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Introduction 
 
As part of its commitment to pioneering the development of social performance 
management (SPM) in the MENA region in a form that is coherent and consistent with its 
mission, UNRWA’s microfinance programme has developed a range of social indicators and 
tools that measure and target specific sectors and social groups. This is considered a 
significant means to improve the design of loan products and develop specific products that 
serve explicit sectors or population segments, such as poor and low-income households, 
microentrepreneurs, informal enterprises, Palestine refugees, women, youth, etc.  
 
In the context of achieving its social mission and its human development goals, UNRWA has 
an objective of increasing credit services to youth through all its current loan products. This 
is a key instrument to improve the livelihoods of young adults. By creating new self-
employment and entrepreneurship opportunities UNRWA will contribute to reducing 
unemployment, poverty and economic marginalisation among youth. Moreover, in March 
2012, UNRWA further developed the scope of its microfinance outreach to young men and 
women by launching a new youth start-up loan (YSL) product, Mubadarati. This provides 
finance that enables young persons to establish new enterprises through which they are 
able to develop business and self-employment opportunities themselves that will realise 
self-reliance.  
 
UNRWA normally uses the standard UN definition of youth as young persons aged between 
15-24 years of age. However, as one of the qualifying conditions for receipt of microfinance 
loans is that a person must be 18 years of age or older to enter into bona fide legal 
contracts, this results in a very compressed age cohort spanning just seven years from 18-24 
years of age. In common with many other institutions working with youth and enterprise, 
UNRWA’s microfinance programme is now defining young microentrepreneurs and young 
economically active clients as those who are less than 31 years of age, providing a standard 
measure of young business people as those aged from 18-30 years old. This “relaxed 
definition” of youth provides a better standard of measure and gives a more realistic 
account of young people who are legally empowered to be engaged in economic activities 
under the terms of formal contract law. Those under 18 years of age are usually not able to 
undertake legally-binding contractual obligations that are central to the economic and 
financial engagement of young persons in the economy. 
 
UNRWA’s microfinance programme retails a range of microfinance loan products, which are 
all provided to youth, with five enterprise products that include: a core microenterprise 
credit (MEC) product that provides working capital loans with tenors of less than one year; 
an augmented microenterprise credit plus (MEC+) product with tenors of up to 24 months; a 
women’s household credit (WHC) product for home-based women’s income-generating and 
microenterprise projects; a women-only solidarity group lending (SGL) product that is 
confined to Gaza for women’s market-based microenterprises; and the new youth start-up 
loan (YSL) product, which enables young persons to start new businesses that will create 
self-employment and investment opportunities.  
 
In addition, UNRWA provides a consumer lending product (CLP) for wage-workers and low-
income salaried employees to enable them to create household assets and provide for 
household education, healthcare and other needs. It also provides a housing microfinance 
(HLP) product to help poor and low-income households repair and improve their houses, 
renovate their homes, construct new buildings, add new rooms and purchase land for home 
construction. 
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Youth Outreach by Region 
 
Over the past two decades UNRWA has financed 300,000 loans valued at USD 338 million, 
with youth receiving 77,254 of these loans. In 2012, UNRWA invested USD 36.43 million to 
finance 32,892 loans across the West Bank, Gaza, Jordan and Syria. Youth up to 30 years of 
age received 31 per cent of these loans. Loans to youth were valued at USD 9.74 million and 
accounted for just over 27 per cent of the total value of the portfolio. UNRWA’s outreach in 
the West Bank financed 39 per cent of the total loans to young clients, while, the Jordan 
portfolio accounted for 34 per cent of young clients, Syria for 20 per cent and Gaza for just 
eight per cent.  
 
Chart 1: Youth outreach by region in 2012 
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Outreach to young clients in each region ranged from 20 per cent to more than a third of all 
loans financed. The West Bank had the highest youth outreach with 37 per cent of its loans 
financing young clients who received 3,993 loans valued at USD 4.88 million, compared to 33 
per cent of clients in Jordan where young people received 3,447 loans valued at USD 3.01 
million. In Syria youth accounted for 26 per cent of clients who were financed with 2,002 
loans worth USD 0.74 million, while young clients in Gaza received 23 per cent of all loans 
financed, receiving 812 loans valued at USD 1.11 million.  
  
Table 1: Comparative youth outreach by region, 2011-2012 
 

Region 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
All 12,292 11,224,224 10,254 9,735,339 (16.58%) (13.26%) 
Gaza 886 1,279,200 812 1,108,200 (8.35%) (13.37%) 
West Bank 3,983 5,013,983 3,993 4,879,949 0.25% (2.67%) 
Jordan 2,204 1,990,113 3,447 3,009.181 56.40% 51.21% 
Syria 5,219 2,940,928 2,002 738,014 (61.64%) (74.91%) 

 
While the programme is committed to increasing its outreach to youth on a year-on-year 
basis, the overall growth of outreach to youth regressed in 2012 as a result of intensified 
conflict and mounting economic crisis in Syria. Thus, the overall outreach to youth declined 
by 17 per cent between 2011 and 2012, while the value of lending fell by 13 percent. This 
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was especially marked in Syria, where youth outreach declined by 62 per cent and the value 
of financing to youth by 75 per cent. In Gaza, while the overall loan outreach remains static 
due to internal institutional constraints, the trend in youth outreach was also marked by 
decline with youth outreach falling by eight per cent and the value of lending declining by 13 
per cent. Although providing more loans to youth than any other field, youth outreach in the 
West Bank achieved less than one per cent (0.25%) growth, while the value of financing to 
young people slipped by almost three per cent. However, the growth in youth outreach in 
Jordan ensured that UNRWA’s youth profile remained positive, where outreach grew by 56 
per cent and financing to young people increased by 51 percent. As the programme largely 
absorbed the declining outreach in Syria in 2012, it is expected that growth in the youth 
portfolio will continue to grow each year.   
 

Youth Outreach by Social Indicator 
 
Segmenting outreach through the programme’s standard social performance indicators, 
young women received 31 per cent of all loans to women clients, with 3,861 loans worth 
USD 2.56 million. Loans to Palestine refugee youth accounted for 30 per cent of all loan 
financing to refugees, with young refugees receiving 4,474 loans valued at USD 4.5 million.  
 
Chart 2: Youth outreach by social performance indicator in 2012 
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Youth engaged in enterprise activity in the informal sector of the economy accounted for 29 
per cent of informal clients, with 5,999 loans worth USD 4.99 million. Moreover, youth 
microentrepreneurs accounted for 28 per cent of all microentrepreneurs, obtaining 6,270 
loans valued at USD 5.34 million. Thus, loans to youth are heavily concentrated in the 
enterprise sector, where they account for 61 per cent of all loans to youth and 55 per cent of 
the value of such loans. 
 
While the correlation of youth outreach in 2012 by the range of social indicators is positive, 
comparison with 2011 shows regression, again almost wholly resulting from violence and 
conflict in Syria. (See Table 4) 
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Table 2: Comparative youth outreach by social performance indicator, 2011-2012 
 

Social indicator 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Women 4,921 3,053,557 3,861 2,563,840 (21.54%) (16.04%) 
Palestine refugee 3,866 4,118,756 4,474 4,988,861 15.73% 21.13% 
Microentrepreneur 8,509 7,070,818 6,270 5,431,912 (26.31%) (23.18%) 
Informal 6,884 5,214,995 5,999 4,986,060 (12.86%) (4.39%) 

 
The only comparative improvement in the standard social indicators between 2011and 2012 
was in outreach to young Palestine refugees, when loan outreach grew by 16 per cent and 
loan financing by 21 per cent. This was due to the relatively low density and ratio of 
Palestine refugees in the Syria, where the decline in outreach to young Palestine refugees 
was substantially offset by growing outreach to young refugees in Jordan in 2012. The most 
significant regression was in loans to young microentrepreneurs, when loan outreach 
retrenched by 26 per cent and loan financing by 23 per cent. Loan outreach to the young 
persons in the informal sector declined by 13 per cent, while the value of financing to them 
slipped by four per cent. Moreover, outreach to young women retrenched by 22 per cent 
while the value of lending to them fell by 16 per cent. Again most of this reduction is due to 
the Syrian crisis.    
 

Youth Outreach by Loan Product 
 
While UNRWA introduced a new youth-specific loan product in 2012 to help youth establish 
new enterprises, it also reaches young clients through marketing all of its existing loan 
products to them. In this context, some loan products are more attractive to young clients 
than others and they thus have a better ratio of outreach to youth. The business loan 
product that has the highest ratio of outreach to youth (other than the youth-only YSL loan 
product) is the gender-specific women’s household credit (WHC) product. Some 33 per cent 
of clients with WHC loans are young women microentrepreneurs who received financing for 
2,845 loans valued at USD 1.56 million.  
 
Close to a quarter (24%) of clients financed by the programme’s core microenterprise credit 
(MEC) product were youth who received 3,117 loans worth USD 3.47 million. Such young 
clients run a wide range of microenterprises in the service, commerce industry and 
agricultural sectors. Also, young women in Gaza, financed through solidarity group lending 
(SGL) product, accounted for 22 per cent of all SGL clients with 250 loans worth USD 
153,400. The business product with the least outreach to youth was the microenterprise 
credit plus (MEC+) product, with youth accounting for just 10 per cent of clients, receiving 
just 11 loans worth USD 89,695.  
 
Thus, the business products with the greatest current outreach to youth are YSL, WHC and 
MEC loans. The YSL, a product solely for youth between 18 to 30 years of age, financed a 
total of 47 loans worth USD 72,901. Although the WHC product had a higher rate of 
outreach to youth than the MEC, the MEC product provided a greater number of loans to 
them. In 2012, all three products combined financed a total 6,009 loans to young 
microentrepreneurs and self-employed persons worth USD 5.1 million.  
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Chart 3: Youth outreach by loan products in 2012 
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UNRWA’s non-business products also have significant outreach to young clients, but 
especially the programme’s consumer lending product (CLP) with young people accounting 
40 per cent of clients who received 3,876 loans worth USD 3.74 million. This product enables 
many young working people to pay for further education and supports young married 
couples to establish and develop their households. Moreover, young clients were also 
supported through the programme’s housing microfinance product (HLP), where 28 per cent 
of housing clients were young persons who received 108 loans worth USD 649,672. 
 
Table 3: Comparative youth outreach by loan product, 2011-2012 
 
Loan 
product 

2011 2012 Growth/decline 
No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

YSL 0 0 47 72,901 NA NA 
HLP 84 582,123 108 649,672 28.57% 11.60% 
CLP 3,699 3,571,284 3,876 3,743,753 4.79% 4.83% 
SGL 232 153,400 250 153,400 7.76% 0% 
WHC 3,871 1,991,286 2,845 1,555,999 (26.50%) (21.86%) 
MEC 4,384 4,746,168 3,177 3,469,918 (27.53%) (26.89%) 
MEC+ 22 179,963 11 89,695 (50.00%) (50.16%) 

 
Between 2011 and 2012 there was significant comparative variation between the business 
and non-business products. The decline in lending in Syria was offset with increasing 
outreach in the non-business products to youth, whereby there was an improvement in 
outreach of the CLP product to young people by just fewer than five per cent in both loans 
(4.79%) and financing (4.83%). Moreover, the outreach of housing microfinance product 
(HLP) to youth grew by 29 per cent and the value of finance by almost 12 per cent, but this 
was not affected by operations in Syria where the HLP product was not retailed. The same is 
true of the Gaza-based, women-only solidarity group lending (SGL) product, which saw an 
improved outreach of almost eight per cent (7.76%) to young women microentrepreneurs, 
but zero increase in financing to them. However, there was significant decline in the 
programme’s business products to youth over both periods, when both the outreach and 
the value of the MEC+ product to young persons declined by 50 per cent, although the 
number of loans was relatively insignificant. But more significantly was the retrenchment in 
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the MEC and WHC loan products, where the outreach to young clients shrunk by 28 per cent 
and 27 per cent, respectively, and the value of lending by 27 per cent and 22 per cent, 
respectively.  Again, most of this decline is attributable to the effects of the Syrian crisis on 
the programme. 
 

Youth Outreach by Social Indicator in Each Region 
 
As indicated in chart 1 above, the ratio of youth outreach varies from country-to-country 
and region-to-region, with the West Bank having the broadest outreach to youth, followed 
by Jordan, Syria, and then Gaza.  
 
Chart 4: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Syria 2012 

29%

27%

24%

31%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Informal

Microentrepreneurs

Refugee

Women

 
 
In Syria in 2012, the programme’s social performance indicators show that young women 
accounted for 31 per cent of women clients, with 1,056 young women receiving loans valued 
at USD 313,344, mostly through the women-only WHC product. Youth accounted for 29 per 
cent of those working in the informal sector, with youth in this sector receiving 1,546 loans 
valued at USD 556,401. The informal sector is a subset of microentrepreneurs, where youth 
accounted for 27 per cent of microentrepreneurs, obtaining 1,620 loans valued at USD 
609,678. Palestine refugee youth in Syria accounted for 24 per cent of Palestine refugee 
clients, receiving just 217 loans valued at USD 64,842.   
 
Table 4: Comparative youth outreach in Syria by social indicator, 2011-2012 
 

Social indicator 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Women 2,725 1,179,114 1,056 313,344 (61.24%) (73.43%) 
Palestine refugee 411 189,979 217 64,842 (47.20%) (65.87%) 
Microentrepreneur 4,369 2,494,093 1,620 609,678 (62.92%) (75.56%) 
Informal 4,055 2,167,300 1,546 556,401 (61.87%) (74.33%) 

 
The effects of the conflict in Syria and the programme’s youth outreach are starkly revealed 
in the comparative data for 2011 and 2012, where decline is prevalent across all 
comparative social indicators of youth outreach. Thus, outreach to young women 
retrenched by 61 per cent over the period as the value of lending to them plunged by 73 per 
cent. Equally dramatic, outreach to young microentrepreneurs shrunk by 63 per cent as 
financing to them fell by 76 per cent. Similarly, outreach to young persons working in the 
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informal sector slipped by 62 per cent and financing to them plunged by 74 per cent.  
Moreover, outreach to Palestine refugee youth fell by 47 percent as the value of financing to 
them dropped by 66 per cent. While the programme has gone through many crises in the 
past in the West Bank and Gaza, the current Syrian crisis is the deepest and most profound 
that the programme has faced. While there may be further retrenchment in 2013, this will 
likely to follow a flatter curve as the programme endeavours to rebuild its portfolio and 
establish new microfinance units in saver areas of the country. However, at wars end, it will 
take the programme a number of years to restore the infrastructure, portfolio, clients, staff 
and capital it has lost throughout the current crisis.  
 
Chart 5: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – West Bank 2012 
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In the West Bank during the same period, young women accounted for 35 per cent of 
women clients, with young women financed with 1,311 loans valued at USD 1.27 million. 
Young clients made up 33 per cent of those working in the informal sector in the West Bank 
portfolio, with youth receiving 2,027 loans valued at USD 2.23 million for economic activity 
in this more marginal economic sectors. Moreover, youth accounted for 31 per cent of 
microentrepreneurs, receiving 2,199 loans valued at USD 2.52 million. While, Palestine 
refugee youth in the West Bank accounted for 32 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, 
receiving 857 loans valued at USD 1.10 million.  
 
Table 5: Comparative youth outreach in West Bank by social indicator, 2011-2012 
 

Social indicator 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Women 1,229 1,173,728 1,311 1,273,728 6.67% 8.52% 
Refugee 958 1,191,808 857 1,053,673 (10.54%) (11.59%) 
Microentrepreneur 2,301 2,768,644 2,199 2,517,090 (4.43%) (9.09%) 
Informal 1,308 1,582,910 2,027 2,234,463 54.97% 41.16% 

 
The comparative view of social indicators to youth in the West Bank between 2011 and 2012 
indicates some mixed fortune, largely driven by a general decline in staff productivity across 
the period. Most positively was the substantial growth in youth outreach to the informal 
sector, where loan outreach grew by 55 percent and loan financing by 41 percent, which 
indicates that the programme’s outreach is moving downward towards poorer and more 
marginal youth-owned enterprises. There was also progress on lending to young women as 
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loan outreach grew by almost seven per cent and the value of financing by nearly nine 
percent. More negatively, loan outreach to young Palestine refugee clients slipped by 11 per 
cent and the value of financing to them by 12 per cent. At the same time, lending to young 
microentrepreneurs fell by four percent, while financing of microenterprises fell by nine per 
cent. The slippage in social outreach in the West Bank is due to lower staff outreach and can 
be improved by better loan productivity.    
 
In Gaza, young women accounted for a 21 per cent of women clients, receiving 289 loans 
valued at USD 255,300. Young clients made up 24 per cent of those working in the informal 
sector, with informal youth-owned enterprises receiving 551 loans valued at USD 441,100. 
Moreover, youth also accounted for 24 per cent of microentrepreneurs, receiving 573 loans 
valued at USD 457,800. Palestine refugee youth in Gaza accounted for 22 per cent of 
Palestine refugee clients, receiving 680 loans valued at USD 984,300.   
 
Chart 6: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Gaza 2012 

24%

24%

22%

21%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Informal

Microentrepreneurs

Refugee

Women

 
 
The outreach to youth in Gaza, as with the programme’s broader outreach there, has been 
significantly affected by the Israeli siege on Gaza and the international boycott of Hamas, 
which has resulted in outreach declining to a quarter of that achieved before the current 
crisis began in 2006.  
  
Table 6: Comparative youth outreach in Gaza by social indicator, 2011-2012 
 

Social indicator 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Women 288 294,500 289 255,300 0.35% (13.31%) 
Refugee 772 1,176,800 680 984,300 (11.91%) (16.36%) 
Microentrepreneur 573 554,550 573 457,800 0% (17.45%) 
Informal 563 540,350 551 441,100 (2.13%) (18.37%) 

 
The general outreach of the programme in Gaza is stuck because of internal administrative 
instructions preventing the programme from guaranteeing loans and working with contract 
law in Gaza as in the West Bank, Jordan and Syria. Within this static operating context, there 
were some negative downward trends in comparative youth indicators between 2011 and 
2012. Most significantly, the outreach to young Palestine refugees declined by 12 per cent, 
while the value of financing to them slipped by 16 per cent. Moreover, outreach to young 
people in the informal sector declined by two per cent, as the value of financing to them 
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retrenched by 18 percent. There was also a tiny decline in outreach to young women, when 
lending declined by less than one per cent (0.35%) although the value of lending to them fell 
by 13 per cent. Additionally, while there was zero growth in loan outreach to 
microentrepreneurs, the value of financing to them fell by 17 per cent of the previous year.  
Until the current internal administrative constraints on the programme are lifted the 
programme will not be able to do the best it can for youth in Gaza, who – with the exception 
of Syria – suffer the highest rates of unemployment, poverty and marginality of any UNRWA 
field. Moreover, as Gaza has the highest density Palestine refugee population of any field, 
this is particularly frustrating to staff who are unable to fully and best serve the microfinance 
needs of the Palestine refugee population.   
 
Chart 7: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Jordan 2012 
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In Jordan in 2012, young women accounted for 32 per cent of women clients, with young 
women financed with 1,205 loans valued at USD 721,468. Young clients made up 27 per cent 
of those working in the informal sector, with informal youth enterprises receiving 1,875 
loans valued at USD 1.75 million. Moreover, youth also accounted for 26 per cent of 
microentrepreneurs, receiving 1,878 loans worth USD 1.76 million. Palestine refugee youth 
in Jordan accounted for 32 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, receiving 2,720 loans valued 
at USD 2.4 million.   
 
Table 7: Comparative youth outreach in Jordan by social indicator, 2011-2012 
 

Social indicator 
2011 2012 Growth/decline 

No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 
Women 679 406,215 1,205 721,468 77.47% 77.60% 
Refugee 1,725 1,560,169 2,720 2,396,046 57.68% 53.76% 
Microentrepreneur 1,266 1,253,531 1,878 1,757,344 48.34% 40.19% 
Informal 958 924,435 1,875 1,754,096 95.72% 89.75% 

 
The comparative improvement in outreach to youth is especially marked as the branch 
infrastructure increased and staff performance improved. As a result, all the social indicators 
correlated with youth have grown substantially. Thus, credit outreach to youth in the 
informal sector almost doubled when it grew by 96 per cent and the value of financing to 
youth-owned informal enterprises increased by 90 per cent. The outreach to young women 
was impressive, when the value of financing to young women grew by 77 percent and the 
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value of lending to them increased by 78 per cent. There was also substantial growth in 
outreach to young Palestine refugees, with outreach to young Palestine refugees rising by 58 
per cent and the value of lending to them increasing by 54 per cent. Less impressive, though 
still significant, was the improvement in lending to microentrepreneurs which grew by 48 
per cent as the volume of financing increased by 40 per cent. The significant improvement 
achieve in Jordan seems set to grow even further in 2013 when the department will enlarge 
its branch office network from 6 to 10 branch offices.   

 
Conclusion and Summary 
 
UNRWA’s commitment to improving and developing the social performance management 
framework of its microfinance programme is ensuring that a significant portion of its 
portfolio is financing young people, who are being financially and economically empowered 
to participate in the social life of their communities. By ensuring that youth have access to 
operationally self-sufficient, sustainable and inclusive financial services for enterprise, 
households and individuals needs, UNRWA is providing increasing and continuous services to 
youth that broaden in scope and scale each year, enabling it to develop more businesses and 
employment opportunities for young people, while reducing the poverty of those 
participating in the programme. 
 
Thus, in 2012, UNRWA invested 31 per cent of its loans in youth, with financing equal to 27 
per cent of the value of its portfolio. Over a one-year period 10,254 youth were financed 
with loans valued at USD 9.74 million. In March 2012, UNRWA launched an innovative new 
youth guarantee fund that will enable it to finance youth-only loans for youth start-up 
enterprises in 2013. Moreover, despite the ongoing crisis in Syria, as UNRWA continues to 
expand its branch office network and increase its outreach in each region, it will provide 
more credit to an increasing number of young clients in the coming years.  
 


