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BADIL-Briefs aim to support the Palestinian-Arab and international debate about 
strategies for promotion of Palestinian refugees' right of return, restitution, and 
compensation in the framework of a just and durable solution of the Palestinian/Arab 
- Israeli conflict. 

 
  
Background 
  
Brief No. 6 is one of a set of three BADIL Briefs (No. 5-7), which examine the 
special regime (outlined in Brief No. 1) established by the United Nations to 
provide protection and assistance for Palestinian refugees and promote a 
durable solution based on the provisions of UN Resolution 194 (III). Briefs 5 
and 7 provide an overview of the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine 
(UNCCP) and the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).  
  
This Brief examines the work of the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) 
established in 1949 to provide assistance for Palestinian refugees. The Brief 
examines the future role of UNRWA in a durable solution for Palestinian 
refugees. Based on a review of the Agency’s mandate, experience, and 
institutional resource, UNRWA could play a useful functional role in a multi-
agency, international burden-sharing effort in the areas of refugee protection, 
human resource development, social infrastructure development, and 
institutional capacity building. Brief No. 6 is based on a paper prepared for a 
workshop on the Future of UNRWA organized by the Palestinian Refugee 
ResearchNet and the Royal Institute of International Affairs in Minster-Lovell, 
UK, 19-20 February 2000.  
  
Introduction 
  
In 1949, the United Nations General Assembly established a special agency, 
the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA)[1], to carry 
on the previous work of the UN and international non-governmental 
organizations[2] in the provision of assistance for some 750,000 Palestinian 
refugees. UNRWA was established with a short-term mandate[3], 
subsequently renewed on a regular basis given the inability of the United 
Nations to implement the framework and special guidelines set down in 
Resolution 194 (III) of December 1948 calling for the return and compensation 
of the refugees.[4] 
 
 
 
 



  
Today UNRWA provides basic health, education, and social services for some 
3.7 million Palestinian refugees, or about three-quarters of the entire 
Palestinian refugee population, residing in the five areas of its operation – 
Gaza, West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Through a works program, the 
Agency has focused on human resource development and improvements in 
the social infrastructure. The Agency administers 59 refugee camps and 
employs some 20,000 persons, the majority of whom are refugees.  
  
The onset of the Oslo process in 1993 renewed debate about the future of the 
Agency both in the international community and within UNRWA itself. A 1995 
report by the Agency noted, “for the first time since [UNRWA] was established 
in December 1949, it is possible to see on the horizon the end of the Agency’s 
mission.”[5] UNRWA's ultimate dissolution, noted the report, was linked to the 
resolution of the refugee problem at the end of the final status negotiations 
between Israel and the PLO.[6] Five years on, however, the future of the 
Agency remains unclear.  
  
UNRWA continues to face annual deficit problems due to insufficient donor 
contributions. This has seriously hampered the ability of the Agency to provide 
assistance for Palestinian refugees.[7] On several occasions, the Agency has 
warned donor countries that failure to provide sufficient funding could lead to 
the dissolution of UNRWA through attrition. The long-term future of the 
Agency is equally unclear. Political pressure continues to emanate from 
official Israeli circles and from some donor states to shut down the Agency. 
Under what political, economic, and legal conditions will UNRWA operations 
be terminated? What if the PLO and Israel fail to reach an agreement on the 
refugee issue? What if an agreement is signed that is not consistent with UN 
Resolution 194 (III) and international refugee law?  
  
This brief examines the future of UNRWA within the context of a durable 
solution based on the framework set down in Resolution 194 (III). There are 
three durable solutions for refugees: repatriation, host country absorption, and 
third country resettlement. Each of these options is governed by the principle 
of voluntariness or refugee choice. The international community has 
recognized voluntary repatriation as the preferred and most durable solution.[8] 
Increasingly, the international community has also recognized the important 
role of longer-term development initiatives for durable solutions to refugee 
flows.[9]  
  
This framework is essentially consistent with that set down by the international 
community for Palestinian refugees in Resolution 194 (III). Paragraph 11 of 
the resolution identified both repatriation and resettlement (first and third 
country) as the options governing a solution to the Palestinian refugee issue. 
Repatriation was identified as the preferred solution. In addition, the resolution 
states that a durable solution should provide for payment of compensation[10], 
and social and economic rehabilitation of the refugees.  
 
 
 



 
  
Based on a review of UNRWA’s mandate for assistance and development[11], 
experience, and institutional resources, the Agency is poised to play a useful 
functional role in at least four areas related to the three durable solutions: 
refugee protection, human resource development, social infrastructure 
development, and institutional capacity building. The list presented here is not 
exhaustive, but rather aims to stimulate some new thinking about the future of 
the Agency. The brief examines each of these areas and then returns to the 
broader question of what conditions allow for the termination of UNRWA 
operations. 
  
Refugee Protection 
  
While UNRWA does not have extensive experience or a mandate to provide refugee 
protection

[12]
, the Agency has provided some types of basic protection based on a flexible, 

humanitarian approach to its mandate.
[13]

 During the intifada, for example, UNRWA provided 
limited protection for refugees through the Refugee Affairs Officer (RAO) program.

[14]
 The 

RAOs attempted to defuse confrontations between the Israeli military and Palestinians, 
helped to ensure the smooth delivery of emergency medical care to injured persons, and 
monitored the situation in the refugee camps and nearby areas so that UNRWA field directors 
could assess client needs and emergency requirements.  
  
Given the overall limited resources of the Agency and the limited experience in this area, 
UNRWA should not play a major role in refugee protection, however, there are some areas in 
which the Agency could provide valuable assistance. On the one hand, UNRWA may be able 
to provide assistance in determining the durable solution chosen by each refugee in the event 
of an agreement between the PLO and Israel, which allows for refugee repatriation.

[15]
 

Approximately two-thirds of all refugees are registered with UNRWA.
[16]

 This registration 
provides a natural mechanism to conduct a survey of each registered refugee. The large staff 
of 20,000, most of whom are refugees themselves, constitute an on the ground presence 
through area and camp field offices, and offers a potential pool for secondment of staff who 
are familiar and importantly, already have an established level of trust with the refugee 
community. 
  
The significant drawback is that UNRWA registration is based on need and 
place of residence, rather than refugee status. As UNRWA notes, its definition 
of a refugee “was not meant to be exhaustive in a political sense but rather to 
define eligibility for the Agency’s services.”[17] Hence, a significant portion of 
Palestinian refugees, some 1.4 million are not registered with the Agency, and 
would not be covered in a survey based on Agency registration records.[18] 
The records also suffer some problems related to the under-reporting of 
births, deaths and movement to areas outside UNRWA operations; because 
reporting is voluntary, the records may not always be up-to-date.[19] Notably, 
the registration also displays a bias against women and children by excluding 
refugee women married to non-refugees, and the children of refugee women 
married to non-refugees.[20]  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
Approximately one-third of the non-registered refugee population resides in 
one of the five areas where UNRWA provides services, with some two-thirds 
of this group located in Jordan. Around 40 percent live in border countries and 
the Gulf, with the remaining split evenly between the United States and other 
countries. In other words, close to one million non-registered refugees lives 
either in areas where UNRWA already operates or in border areas. It is not 
unreasonable to expect that the Agency would be able to register these 
refugees, with the assistance of those states where the refugees are residing, 
in order to facilitate a proper survey of refugee choices. In many cases, the 
Agency is already familiar with Palestinian refugees residing in some of these 
states, like Kuwait and Libya, for example, where registered refugees have 
sought employment and have faced subsequent problems related to 
residency and freedom of movement.[21] 
  
The revision of UNRWA’s definition of Palestine refugees in 1992, which 
removed the criteria of need and initial flight, provides further opportunity for 
non-registered refugees to register with UNRWA.[22] During the first several 
years after the change, several hundred refugees registered with UNRWA 
each year. UNRWA also has initial registration files for internally displaced 
Palestinians in Israel, although the Agency no longer provides assistance to 
this group of refugees.[23] The records include files for some 11,000 families 
comprising approximately 30,000 individuals. Most of the registration cards 
are for families from the Galilee, but there are also registration cards for 
families from Jerusalem, Lydda, and Jaffa. These files could provide an initial 
registration base for internally displaced Palestinians, although IDPs face a 
unique set of problems related to durable solutions characterized by a clash 
between international protection and state sovereignty.[24] 
  
UNRWA does not have a mandate or significant experience to implement 
durable solutions, although it may provide useful assistance on a case-by-
case basis. Since 1982, the Agency has helped to facilitate the repatriation of 
Palestinian refugees stranded on the Egyptian side of the border after the 
return of the Sinai under the Camp David Accords signed by Israel and 
Egypt.[25]  The majority of the refugees had been forcibly evicted from Rafah 
camp in Gaza when streets in the camp were widened by Israel as a so-called 
security measure.[26] On average, 10 households have been permitted to 
return to Gaza each year since the initiation of the process. Recently, the 
Agency has noted that it could be involved in helping 1967 displaced refugees 
who would be repatriated in the West Bank and Gaza in accordance with 
future agreements between Israel and the PLO.[27] Given the Agency’s 
extensive regional network and knowledge of the socio-economic differences 
in the areas of its operations, UNRWA may also be in a position to help 
address social differences of refugees from different areas of exile repatriating 
to the same place of origin. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
In the early 1950s, the Agency also facilitated some small-scale resettlement 
activities, through a Placement Services Office. The Office provided 
assistance, including emigration loans limited to $400 per adult and $200 per 
child, to Palestinian refugees who sought resettlement in Libya or Iraq.[28] A 
fulltime liaison officer was appointed for each country. The Agency also 
engaged in an experiment of assisting overseas emigration for refugees who 
had already obtained visas. The migration experiment was suspended after a 
year, however, at the request of local governments pending a review of the 
Agency’s programs.[29] More recently the Agency has provided some 
assistance to refugees with residency problems outside of the Agency’s area 
of operations. In Libya, for example, UNRWA provided assistance to stateless 
refugees stranded in a temporary camp on the Egyptian/Libyan border after 
the Libyan government ordered all Palestinian refugees to leave the country in 
light of the UN economic blockade against Libya.[30] In the context of a durable 
solution, refugees choosing resettlement may require assistance in the 
regularization of their status under domestic law. Again, UNRWA may be able 
to play a role on a case-by-case basis, but with little experience in this area, 
and lingering suspicions about attempts by the international community to use 
the Agency as a tool for de facto or forced resettlement during the early years 
of its operations, this role would be better left to an international protection 
agency, with a strong record of protecting and facilitating refugee choice.[31]  
  
The information contained in UNRWA’s registration system may also be 
helpful to agencies facilitating the durable solution chosen by each refugee. 
Each registration card, which includes a family registration number that 
identifies the family by name, the region where they live, and their specific 
environs, be it a city, a camp or other environ, also includes a five-digit code 
of origin. This code identifies the place of origin of each refugee family in pre-
1948 Palestine. The village structure, as it existed prior to the 1948 war, has 
thus been preserved by virtue of the registration system.[32] According to this 
data, most registered refugees live within 100 km of their original homes and 
lands, with more than two-thirds of the villages that were depopulated in 1948 
living in the same host country.[33] This information would help identify and 
provide a profile of those refugees wishing to repatriate according to village 
unit. 
  
UNRWA may also provide some assistance to an international agency like the 
UNCCP, or a new Housing and Property Commission/Directorate, for those 
refugees seeking restitution and compensation. Agency family files include, 
on average, approximately 40 additional documents per file. These 
documents contain, among other things, information related to property 
including deeds and details about houses, fields, livestock, workshops, etc., 
though the collection is not comprehensive. These documents may provide 
useful supplementary material to the records held by the UNCCP, which are 
based on British tax records, and records from the land survey department.[34] 
There may be some precedent for an international agency like UNRWA to 
make claims on behalf of those its represents, when its constituents have no 
state body representation.[35] In the past, for example, UNRWA has submitted 
claims to the UN Compensation Commission on behalf of Palestinian 



refugees in the case of Palestinians evicted from Kuwait during the 1990 Gulf 
war. In any case, however, the precedent is not well tested and UNRWA’s 
experience in this area is minimal. This and lobbying for necessary property 
law reforms in Israel in order to facilitate restitution may be best left to other 
agencies. 
  
Finally, renewed instability in the region may require the management and 
delivery of emergency relief. UNRWA’s experience and wide network in the 
region could provide an important conduit for such aid if required. UNRWA 
has administered emergency relief operations, during the early days of the 
refugee crisis, and during subsequent periods of crisis and displacement such 
as the 1967 six day war[36], the Israeli invasion of Lebanon[37], and long 
periods of Israeli military closure in the West Bank and Gaza[38]. The Agency 
faces some drawbacks in this area in relation to institutional immunity[39], 
particularly given the fact that both the majority of its staff comes from the 
community it serves, but these kinds of infringements are not unique to 
UNRWA.[40] They have complicated UNRWA’s ability to carry out efficient 
assistance but have not prevented the Agency from delivery of aid. It may 
also be necessary to deliver emergency assistance to both refugees and non-
refugees in order to provide equal access to critical assistance and guard 
against additional tensions stemming from situations of unequal access. This 
approach would not be a departure from UNRWA’s previous work in the field 
where it has provided basic assistance, for example to non-registered 
refugees and other persons of need.  
  
Human Resource Development 
  
One of the main areas of UNRWA’s assistance and works programs is human 
resource development. From the very beginning, the Agency has sought to 
help refugees help themselves by providing education, training, basic health 
care, income-generating projects, programs to address the specific needs of 
youth and women, and where necessary, social welfare to assist those on the 
extreme margins of the refugee community. Despite these efforts, it must be 
noted that at times these programs have proved insufficient to provide 
adequate and equal opportunities for the refugee community, due to 
inadequate donor financing of UNRWA programs.  
  
Today UNRWA operations serve nearly half a million elementary, preparatory 
and secondary students, half of whom are females. The Agency employs over 
14,000 staff in its education system. Further education is provided in the area 
of vocational, technical, and teacher training. Health care facilities host more 
than 7 million patient visits per year providing primary health care as well as 
mother and child health care, family planning, care for diabetes and 
hypertension, and dental services. Some 3,400 staff is employed in the health 
care programs. The Agency also provides special social assistance to more 
than 200,000 Special Hardship Cases (SHC)[41], and has established centers 
that provide special services for youth, women, and rehabilitation.[42] Just over 
600 staff currently works in the area of relief and social services. These 
services are often provided in cooperation with other international agencies 
such as UNESCO and the World Health Organization. 



  
Human resource development will be an important component for a durable 
solution for Palestinian refugees. Lack of access or deficient educational 
opportunities, poor community health, and failure to address the needs of 
those on the economic margins of the refugee community, whether they 
choose repatriation or resettlement, will undermine efforts to create a 
sustainable and durable solution. These types of services will eventually have 
to be transferred to the appropriate government authorities once an 
agreement to implement a durable solution has been reached, but it may be 
necessary for UNRWA to play a transitional role for some period of time 
during which these services are harmonized with existing services provided to 
the non-refugee population and to allow time for existing government and 
non-governmental institutions to build sufficient capacity to handle the 
increased need for human resource development programs.[43] 
  
Based on the Agency’s extensive social and demographic data, UNRWA 
could play a primary role in determining the type of human resource 
development projects required for both returnees, individually and by village 
unit, and for those choosing resettlement. Five decades of longitudinal data 
on occupation/profession and education, for example, provide the Agency 
with good indicators about future employment and education needs of families 
and village units. This data can then be matched up with employment 
opportunities and prospects and potential educational needs of refugees in 
the areas of return/resettlement. The drawback on educational data is that it is 
limited to those refugees using UNRWA services rather than the entire 
refugee population.[44] Existing Vocational and Technical Training Centers as 
well as Education Science Faculties operated by UNRWA may provide interim 
to longer-term training and skills upgrading to assist refugees in acquiring 
gainful employment. Financial records over the past fifty years may assist 
planning and budgeting of these needs both as transitional measures and as 
longer-term services provided by the state.[45]   

  
It is widely acknowledged that successful repatriation and resettlement 
programs must assist in creating economic opportunities. Palestinian refugees 
receive fewer benefits from economic growth and are more severely affected 
by economic decline. Again, UNRWA may provide some assistance in this 
area based on previous experience. During the 1950s, UNRWA attempted to 
implement small-scale training and employment-creating projects known as 
“work relief”, but these early projects were soon deemed to be unsuccessful 
due in large part to high overhead costs.[46] Small and medium-scale projects 
were eventually replaced by a new program, which provided tools and 
equipment, rather than employment. Small loans were granted to individuals 
or groups who could become self-supporting. More recently, UNRWA’s 
income-generating program has been one of the most successful programs 
operated by the Agency. The program has attempted to promote economic 
activity principally by addressing the lack of credit facilities available to small 
entrepreneurs and persons working on the margins of the economy. To reach 
such enterprises, the Agency has utilized a range of flexible collateral and 
guarantee mechanisms, including business plan-based lending and individual, 
group, and check guarantee methods.[47]  



  
The provision of education and gainful employment, however, is not sufficient 
to sustain a durable solution. Efforts must be made to ensure a healthy and 
productive population. Charting the current and potential health care needs of 
refugees, either as individuals, families or villages, is another area in which 
UNRWA can play a valuable role. Detailed records chart the health and 
medical needs of Palestinian refugees over the past fifty years.[48] Data from 
the Health Family Files include a list of chronic and or family diseases. Clinic 
cards, for example, contain the medical history and records of each adult 
family member with similar records kept for children. As with the educational 
data, however, the statistics only cover those refugees who avail themselves 
of UNRWA services. Collation of UNRWA data with that of individual host 
countries would provide a more comprehensive and useful source of data for 
long-term planning of health needs. 
  
Special attention must also be paid to groups that face social and/or economic 
marginalization. In particular, the international community has noted that 
refugee women and children require special protection, not only because the 
majority of refugees worldwide women and children, but also because they 
can be exposed to particularly vulnerable situations.[49] UNRWA has 
attempted to address the specific needs of Palestinian refugee women, for 
example, with the Palestinian Women’s Initiative Fund begun in 1992 to 
provide financial assistance, training and technical support to women-owned 
enterprises or support services. Women’s Programme Centres provide 
another venue to assist women in creating opportunities for women. In this 
area, special consideration should also be given to the discrimination in 
human development services faced by refugee women and their children who 
lose access to these services once they marry non-refugee men.  
  
Special attention should also be given to refugees falling under the Special 
Hardship Cases program. Implementation of a durable solution should provide 
a “leg up”. Insufficient attention to the needs of SHCs may result in a 
significant number of individuals and families falling between the cracks, 
leading to potential problems that can complicate the task of building a 
sustainable solution. UNRWA can play a unique role in this area because of 
the extensive data that can be used for identifying at-risk groups and effective 
policy planning. Refugees from Lebanon, for example, will have a different set 
of human resource needs due to severe economic and social marginalization. 
Lebanon has the highest rate of SHCs in the five areas of UNRWA 
operations.[50] Additional attention may be required for refugees in Lebanon 
and in the West Bank and Gaza due to the harsh conditions imposed, 
respectively, by the Israeli invasion and occupation. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Social Infrastructure 
  
UNRWA could also play a useful role in the development of social 
infrastructure, including oversight of the planning and construction of new 
infrastructure, particularly in areas where refugees return, but also in terms of 
upgrading existing facilities and construction of additional facilities as required 
in areas of the region where some refugees might choose resettlement. 
During the early years of its existence the Agency attempted to implement 
projects aimed more at the regional infrastructure. This included medium 
government-controlled projects such as tree planting and road building, and a 
large-scale economic project based on joint development of regional water 
resources.[51] This project proved to be unsuccessful, in part because of the 
lack of cooperation among potential regional partners, but also because 
refugees regarded the project as a forced resettlement project.  
  
Later projects focused on improving the social infrastructure for the refugee 
community given the increased needs due to the expanding refugee 
population. Today UNRWA maintains an expansive organizational 
infrastructure spread over the five areas of its operations. This includes 640 
schools, 8 vocational and technical training centers, 3 educational sciences 
faculties, 122 primary health care facilities, 71 women’s program centers, 27 
youth activity centers, and 34 community rehabilitation centers. 
  
More recently UNRWA has overseen a special program, the Peace 
Implementation Program (PIP)[52], to improve the social infrastructure of the 
West Bank and Gaza with the aim of eventually handing over this 
infrastructure to the Palestinian Authority of Palestinian state. A smaller 
portion of funds has been directed towards the other three areas of UNRWA 
operations.[53] PIP projects have included the construction of more than 30 
new schools and upgrading of existing ones (including some in the public 
sector), upgrading existing health clinics and construction and equipment of 
10 additional health centers; feasibility studies and implementation of projects 
to improve sewerage, solid waste collection and water quality; rehabilitation of 
over 5,500 shelters; and 9 new women’s programs centers.[54]  The second 
stage of the Peace Implementation Plan has focused on the environmental 
health sector, including comprehensive proposals for internal sewerage and 
storm-water drainage systems, and on assisting PA in addressing needs of 
returnees. UNRWA has also overseen the construction of a new 232 bed 
hospital in Gaza funded by the European Union. 
  

Again, based on the extensive records maintained by UNRWA, it is possible to determine not 
only the existing needs for social infrastructure of the refugee community but also the future 
needs as a whole, and in smaller units like the village. Based on the 1999 General Fund 
Budget of UNRWA for education and health, for example, the total investment over a ten year 
period would be, respectively, US$ 1.6 billion dollars and US$ 640 million or with a 5% 
increase per annum (the estimated donor increase necessary to maintain services) the total 
calculated investment would reach US$ 2 billion for education and US$ 800 million for health. 
UNRWA data can then be tabulated against data about social infrastructure in the areas to 
which refugees choose to return or be resettled. Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) – i.e. 
reconstruction of schools, water wells, etc., not unlike those projects in the West Bank and 



Gaza under the Peace Implementation Plan, can provide immediate assistance for smooth 
reintegration of refugees though the impact of such projects is linked to longer term follow up 
once international agencies are no longer providing assistance.  

  
Another area in which UNRWA has some experience is in shelter 
rehabilitation. After the Israeli invasion of Lebanon during which 57 percent of 
the refugee shelters in the Beirut, Sidon and Tyre areas were destroyed and 
20 percent were damaged UNRWA engaged in a large rebuilding program.[55] 
UNRWA continues to provide refugees in all areas of its operation with 
assistance in shelter rehabilitation. While the provision and rehabilitation of 
shelter for returnees will be especially important for Palestinian refugees, 
given the fact that some 530 villages were razed to prevent refugees from 
coming home, and for those refugees wishing to be resettled, the task is 
sufficiently large to go beyond the capabilities of any one agency. While 
UNRWA may be of assistance, a multi-agency effort will be needed to provide 
for the housing needs of refugees.  
  
Institutional Capacity Building 
  
Finally, UNRWA could provide assistance in institutional capacity building. 
Early studies carried out by the Agency examined the potential of host 
governments and Israel to handle the services then provided by UNRWA. 
Recently the Agency has provided capacity building assistance for the 
Palestinian Authority (PA). The PA education department, for example, has 
received training courses for head teachers, in-service training courses, and 
school health services in Authority schools. UNRWA assisted the nascent 
health authority in the handover period from the Israeli Civil Administration, 
upgraded equipment at a public sector hospital, and assisted in the 
development of a Palestinian health insurance scheme, school health 
services and immunization policies. In relief and social services, the Agency 
focused on housing for returnees, national plans for youth and children, and 
the improvement of sports facilities. UNRWA staff has served on technical 
advisory committees set up by the PA in various sectors. The Agency has 
also administered temporarily the payment of salaries of the Palestinian 
Authority police force from donor funds. The second stage of the Peace 
Implementation Plan was coordinated with relevant departments of the 
Palestinian Authority and the Palestinian Economic Council for Development 
and Reconstruction (PECDAR). 
  
Given the history of UNRWA’s involvement with Palestinian refugees and the 
extensive amount of data archived with the Agency, consisting of social and 
demographic data which detail the history and chart the growth and 
development of families and the refugee community at large, and a significant 
quantity of historical documents, including correspondence between the 
Agency and government officials and international agencies, descriptions of 
camp conditions during the various periods of the Agency’s operation, notes 
and plans for resettlement projects, reports on refugee opinion, information on 
development projects and surveys of living conditions in the areas of its 
operation, UNRWA could play a valuable role in establishing a national 
Palestinian archive.  



Additional historical documents include photographs and some film footage. 
Photos from the early period of UN relief assistance in Palestine cover 
refugee living conditions, education for refugee children, health care, and arts 
and crafts. The Agency also has a small ethnographic museum in Gaza, 
which includes agricultural implements, household items, regional costumes, 
and documents from the pre-1948 period. 
  
Conclusion 
  
Effective implementation of a durable solution, including social and economic 
rehabilitation of the refugees will necessitate a multi-agency approach, not 
unlike the multi-agency approach adopted by the international community in 
the West Bank and Gaza during the interim period of the Oslo process.[56] 
UNRWA can and should play a significant role that reflects its mandate, 
experience, and available resources. This includes potential assistance in 
refugee protection, human resource development, social infrastructure 
development, and institutional capacity building. Any additional role requested 
by the international community, however, must be matched with additional 
and adequate international financing.  
  
Under what political, economic, and legal conditions then should the agency 
be dissolved?[57] First, the future of the Agency must be linked to 
implementation of a durable solution that is consistent with the framework set 
down in UN Resolution 194 (III) and the larger body of international law. This 
includes recognition and implementation of the right of refugees to return to 
their homes and receive compensation. The process and solution must also 
involve refugee participation and respect the principle of refugee choice. The 
future of UNRWA should be defined not necessarily by a rigid timeline but 
rather by a functional role based on the identified requirements of a durable 
solution.  
  
While a flexible approach to its mandate has afforded UNRWA a unique 
opportunity to respond to the changing needs of the refugee community, that 
flexibility must not be used or manipulated in ways that violate the rights of the 
refugees. A valuable experience was learned in this regard during the early 
period of UNRWA’s existence when the United States[58] and other key 
powers attempted to use the Agency to push for de facto or forced 
resettlement of the refugees.[59] Although the Agency eventually realized the 
damage that had been done to relations with the refugees through the 
attempts to resettle refugees through economic development[60], the 
experience along with subsequent events like the cessation of rations in 1983 
has left lingering suspicions in the refugee community.  
  
Secondly, UNRWA must not be dissolved by virtue of attrition. According to 
the Agency reports, living standards in refugee communities remain poor 
throughout the area of operations, and are characterized in some fields by 
high unemployment, falling household income, overburdened infrastructure, 
and restrictions on employment and mobility.[61] The chronic deficit problem 
has created what the Agency refers to as understandable and legitimate 
concerns of refugees and constitutes a potentially destabilizing factor.[62] 



Dissolving the Agency by starving it of much needed cash resources will not 
facilitate a durable and lasting solution for the refugees nor will it engender the 
necessary conditions to support long-term peace and stability in the region.  
  
Resolving the Agency’s chronic deficit problem will assume even greater 
significance in the aftermath of an agreement between the PLO and Israel, 
regardless of the nature of the agreement. An agreement, which does not 
resolve the refugee issue, will place increased financial pressure on the 
Agency, especially given the annual increase in the refugee population which 
requires an annual 5 percent increase in donor contributions.[63] Without a 
resolution to UNRWA’s economic woes, there will be increased pressure to 
reduce the overall number of refugees registered with the Agency. The 
potential political impact of this is great, given the fact that no other agency 
exists that is actively responding to the needs and rights of the refugees.  
  
This raises a third and important question, which has received little attention. 
What are the legal obligations of UNRWA towards the refugees? What are the 
implications of the reference to Resolution 194 (III) in Article 5 of Resolution 
302 (IV)? What kinds of actions taken by UNRWA would prejudice the 
conditions set down in paragraph 11 of Resolution 194 (III)? Would the 
dissolution of the Agency in the context of no agreement or an agreement that 
was not consistent with the framework of 194 be a violation of its obligations 
towards the refugees? Would such dissolution be a violation of the basic 
principles of international refugee law?  
  
A further pressing issue that is related to the ability of UNRWA to carry out its 
mandate is the lack of refugee protection.[64] While UNRWA does not have a 
mandate to provide protection, the absence of such protection has led to 
unnecessary politicization of its work. Changes in Agency policies and 
programs are often viewed as an infringement on refugee rights and 
concomitantly an attempt by the international community to “resolve” the 
refugee issue by de facto resettlement.[65] Humanitarian action alone cannot 
solve complex political emergencies and situations of forced displacement.[66] 
As the UNHCR has noted, in reference to other refugee cases, there is a 
danger "that humanitarian assistance will become a substitute for decisive 
action to tackle the causes of refugee-producing conflicts.”[67] These same 
concerns were echoed more than fifty years earlier in reference to Palestinian 
refugees by AFSC personnel who had been engaged in early (pre-UNRWA) 
relief efforts in Gaza. In a letter to the UN Secretary General, the AFSC called 
for swift and decisive action by the General Assembly for a solution to the 
refugee issue. “Lack of action or action which was merely palliative,” noted the 
AFSC, “would have disastrous consequences upon the refugees.”[68]  
  
Beyond the questions to be explored in relation to UNRWA’s potential role in 
a durable solution, as discussed in the main body of this brief, these latter 
questions present UNRWA with a broader set of policy challenges. Given the 
fact that the type of resolution will have enormous consequences for UNRWA, 
can the Agency afford to sit on the sideline and only take a reactive approach 
to its future and the future of its clients? How can the Agency be more 
effective in garnering adequate financial support both for the delivery of 



ongoing services but also in relation to the Agency’s future as a partner 
agency in implementing a durable solution for Palestinian refugees? Should 
UNRWA be actively engaged in promoting a durable solution based on the 
framework set down in Resolution 194 (III)? Can UNRWA take a lead role in 
advocating for a multi-agency task force to discuss coordination and 
responsibility both today and for the future? Finally, should the Agency be 
involved actively within the United Nations system, and with the international 
community to advance implementation of refugee protection given the fact 
that the continued absence of such protection is both a violation of the basic 
rights of the refugees and negatively affects the ability of UNRWA to carry out 
its mandate?  
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October 1950, Interim Report of the Director of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency. 

[3] Under Article 6 of Resolution 302 (IV), relief operations were to be terminated as of 31 December 1950 and the works 

program as of 30 June 1951, but due to the inclusion of an amendment submitted by Egypt, the mandate of the Agency could 

be extended by the General Assembly. 

[4] UN General Assembly Resolution 194 (III), 11 December 1948. Under paragraph 11 a durable solution included 

repatriation, resettlement, social and economic rehabilitation, and payment of compensation. Return and compensation, 

based on the choice of each refugee were identified as the preferred option. 

[5] UNRWA. UNRWA and the Transitional Period: a Five-Year Perspective on the Role of the Agency and its Financial 

Requirements. Vienna (31 January 1995). The report was drafted to examine the role of UNRWA and funding requirements 

in the context of regional developments and the interim period of the Oslo process. During the annual donor meeting in 

Jordan in the same year, major donor and host governments agreed that the eventual transfer of UNRWA operations to the 

Palestinian Authority should be made when political, economic, and financial conditions permitted and at the request of the 
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