Republic was pointed out that discrimination against girls and women in education and employment was the result, not of national law, but of family attitudes. Many participants advocated equal opportunities and affirmative action for girls and young women. The problem of early marriage was raised, with its frequent consequence of school drop-out, and the need for awareness-raising among young women and their families. 

With regard to empowerment through education, participants called for an enrichment of the curriculum in the schools and for practical training of youth in project management and funding. The importance of scholarships to attend university was stressed, and it was suggested that UNRWA could serve as a clearinghouse in that regard. An often repeated suggestion was for fuller use of the UNRWA school infrastructure for youth activities in the evenings, weekends and summer. 

Panel on youth and healthy lifestyles

Moderator:  Mr. Sabatinelli, Director of Health, UNRWA

Mr. Sabatinelli (Director of Health, UNRWA) said that prevention was particularly important, as health largely depended on how a person lived as a young person. The most relevant health issues affecting the youth included tobacco control, behaviour which resulted in injury, violence and other psychological problems, substance abuse, dietary and hygienic practices, a sedentary lifestyle and lack of physical activities and the need for reproductive health education, youth-friendly counselling and programmes for the prevention of sexually transmitted diseases. Insufficient attention had been given to youth health issues, including developmental, mental and reproductive health concerns. There was a need to undertake comprehensive studies to assess youth health problems, with the full participation of youth. 

Presentations by panellists

It was explained that two invited panellists, Mr. Afifi and Mr. El-Sousi, who had been asked to speak on drug abuse and related behaviour among Palestine high school children, had been prevented from leaving Gaza and the West Bank, respectively. 


Mr. Murthy (Consultant on Mental Health, World Health Organization) said that young people required stability, safety, hope and the opportunity for experimentation. Unfortunately, young Palestinians were living in a hostile environment and their development needs were not being met. Palestinian youth were experiencing a high level of trauma. Young Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank had witnessed more violence in a short period than most people saw in a lifetime. They had all observed house demolitions, shootings and the humiliation of a parent or they had been humiliated themselves or personally threatened. Such violence was reflected in a relatively high degree of identifiable psychological distress. That distress was sometimes manifested in suicide and substance abuse. While suicide was fairly rare in Muslim societies, it was higher among the Palestinian youth than among the youth of any other country of the Middle East, according to a Bir Zeit University study. More than 50 per cent of suicides were committed by persons between the ages of 20 and 24, predominantly women. One study showed that nearly 50 per cent of the youth from Gaza smoked and 2 to 5 per cent used illicit drugs. The use of injectable drugs was becoming a problem among the youth, affecting in particular adolescents with HIV/AIDS.

Mr. Shaheen (Dean, School of Public Health, Al Quds University), presenting a joint UNICEF-UNFPA evaluation on sexual and reproductive health, emphasized the need to  expand counsellor training to include more counsellors. There was inadequate training in sexual and reproductive health as well as inadequate follow-up by trained counsellors. The UNICEF-UNFPA project therefore recommended the development of a system in schools to refer students to the appropriate psychological and social services. Furthermore, future programmes should attempt to attract fathers to youth forums. There was also a need to continue investing in adolescents and youth in keeping with the Millennium Development Goals. Alliances involving parents and political and religious leaders must be built to promote sexual and reproductive health. Integrated sectoral work, including the media and health, education and sports organizations should also be promoted, and the broad support of young people in advancing sexual and reproductive health should be sought. 

Discussion
A representative of UNICEF from the Jordan Country Office spoke of the enhanced UNICEF-UNRWA partnership following the 2004 UNRWA conference in Geneva to promote and protect the rights of Palestinian adolescents and youth. That partnership had taken a positive approach whereby adolescents and youth were seen as agents of positive change in their societies. There was a need to create safe spaces for adolescents and youth; one suggestion was to make UNRWA Women’s Programme Centres into places where young persons could engage in sports and drama activities, have access to the Internet and acquire the necessary information and life skills to lead a healthy lifestyle, prevent the spread of sexually transmitted diseases and avoid tobacco and drug use. 

Many participants stressed that youth should not be seen as a problem but as an invaluable resource. The youth representatives reminded the panel of the urgent need to address the lack of basic services and the denial of basic rights. One youth participant described the appalling hygienic conditions of the health centres, which dissuaded youth from seeking care there. Another mentioned other factors in the occupied territories which affected the health of Palestinians, including the denial of the right to get to a hospital, which forced all too many mothers to give birth at checkpoints, the deterioration of services, poor sanitation, the lack of safe drinking water, overcrowded and poorly ventilated housing, malnutrition, inadequate medical technology, the shortage of trained personnel, inadequate education about sexually transmitted diseases and the absence of infrastructure to deal with the social and psychological needs of youth.

Mr. Sabatinelli (Director of Health, UNRWA) expressed deep gratitude to the youth representatives for providing an extremely useful reality check. Since to address the problems raised would require the assistance of the World Health Organization, UNICEF and other relevant agencies as well as host authorities and community associations, he hoped that the young participants’ eloquent expression of the needs of and challenges facing Palestinian youth would be heard by all those concerned.

