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Abstract 

Beginning in 1948, the Arab-Israeli conflict caused the emergence of a large number of 

Palestinian refugees. There are three countries in the Middle East that host the majority of Palestinians on 

their territory. These are Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. In the past 70 years some refugees have been able to 

assimilate in the host countries’ societies, while others have been living in poverty in the refugee camps. 

This paper analyzes the lives of refugees in the camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria in order to reveal the 

contrasts between refugee camps in different countries and to compare their living conditions. In order to 

understand all the similarities and differences, I focus on the Shatila camp in Lebanon, because this camp 

has a unique history of self-governance. I also focus on the Yarmouk camp in Syria, which has a unique 

location for commercial purposes, as well as a few of the most known camps in Jordan. Our results 

showed that refugees’ living conditions in the camps are quite different from each other. The most 

significant factors that cause this difference are the host countries’ policies toward refugees and their 

economic opportunities and socio-political status. From a human rights perspective, this study emphasizes 

the need to pay attention to the Palestinian refugee issue in order to think about possible solutions to the 

problem.  
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Palestinian Refugee Camps in the Middle East 

Introduction 

Human migration has existed for a long time and has affected people’s lives in different ways. 

According to the data of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there are about 

68.5 million forcibly displaced people worldwide in 2019 (unhcr.org). Currently, the Middle East is one 

of the regions from which substantial number of refugees comes. The largest and one of the oldest 

discords in the region is known as the Arab-Israeli conflict which started in 1948 and caused millions of 

people to become displaced. Currently, there are more than 5 million Palestinian refugees in the Middle 

East (unrwa.org). The United Nations Works and Relief Agency (UNRWA), which was established in 

1949 in order to provide assistance to displaced Palestinians, still, 70 years later, struggles to provide 

basic needs for refugees. There are millions of Palestinian refugees who live in different parts of the 

world. Some of them managed to assimilate in the host countries and live decent lives, while others, 

primarily camp residents, still live in conditions of extreme poverty. However, because of the ongoing 

crisis in Syria, the world community tends to care more about Syrian refugees, eclipsing the suffering of 

Palestinians. The Palestinian refugees who used to reside in Syria after the beginning of the Arab-Israeli 

conflict have had to overcome another displacement by leaving their homes in Syria. Moreover, there are 

certain limitations on entries for Palestinians implemented by host countries.  

Having citizenship is one of the most significant human rights that is taken for granted by many 

people around the world. However, Palestinians who do not have their own country often face serious 

difficulties on their way to becoming naturalized in their host countries. As a result, Palestinians do not 

have a diplomatic protection of nationality, which makes them an incredibly vulnerable group of people. 

According to the 1954 Statelessness Convention, stateless people have rights to education, housing, 

access to the courts, employment, and public relief, among other rights.  According to Article 27 of the 

convention, the host countries have to issue identity documents and travel documents to stateless people 

who reside on their territory (17). However, not all the host countries follow these principles. The lives of 

Palestinian refugees differ in various countries due to the fact that each country has its own policy toward 
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displaced and stateless people.  Those who could not assimilate in their new homes try to get their rights 

by organizing their camps into social and political spaces.  

In this paper, I focus on Palestinian refugee issues in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, in order to see 

how government policies affect refugee rights to work and to have education and health care. I chose 

these countries because they have the largest number of Palestinian refugees and each country has a 

unique method and history of hosting them on their territory. By explaining differences between 

government policies in these three countries and shaping the experience of Palestinians within the region, 

this study seeks to compare the living conditions of refugees, available resources, assimilation of 

Palestinians into society of the host countries, as well as the environment of refugee camps in the host 

countries. The aim of this study is to compare and contrast the lives of Palestinian refugees in different 

host countries, as well as to gain deeper knowledge about Palestinian refugee life in the 21
st
 century.  

Out of the three main host states, Lebanon is the most reluctant in terms of granting citizenship 

and rights to the refugees because the Maronite Christian ruling elite fear the addition of so many 

Muslims to the population of their country. To discourage refugees from staying in the country, the 

Lebanese government even allowed students at schools to study topics related to Palestine, such as 

Palestinian history and geography, so they would not lose their identity. The Jordanian government, 

however, was happy to host Palestinians, because the majority of them could bring considerable skills 

which would help the country to improve economically. Syria is known as one of the best host countries 

in terms of their attitude to refugees, since right after the beginning of the conflict, they issued a number 

of laws that allowed Palestinians to enjoy the same rights as local residents with just a few exceptions.  

Therefore, I argue that Palestinian refugees experience different levels of deprivation of rights, 

economic shortcoming and emotional disruption in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. Thus, Palestinians in 

Lebanon experience more problems because of the lack of rights. Unemployment, inadequate access to 

education and health services, as well as the absence of basic needs causes constant feeling of 

unhappiness, high level of stress, and depression. In Jordan, these feelings still exist but to a lesser extent, 

since the majority of refugees were naturalized and given a chance to be employed, even in the 

government sector. Syria is a unique case because Palestinian refugees residing in the country are 
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different in their socioeconomic profiles. The number of refugees in the country never exceeded 2 to 3 

percent of the country’s population before the Syrian war, which enabled the refugees to find a job and 

live decent lives. Therefore, the different experiences in each country significantly impact refugees’ 

feelings. However, I argue that there is still a lot in common that unites Palestinians even though they 

reside in different countries. Regardless of whether the refugees were naturalized or not, those who live in 

the camps suffer the most, because they face discrimination, bad housing conditions, poor health, low 

quality of education, and so forth.   

In this research paper my main methodology is data analysis based on secondary literature. Using 

the works of the well-known anthropologists and professors, such as Diana Allan, Rex Brynen, or Benny 

Morris, I gathered all the necessary information about the Palestinian refugee issues. I also used the 

information from the interviews, surveys, and reports in order to enhance my knowledge on this topic and 

to know about the situation first-hand.   

This study consists of four chapters. The first chapter introduces general historical information 

about the Arab-Israeli conflict and the origin of Palestinian refugee issue, which can be roughly divided 

into three stages: the events that happened before 1948, which served as preconditions for the emergence 

of the conflict; the events of 1948 when the conflict had started; and further complications after 1948 

which undermined the Arab-Israeli relations. This historical background will help the readers to better 

understand both the origins of the conflict and the reasons of the emergence of refugee issues in the 

Middle East. The second chapter includes information about Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, with 

particular attention to the Shatila camp. The third chapter is composed of the analysis about the 

experiences of Palestinian refugees in Jordan. In that chapter, I do not focus on only one camp within the 

Kingdom, because almost all of the camps in Jordan are very similar in terms of living conditions and 

history of their emergence. Similarly, the fourth chapter comprises of a few subchapters on the 

government’s policy toward Palestinian refugees in Syria, as well as the Yarmouk refugee camp. I chose 

this camp for analysis as one of the biggest unofficial camps in Syria since it has a unique location and 

economic conditions. Finally, there is the main conclusion that discloses the results of the study at the end 

of the paper.   
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1. Arab-Israeli Conflict and the Origins of Refugee Issue 

The Arab-Israeli conflict is one of the main ongoing discords in the Middle East that produced a 

large number of refugees and displaced people. In this chapter, I provide a historical background of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict, which can be roughly divided into three stages: the events that happened before 

1948, which served as preconditions for the emergence of the conflict; the events of 1948 when the 

conflict had started; and further complications after 1948 which undermined the Arab-Israeli relations.  

The main precondition for the Arab-Israeli conflict was the Zionist movement. The modern 

Zionist movement dates from the second half of the nineteenth century, inspired by secular nationalism 

and anti-Jewish prejudice in Western and especially Eastern Europe (Smith 2017, 25). Zionists sought a 

territory where it would be possible to establish an independent Jewish state, which could serve as a 

haven from European anti-Semitism. From religious perspectives, Palestine was the perfect place to 

implement the plan. Moreover, by 1947 over 30 percent of residents of Palestine were Jews. Therefore, as 

early as 1917, and some would argue even earlier, the Jewish leadership considered the establishment of a 

state as the ultimate goal of the Zionist project in Palestine (Pappe 1992, 47). An important step toward 

the implementation of the Zionists’ plan was the adoption of the Balfour Declaration by the British 

government in November 1917, which promised the Jews establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. 

Although it did not meet all Zionist requirements, the declaration went a long way toward recognition of a 

future Jewish state in Palestine and was recognized as such by those in London who supported its 

proclamation (Smith 2017, 63). The United Nations also supported Zionists in their quest to establish a 

Jewish state. They wished to bury the genocidal chapter of the Nazi extermination of the Jews by 

allowing the Zionist movement to dispossess Palestine (Pappe 2017, 10). Due to these reasons, the UN 

passed Resolution 181 in 1947, an important event that triggered the conflict. According to the 

Resolution, the territory of Palestine was to be divided into two independent states, namely Palestine and 

the state of Israel; the new Jewish state was to encompass 56.4 percent of the territory and 42.8 percent of 

the Palestinian Arab state (Van Arsdale 2006, 146). This plan continues to be a matter of contention 

between Palestine and Israel even today, because it caused the emergence of two significant problems: the 

problem of land expropriation by Israelis and, as a result, the growing number of Palestinian refugees.  
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The morning after the UN General Assembly ratified the partition resolution, Palestine was swept 

by an outbreak of violence which signaled the beginning of a civil war that was to last until May 15, 1948 

(Pappe 1992, 76). The Arab states supported Palestine financially and politically, trying to help their Arab 

brothers. They provided military equipment, funding and volunteers who had expressed a wish to fight 

for the territory of Palestine. One of the Arab countries that made their own special contribution to the 

conflict was Egypt. About 10,000 Egyptians were sent to fight against Zionists. Nevertheless, after the 

invasion of Egypt to Palestine in 1948 and a few rounds of fighting, it became obvious that the Arabs 

failed to appreciate the strength of the Jewish army (Morris 2004, 35). Moreover, it is well known that the 

Arab coalition facing Israel in 1947-1949 was far from monolithic. Within this coalition there was no 

agreement on war aims, the inability of the Arabs to coordinate their diplomatic and military moves was 

partly responsible for their defeat, throughout the conflict Israel had the military edge over its Arab 

adversaries, and, finally, and most importantly, Israel’s leaders were aware of the divisions inside the 

Arab coalition and they exploited these divisions to the full in waging the war and in extending the 

borders of their state (Shlaim 2001, 80). As a result, the Egyptian army was crushed and the Arabs failed 

to protect the territory of Palestine and had to cease fire. A range of general armistice agreements signed 

between the Arab states and Israel for the period from February until July 1949 brought an end to the war.  

All these events took place during the period of British Mandate for Palestine which lasted from 

1923 until 1948.  The fact that the territory of Palestine was under the control of Great Britain does not 

necessarily mean that Britain assisted Palestinians in their fight against Israelis. Conversely, British 

politicians were not interested in Palestinians’ problems. Even when British statesmen began to pay more 

attention to Zionist urgings for a Jewish state in Palestine, they did not necessarily consider Britain the 

logical protector of Palestine (Smith 2017, 62). Two weeks later, after the United Nations Partition Plan 

for Palestine was passed, Colonial Secretary Arthur Creech Jones announced that the British Mandate 

would terminate on May, 15
th

, 1948 (Jones 2016, 296). British Authority announced their inability to 

resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict as a reason for the termination of the Mandate. Therefore, in this case 

Palestine could not rely on external help. Arab countries failed to provide adequate help, while Britain 

refused to assist in resolving the issue, terminating its mandate. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Creech_Jones
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Meanwhile, using tactics of city bombing, assaults and attacks, Zionists pursued the goal to force 

Palestinians to flee from their home, so they could occupy the territory and establish their own Jewish 

state. Israeli historian and socialist activist Ilan Pappe names this process as “the ethnic cleansing of 

Palestine.” In his book The Biggest Prison on Earth, he argues that the main goals of Israelis since 1948 

were to expand their territory and decrease the number of Palestinians in Israel. There are many 

prominent scholars who support this idea. For example, a professor of American University of Beirut, 

Simon Haddad, asserts that Israel’s “Grapes of Wrath” operation, when more than a hundred civilians 

were killed by Israel, can serve as a good proof of implementation of ‘ethnic cleansing’ policy. Despite 

strong evidence to the contrary, Israel claimed that it did not know that there were refugees in that place, 

the site was not even a direct target, and it had been firing at Hizbullah (Shi’a Islamist political party in 

Lebanon) targets, which were, in fact, hundreds of meters away (2003, 17). A similar point of view is 

expressed by a journalist and editor of the Palestine Chronicle, Ramzy Baroud, in his book The Second 

Palestinian Intifada, where he suggests that Israel was only using Palestinian counter-violence as an 

excuse to further its territorial interests in Occupied Jerusalem, under the pretext of security and 

legitimate self-defense (2006, 93).   

However, an Israeli historian, Benny Morris, in his work “Revisiting the Palestinian Exodus of 

1948” asserts that he “has seen nothing in Israeli archives during the past decade indicates the existence 

before 1948 of a Zionist master plan to expel the Arabs of Palestine. Nor, in looking at the materials from 

1948, is there anything to show that such a plan existed and was systematically implemented in the course 

of the war…” (2001, 48). Nevertheless, a Palestinian researcher, Salman Abu-Sitta, asserted that “the 

Palestinians were expelled or removed from their villages by force…89 percent left due to direct Israeli 

military assaults, 10 per cent left due to psychological war and the remaining 1 per cent left on their own 

initiative” (1996, 23). An American historian, Charles D. Smith, in his book Palestine and the Arab-

Israeli Conflict: a History with Documents, asserts that Zionist psychological warfare and terror tactics, 

which included the destruction of villages and the ousting of their populations, combined to produce a 

state of panic that resulted in the flight of over 30,000 Arabs by May 15 (2017, 196).  



11 

 

One of the facts that prove the existence of this tactic was the so-called “Plan D” implemented by 

the Haganah, a Jewish paramilitary organization which existed from 1921 through 1948. “Tochit Dalet” 

(Plan D) was a blueprint for securing the emergent Jewish state and the blocks of settlements outside the 

state’s territory against the expected invasion by or after May 15 (Morris 2004, 164). Trying to justify 

their actions on the pretext of ensuring the safety of prospective Jewish state, the Haganah decided to 

“purify” villages and towns of potentially hostile forces before the 15
th

 of May, when the establishment of 

the state of Israel was declared.  

One of the most bloody and hard acts undertaken by Zionists, known as a massacre at the Arab 

village Deir Yassin, can serve as another example of the “ethnic cleansing”. On April 9, 1948, a joint 

Irgun-LEHI (Zionist paramilitary groups) force attacked the village, took it after quelling resistance, and 

slaughtered about 115 men, women, and children whose mutilated bodies were stuffed down wells (Smith 

2017, 195). This act of violence led to a major escape of Palestinians from their home land and had a 

huge impact on the future of the Arab population in western Palestine, because most Palestinians were 

threatened by the possibility of replicating Deir Yassin if they would not leave the territory of Palestine.  

As a result of this tactic, by the end of the war in 1948, half of the country’s native population was 

expelled, half of its villages and towns destroyed, and 80 percent of Mandatory Palestine became the 

Jewish State of Israel (Pappe 2017, xxiii). The Israelis, who had gained control of four – fifths of 

Palestine, were the chief winners; the Palestinians, without a state of their own and left under Israeli, 

Jordanian and Egyptian rule, were the losers (Morris 2001, 35). Therefore, this war created a number of 

issues, and the most significant of them was the refugee problem. Palestinian refugees and internally 

displaced people (IDPs) have been created in extraordinary numbers since 1948, the year that Israel was 

proclaimed a state (Van Arsdale 2006, 139). The main cause of this problem is the fact that, from the 

beginning of the conflict, Palestinians started leaving their country under the death threat. The majority of 

Palestinians flew to five main destinations: Syria, West Bank, Gaza Strip, Lebanon and Jordan. After 

their victory, Israel established a green line between their armies and its neighbors, namely 

Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
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It needs to be mentioned that in any conflicts there are various points of views on the same 

situation. In the case of the conflict of Palestine and the state of Israel, issues of identity and perceptions 

play a significant role. The deeper one digs into the background of any particular issue or event in the 

history of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the more likely one is to find contradictory explanations or 

interpretations (Bowker 2003, 8). 

The situation with refugees can serve as a good example of contradictory views. While some 

historians argue that Palestinians were forced to leave their houses immediately without any possibilities 

to gather their belongings, others assert that there were no recommendations to leave the country. There 

were only instructions of the High Arab Committee to local commanders to secure the evacuation of 

women, children and old men from areas of danger (Pappe 1992, 89). However, the popular Israeli 

version of the events of 1948, as outlined by David Ben Gurion (the first Prime-Minister of Israel), was 

that the Palestinians left because of the instructions of the Arab leaders (cited in Bowker 2003, 93). 

In any case, once the war was over, neither world public opinion nor the United Nations and the 

Americans would envisage a solution that did not include repatriation (Pappe 1992, 98). However, the 

Israeli government was concerned with their security and tried to increase the number of Jews and 

decrease the number of Palestinians in the state. Therefore, Israeli authority tried to use all possible 

methods to prevent mass repatriation.  

The war of 1948 was only the beginning of the conflict. Relations of Israel and Palestine remained 

strained. Since 1948, national identity and desire to return to their homeland pushed Palestinians to fight 

against Israeli domination. One of the most prominent battles of Palestinians against Israelis is the Six 

Day War which took place in 1967. In November 1966 the Israeli army raided several Palestinian towns 

and villages, killing dozens of citizens and wounding hundreds of others, leaving behind them scores of 

demolished houses and blocks of flat (Pappe 2017, 26). The Israeli government explained this act of 

violence as the reaction to guerrilla actions of Fatah (national movement that focuses on liberation of 

Palestine).  

The Six Day War was one of the shortest battles in the history of the Arab-Israeli conflict and 

ended with the victory of Israel. One of the most significant consequences of this war was seizure of the 



13 

 

huge territory by Israel, such as Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, West Bank from Jordan, and 

the Golan Heights from Syria. When the sixth day of the June 1967 war came to an end, the State of Israel 

extended over an area three times larger than its original size and added one million Palestinians to the 

300,000 already resident in the state since 1948 (Pappe 2017, 1). Due to the seizure of the big territory by 

Israeli forces, about a million Arabs were placed under control of Israel, which became another factor that 

contributed to the Palestinian refugee problem. 

After this war, the Israeli government faced the same problems as in 1948. In general, millions of 

Palestinians have been forced out of their homeland in two wars, three-quarters of a million as a result of 

the 1948 war, and one-quarter of a million as a result of the 1967 war (Shami 1994, 228). One million of 

those who refused to leave was a huge problem for the state of Israel. The Israeli approach to the refugee 

issue proceeds from the fundamental premise that the solution to the problem rests with resettlement of 

the refugees among the Arab states (Bowker 2003, 100). Therefore, the Israeli government tried to 

encourage refugees’ emigration out of Palestine and to transfer them to the Arab countries. Those Arabs 

who stayed in the territories of Israel were technically regarded as Israeli citizens. However, these Arabs 

were seen as part of the enemy whose possession of land obstructed the settlement of incoming Jews 

(Smith 2017, 360). After the victory of Israel, the politics of “ethnic cleansing” of Palestinians in the 

occupied territories turned back and massacres of Palestinian villages and their expelling arose again. 

Talking about the Six Day War, Ilan Pappe asserts that, “It is still surprising that even critical and 

thoughtful historians today consider the Israeli War in 1967 as self-defense and a no-choice war. Yet it 

was more than anything else a continuation of the 1948 ethnic cleansing and the overall dispossession of 

Palestine” (2017, 44). If villages were not destroyed, then Israeli forces expropriated land from 

Palestinians. Since there were not any land laws, the land was expropriated from the majority of 

inhabitants.  

In these conditions, since 1968, the right to return for refugees and IDPs has become key to the 

Palestinian narrative of liberation (Van Arsdale 2006, 150).  According to the General Assembly 

Resolution 194 (III), which was adopted in December 1948, the refugees wishing to return to their homes 

and live at peace with their neighbors should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and 
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compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to 

property which, under principles of international law or in equity, should be made good by the 

governments or authorities responsible (Bowker 2003, 97). However, most of the residents were not 

compensated for this expropriation, while those who were, found the compensation very low (Pappe 

2017, 82). 

Therefore, the issue of the right of return for Palestinians remains unresolved. There is no way that 

the Israeli government would allow refugees to return beyond the green line, which was established 

between the armies of Israel and those of its neighbors (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria) in 1949 after 

the first Arab-Israeli war. All further attempts of Palestinians to return to their territory and their rights 

only aggravated the situation. The Palestinian uprising against the Israeli occupation of the territories of 

the West Bank and Gaza in 1987 was ended in 1993 by the Oslo Accord signed by Israelis Prime Minister 

Yitzhak Rabin and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) leader Yasser Arafat. The accords 

called for the PLO to renounce violence and fight terrorism, for Israeli withdrawal from most of Gaza 

(except for Jewish settlements) and Jericho, and for subsequent Israeli redeployment (Van Arsdale 2006, 

152). However, the problem of refugees was not solved by this agreement. According to the UNRWA 

estimates, in the West Bank in mid-1998, of 555,057 registered refugees or 30 percent of the total 

population, 408,042 or 73 percent of the refugee population lived outside the nineteen refugee camps in 

that field; whereas in the Gaza Strip, of a total number of 772,653 registered refugees, 348,772 or 45 

percent lived outside the eight camps (Bowker 2003, 66). The insistence on partition and the exclusion of 

the refugee issue from the peace agenda rendered the Oslo process at best a military redeployment and 

rearrangement of Israeli control in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. At worst, it became a new 

arrangement of control that made life for the Palestinians in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip far worse 

than it was before (Pappe 2017, 203). Obviously, Palestinians could not achieve their main goals during 

the first Intifada.   

The second Palestinian uprising, which is known as “The Second Intifada,” took place at the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century. The provocative act of the leader of opposition, Ariel Sharon, when he took 

a tour to the Temple Mount in 2000, led to the beginning of Palestinian violence which deteriorated the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
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Arab-Israeli relations. People have seen a return to fear and insecurity, the degeneration of Palestinian 

civil society, and the loss of much of the investment by Palestinians (Bowker 2003, 223). There has been 

no official announcement of the end of the second Intifada. However, it is generally accepted that it was 

over in 2005, when certain political changes occurred. From September 28, 2000 to year’s end, at least 

365 people were killed – 325 Palestinians, 36 Israelis, and 4 others. An estimated 10,600 Palestinians 

were injured or wounded during this period, compared to 362 Israelis (Smith 2017, 495).  

Nothing had changed as a result of 5 years of Palestinian uprisings in terms of the Palestinian 

refugee rights. Israel never considered granting rights and territorial sovereignty for Palestinians. 

Therefore, the refugee problem has remained unsolved and peace has not been established in Palestine to 

this very day (Pappe 2017, 270).  

One of the most significant problems is that the number of Palestinian refugees is increasing 

dramatically through population growth. Using data of the UNRWA, we can see that for the period of 

fourteen years, the number of registered refugees with the Agency has grown by more than one million 

people. In 2004, there were almost 4.2 million refugees registered with the Agency (Brynen and El-Rifai 

2014, 6). Today the number of registered Palestinian refugees living in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the Gaza 

Strip, and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem is more than 5.2 million people, according to the data 

of the UNRWA (unrwa.org). The largest number of refugees resides in Jordan, which total more than 2 

million people. Jordan is the only country that grants Palestinians citizenship. As for Lebanon, the nearly 

100,000 refugees in 1956 had not been granted citizenship [and still have not] because the Maronite 

Christian ruling elite feared the addition of so many Muslims to the population (Smith 2017, 223). As of 

2019, about half a million Palestinian refugees live in Lebanon. A large number of Palestinians inhabited 

the territories of Syria, Gaza Strip, and West Bank. While politicians try to solve the problem through 

negotiations and diplomatic initiatives, representatives of the United Nations, NGOs and charities help 

Palestinians to live decent lives, providing access to their needs.  

Since the beginning of the conflict, in Syria, Lebanon, and Transjordan, the League of Red Cross 

Societies was the main agency responsible for distributing United Nations aid, usually consisting of 

blankets, medical supplies, food, and clothing (Peteet 2005, 57). A number of charitable organizations, 
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such as the American Friends Service Committee and the United Nations International Children’s 

Emergency Fund (UNICEF), also made contributions. In 1952, the UN Refugee Rehabilitation Fund 

offered the Arab states $200 million to find homes and jobs for the refugees (Haddad 2003, 25).  

Host countries also tried to assist refugees, giving them various opportunities and resources. For 

example, in Lebanon, refugees often had friends or relatives and received assistance from churches, the 

Red Cross, and the government, while in Jordan refugees were assisted by the government and the Red 

Crescent. Unlike Lebanon, which classified the refugees as foreigners, Jordan offered citizenship, and 

Syria gave refugees the right to work (Peteet 2005, 55). In addition, people tried to help each other in this 

difficult situation. Volunteers organized committees in order to gather essential goods through donations 

from local residents. Numerous organizations were involved in the process of assisting refugees with 

residing on the land. For example, the UNICEF provided supplementary food for children, pregnant 

women, and the sick, while the World Health Organization (WHO) conducted a medical survey and 

established the basis of a medical relief system (Peteet 2005, 57). 

The main provider of relief to Palestinian refugees is the UNRWA. This special agency was set up 

in 1949 to manage Palestinian refugee camps and provide health, education, and humanitarian aid (Chatty 

and Hundt 2005, 12). The UNRWA’s tasks were to ensure survival of the refugees, providing rations and 

shelter, to oversee their rehabilitation until a settlement could be reached, and to transform the refugees 

into citizens of other Arab states, a project that generated constant tensions (Peteet 2005, 50). Importantly, 

the UNRWA also helped to establish refugee camps on government lands, or on lands leased by host 

governments (Shami 1994, 171). However, the UNRWA depends on states’ donations, and its services 

are steadily shrinking (Kortam 2011, 199). The USA used to be the main provider of funding for the 

UNRWA. However, since 2018, the Trump administration has decided to cancel all U.S. funding of the 

United Nations aid program for Palestinian refugees. Many regional foreign policy and security experts, 

including those in Israel, say that slashing the UNRWA’s budget, amid a call to “de-register” refugees, 

would worsen an already disastrous humanitarian situation, especially in Gaza, and sharply increase the 

level of violence (De Young and Eglash 2018, washingtonpost.com). As a result, the UNRWA cannot 

provide enough sources for refugees, which leads to certain problems with the health care system, 
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education, and employment. The UNRWA struggles to meet even immediate needs of refugees due to 

financial crises and population growth in the camps. There is a growing structural imbalance in the 

agency’s budget whereby, for example, the agency received funds to construct additional classroom 

space, or clinics, but did not always have the funds to employ the teaching or nursing staff to make full 

use of those facilities (Bowker 2003, 141). Therefore, even though 70 years have passed since Nakba 

(“catastrophe”), when the independence of a new state of Israel was declared, Palestinians still experience 

inadequate access to labor markets, education, and health service within host countries.  

Another problem is that, despite the UNRWA’s efforts to help refugees with work and 

assimilation in Lebanon, they resisted these projects because many refugees did not want to move and 

wished to return to Palestine (Peteet 2005, 64). Therefore, the role of the UNRWA for most refugees is 

contradictory. On the one hand, it provides health services, education and is the main employer of 

refugees, on the other hand, refugees had suspicions every time when the UNRWA tried to reduce the 

number of those who were on relief through assimilation to the society of host countries, which was seen 

as rejection of their right to return. 

At present, the majority of Palestinians are not only refugees but also stateless and constitute the 

largest stateless community in the world (Shiblak 2009, 113). They fall broadly into four main groups: 

holders of the ‘refugee travel document’ (TD) issued by host Arab countries; holders of the passport of 

convenience, mostly temporary Jordanian passports held mainly by inhabitants of the West Bank 

including Jerusalem who still carry Jordanian passports for convenience but not proof of citizenship by 

the Jordanian authorities; holders of the Palestinian passports/TD issued by the Palestinian Authority, 

which is still considered a TD until a fully-fledged Palestinian state comes into existence; and an 

unknown number of undocumented refugees in various Arab countries whose documents were not 

renewed by the host countries that issued them (Shiblak 2009, 122). Those who hold either travel 

documents or passports have additional privileges, and the most important is the chance to travel to other 

countries. Most refugees with documents can travel to the Gulf countries in order to earn more money and 

provide decent lives to their families. Those who do not hold any type of documents suffer the most, 

because they have to agree for any job, since they do not have any options to work abroad. It is not 
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surprising that Palestinians do not want to stay stateless forever, insisting on their right of return. They 

want to return to their own state and enjoy civil rights on their own land. Therefore, numerous 

organizations were established by Palestinians not only to help each other with provision of necessary 

goods, but to return the territory of their homeland.  

Thus, the Palestinian Liberation Organization was founded in 1964 in order to liberate Palestine. 

The PLO was based primarily in the Palestinian community in exile- first in Jordan, until King Hussein’s 

ejection of the movement in “Black September” of 1970, and later in Lebanon (Shami 1994, 177). In 

order to improve living conditions in the camps, Palestinians organized special Popular Committees, 

which played the role of municipality with responsibility for services such as garbage collection, sewage, 

and the provision of electricity and running water. It was also responsible for solving minor conflicts, 

particularly for small-scale matters that did not run the risk of escalating into major crises (Peteet 2005, 

16). Popular Committees can still be found in every Palestinian camp. They are equivalent of the 

municipal administrations and are, among other things, responsible for conflict resolution within the 

camps and with the host authorities (Kortam 2011, 203). Meanwhile, in Lebanon, one of the main 

political parties, Hizbollah, serves as another supporter of Palestinian refugees. It has supported the 

refugees’ right to bear arms inside the refugee camps and, in post-civil war Lebanon, has become the 

Palestinian refugees’ true supporter and closest ally, professing strong solidarity with the Palestinians’ 

cause and support for their right of return (cited in Knudsen 2007, 103).   

However, assessing the situation with Palestinians in general and taking everything mentioned 

above into account, it can be concluded that the Palestinian refugee problem is still a burning issue for the 

Middle East particularly and the world in general. Being unable to provide an adequate level of life even 

for citizens of the state, some host countries imposed restrictions on refugees in terms of their 

employment, participation in political activity, or access to education and the health care system, while 

others granted citizenship to Palestinians and helped them to join a new society. In order to understand all 

the negative and positive consequences of host countries’ policies toward refugees, I will consider the 

situation in each country separately.  
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2. Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon 

There are many stages in Palestinian-Lebanese relations. In this chapter, I highlight the most 

significant political and military events which caused the emergence of refugee problems in Lebanon and 

affected refugees’ status within the country. I also want to consider government policy toward refugees in 

order to know their access to civil rights such as education, employment, or health care services. In 

addition, I focus on one of the most densely populated refugee camps in Lebanon – Shatila, to see living 

conditions of refugees and the environment within the camp, as well as to find out how it has changed 

since the beginning of the conflict.  

By 1949, after the establishment of the State of Israel and the exile of Palestinians from their territory, 

the total number of those who fled to Lebanon was 110,000 people (Van Arsdale 2006, 156). Today there 

are 450,000 registered refugees living there (unrwa.org). Around 53 percent of the Palestinian refugees in 

Lebanon live in the 12 recognized Palestinian refugee camps (unrwa.org), another 20 percent in unofficial 

camps, and the remainder in various cities, towns, and villages (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 11).  

One of the most important events of Palestinian-Lebanese relations was the adoption of the Cairo 

Agreement between Yasser Arafat and Lebanon in 1969. According to the Agreement, activities of 

Palestinian guerrillas and the resistance movements were permitted on the territory of southeast Lebanon 

under control of Lebanese authorities. Moreover, the PLO was granted autonomy which allowed 

launching operations into Israel from the south of the country (El-Rifai and Shehadi 2014, 123).  

Immediately, armed resistance forces entered the camps and Lebanese government personnel fled or were 

escorted out as crowds of Palestinians cheered (Peteet 2005, 132). This resistance was perceived by the 

people as a revolution, which caused mass mobilization of Palestinians. This policy led to the 

establishment of a so-called “state within a state” by the PLO in 1971 (El-Rifai and Shehadi 2014, 123). 

For the period between 1970 and 1974, the PLO and its factions established a variety of social institutions 

and economic corporations that employed large numbers of Palestinian youth and adults, in addition to 

those recruited in the military sector or the militia (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 18). The 1969 Cairo 

Agreement marked a new era in the Palestinians’ history in Lebanon because the agreement “liberated” 
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the camps from the oppression of the Lebanese Military Intelligence and allowed the PLO to govern the 

camps (Kortam 2011, 195). 

In the period between 1975 and 1990, Palestinians were involved in a Civil War in Lebanon. The war 

was a class-sectarian clash in which the Palestinians were aligned with the largely Muslim, Lebanese 

progressive forces in battling the primarily Maronite Christian right’s attempt to maintain their historic 

hegemony and dilute the Palestinian presence in Lebanon (Peteet 2005, 143). What began as military 

attacks against Israeli posts in South Lebanon, developed into inter-communal conflict, with Palestinians 

opposing Lebanese Christians in the 1970s and, subsequently, Shiite militias in the 1980s (Halabi 2004,  

41). 

In 1976, Syria invaded Lebanon to control the PLO and to bring an end to the ongoing war. In 

addition, Palestinian refugees were attacked by right-wing Christian militias, and were slaughtered in the 

massacres in Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in 1982 (Haddad 2003, 88). These military activities 

became known as “Sabra-Shatila massacres”, one of the most cruel and bloody events performed by 

Maronite militias with the support of Israel, which caused murders of several thousands of refugees in the 

camps. 

In 1978 and 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon and left the Palestinian camps subject to three different 

military-political forces: the Israeli army in the South, the Syrian army in the North and Bekaa, and the 

Lebanese army in the larger Beirut area (Sayigh 2011, 53). Israeli invasions in 1978 and 1982 ultimately 

resulted in the expulsion of the PLO leadership to Tunis (El-Rifai and Shehadi 2014, 123). Therefore, the 

activity of the PLO was officially finished on the territory of Lebanon, which caused economic problems 

since the PLO employed the majority of Palestinians. Therefore, after its withdrawal from Lebanon, a lot 

of Palestinians lost their jobs. 

Between 1985 and 1988, Lebanon witnessed the “War of the Camps,” as displaced Lebanese Shiite 

communities in Beirut (Shi’ite Amal militia) engaged in fierce battles against Palestinian camps in south 

Lebanon to eliminate their remaining political and military power (Halabi 2004, 41). Thus, Lebanon had 

experienced a subconflict within the period of the Civil War. 
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The conflict began from the unexpected attack of Amal militia against Palestinians camps, namely 

Sabra and Shatila. The goal was to return the Palestinians to their preresistance existence: unarmed, 

politically unorganized, and under the watchful eyes of Lebanese Intelligence (Peteet 2005, 9). Even 

though people did not expect these military actions, they tried to defend themselves with anything they 

could use as weapons. The small unofficial camp of Daouk (often referred to as ‘Sabra’) was soon 

overrun. People from the Shatila camp living nearby managed to fight off the attackers in spite of the 

camp’s small size (less than one square kilometer) and its exposure to snipers and army artillery on higher 

ground (Sayigh 2011, 53).  

The Ta’if Agreement put an end to the Civil War by 1990. The Agreement ended the Civil War and 

gave a two year period for Syrians to leave the country. The camps were placed under Lebanese and 

Syrian control (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 19). One of the major consequences of the civil war was the 

confessional “cleansing” of Palestinian refugee camps in Christian-controlled areas to Muslim-controlled 

regions (Haddad 2003, 122). 

Since the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict, there were some attempts to achieve a peace 

agreement. However, each side of the conflict has their own points of view on prerequisites required for 

peace negotiations. Thus, Israel does not see any opportunities to grant Palestinians the right to return, 

while Lebanon remains reluctant to participate in any negotiations unless it includes repatriation of 

refugees. At the same time, Palestinians intend to get their right of return, and reject any suggestions of 

Israel to permit return only to a small portion of Palestinians.  

In his book, The Palestinian Impasse in Lebanon: The Politics of Refugee Integration, Simon 

Haddad shares the results of his survey conducted in 2002 by interviewing 273 respondents in and outside 

the Palestinian camps. Trying to find out people’s expectations about the peace process, he found out that 

“only 16 percent of the respondents expect the current peace process to lead to the establishment of a 

Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza in the coming years, while another 25 percent believe this 

will not occur if the right of return is not ascertained; in the eyes of the majority, the likelihood of return 

does not exceed 7 percent. 85 percent are skeptical of Israeli peace intentions” (2003, 132-133). 
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The position of Palestinian refugees in any state depends on a few factors, and government policy 

is one of them. In terms of Lebanon, for the first few years following their arrival, Palestinian refugees 

were welcomed by both the Lebanese government and population and given material and moral support 

(Haddad 2003, 41). However, it became obvious that the presence of the large number of Palestinian 

refugees would cause political and social instability in the state. Lebanon is a multi-confessional country 

and maintaining balance between major religious groups is an important factor of Lebanon’s stability. 

However, since the majority of Palestinian refugees are Muslims, their influx into Lebanese society could 

cause political imbalance. Therefore, the Maronite Christians, who used to represent the leading religious 

group within the country, were extremely concerned about losing their superiority. In order to maintain 

balance of power within the country, during the early years of the Palestinian displacement, the Lebanese 

government absorbed most of the Christian Palestinian refugees through naturalization (Chatty and Hundt 

2005, 17). 

In terms of granting citizenship, the situation with Muslim Palestinians is more difficult. Official 

Lebanese policy rejected Palestinian naturalization (Peteet 2005, 177). In Arab countries, however, to 

have civil rights, one must first be a citizen (Knudsen 2007, 5). Nevertheless, the general conclusion of 

Lebanese policy-makers was that there was only a very slight possibility that any number of refugees 

might be absorbed into Lebanon (Haddad 2003, 24). Therefore, the nearly 100,000 refugees in Lebanon 

after the war in 1956 were not granted citizenship because the Maronite Christian ruling elite feared the 

addition of so many Muslims to the population (Smith 2017, 223).  

However, some scholars assert that even though Lebanon was reluctant to grant citizenship to Muslim 

refugees from Palestine in the 1990s, probably because of external pressure, some Muslims were 

naturalized. Thus, Simon Haddad argues that in the 1950s and 1960s, around 30,000 Palestinians were 

naturalized in Lebanon, and in 1995, a further 23,000 Sunni refugees were naturalized, though for reasons 

not made public-perhaps to balance out the Shi’ite numbers (2003, 41). Julie Peteet, an anthropologist, 

asserts that it was commonly estimated that 28,000-30,000 refugees were naturalized in the mid-1990s 

(2005, 177). 
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There is one more reason why Lebanon wants to prevent naturalization of refugees. This country has 

the second highest population density in the Middle East, yet Lebanon’s geographical area is very small 

in relation to its population, so the area that can be settled and exploited, after eliminating the mountains 

and deep valleys, is very small (Haddad 2003, 46). These factors lead to the situation in which the 

government does not have enough resources neither to meet the needs of their citizens nor to provide 

adequate help for refugees.  As a result, in Lebanon, Palestinian lives have been punctuated by persistent 

violence, uncertainty, and continuing displacement (Peteet 2005, 102). In addition to these problems, 

Palestinians in Lebanon suffer most of all because of unemployment. The high rate of unemployment 

leads to the high rate of poverty, when people can afford neither living in decent conditions nor provision 

of basic needs for themselves.  Unemployment, inadequate access to education and health services, as 

well as the absence of basic needs causes the constant feeling of unhappiness, high levels of stress, and 

depression. The youth understand that there are no reasons to study and get higher education, because 

they would not be able to find jobs after graduation. As a result, many young people are just roaming the 

streets, drinking, smoking, or sniffing glue out of idleness. The situation is deteriorating, and the 

conditions of the camps are getting worse, more and more resembling slums rather than dwellings. 

There are two types of refugee camps: official, which are under the administration of the 

UNRWA, and non-official, which are not administered by the UNRWA. Many Palestinians are forced to 

live in unofficial camps and gatherings for the displaced (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 20). The UNHCR and 

the UNRWA make a clear distinction between refugees in camps and refugees outside the camps, 

whether in urban areas or rural settlements. This categorization is linked to the implementation of their 

policies of assistance and eventual protection (Dorai 2011, 67). Official camps are administered by the 

UNHCR or UNRWA. These organizations assist registered refugees with social services, such as 

education or health care, as well as provide them humanitarian aid. Those who reside in unofficial camps 

in most cases are not eligible for UNRWA or UNHCR services. According to the data of the UNRWA, 

there are 12 official camps in Lebanon. Three other camps were destroyed during the course of the 

Lebanese Civil War, while a fourth was evacuated many years ago (unrwa.org). 
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Since the Lebanese government considers the influx of Palestinian refugees as a possible threat to 

the political stability of the country, Lebanese authorities place refugee camps under strict control. It is 

interesting that the situation with governance varies between the camps. For example, the camps in the 

south are under strict control because of the presence of Palestinian political parties and their militias 

(such as Rashidiyyeh camp south of Tyre), or Jihadist groups (such as Ain al Helweh near Saida), while 

other camps in Saida, Tyre, or Tripoli are under control of the army and non-Palestinians have to ask for 

authorization to enter some camps (Dorai 2011, 72). Nevertheless, even though the Lebanese government 

plays a role in the governance of the camps, they are not under the responsibility of Lebanese state. 

Moreover, in addition to the Lebanese government, there is a web of complex power structures composed 

of popular committees, the UNRWA camp officers, notables, political factions, PLO, non-governmental 

organizations, and the Palestinian Muslim Scholars’ League (imam coalition close to Hamas Palestinian 

Sunni-Islamist organization). The UNRWA put in place a special position of “camp-officers in order to 

maintain stability in the camps” community. The UNRWA historically appointed these officers from 

among the camp community, choosing candidates from those who can help the UNRWA with provision 

of services to camp dwellers (Hanafi 2011, 31).  

After the Cairo Agreement in 1969, the camps came under the authority of the PLO; but the 

evacuation of the PLO’s military forces in 1982 after the Israeli invasion and the subsequent decline of its 

power in Lebanon have had negative consequences for the living conditions of the Palestinians in 

Lebanon, particularly the camp dwellers (Kortam 2011, 193). 

Because of the large number of refugees, their natural increase and government restrictions 

implemented by Lebanon, many camp-based refugees live far below the line of poverty. Lebanon remains 

the only host country where the quota of camp inhabitants is still higher than 50 percent (Haddad 2003, 

43). There is no doubt that there is extreme poverty reflected in camp environments in Lebanon. Most of 

the camps resemble slums rather than decent dwellings for people.  

The Lebanese government implemented certain restrictions in order to prevent refugees’ efforts to 

be assimilated in Lebanon. Most camps suffered massive destruction during the conflicts and the 

Lebanese government has prohibited their reconstruction or replacement (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 19). It 
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was forbidden to bring any building materials such as stones, boards, or cement into the camps. However, 

because the camps needed reconstruction, government restrictions were sometimes abolished and new 

construction appeared in the camps, depending on the relations between Palestinian organizations and the 

Lebanese state (Dorai 2011, 72). By 1961 tents became a relic of the past (Peteet 2005, 109). Refugees 

started to build houses made of cement, and some researchers argue that it is a very important symbolic 

act. Thus, Nasser Abourahme in his work, “Assembling and Spilling-Over: Towards an ‘Ethnography of 

Cement’ in a Palestinian Refugee Camp,” argues that “cement partakes in changing the camp in ways that 

cannot be confined to the ‘material-lived.’ It constantly slips into the “symbolic-political” rather than 

“material-lived,” because it urbanizes the camps, collapses the old social hierarchies inherited from 

village life, and forces the refugees into political formations that they had not intended. Moreover, it 

created new associations such as the builders, the maintenance committees, the neighborhood groupings, 

and so on” (2014, 212).  

However, even though the camps have been subjected to changes, nowadays they are “shanty 

towns,” meaning they are often a slum of buildings and structures that are thrown together (Woznack 

2014, 203). Since the number of refugees is increasing in most camps, they are allowed to build another 

floor on already existing buildings rather than constructing a new one. Moreover, because camps are 

overcrowded, buildings are constructed too close to each other. Therefore, the bulk of Palestinian camps 

are not organized on a grid but resemble a medieval maze, and their nature introduces negative health 

conditions (Peteet 2005, 31).  

Insisting on their right of return, camp refugees have long opposed any structural improvements in 

the camps because that could be interpreted as a permanent resettlement (Al-Husseini and Bocco 2011, 

130). It is not surprising that Lebanese authorities also did not want to work on improvement of living 

conditions in the camps. Thus, both sides had their own reasons not to consider camps as a place of 

permanent resettlement and, therefore, did not see any reasons to upgrade their living conditions.  

There is no doubt that a range of wars which occurred in Lebanon affected people’s lives in the 

camps. After the Civil War, the situation in the camps deteriorated. The UNRWA tried to provide 
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adequate assistance to refugees. It was meant to be a temporary relief mission, but has now existed for 

more than 70 years (Knudsen 2007, 10). 

The political defeat of the PLO following the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the War of the 

Camps, along with the PLO’s support of Saddam Hussein during the First Gulf War from 1990 to 1991, 

led to a decline in the organization’s military and financial resources and to a decrease of its support for 

the refugee camps, which also affected the Palestinian refugees in postwar Lebanon (Halabi 2004, 42).  

Therefore, in terms of their economic situation, the camps are extremely poor. With a generalized 

descent into poverty, the middle class is struggling to maintain a semblance of their former standard of 

living while the poor barely survive (Peteet 2005, 224). Palestinian refugees living in the camps of 

Lebanon constantly face inadequate services, the lack of water, electricity, food, and medicine.  Camps 

are overcrowded and open sewers, polluted drinking water, and faulty electrical wiring represent health 

hazards to the inhabitants (Knudsen 2007, 10). Though services are provided to the camps in Lebanon, 

they are haphazardly organized and often inadequate (Woznack 2014, 205). The UNRWA struggles to 

provide at least basic needs to refugees. The organization began mass distributions of rations in 1950, 

providing a basket of more than ten basic items, including sugar, flour, rice, cheese, fuel, and soap 

(unrwa.org). Even nowadays, more than seventy years after the beginning of the conflict, these rations 

play a crucial role for Palestinian refugees. It is not surprising that all these factors together affect living 

conditions of people and lead into depression.  

Even though it is possible to highlight generic characteristics of refugee camps in Lebanon, each 

camp lived under a slightly different set of authorities (Lebanese, Palestinian, or Syrian), had a different 

history of violence and struggle, and had developed a highly localized leadership, sometimes intersecting 

uneasily with the external PLO leadership (Peteet 2005, 195). Therefore, in the context of this work I will 

focus upon living conditions and refugees’ lives in the Shatila camp in Lebanon. 

I chose Shatila camp because it has existed for about 70 years since it was initially built after the 

beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Moreover, this camp was established in a place close to Beirut 

where numerous military conflicts during the Civil War took place. In addition, this camp has a unique 

history of self-governance, when the residents selected a committee to improve their lives in the camp. It 
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was defeated by the camp’s ruling ‘Popular Committee’ in the end, which included unelected 

representatives from different Palestinian political factions (Kortam 2011, 194). 

 

2.1 Shatila Camp 

Located on the southern outskirts of Beirut, Shatila was established in 1949 by the International 

Committee of the Red Cross, and houses more than 9842 people (unrwa.org). Initially it was built for 

Palestinian refugees. Over the past two decades the population of Shatila has become increasingly mixed 

and now includes a large number of Foreign Service workers from South Asia, as well as Egyptians, 

Syrians, Turks, Kurds, and Lebanese; non-Palestinians now represent the majority (Allan 2014, 18). 

Shatila, as is the case with most of the refugee camps in Lebanon, is overpopulated. The streets of 

the camp resemble a labyrinth with a lot of constructions on the roadsides. Much of the construction in 

Shatila is informal, carried out without permission or plans; buildings lean precariously into one another, 

so the haphazard vertical expansion has reduced the amount of natural light that penetrates the camp, 

leaving homes and walkways in semidarkness (Allan 2014, 18). Many houses are dilapidated and even 

structurally unsafe; overcrowded, with several persons living and sleeping in one room; and unhygienic 

and lacking proper water and ventilation (Kortam 2011, 197).   

The number of those who reside in the camp is growing, which increases the scarcity of sources, 

such as water or electricity. After the adoption of the Cairo Accords in 1969 the situation with electricity 

was improved. A number of generators were installed in and around Shatila, providing free electricity for 

the growing Palestinian economy and for the personal use of camp residents (Allan 2014, 105). 

However, after the withdrawal of the PLO from Lebanon in 1982, the living conditions in the 

camp were back on track. Electricity was provided a few hours a day and supplemented by small 

individual generators that might power a television and light a room (Peteet 2005, 14). The main provider 

of the electricity was EdL (Electricity of Lebanon) service, which required buying a special meter and 

paying for electricity. Shatila’s other main source of electricity comes from privately owned generators, 

for which subscribers pay a fixed monthly rate of between LBP 40000 and LBP 60000 (between $26 and 

$40) for a relatively stable supply of power (Allan 2014, 109). However, most inhabitants of the camp 
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could afford paying neither $26-$40 for generators, nor buying a meter for using EdL service, which lead 

them to making illegal connections to use electricity.  

The incapability of the Popular Committee (established to promote governance in the camp) in 

Shatila to ensure basic needs eventually pushed the camp’s inhabitants to take matters into their own 

hands: they formed a social movement and elected a local committee responsible for improving living 

conditions in the camp (Kortam 2011, 200). This local committee discussed the issue of electricity with 

EdL service which eventually led to discounting prices for meter purchase by EdL. In the 1990s, after the 

Lebanese Civil War, electricity was not provided constantly. Without full-time electricity, people 

depended on generators funded by resident subscriptions and run by the Popular Committees (Peteet 

2005, 13). 

The situation with water supply was not better. Refugees used to drink contaminated, unsafe water 

supplied through a poor distribution network provided by the Beirut municipality or through four public 

water wells (Kortam 2011, 197). With the departure of the PLO, the responsibility for providing water, 

electricity, and sanitation services fell to the UNRWA, which, along with a number of local NGOs, 

financed much of the repair and reconstruction of Shatila’s infrastructure in the late 1980s and early 

1990s (Allan 2014, 108). The overloaded sewerage of the water network has led to the contamination of 

water, which causes a range of environmental and health problems (Kortam 2011, 197). Potable water 

was unavailable (Peteet 2005, 14). 

The unstable political situation in Lebanon, wars and chaos affected people’s living conditions in 

Shatila. The camp has not developed favorably over time.  Julie Peteet, describing her experience of 

returning to Shatila approximately 10 years after her first visit, says: “The contrast with Shatila camp in 

the 1970s and early 1980s was stunning. A once vibrant, jam-packed camp with a fairly decent standard 

of living was now a debris-encircled, rubble-filled, geosocially isolated, and poverty-stricken patch of 

land” (2005, 93). “When I first carried out fieldwork in the camp, it had a vibrant infrastructure of social 

services and facilities such as clinics, vocational training centers, workshops, childcare facilities, clubs, 

and resistance offices. Shatila in 1992 was a virtual wasteland. Yet by the end of the decade the 
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population had expanded to nearly 12,000; some Lebanese families had moved in, seeking cheap 

housing” (2005, 14). 

The Lebanese Civil War caused a change for a short period of time. Shatila was the epicenter of 

transformations, effectively functioning as the headquarters for the Palestinian leadership; residents who 

lived through this critical moment in the camp’s history recall this period as a time of considerable 

prosperity and conviction (Allan 2014, 3). However, the period of prosperity was quite short. In 2019, 

most of the time inhabitants of the camp still struggle to survive. One of the main problems, except for 

the constant lack of electricity, drinking water and decent dwellings, is that people cannot find a job to 

meet their basic needs. Although international law calls upon host states to allow refugees to work 

legally, Lebanon legislates severe restrictions on Palestinian employment (Peteet 2005, 175). Since 1962, 

refugees have been required to have an official work permit. However, obtaining a work permit remains a 

complex process that offers neither social security nor insurance benefits, and becomes invalid when its 

holder is laid off the job (Haddad 2003, 131). Therefore, refugees tend to be confined in the informal 

sector or in the least profitable labour activities that do not require an official work permit (Dorai 2011, 

71). There were some jobs which could be performed by refugees without work permits. However, these 

jobs are mostly outside of the camp. For example, the Lebanese economy welcomed cheap skilled 

Palestinian labor in agriculture and unskilled labor in construction and in manufacturing. Palestinian 

refugee women often worked as servants in middle- and upper-class Lebanese homes (Chatty and Hundt 

2005, 17).  

Lebanese labor does not discriminate against Palestinian refugees as such, but rather between 

Lebanese citizens and non-citizens (Bowker 2003, 75). The law used to specify more than 70 jobs to be 

carried out exclusively by Lebanese citizens (Haddad 2003, 42). The 1969 Cairo Accords gave 

Palestinians the right to work (Peteet 2005, 175). However, the Cairo Accords were annulled in 1994, 

which led to the deterioration of the situation with refugees’ employment. According to the UNRWA 

data, even nowadays, refugees cannot work in as many as 20 professions (unrwa.org). Now, the main 

employment opportunities for Palestinians are with the UNRWA, the Palestinian Red Crescent Society or 

Palestinian political organizations (Kortam 2011, 198). Therefore, refugees suffer from legal restrictions 
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imposed on non-citizens, and at the same time do not benefit from any reciprocity arrangements because 

they do not have a state which has made such arrangements with Lebanon (El-Rifai and Shehadi 2014, 

122). 

The situation with refugees’ employment remains problematic not only in Shatila, but in the 

Palestinian camps of Lebanon in general. There is virtually no employment for camp refugees and men 

are conspicuously absent: either dead, working abroad, or keeping a very low profile (Peteet 2005, 171). 

The earnings of the camp refugees are low, and it is usually barely enough to meet their families’ basic 

needs. Therefore, many of the young people prefer to stay at home, rather than spend a whole day 

working for so little. This leads to a great deal of free time and lures the youth into ‘all sorts of trouble,’ 

such as the use of alcohol and drugs, smoking, and fighting (Farah 110). Those who have families, 

however, have to work long hours (Marshood 2010, 46).  

In terms of education, for Palestinian refugees it was seen as an important component of life. They 

focused on educating their children to achieve transferable skills that could be used anywhere (Chatty and 

Hundt 2005, 18). Moreover, educational achievement was also a source of collective pride and individual 

motivation – an interim substitute for a country and a passport. However, as a preventive measure to 

discourage refugees from remaining in the country, official policy has made it difficult for the younger 

generation of Palestinians to continue post-compulsory school studies, even if international assistance has 

helped to provide secondary school places for some (Haddad 2003,  43).  

The UNRWA established free elementary and middle schools in most camps in the early 1950s. In 

Shatila, there are two elementary schools run by the UNRWA. Even though usually the Agency adopts 

the curriculum of the host countries, Lebanon is the only country where the history of Palestine is taught. 

One more positive thing about refugees’ education in Lebanon is that there was no gender discrimination 

in terms of education, because for the first time Palestinian girls had equity in access to education and 

parents used this opportunity (Peteet 2005, 88).  

However, due to some factors, most refugees in Lebanon drop out of school and do not attend 

even elementary schools. First of all, most children drop classes because of the schools’ physical 

condition and the lack of computers, a dearth in sports and recreational activities, teaching methods, and 
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especially the teachers’ harsh treatment of the children (Serhan and Tabari 2005, 53). The first generation 

of refugees to excel in school lament the current situation in which schools are overcrowded, lack 

financial resources, and are faced with traumatized and impoverished students (Peteet 2005, 89). 

Moreover, the emotional atmosphere in schools leaves much to be desired. Teachers frequently insult 

children, discourage and yell at them, and a group of girls said that teachers often insult their intelligence 

and tell them that they will become housemaids in the future (Serhan and Tabari 2005, 44). 

In addition, due to the economic reasons, some children felt that they had to help their parents 

with household chores rather than attending school. As a result, at the beginning of the 21
st
 century, in the 

camps in Lebanon, 60 per cent of the young adults (18 to 29 years of age) did not complete basic 

education (Hanssen-Bauer and Jacobsen 2007, 39). Although basic education is the UNRWA’s biggest 

program, constituting around 55 percent of its budget, the Agency’s school premises, lacking essential 

equipment and facilities, remain of poor quality; the UNRWA’s secondary-level schools cannot absorb 

half of the applicants (Serhan and Tabari 2005, 38). In the past two decades, the quality of the UNRWA 

schools has declined drastically and led to an erosion of academic achievement. Budget restrictions 

resulting in severe overcrowding, substandard facilities, and a lack of supplies have been compounded by 

prolonged conflict that has destroyed school buildings and interrupted the academic calendar (Peteet 

2005, 64). 

Therefore, there are a lot of drawbacks in terms of providing an appropriate education to refugees. 

Children continue dropping school, parents complain about the UNRWA services, while teachers struggle 

working at schools without equipment. Few students complete secondary education and even fewer enter 

higher education. This is a particularly acute problem in a country where higher education and later, 

employment, is based on graduating from a few elite institutions (Knudsen 2007, 10). 

Another restriction implemented by the Lebanese government toward refugees contributes to 

further undermining of Palestinians’ lives. The refugees in Lebanon have poorer health, because they are 

not eligible for public medical services, a special problem in a country with a largely privatized health 

care system (Halabi 2004, 43). Adult health conditions are similar to those of other middle-income 
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countries, but there are particularly high rates of poor health among young age groups (less than 35 years 

old) (Hanssen-Bauer and Jacobsen 2007, 38).  

One more thing that is significant to note is that the UNRWA in Lebanon does not provide 

financial aid to sick people if they are older than 60. Diana Allan, a Professor of Anthropology, conducted 

research in one of the refugee camps in Lebanon. She narrates about an elderly woman Umm Ali, who 

was in her late seventies. When she became ill, she was ineligible for financial aid from the UNRWA, 

which assists only those under sixty in situation of chronic illness (2014, 69). In these cases, the refugee 

community tries to gather money in order to help those who are ill. What distinguishes the refugee 

community in this regard is the large proportion of the camp refugee population in Lebanon suffering 

from chronic health problems; refugees living in the camps have higher infant and maternal mortality than 

any other host country or camp, and in general, rates of illness and disability higher in Lebanon (Hanssen-

Bauer and Jacobsen 2007, 37-38). 

Therefore, the situation with health care services also needs to be greatly improved. The UNRWA 

lacks funding to provide enough sources and improve health conditions of camps’ inhabitants. In Shatila, 

there is only one health center, which is not enough for more than 9800 people who reside in the camp. In 

addition to that, however, there is a dental care clinic, and an NGO clinic is near the camp that provides 

maternal and child care (Kortam 2011, 199). 

In general, nowadays the situation in the camp leaves much to be desired. By 2004, conditions in 

Shatila became desperate: electricity was cut off for nine successive months, and violent confrontations 

frequently erupted (Kortam 2011, 200). Inhabitants of the camp were not satisfied with UNRWA 

services. Even though there are two elementary schools administered by the UNRWA, overcrowded 

classrooms, lack of resources, decaying infrastructure, and poor instruction have led to high dropout rates 

and encouraged many families to invest meager resources in private tutoring (Allan 2014, 14). Plus, there 

is only one UNRWA health center with an average of 79 patients per day (Kortam 2011, 199). Similarly, 

the perceived inadequacy of the UNRWA clinics and distrust of local doctors have created a strong 

preference for private health care, an expense well beyond the reach of most (Allan 2014, 14). 
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Talking about the future of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, it is very important to pay attention to 

interaction between refugees from the camps and those who live outside, in the cities. In the Palestinian 

case, due to the rapid urbanization of Middle Eastern countries, most of the refugee camps are part of the 

capitals and main cities in their respective countries or host regions (Dorai 2011, 68). It means that 

refugees can easily develop connections with urban residents. However, camps often were targets of 

violence and terrorist attacks, particularly during the wars in Lebanon. Therefore, in the post-1982 era, 

fearing for their safety, almost no one visited the camps, while Palestinians rarely left the camps, unless 

there was a need to do that (Peteet 2005, 189). Moreover, camp Palestinians are subject to stereotyping, 

social exclusion and limited social mobility; camp residence raises class barriers between Palestinians and 

‘host’ populations even when they share national identity, as in the West Bank and Gaza (Sayigh 2011, 

52). 

Therefore, Palestinians in Lebanon often face difficulties not only with basic needs, but also in 

terms of socializing with local residents. Most Palestinians have strong connections with the camps, even 

though they do not enjoy their lives there. Mayssun Sukarieh, a Lebanese anthropologist who worked for 

many years in Shatila, recalled a conversation about the return to Palestine between teenagers which he 

heard on the bus during his trip to Beirut: “‘We love the camp, this is our home and where all our friends 

are. What will happen to it if we leave?’ Then one of them came up with an idea: ‘Let’s move Shatila to 

Palestine’” (qtd. in Allan 2014, 216). Shatila residents have close ties with the camp because for the 

majority of them, Shatila is considered as home where they spent their childhood. Moreover, since they 

are unwelcomed outside of the camps by the residents of the cities, they feel safer in a circle of people 

who have the same difficulties and problems. It is obvious that there is a need for certain implementations 

in order to improve the situation in the camps. Refugees in Shatila have two distinct registers for thinking 

and talking about the future: they either return to Palestine, or assimilate somewhere else (Allan 2014, 

32).  

There were some efforts to resolve the issue of refugees in Lebanon. In 1991 the Lebanese 

government set up a ministerial committee to conduct discussions with Palestinians and regulate the 

presence of Palestinians in Lebanon. These discussions were interrupted by the Middle East Peace 



34 

 

Process negotiations in Madrid and resumed only in 2005 (El-Rifai and Shehadi 2014, 123). Even though 

the Lebanese government took part in these negotiations in order to resolve the refugee problem, this 

issue was not discussed at that meeting. The Lebanese government, however, tried to find other 

alternatives to resolve the problem. In 2005, it established a working group that later became known as 

the Lebanese-Palestinian Dialogue Committee (LPDC) to deal with refugee issue (El-Rifai and Shehadi 

2014, 124). However, it did not change the situation for refugees significantly. 

Now it is obvious that the Palestinians will not be repatriated or nationalized in Lebanon (Haddad 

2003, 146). Sadly, for the foreseeable future, indicators suggest that the Lebanese state will continue 

excluding Palestinians from the rights and benefits they could enjoy as residents of Lebanon (Hanafi 

2011, 39). In December 1998, Prime Minister of Lebanon Rafic Hariri said: “Lebanon will never, ever 

integrate Palestinians. They will not receive civic or economic rights, or even work permits. Integration 

would take the Palestinians off the shoulders of the international agency which has supported them since 

1948” (qtd. in Bowker 2003, 75). Therefore, tensions between Lebanese and Palestinians will continue to 

mount, and the presence of Palestinians in Lebanon will continue to be a threat to Lebanese security 

(Hanafi 2011, 39). 

It is logical to suggest that the most important thing for Palestinian refugees is to not to give up 

when all these problems arise. Even though it is difficult to find a job, to meet families’ basic needs, or to 

build a decent dwelling, it is even more difficult to maintain emotional health. All the events that 

happened to Palestinians since the beginning of their exodus require them to stay strong and keep trying. 

Not all people are able to do that. Some of them had to get through displacement more than one time. For 

example, Adam Ramadan in his article “In the Ruins of Nahr al-Barid: Understanding the Meaning of the 

Camp,” narrates about the destiny of the inhabitants of the Nahr al-Barid camp, who, as a result of the 

destruction of the camp in 2007, had to give a fresh start to their lives. The author interviewed former 

residents of the camp, who said that “they lost a part of Palestine itself – a “second homeland” that gave 

them important feelings of living within a Palestinian community (2010, 56). It is interesting that the 

majority of people made more comments about their emotional feelings rather than about the materialistic 

part of this case.  
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The world community, host countries, and refugees themselves try to improve the situation 

through financial and humanitarian aid. In Lebanon, there were several efforts to apply improvement 

projects in some camps. However, several crucial questions remain to be resolved: who owns the Camp 

Improvement Plan and assumes responsibility for regular revision and updating? What happens after 

completion of the pilot planning and the implementation of first actions? (Misselwitz 2011, 93) 
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3. Palestinian Refugees in Jordan 

In this chapter I focus on living conditions of Palestinian refugees in Jordan, the government’s 

policy toward them, difficulties they experience in the camps, as well as their identity and attitude to the 

country where they reside. As in the previous chapters, I include a short historical background about the 

emergence of Palestinian refugees in Jordan, and then concentrate on a few Palestinian camps in the 

country in order to see differences and similarities compared to the refugee camps in other host countries. 

In Jordan, the inhabitants of refugee camps in most cases experience the same difficulties as camp 

residents in Lebanon. However, there are certain factors that impact life of camp residents in Jordan 

making their experience different than refugees’ experience in other host countries. 

It is important to note that Jordan is the most significant country among all the host countries of 

the MENA region in terms of considering Palestinian refugees’ lives. First of all, the Kingdom hosts the 

largest number of Palestinian refugees outside the territory of Israel and Palestine. Today, there are more 

than 2,206,700 Palestinian refugees registered with the UNRWA in Jordan (unrwa.org). It comprises 23 

percent of the total population of the country which is almost four times more than the number of 

registered refugees in Lebanon and Syria. Second, Jordan is the only host country that granted citizenship 

to Palestinian refugees, giving them the same rights as to the local residents. Third, Jordan has the longest 

border with Israel and the Palestinian territories of the West Bank (Marshood 2010, 16).   

The external and internal conflicts in the MENA region caused the emergence of refugees in 

Jordan. The first influx of about 100,000 refugees into Transjordan was after the 1948 war or al-Nakba 

(cited in Chatty and Hundt 2005, 23). In just a couple of years, there were 500,000 Palestinian refugees in 

the country (Hanania 2014, 463). 

After the war in 1948, the refugees tried to establish various committees and organizations in 

order to provide enough food and relief items for themselves. Refugee committees were the most 

important organizations set up right after the beginning of the conflict. These committees were 

established primarily on a geographical basis. For example, refugees from Lydda organized the Lydda 

Displaced Committee (LDC), while people from Haifa and Galilee established the Haifa and Galilee 

Areas Refugee General Committee (Plascov 1981, 23).  
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At the time of the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict the Hashemite Kingdom was under the 

rule of King Abdullah I. By the end of the war in 1948, a part of Palestinian territory was held by the 

Hashemite Kingdom. In order to determine the future of this territory, the Jericho Conference was held in 

December 1948 by the Arab states. During the conference, Palestinian notables and personalities asked to 

be united with Jordan under the crown of King Abdullah (Khamis 2018, 20). As a result, it was decided to 

unite the East and the West Banks. Therefore, in 1950 the West Bank was annexed by Jordan, which 

changed the demographic situation in the country due to the absorption of the Palestinian refugees from 

the West Bank (Gandolfo 2012, 60). It is not surprising that Israel did not recognize the annexation of the 

West Bank by Jordan and “withdrew the IDs from Palestinians whose exit visa, issued by Israeli 

authorities, had expired while they were out of the occupied territories” (Shiblak 2009, 115). 

After the unification, the Palestinians started to demand more equality and fought for the 

sovereignty of the elected Chamber of Deputies (Khamis 2018, 21). Because of the rumors of a possible 

peace agreement of Jordan and Lebanon with Israel, the monarch was assassinated in Jerusalem in July 

1951 by a Palestinian contingent (Gandolfo 2012, 3). After the assassination of the King, the throne was 

acceded by his son, Prince Talal, who was relieved of his duty due to his poor health in a year (Khamis 

2018, 23). Therefore, in 1952 Prince Hussein was appointed as the next monarch of the Kingdom. Under 

his rule a number of significant events occurred, which caused further influx of Palestinian refugees to the 

territory of Jordan. One of the most notable events at that time was the Six Day War when the territory of 

the West Bank was occupied by Israel, which led to the increase of the number of refugees in Jordan. 

In 1964, the PLO was founded as a tool for the liberation of Palestine. Even though the 

organization functioned under Egyptian control, it was based in Jordan up until 1970, which was highly 

undesirable for the Kingdom. However, in order to maintain safety in the country, the Jordanian Prime 

Minister Wasfi Tal agreed to recognize the PLO as the representative of the Palestinians, with the 

condition that it would operate only in its capacity as a political body in Jordan (Gandolfo 2012, 14). In 

1968 one of the PLO camps was raided by Israel, which led to the battle between Israel on one side and 

PLO and Jordan on the other. This battle is known as The Battle of Karameh. It was ended by the 

withdrawal of the Israeli forces.  
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The PLO developed ‘a state within a state,’ and in 1970, the Palestinian forces tried to overthrow 

Hussein and lead some military activities in Jordan. As a result, the Jordanian government launched an 

attack known as “Black September” against Palestinian refugee camps (Haddad 2003, 27). Many were 

killed and around 50,000 were forced to leave and their passports were withdrawn or not renewed 

(Shiblak 2009, 121). As a struggle for dominance between the Fedayeen (Arab guerrillas operating 

against Israel) and the Jordanian state, Black September confirmed new lines of alliance in the region: 

between Syria and Iraq in support of the Palestinian fighters, and Jordan and Israel in opposition 

(Gandolfo 2012, 33). The conflict ended with the withdrawal of the PLO from Jordan to Lebanon.  

Later, a new military conflict changed the political situation in Jordan. The intifada (uprising) 

erupted in the Occupied Territories in December 1987. The King was concerned at the effect that this new 

and destabilizing factor was likely to have on those of Palestinian origin among his own population in 

response to this outbreak, and decided therefore to abandon all Jordanian claims on the West Bank in 

1988, cutting administrative and legal ties with the West Bank. The political situation in Jordan was 

further aggravated during the 1990–1991 Gulf War which caused the economic isolation of the Kingdom 

(Khamis 2018, 36). 

As was mentioned above, these events caused the influx of a large number of refugees in Jordan. 

Most of the refugees resided in the special camps. Four camps were established following the 1948 war, 

while the further six camps were erected as “emergency camps” after the 1967 war, when an estimated 

400,000 people flooded into Jordan (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 23). As a result of “Black September,” 

which occurred in 1970, a certain number of Palestinian refugees had to flee from the place where they 

resided without a chance to get back. Their passports were withdrawn which led to the new phenomenon 

of undocumented Palestinians that currently exists in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Libya, and some of the Gulf 

States (Shiblak 2009, 121). The Gulf War also prompted a renewed wave of refugees when 360,000 

Palestinians arrived from Kuwait, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf States (Gandolfo 2012, 9). 

Thus, all the aforementioned historical events contributed to the emergence of refugees in Jordan. 

The next important thing that is worth noting is Jordan’s policy toward refugees, because Palestinians are 
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not under international protection, they are dependent on the host countries’ policies (Serhan and Tabari 

2005, 37).  

In general, the Jordanian government policy toward refugees can differ depending on the type of 

refugee. A group of Korean scholars reveals three types of refugees in Jordan: those who fled Palestine as 

a result of al-Nakba in 1948, those who are descendants of refugees from 1948 war, and those who came 

to Jordan from Syria (Soh et al. 2016, 4). In their work “Once Resolved, Stay Resolved? The Refuge 

Policy of Jordan toward Palestinian Refugees,” they examine Jordanian laws issued for refugees and how 

these laws work in real life. They mention three main sources of refugee laws in Jordan, namely the 

Memorandum of Understanding between the government and the UNHCR, the Jordanian Alien Act, and 

the Constitutional Law of Jordan (for citizens). According to these documents, refugees are supposed to 

have freedom of religion and religious education, the right to access courts of law, an access to a health 

care system, and more. However, the authors point out that neither of these documents guarantees work 

for refugees, since a work permit is required for them: “Article 8 [of the Memorandum of Understanding] 

infers that refugees need certain permits to work. The Jordanian Alien Act shows that working permits are 

only valid for one year and can be extended. Due to this, in many regions outside Amman, refugees work 

illegally or get less pay than Jordanian citizen workers. Also, refugees are not allowed to give free 

opinions to media” (Soh et al. 2016, 8). 

Except for the law regulation, the main government functions after the influx of refugees in Jordan 

were assisting the Agencies to set up their own machinery, nominating relief workers, transferring 

refugees and compensating the land owners of the camp sites, providing water and helping in the basic 

establishment of the camp, allocating beds in certain hospitals, and covering some medical treatment and 

expenses (Plascov 1981, 43). Moreover, the government set up police posts in the camps. Even though 

some refugees had a feeling of protection, sometimes these interactions of local authorities with people 

could involve disciplining and repression, which could be regarded as humiliation (Achilli 2015, 274). 

Local policemen could check random people on the streets of the camps, and if they did not carry their 

identification papers with them, they could be arrested until a member of their family came to vouch for 
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them. With the help of these posts, the government could get a clear picture of the developments in each 

concentration, and control minor demonstrations (Plascov 1981, 43). 

The Hashemite Kingdom is one of the most hospitable host countries in terms of refugee policy. 

The reason for that is not because it grants rights to the refugees, but rather because it grants citizenship to 

them, and they enjoy the same rights as the local residents. At the beginning of the conflict, Jordan had 

even refused to call them refugees, instead referring to them first as guests (Peteet 2011, 25). King 

Hussein even used Jordanian citizenship as a way to gain influence among the stateless Palestinians and 

to exert pressure on the PLO. Therefore, refugees who found themselves in other countries were 

encouraged to come to Jordan and acquire Jordanian nationality (Shiblak 2009, 118). 

According to Law 56 issued in 1949, Palestinian refugees were granted equal political rights with 

trans-Jordanians. It also enabled them to get a passport and travel between the countries. According to 

Article 6 of the Constitutional Law of Jordan, work and education is provided to all Jordanians, Article 9 

does not allow any Jordanian to be deported from the country, Article 15 gives the citizens freedom of 

speech, Article 20 guarantees the free fee of government schools, while Article 23 guarantees the right to 

work fairly with a good working environment (Soh et al. 2016, 9). Therefore, everyone who was granted 

Jordanian citizenship could enjoy the same rights with Jordanians.  

There were, however, some people who did not approve of the policy of naturalization, saying that 

it undermined the refugees’ right of return. Nevertheless, the Kingdom continued granting citizenship, 

leading a very tricky policy of persuading people that adopting their citizenship did not mean they could 

not get back to their homeland, because after they got the right of return, they could decide if they wanted 

to stay or not. Even though Jordan has continued to issue Jordanian passports to the West Bank 

Palestinians, there was a significant reduction in the term of validity to two years, as opposed to five years 

for Jordanian citizens. Those Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza who chose to reside in Jordan on 

a temporary passport experienced some difficulties in terms of access to the healthcare system and 

education, because they were not entitled to health care fee exemptions and must rely upon the UNRWA 

clinics and governmental health centers, which still demand reimbursement (cited in Gandolfo 2012, 66). 

However, refugees were still qualified to get international aid.  
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The Jordanian government sees a difference between those who fled to Jordan as a result of al-

Nakba in 1948 (“refugees-lajiin”) and those who left the Gaza Strip as a result of the Six Day War in 

1967 (“displaced people-nazihin”). But since Gaza was under the Egyptian rule during the years 1948 to 

1967, those displaced people were not, and still are not Jordanian citizens but reside in Jordan (Marshood 

2010, 7). Jordan, unlike in 1948, refused to grant Jordanian citizenship or at least passports of 

convenience to the displaced Palestinians from Gaza (Shiblak 2009, 120). Therefore, they are not eligible 

for all the UNRWA services and are not granted Jordanian citizenship (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 23). The 

situation with citizenship is especially difficult in terms of the third group of refugees who fled from 

Syria. Because of the conflict in 1970-1971, when Syria provided assistance to the Palestinian resistance, 

they were not likely to have Jordanian identity and they did not have a right to return to Palestine (Soh et 

al. 2016, 9). Therefore, Palestinian refugees from Syria do not have the right to work without a permit, 

which is difficult to obtain.  

Today, Palestinians with Jordanian passports represent the majority of population in Jordan, which 

is a politically sensitive issue that might incite ethnic conflict (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 22). However, 

even though Jordan had naturalized a large number of Palestinian refugees, there still was a difference in 

terms of offering official posts in the Jordanian government to the local residents and those who became 

‘local.’ Even later, under Hussein, posts in government and administration continued to be monopolized 

by Jordanians (Gandolfo 2012, 10). 

One more aspect in the government’s policy that is remarkable is its decision to set up military 

trainings for all groups of refugees of the required age. Those who do not take part in military trainings 

and do not have an appropriate certificate cannot be employed (Plascov 1981, 99). 

 

3.1 Camps in Jordan 

To answer the research questions, in this subchapter I am going to concentrate on the living 

conditions of refugees in the camps in Jordan. There are 13 refugee camps in the Kingdom, and about one 

fifth of Palestinians resided there after the conflicts in 1948 and 1967. Ten of the refugee camps are 

regarded as official camps administered by the UNRWA, while three of them are unofficial and managed 
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by the government (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 65). It is important to note that the Jordanian government, 

as well as the governments of all the other host countries, does not require all the refugees to live in the 

camps. Jordan has the smallest percentage of refugees in camps, at 18 percent (Feldman 2015, 245). 

However, the majority of these people lives in poverty and, therefore, cannot leave the camps. Despite all 

the differences in governments’ policies toward refugees who resided in Jordan, Lebanon, or Syria, there 

is evidence that the levels of poverty inside the refugee camps are the same everywhere with some 

differences.  

In the previous chapter, we were concentrating on one of the main refugee camps in Lebanon – 

Shatila, which has a unique history of self-governance.  In terms of the refugee camps in Jordan, however, 

I want to consider a few camps. The information I have searched showed that almost all of the camps in 

Jordan have the same issues; namely the lack of place, even for planting, tiny sizes of their dwellings 

which are too small for the families, high dropout rate of children at schools, lack of water sources, high 

rate of unemployment, lack of safety, and bad sanitary conditions. Since the majority of the camps in 

Jordan are official (10 out of 13), they are under the same policy. It enables us to consider a few official 

camps in order to see life conditions and main problems which are faced by its inhabitants.  

The largest of the ten official camps in Jordan, in terms of population size and spatial area, which 

accommodates nearly a third (28 percent) of all refugees in all official camps, is the Baqa’a camp 

(Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 66). Jamal Alnsour and Julia Meaton in their work “Housing Conditions in 

Palestinian Refugee Camps, Jordan” conducted a survey on housing quality in the Baqa’a camp in 2010, 

collecting data on housing size, age, facilities, condition, ventilation spaces in buildings, the amount of 

natural light, humidity, and general appearance (2014, 69). Since Palestinian refugees have always been 

concerned with their right of return, they never wanted to improve their dwellings in the camps, 

demonstrating that they were not going to stay there forever. They have long opposed any improvements 

because that could be interpreted as a permanent resettlement (Al-Husseini and Bocco 2011, 130). 

Therefore, in most camps there were no appropriate plans of camp buildings. However, the number of 

those who resettled in the camps has been increasing, which forced people to think about building new 

dwellings. Since there is not enough space in the camps, people used to build new stores on already 
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existing buildings or, build new dwellings right on the streets, which made the appearance of the camps 

ugly. The same situation can be observed in the Baqa’a camp.  

After the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict, by 1949, each refugee family was given a tent in 

the camp for living. Even though Palestinians did not want to stay in the camps for good, soon it became 

obvious that it could take a lot of time to resolve the conflict, and people could not live in these 

conditions any longer, even if it were temporary. However, it took about ten years to replace the tents and 

build more permanent dwellings. Since there were no plans on how to build, now the houses within the 

camp are of all different designs, sizes, styles, and colors (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 69).  

In terms of the size of the housing units in the camps, the majority of sources mention that they are 

too small and there is not enough space for the whole family inside. For example, as a result of the survey 

conducted in the Hitteen camp in 2006, refugees do not like to stay inside of their “homes:” “They spend 

most of their waking hours outside their “housing unit,” which serve as poor, human “storage units,” they 

don’t have the space to sit down together as a family and, in most cases, children sleep with their parents 

in the same room” (Marshood 2006, 24). 

The same situation can be observed in the Zarqa camp, which was the first to be established in 

Jordan in 1949, to accommodate the first wave of refugees (Hejoj 2007, 26). The camp has a population 

of about 18,000, living in housing units that range in size from 50 to 90 square meters, which, of course, 

is not enough taking into account that an average number of people residing in one unit can be 15 

(Marshood 2006, 37).  

In general, even though the majority of refugees from the official camps receive food rations and 

monthly allowances from the UNRWA for basic needs, their allowance is too small to build decent 

dwellings. Therefore, people have to find any materials in order to have better living conditions. The 

surveys and research show that many houses had leaky roofs and there were no adequate treatment 

systems for rainfall on roofs (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 70). The walls of the houses were very thin and 

made of wood, and even though in winter roofs leak, many families could not afford the cost of roof 

repairs (Marshood 2006, 38).  
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Those who could earn some money used different building materials to avoid roof leaks and make 

their housing units more comfortable for living. They use cement, iron, stone, galvanized metal, concrete, 

sand, or bricks made of cement and soil. Since the UNRWA does not provide loans for maintenance, in 

2013 a number of informal credit unions offered loans of up to 500 JDs to the refugees for small housing 

repairs (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 72). 

There were some attempts to upgrade the camps, but there is no doubt that it would be expensive. 

Some scholars counted the total cost of fully upgrading, which was (depending on a few factors) about 

US $300 million in 2002 (Gandolfo 2012, 189). Even in 2002 these estimates seem very expensive, and 

that makes it difficult to find funding for this project. Now, in more than 15 years after those estimates, 

there is no doubt that this figure would increase significantly.  

In terms of essential facilities and services such as electricity, sewage, or garbage collection, 

inhabitants of the camps experience some difficulties too. Initially, after the conflict, people experienced 

serious problems with water supply. After a few decades the situation did not become better. One of the 

refugees remembered: “When we arrived in February of 1968, it was cold, with snow and rain every day. 

We didn’t have water to take a shower, and we didn’t have private bathrooms. There were only public 

facilities. People had to wait in line” (Marshood 2006, 69). Even now some Palestinians still experience 

problems with their access to water. 

In the Baqa’a camp the situation is slightly better, but even inhabitants of this camp admit that the 

sewage, electricity, and water systems supply is inadequate, because “most houses had a direct water 

supply on less than three days a week, and electricity on only two days a week, via potentially dangerous 

wires crossing the camp” (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 71). The inadequate supply of water results in the 

spread of diseases such as diarrhea, especially among little children. Mothers, in order to save water, try 

not to wash their hands, take showers, or clean their housing very often.  

In some poorer camps where people experience more difficulties with water, diarrhea is very 

common among children. Nedal Hamdi Arar in his work “Cultural Responses to Water Shortage among 

Palestinians in Jordan: The Water Crisis and Its Impact on Child Health” researches this issue and 

concentrates on children under 5 years old in two camps – Hassan and Mahatta. The author says that in 
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general, the conditions in both camps are almost the same. However, poor water supply is a significant 

problem for inhabitants of the Hassan camp rather than for those resided in Mahatta: “Due to a 

government-directed conservation measure for saving water, people living in Hassan location receive 

water only once a week, and only for several hours (usually during the night). In contrast, residents in 

Mahatta site do not suffer from this problem, because the camp is located at lower elevation. The results 

of the survey showed that 97 percent in Hassan camp suffer from the lack of water, while in Mahatta 

camp only 21 percent of people had some problems with water supply, which were usually caused by 

broken pumps because of aging equipment” (Arar 1998, 285). Broken pumps due to the aging equipment 

is a quite common reason of inadequate water supply in the camps. Through his research, Hamdi Arar 

attracted attention of the world community to this problem. Having collected water samples (from both 

locations) from different sources, namely tap water, water stored in tanks, or water gathered from 

household containers, he revealed that 22 percent of the water samples were contaminated. Because of 

consuming of contamination water, there were 135 episodes of diarrhea among children under five in the 

Hassan site, and 51 diarrheal episodes in Mahatta (Arar 1998, 287). 

Works of scholars show that there are some problems with electricity supply in the camps of 

Jordan as well. Sometimes refugees do not have electricity at all, and in some camps they have it only 

once or twice a week. For example, in the Baqa’a camp the group of respondents indicated that electricity 

was only available for three days each week (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 70). 

However, one of the most significant problems that causes spread of diseases and needs to be 

resolved as soon as possible is the problem with garbage collection in the camps. The problem with 

rubbish collection increases the level of environment pollution and affects people’s health. The reason for 

the growing amount of waste is the increasing population. Overcrowding has strained the capacity of the 

sewerage, garbage, and water systems (Hejoj 2007, 126). Even though the UNRWA is responsible for 

trash collection and removal, the resources to deal with it are being stretched (Alnsour and Meaton 2014, 

71). In terms of unofficial camps, they are not under administration of the UNRWA, so they are provided 

with basic social services by the government of Jordan. In the Zarqa camp, for example, the government 

provides garbage collection, water supply, electricity, and overall administration (Hejoj 2007, 127). 
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Except for the access to their essentials, such as water, electricity or garbage disposal, refugees 

suffer from deprivation in housing conditions, as well as from limited access to education, employment, 

and health services.  

A high rate of poverty results in a high rate of dropout from school. Schools are so crowded that in 

some camps the UNRWA offers a two-shift school day (Marshood 2006, 37). Not only overcrowdings, 

however, cause the high rate of student dropouts. Sometimes people in the camps cannot even feed their 

children, and children have to work as well in order not to stay hungry. In some camps people complain 

that they do not have enough food to feed their children, they often have to buy second hand clothes, and 

do not have basic necessities for life (Hejoj 2007, 131). 

The main problem why people experience such a high rate of poverty is their inability to find a 

good job. People say that discrimination is obvious because, “Employment opportunities are not 

distributed equally. People of Jordanian origin are given better opportunities.” (Marshood 2006, 79) 

Although most Palestinian refugees in Jordan have citizenship rights, in practice the government favors 

Jordanians in its employment and education policies (Farah 2005, 101). In fact, less than 10 percent of the 

35,000 government employees are of Palestinian origin (Gandolfo 2012, 19). Palestinians notice ethnic 

discrimination that leaves them with very few opportunities to set up the right connections, which is 

extremely important for finding a job in Jordan (Achilli 2015, 272). Indeed, in Jordanian society 

connections are the most important nuance not only in search of jobs, but in the process of working. For 

example, a person might ask his boss to have a better working shift, not because of his length of service 

but because of his long-time friendship with his employer; another might obtain a visa for moving to the 

Gulf because of a relative who works in the consulate (Achilli 2014, 242).  

The rate of unemployment is very high for camp residents. Refugees’ earnings are low and it is 

usually barely enough to meet basic needs of their families.  Therefore, many of the young people prefer 

to stay at home, rather than spend a whole day working for so little. The government tries to assist 

refugees in their search for jobs. It established development plans and employed Palestinians to harvest 

crops seasonally and install irrigation works, greenhouses, food-processing factories, and so forth (cited 

in Gandolfo 19). Negative stereotypes about refugees also play a significant role in the search for jobs. 
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Some refugees admitted that they had to lie to their potential employers about their place of residence, 

claiming that they did not live in the camps (Achilli 2015, 271). 

The employment situation in the camps can vary. For example, refugees in the Zarqa camp, which 

is located next to the city center, have better access to jobs, schools, health care, and other services (Hejoj 

2007, 126). The inhabitants of the Marka camp are a source of cheap labor for surrounding companies, 

such as plastic, textile, and paint factories (Farah 2005, 93). Similar to camps in Lebanon, very often the 

young men in the camps are depressed. Poverty and unemployment are the main reasons for the 

frustrations, anxieties, and conflicts that afflict camp dwellers (Achilli 2014, 245). More than 70 years 

after the war in 1948, there are still a lot of refugees who cannot afford to buy new furniture, that do not 

have enough money for food, or cannot keep the house warm in winter (Hejoj 2007, 136).  

One of the biggest concerns of refugees remains their access to health care services. The UNRWA 

is the main provider of health care in the camps. However, the resources of this relief agency are limited. 

While the UNRWA can cover up to $141 for the hospitalization of a person, the real cost of each is at 

least $423 (Marshood 2010, 46). Therefore, for people in the camps it is preferable to be treated at home 

rather than go to the hospitals even though it might worsen their health condition. Those camp residents 

who were granted citizenship can get access to health care services, but they get only basic health care 

(Soh et al. 8). In serious cases when there are no ways to avoid treatment in hospitals, people ask their 

relatives and friends for financial aid. One of the camp refugees described his experience of the treatment 

of his son: “Refugees don’t have medical insurance, and the cost of surgery and medication exceeded JD 

10,000. I appealed to the Royal Court, but nothing came out of it. Finally, a friend of mine sponsored his 

medical expenses. My friend came back from the United States where he had made some money” 

(Marshood 2010, 39). Another situation related to the discrimination in a medical situation happened with 

41-year-old man Hisham, who was originally from Acre in the Gaza District. When Hisham had begun to 

vomit blood as a result of a heart condition, he was refused treatment in the Islamic Hospital in Amman 

because he did not have Jordanian citizenship (Gandolfo 2012, 192).   Another problem is that in case of 

emergencies the streets are often very narrow and ambulances cannot pass through (Marshood 2010, 38).  
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Therefore, the situation in the camps in Jordan is difficult both physically and emotionally. In 

addition to all the problems existing in the camps, the situation is exacerbated by the fact that women in 

the camps do not enjoy equal rights with men. Gender inequality still takes place among Palestinian 

refugees. Due to the patriarchal orientation of the Jordanian government, Jordanian women who are 

married to non-Jordanians cannot pass their citizenship to their spouses, and they are forbidden to pass it 

to their children, because children take the fathers’ citizenship (Gandolfo 2012, 46). 

Refugees from the Gaza Strip who are not eligible for Jordanian citizenship experience more 

issues and obstacles than other Palestinians. The Jordanian government paid attention to every aspect of 

their life to prevent naturalization of displaced people. Plus, some families avoid marriage of their 

daughters with ‘ex-Gaza’ men, because they are poor and will not be able to support them (Farah 2005, 

101). Despite the restrictions on the maternal line, the Jordanian Nationality Law grants the children of a 

Jordanian male citizenship, even if they are born outside the Kingdom (Gandolfo 2012, 46). 

Even though there is evidence that Palestinian women do not enjoy the same rights as men, since 

the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict in 1948 they have been an active force in the national struggle. 

They were trying to prepare themselves for serving their national interests. In the 1930s female citizens 

gained experience in militant politics, distributed emergency rations, took part in military actions during 

Intifadas, and established a range of women’s organizations (Gandolfo 2012, 146). Moreover, women 

have access to higher education. Even though they are still expected to behave in a modest and 

conservative way according to Islam, women can be accepted to any field of study at the age of 17–18, 

and wearing the hijab is normal for Jordanian women (Arar and Haj-Yehia 2010, 375). However, in 

general, males have more privileges. For example, they are more successful in terms of education and 

movement, because all the responsibilities for younger siblings and housework fall on the shoulders of 

younger girls (Farah 2005, 106). Nevertheless, the feelings of desperation and hopelessness sometimes 

push some men to different troubles, most often alcoholism. In the families where fathers are alcoholics, 

daughters remain single, because a man won’t marry a woman whose father is an alcoholic (Marshood 

2010, 46). 
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The theme of education dominates young people’s thoughts (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 176). Most 

of them consider education as a means of struggling for their nation. Therefore, when there is an 

opportunity to study, families use it. Unfortunately, there are some problems with their access to 

education. The first obstacle is poverty. Some parents use their children as a source of income and many 

camp children engage in vandalism (Marshood 2010, 46). The second problem is that the UNRWA 

schools are often overcrowded and there is not enough funding to provide students with basic needs.  In 

classrooms, desks and chairs are often broken, and in some cases three students have to share desks made 

for two. There are almost no books in the libraries, and beating is not uncommon in schools (Farah 2005, 

104). Another concern for Palestinians in terms of their education is the fact that the schools’ curricula 

had included courses on the history of Palestine, but after the Peace Agreement between Jordan and Israel 

in 1994, those courses were removed (Marshood 2010, 39). Therefore, since Jordan does not provide 

specific topics for Palestinian refugees and the UNRWA has to follow the curriculum of the host 

countries, Palestinian children do not study the history of their own country at school (Farah 2005, 102). 

The lack of an appropriate and meaningful curriculum is expressed in distorted and unclear ideas of 

Palestinian history, culture, and society (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 176).  Children in the camps experience 

lack of knowledge about their homeland, traditions and cultural peculiarities of Palestinians, which can be 

seen as one more step toward losing refuges’ identity and undermining their right of return. It is 

interesting that some Palestinians who live in Israel study in Jordan, because it is easier for them in terms 

of language, they do not feel the discrimination they suffer from the Jewish majority in Israel, and they 

feel more comfortable in the circle of people of the same religion (Arar and Haj-Yehia 2010, 359). 

What about the attitude of Jordanians toward the influx of Palestinian refugees? The reaction of 

local residents varies. For the first few years following the 1948 war, refugees were welcomed by both the 

government and Jordanians. The government of Jordan wanted them to share their skills and experience 

so Jordan could gain from them economically. The local residents were also ready to use new knowledge 

and to enhance their skills. However, after Jordanians gained these skills there were no needs for 

Palestinians anymore. Moreover, sometimes the presence of big masses of refugees in Jordan caused 
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annoyance of Jordanians when the refugees occupied the schools, mosques, churches, and other public 

places. 

After the events of 1970-1971, concerns of Jordanians regarding the influx of Palestinians into 

their society found its expression in the production of three nationalistic groups in Jordan: the pragmatics 

(comprised of individuals of the pragmatic orientation, leaders, and advocates originating from within the 

Transjordanian ruling elite), the tribe-based (which grew within the boundaries of the tribal system in the 

same manner as the army), and the radicals (this group recuperated from their loss of political standing 

through state assistance, whose interests in strengthening its power base promoted an interest in tribal 

affairs, and through Jordanian mass education and communications) (Gandolfo 2012, 97). In addition, 

mounting levels of religiosity caused growing popularity of the Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan, which 

built an extended network of health and cultural centers, charitable societies, and youth clubs (Achilli 

2015, 267). A significant outcome of the Muslim Brotherhood has been the emergence of independent 

Islamic movements in Jordan, such as The Islamic Army or Hamas. Although many of the 

aforementioned groups have their roots in Palestine, their association with Jordan is maintained by former 

supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, who use an Islamist approach to the Palestinian struggle 

(Gandolfo 2012, 226). The situation was further aggravated because Jordanians believed that some camps 

(such as al-Wihdat, a Palestinian refugee camp set up in 1955) were inhabited by unruly, threatening, and 

hostile individuals, incapable of integrating into Jordanian society (Achilli 2015, 263). Of course, most 

civilians did not like this hostile Islamist approach. Therefore, the majority preferred not to deal with 

politics. 

Jordanian government still accept refugees. There was, however, a period when the government 

had to take certain measures in order to prevent an increasing infiltration of refugees in Jordan. Jordan 

and its inhabitants have struggled to sustain the existing Jordanian identity alongside a Palestinian one 

(Gandolfo 2012, 78). In order to make life more comfortable for Jordanians, the government launched the 

‘Jordan First’ campaign, which claimed that Jordanian people should be first politically, socially, and 

economically (cited in Gandolfo 2012, 107).  
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Taking into account everything that was mentioned above, we can conclude that the majority of 

refugees who reside in the camps in Jordan experience the same difficulties as refugees in Lebanon. 

However, both moral and physical conditions for refugees in Jordan are slightly better, because the 

refugees in Jordan could obtain citizenship, the right to travel between the Arab countries, and, even 

though it is a small percentage, work in the governmental sector. However, there is a difference between 

refugees themselves in the Kingdom, because some of them are eligible for citizenship, and some of them 

are not, which impacts their migration experience in a lot of spheres. In general, all the camps are poor 

with slight differences. Indeed, Nabil Marshood, in his work Voices from the Camps: A People's History 

of Palestinian Refugees in Jordan, 2006, shares the results of his research on the refugee camps in Jordan. 

The author points out that the conditions in the camps are equally poor, but it is still possible to find a 

difference in each camp. The difference that makes things better was found in the Al-Hussein Camp, 

established in 1952 in Jordan. By 2006, there was an improvement in housing, because people were 

granted permits to build expansions to their housing units, plus, “for the first time in all of the author’s 

visits to the camps, he saw a number of trees and a few plants, and children were playing at the 

playground” (2010, 78).  The worst situation in terms of the quality of life, was found in the Jerash camp. 

This camp is also called “Gaza” because the majority of the population fled there from the Gaza Strip in 

1967. Since these people were not granted citizenship, as it was mentioned above, they “are not allowed 

to work without a special permit and are not permitted to own more than one private vehicle. In addition, 

they do not qualify for health or for welfare benefits” (Marshood 2010, 67). Therefore, we can say that all 

the inhabitants of the camps experience the same difficulties, but to a different extent. Gazan displaced 

people face more difficulties because they were not granted citizenship. Therefore, they are the poorest 

part of the population and their camps are in a worse situation than the camps of the refugees who left 

Palestine as a result of the 1948 war.  
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4. Palestinian Refugees in Syria 

In this chapter I examine Palestinian refugees’ rights in Syria. As in the first two chapters, I will 

include a brief introduction on historical facts that caused the emergence of Palestinians in the territory of 

Syria, some information on the government’s policy toward refugees, their access to services and basic 

needs, as well as living conditions in the camps. I will focus on the Yarmouk refugee camp as one of the 

largest unofficial camps with the best services and economic conditions for refugees in Syria.  

Due to the ongoing conflict which started in 2011 in Syria, it is difficult to evaluate the refugee 

camps’ conditions in the country. Therefore, in order to reveal similarities and differences of the camps in 

Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan, I want to first examine refugees’ plight in the country before the crisis, and 

then after the conflict had started.  

All the historical events that have been happening since 1948 on the territory of Palestine/Israel 

affected the stability of the countries in the MENA region to some extent. Out of the main three host 

countries for Palestinian refugees, Syria, after the al-Nakba, hosted the fewest number of displaced 

people. Even though the information varies in different sources, the average number of Palestinian 

refugees in Syria by the end of 1948 was 85,000-95,000 (Al-Mawed 1999, 4). The vast majority of 

refugees in 1948 came to Syria from Northern Palestine, specifically Safad, Haifa, Tiberias, Acre, and 

Nazareth (Brand 1988, 624). However, even though most refugees came to Syria in 1948, they continued 

to arrive even after the al-Nakba. For example, a number of Palestinians fled to Syria after the Israeli 

occupation of Palestine as a result of the Six-Day war in 1967 (Al-Hardan 2016, 52). More refugees came 

to Syria from Jordan in the wake of the 1970 civil war and from Lebanon after the 1982 Israeli invasion 

(Brand 1988, 624). Most recently, Palestinian refugees came from Iraq following the US-led invasion in 

2003. The overwhelming majority have been undocumented because they were not allowed to legally 

enter Syria (Al-Hardan 2016, 52). Therefore, if by the end of 1948 there were up to 100,000 Palestinian 

refugees in Syria, by 1960 their number was 126,662, by 1989 the refugee population rose to 296,508, 

and by the end of 1998 the number of refugees was 366,493 (Al-Mawed 1999, 44). The reason for the 

growing number of Palestinian refugees in Syria is not only immigration, but increased birth rate as well. 

According to the UNRWA data, now there are 552,000 Palestinian refugees on the territory of Syria. 
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However, only about 438,000 remain in the country, while others have fled to either Lebanon, Jordan or 

further afield due to the crisis in Syria (unrwa.org). They make up less than 2.6 percent of the Syrian 

population (Chutty and Hundt 2005, 11). 

It is important to note that, after the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict, Western powers played 

a significant role in settling Palestinian refugees in Syria. It was significant to the Western powers 

because of their interest in fighting the Cold War (Landis 2001, 79). Moreover, of all the Arab states, 

Syria had the greatest absorptive capacity in the Jazira region in northern Syria. With its sparse population 

and fertile land, the Jazira region provided ideal conditions for large-scale resettlement (Shlaim 1986, 69). 

Therefore, to implement their plan, in 1952, the US agreed to pay the Syrian government $400,000,000 in 

exchange for settling up to 500,000 Palestinians in the plains of the Jazira. Great Britain authorities also 

started putting pressure on Syria for the settlement of between 200,000 and 300,000 Palestinians in 

northern Syria (Landis 2001, 77). 

At the same time, Syria pursued its own interests. The ninth president of the country, Husni al-

Za'im, did not have strong Arab nationalist feelings and intended to sign a peace agreement with Israel. 

To achieve his goals, he offered to resettle in Syria 300,000 of the total of 700,000 or 800,000 Palestinian 

refugees created by the war (Shlaim 1986, 68). Israel was not interested in this agreement; it had already 

known that Washington would not pressure it to accept refugees, and Syria was not seen as a military 

threat to the country (Landis 2001, 79). Za'im’s first intention was not to solve the refugee issue, but to 

bring some advantages for Syria, such as improving the process of land cultivation, building 

infrastructure, and modernizing the living conditions of the residents of the Jazira (Shlaim 1986, 69). 

Pursuing these goals, the Syrians continued to bargain with the West about refugees’ resettlement, trying 

to get more money and weapons from western countries. In April 1952, the UNRWA had reached an 

agreement with Shishakli, the 11
th

 President of Syria, who agreed to resettle 500,000 refugees in Syria at 

the cost of $200,000,000. However, after Shishakli was driven from the country by a military insurrection 

in 1954, neither western countries nor Syria raised the issue of the refugees’ resettlement again (Landis 

2001, 85). 
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The case of Syria is unique. Due to certain reasons, Palestinian refugees who resided in Syria are 

systematically different in their socioeconomic profiles than those who resided in Jordan and Lebanon. 

First of all, it is important to note that Palestinians who used to live in Syria before 2011 managed to 

successfully integrate into Syrian society without losing their own identity. Moreover, Palestinians in 

Syria used to have much better economic conditions. This was partially because of the Syrian 

government’s policy, and partially because Palestinians in Syria never constituted more than 2 to 4 

percent of the country’s population, unlike in Jordan and Lebanon, where they represent about 30 and 10 

percent of the populations respectively (Gabiam 2016, 21). Therefore, neither refugees nor local residents 

faced the problem of a high rate of unemployment. Thus, the arrival of up to 100,000 refugees at the 

beginning of the conflict did not threaten the economy or social structure of the country. As a result, from 

the very beginning the Syrian government’s approach to the Palestinian refugee influx was quite different 

from that of the other Arab host states (Brand 1988, 622). Palestinians in Syria have enjoyed rights shared 

by no other Palestinian refugee community in the Arab world (Al-Hardan 2016, 14). Syria used to treat 

the Palestinians well. It has undertaken legal steps placing Palestinians on the same level with its 

nationals in economic and social fields (Al-Husseini and Bocco 2011, 131). For example, by the end of 

1949, Palestinians had access to public sector employment, and by 1955 Palestinians were issued with 

travel documents that allowed reentry the country (Al-Hardan 2016, 57). One of the most important laws 

was Law 260 issued in 1956 by the Syrian government. According to this law, refugees had to be treated 

in the same way as local residents, which in practice meant that they had access to government education, 

health, and other social services on the same terms as Syrian citizens. In 1952, a law was passed that 

exempted Palestinians from a prohibition preventing non-Syrian nationals from practicing the profession 

of writers of petitions, letters, and other documents. Additional legislation allowed Palestinian translators, 

medical doctors, and lawyers to practice their professions. They could even buy property, except for 

agricultural land, and had the right to be associated with political, cultural, and social parties in Syria, not 

including the right to vote in Syrian elections (Brand 1988, 623). Even though in general Syrian 

government treated Palestinians as their local residents, it still did not allow non-citizens to possess land 

and influence political situation in the country through participation in elections.  
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Not all Palestinian refugees can enjoy the rights granted by Law 260. People taking part in the 

Kurdish Syrian rebel faction, Akrad al-Baqqaqa and Akrad al-Ghannama, and their descendants, as well 

as Palestinians in Syria who were registered in other host countries are excluded from Law 260, which 

consists of about one sixth of all the Palestinian refugees in the country (Al-Hardan 2016, 58). Moreover, 

despite extending the great majority of Syrian civil rights to Palestinian refugees through Law 260, the 

Syrian government officially opposed the permanent resettlement of Palestinian refugees on its territory, 

insisting that the only acceptable solution for these refugees is return (Gabiam 2012, 97). 

One more important law is the Law 450 which was issued in January, 1949. It regulates the 

administration of Palestinian refugees through the establishment of the Palestine Arab Refugee Institution 

(PARI). PARI was in charge for setting up refugee registers, providing relief, finding suitable 

employment, and processing all contributions intended for refugees. The UNRWA had to work through 

PARI and not directly with the refugees (Brand 1988, 622). In 1974, PARI became known as the General 

Authority for Palestinian Arab Refugees (GAPAR) and was considered as a part of the Syrian Ministry of 

the Interior. It is the main institution serving as a link between the Syrian government and the Palestinian 

refugees (Gabiam 2016, 23). 

Syria is the only host country that obliged noncitizen Palestinians to serve in its army. In 1964, 

however, Palestinians were given the option of serving in the Palestinian Liberation Army rather than in 

the Syrian army, but then refugees were drafted into the Syrian army (Brand 1988, 624).  

The League of Arab States (LAS) made its own contribution to solving refugee problem in the 

host countries. LAS issued numerous resolutions in the first post-1948 decade that called to ease work 

restrictions for refugees. In some host countries it was ignored, while in Syria, the easing of work 

restrictions for Palestinians began in 1948, when Palestinian drivers and fishermen were granted the right 

to practice their professions (cited in Al-Hardan 2016, 57).  

Palestinians who resided in Syria always had an opportunity to express their national interests 

through a variety of activities. Even the Palestinian organizations such as Hamas, Islamic Jihad, PFLP, 

and DFLP were allowed as long as they did not criticize the Syrian regime (Andersen 2005, 86).  
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In Syria, politics are monopolized by the state, with the Baath Party ensuring the de-politicization 

of the population (Hanafi 2011, 45). Ba’thism emerged as a political force in 1940 (Gabiam 2016, 21). 

The Ba’ath Party was founded in 1947 by Michel Aflaq, and has been ruling Syria since 1963. 

Palestinians have historically formed an important support of the regime’s official Ba’thist Arab 

nationalist ideology. The Ba’ath Party even attempted to organize Palestinian fighters shortly before the 

1967 June War through the establishment of its own Vanguards of the Popular War of Liberation: the 

Thunderbolt Forces - al-Sa’iqa (Al-Hardan 2016, 66). This is the most obvious instrument of the Baath 

party that has been used to channel Palestinian political energies in Syria, the Palestinian wing of the 

Syrian Baath. Relying on generous Syrian support in the form of money and arms, and recruiting mainly 

from the refugee camps, Sa’iqa had, by the end of 1968, developed into a well-equipped force that totaled 

more than 5,000 men (Brand 1988, 626). The eventual Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon following the 

Israel invasion in 1982, forced the remaining Sa’iqa fighters to integrate into Palestinian guerrilla groups 

(Al-Hardan 2016, 66). 

There are numerous Palestinian groups and branches formed by Palestinians as instruments of 

mobilization, such as a clandestine group Palestine’s Children, formed by first-year University of 

Damascus students in 1953.  The General Union of Palestine Students (1959), the General Union of 

Palestine Workers (1963), and the General Union of Palestinian Women (1965) were popular instruments 

of mobilization that characterized the early post-1948 years. 1959-General Union of Palestinian Students, 

has served as a prime vehicle for the political mobilization of young Palestinians (Brand 1988, 628).  

The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the Democratic Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) are two political organizations established in the 1960s as parts of the 

PLO in order to liberate Palestine. The biggest part of the PLO was Fatah, Palestinian Nationalist Political 

party, which had an intensive program of involvement in revolutionary activity. However, as a result of 

Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in 1976, the Syrian government cracked down the PLO and Fatah which 

never regained previous positions in the country. Hamas also broke off from the regime during the 

uprising and changed its policy regarding its previous ally and the uprising toward the end of 2011 (cited 
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in Al-Hardan 2016, 69). Therefore, Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in 1976 led the effective freezing of 

most Palestinian activity in Syria (Brand 1988, 631). 

Another Palestinian Islamist organization, which supported Palestinians in their fight with Israel, 

was Hamas. After the Oslo Accords were signed in 1993, the displacement of the Palestinian political 

leadership inside the West Bank and the Gaza Strip did not allow Syria to influence Palestinian political 

life. Moreover, when in 2000 Bashar al-Assad succeeded his father as the president of Syria, the alliance 

with Hamas gave a chance to reaffirm his father's nationalist rhetoric, according to which Syria was the 

only Arab country that could defend the Palestinian cause and support Palestinians in their fight with 

Israel (Napolitano mepc.org). Hamas used to mobilize a community of believers through mosques to 

financially support its actions of resistance and assistance to Palestinians under occupation (Hanafi 2011, 

46). However, the organization broke off with the Syrian regime by leaving Damascus in 2011.  

Mosques and religious institutions served as a very effective tool of mobilization for Palestinians. 

Whenever refugees experienced any problems regarding marriage, divorce, or even political problems, 

they could always apply for help to the imams of mosques who played the role of controllers. Camp 

residents have begun to apply more to shared notions of morality and ethics, particularly Islamic ones. As 

a result, sheikhs, imams, and other ‘morally sound’ persons, have been granted much of the authority 

(Hanafi 2011, 45). 

In general, for the Syrian government, it was not difficult to provide a comfortable existence for 

the refugees through their wise policy. Palestinians are legally equal to Syrians almost in all the aspects of 

their life, with the few exceptions, such as the right of candidacy to the Parliament and municipal 

councils, voting in elections, and the right to own agricultural land (Al-Mawed 1999, 4).  

Nell Gabiam, an Associate Professor of Anthropology and Political Science, calls Palestinian 

refugees in Syria “informal citizens,” and explains it by the fact that present-day Syria, Israel/Palestine, 

Jordan, and Lebanon once constituted Bilad al-Sham, or Greater Syria, an area that was under the control 

of the Ottoman Empire. Therefore, because Syria and Palestine are part of the historical unit of Greater 

Syria, Syrian authorities did not consider Palestinian refugees as foreigners (Gabiam 2016, 25).  
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There are 13 Palestinian refugee camps in Syria, ten of the camps are recognized by the UNRWA, 

which, however, also serves the so-called “un-official” camps, although at lower levels (Tiltnes, 

“Introduction” 2006, 8). This represents about 60 percent of Palestinian refugees in Syria (Chatty and 

Hundt 2005, 22). Damascus is a significant location for Palestinian refugees in the country. More than 

half of the UNRWA-defined camps surround the capital, so these camps can be considered as a part of the 

greater Damascus metropolitan area (Al-Hardan 2016, 62). One of the distinguishing features of the 

camps in Syria is that the state has normalized the space-camp and has treated it as any residential area 

(Hanafi 2011, 46).  

Due to the fact that both the PLO popular organizations and the UNRWA play a minor role in 

governance, alternative governmentalities have emerged among camp populations, which have helped 

ensure the daily functioning of the camps and have contributed to the rise and spread of Islamism. The 

main Islamic governmentality in the camps is that of Hamas governmentality (Hanafi 2011, 47).  

As mentioned in the previous chapters, one of the main issues that camp refugees face is extreme 

poverty. Due to the hospitality of the Syrian government toward the refugees, poverty in the Palestinian 

camps and gatherings in Syria is less extensive than among the camp population in Jordan and Lebanon. 

However, there is still a lot to be done to improve the living conditions of the camp residents. Many 

refugees still do not have enough public space, gardens, playgrounds, and clubs for children in the camps 

(Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 2005, 66). Houses in the camps are often built of crude concrete block, and 

they are usually crowded, with five to seven people living in one room. In the majority of the camps, 

there are few paved streets, high illiteracy rates, and few services such as nursery school, child care, or 

even the most basic medical clinics (Brand 1988, 626). Cement block is the primary wall material used in 

over 95 percent of the dwellings. It does not help to maintain comfortable temperatures; ventilation, noise 

from outside, and humidity within dwellings are quite common (Jacobsen “Housing and Infrastructure” 

2006, 44). 

The poorest and most underprivileged Palestinian refugees are primarily found in rural settings. 

Refugee camps on the south of Damascus serve as a good example. Here the proportion of poor is higher, 

poverty is deeper, public employment is lower, unemployment is above average, physical infrastructure is 
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inadequate, and school enrolment is at a low level (Tiltnes, “Introduction” 2006, 9). Many refugee camps 

are overcrowded, housing conditions are below living standards, and there is a lack of basic services such 

as water and sewage systems (Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 2005, 83). Only 80 percent have access to a 

water system (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 21). Rural camps and gatherings have very poor access to piped 

drinking and regular water, at around 50 percent of households compared to nearly 100 percent in urban 

areas. Garbage collection is much less common in rural areas (72 % vs 93 %) (Jacobsen “Housing and 

Infrastructure” 2006, 36). 

Some refugees think about temporary emigration to other countries for better employment, 

especially in the Gulf States, which enables them to improve their standard of living. Often immigrants 

return to the refugee camps to build houses and get married; some start small businesses (Abdul-Rahim 

and Abuateya 2005, 76). To travel between the Arab countries, however, refugees need passports or any 

legal documents, which are not possible to obtain for those who do not have citizenship. This is especially 

the case for refugees in Lebanon and displaced people in Jordan.  

Of course, these factors influence health conditions of refugees. The national health care system in 

Syria provides free primary and secondary health care to Palestinian refugees in the same way as it 

provides care to Syrian nationals (Tiltnes, “Health and Medical Services” 2006, 92). In addition, the 

UNRWA health facilities include 23 primary health and care facilities, 13 facilities offering dental 

services, 23 facilities for mother and child health, 23 facilities offering diabetes and hypertension care, 19 

laboratory facilities, etc. (Al-Mawed 1999, 53). The UNRWA clinics are more popular among individuals 

from the poorest income groups and among non-insured (Tiltnes, “Health and Medical Services” 2006, 

116). However, funding shortages forced the UNRWA to limit hospital referrals and the duration of 

hospital care and social services. The delays in funding prevented the Agency from providing emergency 

cash assistance in a timely manner to the families who needed it (Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 2005, 73). 

Hospital care is highly subsidized, so the patient has to share part of the hospitalization costs, with the 

exception of emergency cases (Tiltnes, “Health and Medical Services” 2006, 92). The Palestinian Red 

Crescent has health facilities in some camps (not for free), in addition to two hospitals: Palestine Hospital 

in Yarmouk Camp which replaced Jaffa Hospital at Mezzah, Damascus, and Beisan Hospital in Homs; 
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while the Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) has a hospital in Yarmouk camp and clinics in most refugee 

camps (Al-Mawed 1999, 53).  

The UNRWA does not provide any mental health care in Syria. It is worth mentioning that, 

probably because the level of poverty in Syria has historically been less than in Jordan and Lebanon, 

Palestinians in Syria appear to be somewhat less bothered by symptoms of poor mental health than their 

brothers in Lebanon and Jordan (Tiltnes, “Health and Medical Services” 2006, 99).  

In terms of employment, Palestinians in Syria are somewhat luckier than their compatriots in 

Jordan and Lebanon. Labor force participation rates are higher in the Syrian camps and gatherings than 

among refugees and non-refugees in all other host countries (Egset and Al-Madi 2006, 148). Due to the 

fact that most Palestinians had numerous useful skills and that the economic conditions in Syria were 

favorable, about 70 percent of the country’s Palestinian refugee camp dwellers could move out of the 

camps (Brand 1988, 624). More than half of Palestinians employed in Syria are engaged in industry, 

transport, and building. The next largest group comprises technical and professional workers, many of 

them teachers or nurses (Brand 1988, 629). Because failing health and old age men are usually out of 

work, and most women never entered the labour market due to domestic duties, every employed person 

had to support him or herself, and about three additional persons (Egset and Al-Madi 2006, 147).  

Age and education are the strongest predictors of wages (Egset and Al-Madi 2006, 168). People 

used to believe that one of the main reasons why Jewish immigrants won the 1948 war was because they 

were better educated than Palestinians. Therefore, in order to fight with educated enemies, Palestinians 

tend to use free education provided by the UNRWA (Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 2005, 78). 

There are 61 elementary and 50 preparatory schools administered by the UNRWA in Syria 

(Hasselknippe and Tiltnes 2006, 54). The UNRWA provides education in its schools until the ninth grade, 

after which students continue their secondary education in state schools (Al-Hardan 2016, 59). The first 

stage of education is compulsory. Palestinians and Syrians are equal in everything in this regard (Al-

Mawed 1999, 55). Palestinian refugees can attend the UNRWA or Syrian governmental schools 

(Hasselknippe and Tiltnes 2006, 53). In addition, professors, school teachers, officials, and workers take 

the same wage for the same work, regardless of his or her nationality as a Palestinian or a Syrian, 
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although some refugees admit that deductions from their salary for Palestinian popular organizations 

became a burden (Al-Mawed 1999, 62).  

Many Palestinian students liked the UNRWA schools because they were taught using the Syrian 

Ba’thist Arab nationalist curriculum which included Palestinian geography and history, and the Zionist 

invasion of Palestine (Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 2005, 72). It is important to note, that from the time of 

their childhood, Palestinians try to cultivate the love of their children to Palestine. In the kindergartens, 

children were introduced to national symbols such as the Palestinian flag and the anthem, through the 

teaching in the classroom and the games played in the playground (Andersen 2005, 87).  

The UNRWA schools in Syria experience the same problems as the UNRWA schools in Lebanon 

and Jordan. Due to overcrowdings, the majority of the UNRWA schools, in contrast with the government 

schools, operate on double shifts. Because of the lack of funding, nine school buildings are inadequately 

equipped.  

Even though Palestinians understand the importance of getting education, some families find it 

difficult to get education to their children because of the high rate of poverty (Al-Mawed 1999, 55). In 

general, students in Syria, (as in Jordan and Lebanon), experience lack of motivation for studying because 

of poor study environment, cramped classrooms, and poorly trained teachers (Hasselknippe and Tiltnes 

2006, 54). Very often it happens that children have to work rather than to study. The data provided by the 

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics indicates that in the period of 1998-1999 around 8 percent of 

Palestinian children of school age had to either work after school or just drop out of school (Abdul-Rahim 

and Abuateya 2005, 79). Six percent of Palestinian children in the camps in Syria have to work. They are 

employed in the trade, restaurant and hotel sector, manufacturing, and the construction sector (Egset and 

Al-Madi 2006, 173). The situation is further aggravated by the fact that Palestinian girls in the camps get 

married at the age of 15-17, and have to drop out of school after marriage (Abdul-Rahim and Abuateya 

2005, 80). In general, school drop-out rates are low in the first years of schooling, but increase up to 14 

percent in the preparatory stage and reach 50 percent at the secondary stage of schooling (Chatty and 

Hundt 2005, 22).  
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The situation is even more difficult if students want to continue their studying. While almost all 

households have access to kindergartens, elementary and preparatory schools, access to secondary 

schools is limited, simply because they do not have a secondary school near their dwellings 

(Hasselknippe and Tiltnes 2006, 54). There are nine Syrian secondary schools, all dependent on the 

Syrian ministry of education (Hanafi 2011, 41). 

 In terms of higher education, in some poor communities, such as Jaramana and Zeinab, it was not 

easy to study because people were not able to support their children. There were periods, however, when 

Palestinian refugees in Syria had free access to the government universities during the 1970s and 1980s. 

This enabled thousands of young Palestinians to continue their higher education (Abdul-Rahim and 

Abuateya 2005, 77). Moreover, the government could provide the so-called “vocational trainings” in the 

Vocational Training Center in Damascus, where students could study for two years and graduate with 

diplomas as technicians (Al-Mawed 1999, 58). Students could choose a field of study they were 

interested in such as education, electrical, computer science, building, agriculture, and so forth 

(Hasselknippe and Tiltnes 2006, 82).  

Palestinians in Syria living in the camps also experienced some difficulties, even though to a 

lesser extent than those in Lebanon and Jordan. What distinguishes Syria’s policy toward refugees from 

policies of Lebanon and Jordan is that the attempts to improve living conditions in the camps in Syria 

were more intense than in other host countries. Moreover, the government tried to work in collaboration 

with the UNRWA.  

Since 1950, when the UNRWA first tried to improve shelters in the camps, the agency faced 

strong confrontation from the refugees, who considered any improvements of their living conditions as a 

dangerous sign that would undermine their right of return. Even though the UNRWA was never able to 

resolve this tension, it introduced large-scale housing improvement in Palestinian refugee camps in the 

1990s (Gabiam 2016, 90). The UNRWA chose the largest official refugee camp in Syria, Neirab. The 

camp was established for refugees from northern Palestine between 1948-1950 and was located near 

Aleppo (unrwa.org). The majority of residents complain about humidity which destroys their dwellings, 

overcrowding, bad quality shelters which are very hot in the summer and freezing cold in the winter, and 
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poor living conditions. The barracks of the camp had attracted the agency’s attention, and the camp 

became the perfect testing ground for the experiment (Gabiam 2016, 91).  

The improvement plan was implemented by the UNRWA and the Syrian government, and 

involved the Neirab camp and the nearby Ein el-Tal camp. Ein el Tal was established in 1962, and the 

population of the camp by the 2000s was about 17,000 people. The plan consisted of two phases. The first 

phase included house construction for 300 families to move from Neirab to the unofficial Ein el-Tal camp 

which was almost three times the size of Neirab and had a much smaller population of 4,000 (Jacobsen 

“Social Networks” 2006, 139).  In the second phase, the barracks area of the Neirab camp was to be 

reconstructed for the remaining families. Open spaces were to be developed for the community’s 

commercial and recreational use (unrwa.org).  

The Syrian government vetoed an earlier UNRWA proposal in the 1990s to rebuild the area where 

Neirab’s barracks are located, fearing that supporting such a project would give the impression that it 

considered the presence of Palestinian refugees on its soil to be permanent (Misselwitz 2011, 88). 

However, after a few UNRWA efforts to get the support of the government, it eventually supported the 

project. Before the plan was implemented, GAPAR, the Syrian government and the UNRWA faced 

resistance from the refugees. They had to lead a number of meetings in order to persuade Palestinians that 

this project did not threaten their right of return. When the first phase of the project was completed, 

approximately 300 families moved from the Neirab barracks to the new houses in Eil el Tal. These 

families were provided by new spacious accommodations, stable water supply, paved roads, and a camp 

wide sewage system. However, some families who had moved to Ein el Tal could not get used to life in 

their new camp and went back to Neirab. Some residents complained that Ein el Tal did not have shops, 

market places, and public transportation (Gabiam 2016, 138). Today Ein el Tal is in ruins and phase two 

of the project never took place because of the war in Syria. For the same reason, the UNRWA is in crisis 

in most of its areas of operation.  

In order to examine camp environments in Syria in detail, I want to focus on one of the Palestinian 

camps in the country. In the chapters on Palestinian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan we reviewed living 

conditions and environment in the refugee camps using the example of the Shatila camp and a few camps 
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in Jordan. In this chapter, I want to pay attention to one of the most famous camps in Syria named 

Yarmouk. This camp is unique because it is the largest Palestinian refugee camp in the Middle East, 

where living conditions are systematically better than in all the other Palestinian camps in the region. In 

addition, even though the camp had integrated into the city of Damascus in many ways, it was able to 

maintain its identity as a Palestinian refugee camp (Gabiam 2016, 111). 

 

4.1 Yarmouk Camp Before and During the Crisis in Syria 

The Yarmouk camp was set up in 1957, though land distribution began as early as 1954-1955 (Al-

Hardan 2016, 62). The first and biggest group of refugees who settled in Yarmouk came mostly from 

Palestinian cities such as Yafa and Safad (Gabiam 2016, 112). Before the Syrian crisis started in 2011, the 

camp was a commercial center with two main streets, which was serviced by a number of transportation 

routes (Al-Hardan 2016, 62). Since the camp was established in the suburbs of the capital of Syria, in 

some time it was integrated into Damascus, which allowed camp residents to take advantage of Damascus 

public transportation, educational facilities, and the labor market of the area (cited in Gabiam 2016, 112). 

Because of the convenient location and good commercial opportunities, the camp population was 

constantly increasing and by the end of 2012, before the exodus, Yarmouk was home to roughly 150,000 

UNRWA-registered Palestinians (Al-Hardan 2016, 62). People were primarily attracted by the good 

employment opportunities. Stable economic conditions allowed refugees of the Yarmouk camp to take 

part in various economic activities, such as finding well-paid work or investing in land, small business, 

trade, or education for children. Residents of the camp also include many white collar professionals such 

as doctors, engineers, and civil servants, as well as many who are employed as casual laborers and street 

vendors (Hanafi 2011, 40). 

Economic conditions allowed having a better organized form of housing in the camp (Brand 1988, 

625). Over time, refugees living in Yarmouk had improved and expanded their residences, adding rooms. 

The majority of Yarmouk residents lived in apartments and market rates for real estate in the Yarmouk 

camp in 2005 were about $490, which was comparable to rates in rural areas (Hanafi 2011, 40). The 

Yarmouk camp had far more paved roads and street lightning leading to individual dwellings than all 
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other urban areas (Jacobsen “Housing and Infrustructure” 2006, 47). Yarmouk benefited from social and 

economic services provided by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) throughout the 1960s, when 

the camp was considered the “political capital” of the refugees’ struggle for self-determination and the 

right of return (cited in Gabiam 2016, 112). 

Residents of the camp normally did not experience difficulties with basic services because the 

camp was well-connected to Syrian infrastructure, including sewage, water, electricity, and 

telecommunication systems (Hanafi 2011, 41). Even though the UNRWA considered Yarmouk an 

“unofficial” camp, the agency also provided services to the camp (Gabiam 2016, 111). Thus, the 

UNRWA had 28 double-shifted schools, a food distribution center, and three health centers in Yarmouk 

(unrwa.org). In addition to these health centers run by the UNRWA, there was also the Palestinian 

Charity Association (PCA) in the Yarmouk camp that owned a hospital, where patients could get physical 

treatment and rehabilitation. Patients in need of emergency care had to apply to the Palestine Red 

Crescent Society (Al-Mawed 1999, 53). The general lower rate of poverty and better economic situation 

in the camp could also serve as the reason why residents of the Yarmouk camp tended to see medicine 

specialists more frequently than people living in other camps and gatherings (Tiltnes, “Health and 

Medical Services” 2006, 116).  

Therefore, it is obvious that the standard of living in Syria was lower in the UNRWA-defined 

camps than in Yarmouk. By 2016, some camps still had corrugated iron roofs, unpaved and unlit 

alleyways, and lack sewage disposal and water network systems (Al-Hardan 2016, 63). When compared 

with other refugee camps, the Yarmouk camp had a more favorable general appearance with lit streets 

and alleys; many storied buildings; an abundance of stores and small businesses, and finally a relatively 

high standard of living (Al-Mawed 1999, 28). 

For all these reasons, many refugees left the official refugee camps for Yarmouk. Moreover, 

obtaining the land on the territory of the camp was not problematic. For example, during the period 

between 1952 and 1960, PARI distributed the land in Yarmouk on the basis of direct housing grants to 

individual families, while other Palestinians bought land and built their own homes (Brand 1988, 625). 
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Moreover, the camp had also become home to thousands of newly arrived Iraqi refugees (Hanafi 2011, 

40).  

Unlike in the other refugee camps, the presence of the Syrian state was very clear in Yarmouk, 

detected both through symbols (such as posters, presidential portraits of Asad or flags), and through the 

state’s intervention in all aspects of life in the camps (Hanafi 2011, 41). For example, in 1996, the 

Ministry of Culture built an Arab Cultural Center in Yarmouk, giving the camp the same right as other 

Damascene neighborhoods (cited in Gabiam 2016, 112). What distinguished Yarmouk from them, despite 

the mixed and once-vibrant demographic was its Palestinian character, with the names of streets and 

quarters reflecting places of origin in historic Palestine. Commercial businesses carried Palestinian 

names, and Palestinian political posters were conspicuous (Al-Hardan 2016, 63).  

Because the UNRWA did not recognize Yarmouk as an official camp, despite providing some 

services to their inhabitants, it did not administer the camp. Therefore, there were some local institutions 

that served as the actors of governance, such as municipality (baladiyya), which was under the heavy 

control of the Ba’ath Party and the body of which was unelected.  This municipality was governed by a 

local committee (Hanafi 2011, 40). It is worth mentioning that this municipality existed only at the 

Yarmouk camp. Other refugee camps in Syria have only a GAPAR office, which coordinates its work 

with the UNRWA and the surrounding municipalities (Hanafi 2011, 41). 

Therefore, we can see that the case of the Yarmouk refugee camp was unique. Before the war, the 

camp was exceptional in the way that it combined socioeconomic integration into Damascus and its status 

as a refugee camp known for political activism around the Palestinian cause (Gabiam 2016, 130). 

Moreover, the camp had become a central place in Syrian internal politics. Syrian citizens attended 

Hamas rallies and festivities inside the Yarmouk camp (Hanafi 2011, 46). 

In March 2011, the Syrian Civil War broke out between the Syrian government led by its 

President Bashar al-Asad and numerous forces opposing it. This war continues to be the largest 

humanitarian crisis in Syria and the MENA region.  

While earlier Palestinians experienced massacres at the Sabra and Shatila camps, now it is the 

Yarmouk refugee camp in Syria, where militants from the Islamic state have targeted Palestinian civilians 
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in a reign of terror (Jacobson 2015, 1). In general, Palestinians experienced different formations of 

violence in the host countries. In Lebanon, religion became the main reason for military actions. It was 

reflected during the massacres in the Sabra and Shatila camp when Christian Lebanese right-wing party 

attacked Muslim population of the country, killing thousands of people. In Jordan, the reason for cruelty 

was rather political than religious. In September 1970, when Palestinians tried to assassinate King 

Hussein in Jordan, the Jordanian Armed Forces surrounded cities with PLO bases and started military acts 

in order to expel the PLO from the country. As a result, the PLO was expelled and thousands of people 

were killed and wounded. In terms of Syria, the conflict started because of a number of different reasons, 

and deterioration of economic situation in the country is the most important one. Of course, the ongoing 

war in Syria reflected the situation in the camps within the country. Yarmouk is not an exception.  

Once being one of largest commercial centers and the liveliest refugee camp in the country, now 

Yarmouk is one of the camps most affected by the ongoing war. As a result of the war, the living 

standards in the camp drastically deteriorated. Until June 2013, the UNRWA was able to provide 

emergency assistance to the Palestinians who were besieged in the camp (Gabiam 2016, 127). However, 

they still experienced the two-year lack of electricity, and water was also cut off toward the end of 2014 

for about eight months (Al-Hardan 2016, 18).  

 Because of the military actions on the camp territory, the UNRWA closed their schools in 2012. 

Some besieged residents established “alternative schools” where students could study during the siege. 

Residents with medical knowledge and volunteers have been able to keep the Palestine Hospital, the only 

hospital in Yarmouk that has not been destroyed (Gabiam 2016, 130).  

In 2015, Yarmouk was invaded by terrorist organization ISIL (the Islamic State in Iraq and the 

Levant), which quickly claimed control of most of the territory (Gabiam 2016, 127). Parts of the camp 

have been destroyed beyond recognition, a siege economy has flourished, starvation cases have been 

reported, and snipers have enforced a shoot-to-kill policy. Most remaining residents have fled to 

surrounding areas (Al-Hardan 2016, 18). 

Once home to some 160,000 Palestinian and Syrian residents, Yarmouk's population had shrunk to 

just 18,000 by the time ISIL entered the camp (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 11). According to Yarmouk 
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residents, no humanitarian organizations had been operating in the camp since the ISIL invasion. As of 

February 2016, the UNRWA was still denied access to the camp, with its last food distribution there in 

March 2015 (Gabiam 2016, 128). According to relief workers with access to the environs of the camp, an 

estimated 2,000-4,000 people remain in Yarmouk today (Al-Hardan 2016, 18). 

 

4.2 Crisis in Syria and Syrian Refugees in Jordan and Lebanon 

It is well known that currently Syria experiences significant problems because of the severe 

military conflict in the country. The conflict started in March 2011 with a few popular demonstrations and 

soon escalated into a civil war that involved international actors (De Bel-Air 2016, 1). There were certain 

factors that led to the crisis in Syria. Most of these factors are socioeconomic, such as unemployment due 

to an increase of the proportion of young people, severe drought that caused a crisis in the agricultural 

sector and, as a result, the mass migration from rural to urban regions within the country. Therefore, a lot 

of people by 2011 were already displaced within the country because of economic reasons. In addition, in 

the 2000s there was an appreciation of oil prices, which increased prices for both commodities and food. 

The situation was aggravated by an influx of refugees who consumed scarce natural and economic 

resources, such as water, land, and jobs (Verme et al. 2016, 33). The population of the country, being 

unable to keep living in these harsh conditions, started organizing demonstrations, which caused the 

situation to deteriorate. Since 2011, the war spread over the territory of Syria, which forced a large 

number of people to leave their places. Because of the high rate of unemployment, some people left Syria 

in order to find regular work outside of the country. The majority, however, was seeking for a safe place, 

either inside or outside of Syria. People faced serious problems fleeing the country, since they have 

commonly been subjected to and/or witnessed torture, kidnappings and massacres, their homes and 

neighbourhoods have been destroyed, and some people were even killed (James et al. 2014, 42).  

By 2015, approximately 7.6 out of 22 million people in Syria were internally displaced. In 

addition, about 3.2 million became refugees (Berti 2015, 41). Currently, the number of Syrian refugees 

registered with the UNHCR only in the MENA region is generally reported by the media to be 5.2 million 

(Vignal 2018, 69). Of these, the great majority moved to the countries neighbouring Syria: Jordan, 
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Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, as well as, in lesser numbers, to Egypt (Verme et al.  2016, 72). It does not 

include the non-registered Syrians in Syria’s neighbouring countries, estimated to be 610,000 people in 

Jordan (in addition to the 655,000 registered refugees), 500,000 in Lebanon (one million registered) or 

175,000 in Egypt (125,000 registered). According to UN estimates, up to 85 percent of Syrian refugees in 

the Middle East live outside of refugee camps. In Jordan, 18 percent of Syrian refugees live in camps, 

while in Lebanon almost all Syrians are accommodated outside of camps (Berti 2015, 44). 

Another destination for refugees was the Gulf States. There are between half a million to a two 

million Syrian refugees there (Vignal 2018, 69). Twelve percent of Syrian refugees are now in Europe. 

According to the data of 2015, most of them are registered in Germany and Sweden, their two favorite 

destinations, as well as in Hungary (71,600) and Serbia-Kosovo (205,568) (De Bel-Air 2016, 5). By the 

end of September 2015, 8,000 refugees and migrants, most of them Syrian, were arriving in Europe every 

day. As of November 2015, the UNHCR counted 744,000 arrivals for the year (Hudson 2015, 22). In 

addition, several tens of thousands of Syrians have made their way through resettlement programs or 

other means to countries such as the United States, Canada, Brazil, Argentina, and Thailand (Vignal 

2018, 69).  

Now the situation in the country is still dangerous. It is very difficult to find a safe place in Syria. 

The majority of the camps are severely affected by the war. Today there are nine “official” UNRWA-

defined camps in Syria; five of them are located close to the capital Damascus, while four other camps are 

in the south, center, and north of the country. The Dera’a camp is in ruins, the camps in Homs and Hama, 

as well as the camps in Aleppo, had also been partially destroyed by the war. Palestinian camps are no 

exception. Ein el Tal, Yarmouk, Neirab camps remain inaccessible to the UNRWA (Al-Hardan 2016, 20).  

Those Syrians who could not leave the country try to survive in the conditions of constant fear, 

anxiety, financial issues, and scarce supply (Verme et al. 2016, 72). People do not have access to basic 

services and needs. They experience problems with the health care system, electricity, water supply, and 

even provision of food. Many children in Syria have been out of school for two to three years. As a means 

of solving the problem, the so-called a “mother-to-child model” was implemented as a training being 
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provided to equip mothers with techniques to encourage their children to learn at home (Haddad 2014, 

46).  

For those who fled the country, the situation is not better. Even though they are in relatively safer 

places, they have to face other types of difficulties. The main problem for those who fled to the host 

countries is that the majority of them did not have a legal identity. However, without this document it was 

not possible to travel, work, go to school, get married, receive health care, have an access to government 

services, and so forth (Clutterbuck et al. 2018, 59). Almost half of Syrian refugee children who have been 

born out of the country do not have birth certificates, because some people do not have a marriage 

certificate with them, and this is a required document for getting a birth certificate. This leads to the fact 

that children do not have an opportunity to go to kindergartens and, later, to schools.  

For Palestinian refugees who resided in Syria as a result of the 1948 war, the Syrian crisis became 

a repeat of those terrible moments they or their ancestors had to overcome in the past. There is no doubt 

that people experienced problems with resettlement due to their poverty, but they also felt a strong 

emotional breakdown. As well as Syrian refugees, Palestinians fled to neighboring countries including 

Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, and Iraq, where they had to face hostility and new struggles for survival.   

While Syrian refugees are assisted by the UNHCR cash assistance program and the World Food 

Program (WFP) food voucher program, the care about Palestinian refugees from Syria was on the 

shoulders of the UNRWA. The UNRWA estimates that as of the end of March 2015, 95 percent of 

Palestinians in Syria were in the need of humanitarian assistance (cited in Al-Hardan 2016, 19).  

During the conflict, schools, health facilities, and community centres for Palestinians have been 

attacked and destroyed, both in camps and non-camp settlements (Morrison 2014, 42). Moreover, the 

Syrian conflict has substantially affected health access for Palestinian refugees in Syria. More than 60% 

of the UNRWA health facilities in Syria are closed, and daily medical consultations have decreased (Seita 

and Ali Shaikh 2013, 680). 

In terms of the situation in the host countries, initially Syrians were welcome. However, as it used 

to be in the past times with Palestinian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon, the situation changed soon. 

Syria’s neighbors — Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey — have already experienced serious challenges to 
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their infrastructure under the influx of the first four million Syrian refugees. In these states, the refugees 

have had perceptible effects on labor and housing markets, schools, and health care services (Hudson 

2015, 32). Therefore, they started to be considered as a burden on the neighboring countries’ economy. 

As a result, there were certain restrictions implemented on the entry of Syrian refugees into the host 

countries (De Bel-Air 2016, 1).  

Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon live in precarious legal and material conditions (Verme et 

al. 2016, 15). In Jordan, Syrian refugees are now equivalent to roughly 9-10 percent of the population 

(Berti 2015, 42). The majority of Syrian refugees registered in Jordan came from the southern province of 

Dar’a in Syria and settled in the border governorates of Al-Mafraq and Irbid in Jordan (Verme et al. 2016, 

6). They are mostly concentrated in urban centers of the country, with approximately 80,000 Syrians 

living in Zaatari, the largest refugee camp in Jordan (Berti 2015, 42). The majority of refugees entered 

Jordan unofficially (57.5 percent), and this group suffers from higher poverty because they do not have 

access to any services. Only about 18 percent of refugees entered the country officially (Verme et al. 

2016, 8). Jordan has a different system in place, allowing Syrian refugees to register with the UNHCR 

and reside in camps, or, reside outside of camps if “sponsored” by a Jordanian (Berti 2015, 44). 

In general, refugees spend much time meeting basic needs and accessing basic services, because 

humanitarian assistance delivery is insufficient to provide the full range of essential needs and services 

(Verme et al. 2016, 15). The situation is deteriorated by the mental health of the Syrian refugees. An 

assessment of the psychosocial needs of displaced Syrians in Jordan revealed persistent fear, anger, lack 

of interest in activities, and hopelessness (James et al. 2014, 42). In addition, there are problems with 

education, employment, and health services in Jordan. Only about half of Syrian refugee children in 

Jordan attend school despite the fact that Jordan provides free education to refugees. About 34 percent of 

the population lives in cases where at least one child is not attending school (Verme et al. 2016, 84). In 

terms of the health care system, Jordan has now introduced an insurance system that applies to refugees. 

This system is relatively cheap and drugs remain heavily subsidized, but it is an additional cost for 

refugees (Verme et al. 2016, 128). In terms of the labor market, Syrians have to obtain a work permit in 

order to be employed. However, because of the high rate of unemployment, it is extremely difficult to get 
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this permit. Therefore, a lot of Syrian refugees do not have formalized, skilled, and regular jobs and often 

employed as “illegal workers” (Berti 2015, 46). 

For the Palestinians who fled Syria to Jordan, the situation is even worse. For them, the border has 

been closed while it remains partially open to Syrian refugees. Those Palestinians who do enter, or who 

entered early on in the conflict, are subject to refoulement (Morrison 2014, 41). Therefore, they cannot 

find a job and do not have access to basic services. The camp named CyberCity, which is located outside 

of Irbid in Northern Jordan, can serve as a good example where refugees are treated as foreigners. In 

2006, the Ministry of Education announced that foreign children could attend private schools only, which 

is not affordable for most families. In addition, Palestinian refugees from Syria have no right to own 

property unless they ask Jordanian citizens to be a local partner of the property and get a permit from the 

Jordanian authorities (Soh et al. 2016, 9). 

In terms of refugees in Lebanon, now there are almost 1 million Syrian refugees there 

(data2.unhcr.org). The majority of refugees registered in Lebanon came from the northern governorates of 

Homs and Aleppo or from rural Damascus and about 85 percent of these refugees settled in three 

governorates of Lebanon (Verme et al. 2016, 6). It is currently equivalent to 26 percent of the Lebanese 

population (Berti 2015, 42). 

In general, Syrian refugees in Lebanon experience very similar issues as Syrians in Jordan. If they 

are registered with the UNHCR (which means that they have crossed the borders legally), they are 

allowed to enroll in public schools for free and have access to primary health care. However, to be legally 

employed they are required to have a work permit, which the Lebanese government is reluctant to issue 

(Verme et al. 2016, 50). Therefore, the majority of the refugees’ work is unskilled, often informal, 

temporary, or seasonal (Berti 2015, 46). 

Lebanon is home to approximately 45,000 Palestinians from Syria, and their situation does not 

differ from the situation of their Arab brothers in Jordan (cited in Al-Hardan 2016, 65). The main problem 

for them remains the same - restrictions on their entry into the country. Discriminatory treatment, 

indefinite detention, border closures, violence, and xenophobic attitudes characterize the current treatment 
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of Palestinians from Syria in Jordan, Lebanon, and Egypt as these countries continue to violate their 

obligations under international law (Morrison 2014, 41).  

In general, the main problem for Syrian refugees is the lack of identity documents. In Syria, after 

the conflict, many registry offices closed, which caused the absence of official records and documents, 

such as birth certificates, national identity cards, passports, etc… (Clutterbuck et al. 2018, 59). Moreover, 

there is a difference in the structure of the labor markets in Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. Syrian refugees 

who worked in agriculture before the crisis will not find a job in Lebanon and Jordan at the same sector, 

since agricultural sectors in host countries are much smaller. Therefore, Syrian refugees have tight 

restrictions on access to the labor markets, and cannot meet even their basic needs (Verme et al. 2016, 

50). 

Leila Hudson in her work “Liquidating Syria, Fracking Europe” argues that the world is now 

witnessing the liquidation of Syria (2015, 23). Indeed, the large part of the country is destroyed, and no 

one knows how much time and funding are needed to reconstruct Syria once the war is ended. However, 

in general, Syrian refugees are in more favorable position than Palestinians. While Syrian nationals may 

eventually return to their home country, the future for Palestinians is uncertain (Morrison 2014, 41). It is 

obvious that the economic conditions of the country are desperately poor after the conflict, and it likely 

will not be able to host Palestinian refugees because their camps have been destroyed. However, it is too 

early to talk about it since the situation in the country is still dangerous, and there should be a 

reconstruction plan implemented before people could return to their home country. However, the 

implementation of a plan requires having a stable political situation within the country, which is for now 

very problematic to obtain.  
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Conclusion 

Human mobility has always existed in the world. However, the Middle East now experiences a 

severe refugee crisis. For more than seventy years, the region along with the world community, cannot 

resolve the issue of refugees. Having examined the living conditions of Palestinians in Lebanon, Jordan 

and Syria, we can conclude that they all experience certain difficulties. In general, their life and even 

emotional conditions depend on the host countries’ policies toward them. Some of the countries used to 

treat them well, while others were reluctant to host them and applied certain restrictions on their lives. In 

this case, the hardest situation for Palestinians is in Lebanon. The government does not give them 

citizenship and, therefore, refugees cannot find a job, do not provide their families with basic needs and 

live in poor conditions. As a result, the majority of young people do not even try to work and roam the 

streets being depressed and hopeless. Being aware that it is very difficult to find a job, people do not find 

any reasons to get education. 

 The largest group of Palestinian refugees living in the camps is in Lebanon. The problem of the 

poverty of camp refugees in Lebanon is not caused only by the lack of citizenship, but by the government 

restrictions applied to building and construction in the camps. Moreover, refugees themselves opposed 

any improvements in the camps fearing that this would undermine their right to return. In addition, a 

range of wars that occurred in Lebanon also deteriorated the situation in the camps. The lack of water, 

electricity, health care services, and food further aggravated the situation. The UNRWA struggles to 

provide refugees with all these needs, but, since the organization depends on donations, it can be hard to 

manage with all the expenses. 

In Jordan the situation is slightly better. The majority of Palestinians were granted citizenship after 

the Nakba in 1948. However, this country hosts the largest number of refugees and struggles to provide 

employment for everyone. In addition, people say that there is still some evidence of discrimination 

which prevents non-Jordanians from getting a job in some sectors. Therefore, youth in Jordan face similar 

issues as their Arab brothers in Lebanon. However, due to the Jordanian policy toward Palestinians, 

refugees could assimilate in the country much better. Jordan has the smallest percentage of refugees in the 

camps compared with Lebanon or Syria. However, camp residents still live in poverty and for this reason 
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cannot leave the camps. Refugees in the Jordanian camps face the same difficulties as refugees in 

Lebanon. They experience lack of space, humidity in their dwellings, inadequate supply of water and 

electricity, irregular garbage collection that causes spread of diseases among the inhabitants. Refugees 

have limited access to health care services, and often have to face discrimination in treatment procedures. 

In addition, their poverty rate is very high, which results in the high rate of dropout from school. 

Moreover, there is a drawback in getting education in Jordan – the schools in Jordan do not provide 

classes on the history of Palestine. The situation in the camps in Jordan is also difficult, especially for the 

refugees from Gaza, who were not granted citizenship. However, for those who could obtain citizenship, 

the situation is much better compared to refugees in Lebanon. Naturalized Palestinians in Jordan could 

obtain the right to travel between the Arab countries, which allowed them to find a better job and increase 

their earnings. Moreover, even though it is a small percentage, some Palestinians could find work in the 

governmental sector.  

Refugees in Syria, on the contrary, used to enjoy decent life conditions in the country. The Syrian 

government issued a number of laws that allowed Palestinians to enjoy the same rights as local residents, 

with just a few exceptions. Poverty in the Palestinian refugee camps in Syria was less extensive than in 

Lebanon or Jordan. The majority of refugees used to reside in the Yarmouk camp, which was well known 

as a decent place that was even difficult to distinguish from the other districts of the city of Damascus. It 

used to be a commercial center where people had better chances to find a job than in Lebanese or 

Jordanian camps. Palestinians used to have better access to education, health care services, and 

employment. The poorest people used to reside in rural settlements, where they still had some difficulties 

with water and electricity supply, health care services, employment, and access to education. However, in 

general, camp residents in Syria used to be in better physical and emotional conditions than Palestinians 

in Lebanese and Jordanian camps.  

Unfortunately, now the situation has changed. The Syrian crisis that started in 2011 forced the 

majority of Palestinians (and Syrians) to flee the country. Those Palestinians who used to reside in Syria, 

but fled the country for Lebanon and Jordan as a result of the crisis, are in the most difficult situation. 
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Their entry to the host countries was restricted, and those who crossed the borders illegally cannot use the 

UNRWA services or be employed.  

I think that the world community should mobilize their power and bring some positive changes in 

this situation. It is clear that displaced people and refugees need more assistance and sources, as well as 

humanitarian agencies need significant support, especially in terms of funding. We should help them in 

order to regain the chance to live decent lives in peace. For now, there are only two options for them-

either return home in peace, or, give a fresh start to their lives in a place that allows them to prosper. 

However, both ideas are difficult to implement in real life. Israel would hardly allow them to return to 

their homeland in peace. However, Palestinians are not able to fight with Israelis because they have 

neither financial resources nor well trained people. Moreover, since they do not have their own country, it 

would be extremely difficult to mobilize their forces. Similarly, to give a fresh start to their lives in a 

place where they reside also needs financial contribution. For now, some of these people can barely find 

enough food for themselves because of poverty. Therefore, some of the main questions remain to be 

answered: Is there a way to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict and to bring an end to people’s suffering? Is 

it possible to resolve the conflict in a peaceful way? Who would be able to contribute to resolving the 

refugee issue? And what can be done in order to provide better access to the basic needs of refugees?  
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