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I. Current operational context 
 
As 2010 draws to an end, Jordan Field continues to struggle with an 
increasingly troubling financial situation which for months has threatened the 
field’s ability to maintain current service provision through to the end of the 
year. Never, in my thirteen years as a Field Director, have I known a senior 
management to be so preoccupied with daily financial matters. 2011 looks to 
be more perilous. Currently, it is unknown whether we can maintain services 
at the existing level, which I must emphasize, are not the level of services that 
the refugees require or that we believe they should be provided with. 
 
The Field’s financial situation not only poses challenges to continued daily 
operations, but is also limiting the ability to sustain change and to implement 
important reforms at both programmatic and operational level. Despite this, 
we are determined to move forward and are trying to be innovative in this 
regard.  
 
When I briefed you at the last Advisory Commission meeting in Cairo in July 
of this year, I presented a comprehensive paper describing the challenges 
facing the Jordan Field. At risk of repeating what I said then, I must stress 
that most comments are still very relevant. Therefore, I would like to 
emphasize the main points I made, since some have become even more 
critical in the months following Cairo. 
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A) Issues addressed at the last meeting 
 
1. Size of Population 
 
The Jordan Field has the largest registered refugee population in UNRWA’s 
five fields of operation and, whilst the country provides one of the most 
stable environments for the refugees in the Region, the challenges facing the 
community of almost two million people are still considerable. 
 
The remoteness of many small communities of refugees makes it difficult for 
them to access UNRWA services in a meaningful way. Both the Government 
and UNRWA do not have the resources to remedy this, nor do we suggest in 
the present financial climate that we should do so in any substantial way, but 
certain sizable communities, such as Mafrak, Kerak and Dleil, do justify 
further close consideration. 
 
 
2. Poverty 
 
The number of refugees living below the poverty line continues to grow, in 
our opinion in excess of 13%, or over 250,000 people, whereas UNRWA only 
provides special assistance to 3%. We also believe that a large portion of those 
below the poverty line are transient poor and with our assistance could be 
self-sufficient. 
 
3. Vulnerable groups 
 
We still do far too little for those most-vulnerable in the refugee community; 
living in appalling conditions, often remote from any UNRWA or 
government services. 
 
In addition, there are still groups excluded from our services; several years 
ago UNRWA, rightfully, amended its policy to allow families of registered 
women married to non-refugees to receive services. Their total number is 
2,484 individuals (672 families) representing 4.7% of those registered as 
Special Hardship Cases. 
 
At this point in time, whilst still advocating for their inclusion, we are unable 
to implement the policy because of insufficient funds. 
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4. Deteriorating infrastructure 
 
I will now touch upon what I consider to be our most urgent problem. I 
recently came across a presentation prepared by the Jordan Field in 2006. In 
the presentation we place a priority, amongst other things, on the 
replacement of schools. It was phrased in a way which expressed concern but 
not alarm. Today, the situation has progressed to a dangerous level, and we 
are placing our students and staff at risk, because structures have 
deteriorated further to the point of instability. This year, we have been forced 
to evacuate a number of buildings and undertake emergency repair work. 
The buildings of thirteen schools have been assessed as structurally unsafe. 
The total number of children attending these schools is 12,600. 
 
We have commenced a rehabilitation programme on three of such schools, 
funded by the US Government as an additional donation, and funding for 
others has been identified from our General Fund, but the work on four 
schools remains unfunded. We are currently carrying out a comprehensive 
survey of all our installations, which will provide us with the overview we 
need to fully appreciate the problem; in my opinion, many of our buildings 
are well past their economic life and will continue to deteriorate. 
 
Generally, project funding continues to be difficult to obtain for the Jordan 
Field. Not only is it difficult to resolve issues such as the one I have just 
described but other problems persist such as double-shifting, lack of 
recreational and computer facilities, and unsuitable rented accommodation.   
 
 
5. Refugee living conditions 
 
Many refugees continue to live in conditions that place their physical and 
psychological well-being at risk. After last winter I visited many families, 
living in extremely poor conditions that had experienced flooding of their 
homes, mainly by polluted water, resulting not only in damage to property 
but respiratory, skin and other health problems, with the young and elderly 
particularly vulnerable. 
 
We do not have the resources even to assist a handful of such cases. 
 
B) Other Factors 
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1. Staff 
 
Over the last year, our vacancy rate has improved from 5% to 2%, mostly as a 
result of the considerable efforts of the HR department. However, further 
progress is hindered by remaining difficulties in staff recruitment.   
 
The lack of competitiveness of UNRWA salaries continues to pose problems 
in certain crucial areas, making it difficult to attract and often, more 
problematically, to retain staff. We have been able to address minor 
discrepancies but 49 posts or groups of posts are under review. 
 
To give an example of the effect this may have, our engineers have recently 
requested a review; the subsequent survey indicating that their salaries are 
60% below the comparator. An engineer working in the public sector 
averages JD 1,350 and in the private sector may be as high as JD 3,000 a 
month, whereas UNRWA engineers typically receive JD680. However, to 
award this group a salary increase without addressing other staff would lead 
to further reduction in staff morale and a potential deterioration in staff 
relations. Furthermore, such an increase would be very difficult under the 
current financial situation.  
 
Although our teachers’ salaries remain slightly higher than those of their 
government counterparts, this is changing as the Government implements a 
series of salary increases. In addition, there are benefits for teachers in the 
public sector that our teachers do not receive, such as fully comprehensive 
medical insurance and scholarships for staff members’ children.  
 
Whilst such dilemmas are common to any organization during economic 
crises, there are two factors that should be emphasized in the case of 
UNRWA: in Jordan staffing costs represent 83% of our annual expenditure, 
and this percentage is increasing each year. Secondly, the Field’s seven 
thousand staff members often provide the main income for Palestinian 
families, in many cases including their extended families. Of course, in other 
Fields, such as Gaza, where unemployment is high, this factor is even more 
critical. 
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II. Reform initiatives to meet challenges 
 

A) Reform initiatives 
 

o Despite the difficulties we are facing, Jordan Field has placed a lot of 
emphasis on developing and implementing reform initiatives over the 
last year and since we last met this has begun to show results. 

o In doing so, it has used its limited resources to good effect. 
o Now, we are bringing reform to the Programmes. 
 

1. Programme reform initiatives 
 

o The Field has continued to strengthen its Programme Support Unit, 
under the supervision of the Deputy Director, thanks to technical 
support of donor countries such as Switzerland, France, Japan, Finland 
and Australia. Other key staff, essential to improving our effectiveness 
and efficiency, has been provided in other departments by Norway 
and Denmark. 

o The reform aims to change the way in which Jordan Field provides 
services. Currently services are provided in a standardized manner, 
and in a way which fails to address the individual requirements of the 
refugee and the refugee community. The reform will involve the shift 
to an individual needs-based approach, enabling the Field to better 
concentrate on the individual needs of refugees, directly addressing 
the causes threatening the livelihood and well-being of the individual. 

 
i. Microfinance 

o The Programme is implementing several activities to increase its 
outreach and reduce the delinquency problem in the field. 

o A new product designed to empower women has been introduced in 
May. 

• The women household credit (WHC) scheme is a lending 
product that targets women who are working from home to 
improve their families' living standards.  

 
ii. Health initiative 

o The main goal of the reform is to improve the quality of services and 
increase the efficiency of resource allocation.  
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o This involves the introduction of structural changes in the working 
environment, moving towards a teamwork approach – reducing the 
burden placed on doctors by increasing responsibilities of senior 
nurses and other key staff. 

o There is an on-going pilot project in the Nuzha health centre, which 
will be expanded to six other health centres. 

o So far, the implementation of the E-health and the appointment system 
has had a positive impact on the working environment and efficiency. 

o There is a better distribution of patients during daily working hours, 
and less paperwork, which gives more time for the staff to provide 
better quality services. Bottlenecks have been minimized and patient 
flow has become significantly easier. 

o As a second part of the reform, which is still in process, research 
studies are being conducted. So far a patient flow analysis and an 
epidemiological study have been completed.  The result of the patient 
flow analysis has helped identify the bottlenecks at the health center 
and the need for some remodeling of its’ infrastructure.  

 
iii. Education initiative 

o The Education reform is centered on respect for, and promotion of the 
dignity of the child in school. The child-centered approach is 
innovative in this region. 

o This will impact the way children are taught and treated in the school 
and the method by which students’ performances are assessed, as well 
as the way teachers are trained to teach.  

o The reform is still in its initial stages. Class rooms are being equipped 
to become flexible learning environments, able to embrace 
technological development as well as child-centered learning 
principles. Key staff will receive training on how to implement the new 
learning processes. The training is scheduled to take place in the 
summer of 2011 to ensure the implementation of the reform in the 
schools in the 2011-2012 academic year.  

 
iii. a. Parallel courses  

o This initiative was started in the 2009 – 2010 school year and seeks to 
provide wider academic and vocational services to refugee students 
capable of covering the tuition fees themselves. 

o The courses are available at two UNRWA training centres and at the 
Faculty of Educational Science and Arts, but do not in any way 
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compromise the regular courses provided without fees to refugee 
youth, and in fact make it possible to enhance facilities for all students. 

o Approximately 950 students are enrolled in the parallel courses, 
covering subjects such as civil engineering, architecture, 
pharmaceuticals, English and Arabic. 

o By introducing these courses Jordan Field has brought more 
opportunities to the young refugee population, at no additional cost. 

 
iv. Relief and Social Services 

o The reform is based on an improved targeting which focuses on the 
most vulnerable through a needs based approach. 

o The Relief and Social Services Department estimates that 25% of the 
Special Hardship Cases are transient poor and could be lifted out of 
poverty, if targeted by suitable interventions.  

o Marka Camp has already been identified as a pilot camp for the 
reform, based on its poor conditions in comparison to other camps and 
the high number of vulnerable groups, in this case the Ex-Gazans. 

o One of the main components of the reform is to prioritize the current 
cases into two groups; transient poor and “permanent” poor. 

o The groups will be addressed through different means, while bringing 
relief to the permanent poor, efforts will be done to lift the transient 
poor out of poverty. 

o The implementation will start in December, beginning with the 
establishment of an office in the camp in January. This will be followed 
by a community assessment and training of staff in the new people-
centered approach. It is expected that by April the reform will be fully 
implemented. 

 
2. Inter-programmatic reform initiative 

 
o Marka Camp has been selected as a pilot camp in which all three 

programmes will be implementing a reform initiative. 
o The three programmes will work in close coordination focusing on the 

needs of the individuals and the involvement of the community. As 
such, the initiative will draw on community resources through the 
establishment of a steering committee and through the community 
based organizations, whilst at the same time ensuring coordinated and 
complementary services from UNRWA.  

o As a cross cutting issue, the reform will focus on youth empowerment. 
Youth are amongst the vulnerable groups in the camp, and enhanced 
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inter-programmatic cooperation will help address this through referral 
systems between school staff and social workers. 

 
3. Reform initiatives in Operational Support functions 

  
The Operational Support departments, under the second Deputy Director, 
have also undertaken a series of reform initiatives to optimize efficiencies. An 
HR department has been established which has improved many staff related 
work processes. The IT and Procurement departments have identified various 
austerity measures to save costs, and improve cost efficiencies. The Field 
Finance Department has been carefully managed over the last few years and 
this has enabled the Field to deal more effectively with the chronic financial 
situation. A structured management of the field budget has enhanced the 
ability to identify expenditure and to anticipate problem areas. In this respect, 
staff seconded from the Swiss Government and Australian Volunteers 
International has been particularly important, providing us with experienced 
budget analysts for the first time.   

 
Furthermore, great efforts have been made to enhance cooperation between 
programme departments and support departments. 
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B) Partnerships 

 
The Jordan Field has for some time endeavored to attract funding, 

cooperation and other support from partners in the public, private and NGO 
sectors. I have already spoken of technical support from some of your 
governments, but there has also been support from organizations such as 
Dubai Cares, Shams Jordanie, the Talal Abu Ghazaleh Corporation, and the 
Inner Wheel. 

 
Most recently the Children’s Museum in Amman has approached us to 

offer visits for UNRWA school children over this academic year. The 
Museum had already secured funding from Hikma Pharmaceuticals and we 
have entered into a tri-lateral memorandum of understanding. This will open 
the museum doors for 17,000 visits between now and summer 2011. 

 
Negotiations are being finalized between UNRWA and KfW for a 7.5 

million EUR Regional Programme for the Improvement of Living Conditions 
in Palestinian Refugee Camps. The project will be implemented in two 
UNRWA Fields, Jordan and Lebanon, and is expected to start during the first 
quarter of 2011. 

 
We also have ongoing projects with other UN partners, such as UNICEF, 

UNHCR and WHO, thereby supporting the UN policy of “Delivering as 
One”. 

 
However, our most important partner remains the Government of Jordan, 

and particularly the Department of Palestinian Affairs. Cooperation between 
us is extremely good and, although there is always room for improvement, I 
believe we are making the most of opportunities to cooperate further.  

 
C) Projects 

 
The Field has made considerable efforts over the last twelve months to 

increase its project funding, through both international and local channels. It 
remains difficult for the field to attract donors, given the relative stability of 
Jordan and the perceived lack of need that can result. Such stability should 
not be confused for wellbeing. A visit to one of our many camps where 
shelters and schools are dilapidated, and often in appalling condition, would 
reveal that the needs here in Jordan are also many.  
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Furthermore, I would like to stress that whilst the Field enjoys a steady 

operational context and an accommodating host and partner in Jordan, such 
stability is potentially at risk if the challenges of today are not addressed. The 
problems faced are beyond the current capacity of the Field, and the host is 
already doing its utmost to address such challenges.  
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III. Outlook and requirements for the immediate future 

 
So, what of the future? 

 
o The chronic financial situation will continue to threaten our service 

delivery and put sustaining change process at risk. Without this, it is 
simply not possible for us to maintain services at current levels, let 
alone to improve them. 

o Much has been done to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of our 
services at little or no cost, but further improvement requires 
additional resources. 

o We need to act to retain our existing staff and to encourage the best to 
join UNRWA. We need to improve the morale of staff that sees 
UNRWA struggling to provide for its beneficiaries whilst many staff 
themselves struggle to provide for their families. Many are frustrated, 
understandably so, yet it is remarkable how committed they remain. 

o The potential that Jordan offers because of the stable environment it 
provides for refugees has not yet been fully harnessed. We are simply 
missing the opportunity for human development because all our 
attention is on surviving the moment rather than developing for the 
future.  

 
Richard J. Cook 
Director of UNRWA Operations, Jordan 


