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Mr. Chairman, Dist inguished Delegates,

This is my f i rst  occasion to address you as Commissioner-General  of

UNRWA. I  am honoured to have been of fered the chal lenge of  serving as

Commissioner-General .  I  have the good fortune of  being able to bui ld on

the legacy of  my predecessor,  Peter Hansen, and of  the Commissioners-

General  before him: UNRWA's operat ions,  among the largest in the UN

system, have proven cost effective in delivering services to a large refugee

population for over 50 years. The Agency's staff is dedicated, hard-working

and commit ted to their  humanitar ian and human development tasks,  and

relat ionships wi th stakeholders,  both hosts and donors,  are engaging and

product ive.

I  am also grateful  for  the support  of  the dist inguished delegates in th is

room, which, coupled with contr ibut ions f rom many among you, is cr i t ical  to

our abi l i ty  to provide for those UNRWA is mandated to serve: the Palest ine

refugees. So you have my thanks, and be assured that I  speak as wel l  for

our 25,000 staf f - -and for the 4.3 mi l l ion refugees we assist  - -who are keen

to preserve the suppoft of the international community, which you

represent.

My task today is to present my annual  report .  In addi t ion,  I  would l ike to

put UNRWA's work into context and to touch on some of the crit ical

developments of the past year. We have faced considerable changes, both

external ly and internal ly,  and I  would l ike to highl ight  the most sal ient  of

these and our responses to them. I  a lso wish to give you an update on the

Agency's continuing reform process.

First, however, let me spend a few moments on the essence of UNRWA's

work.
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UNRWA has over f ive decades of  exper ience in providing educat ion,  heal th

and social services for the Palestine refugees in five fields of operation:

Jordan, Lebanon, the Syr ian Arab Republ ic,  and the West Bank and Gaza

Str ip.  Sixty percent of  our budget goes to educat ing some 500,000 pupi ls

and 6,500 teacher and technical  t ra inees. Educat ion is of  central

importance to Palestine refugees and UNRWA is proud to have contributed

so signi f icant ly to the refugee populat ion's except ional  educat ional

achievements.  The fact  that  gender par i ty was reached in our schools in the

1970s is a testament both to UNRWA's efforts and to the priority placed on

educat ion among Palest ine refugee fami l ies.

We have also made commendable achievements in heal th care.  This year a

study by the World Health Organization (WHO) praised UNRWA for cost-

effective care over a comprehensive range of services, including maternal

and chi ld heal th,  reproduct ive heal th,  school  heal th,  d isease prevent ion and

control, dental care, outpatient, laboratory and radiology support services

and physical  rehabi l i tat ion.

UNRWA's social safety net has been an important feature from its early days

when the Agency provided the very essentials of l i fe - shelter, food, water.

Today we of fer  food and cash to 61,000 fami l ies l iv ing in part icular hardship.

We are currently developing the tools to ensure that l imited resources go to

those who need them most. We also support community-based efforts that

promote the empowerment of  women and other vulnerable groups, such as

the aged and people wi th disabi l i t ies.  One hundred two, largely sel f -

sufficient, community centers are important locations for training,

awareness-raising and outreach to tens of thousands of refugees each year.

The micro-f inance and micro-credi t  programme, almost 15 years old,  is  the

relative newcomer to the Agency. It is now the largest provider of micro-

credit in the occupied Palestinian territory and the programme has been

expanded to the Syr ian Arab Republ ic and Jordan. Some $18 mi l l ion in



loans wil l have been offered by year's end, a 34o/o increase over 2004.

Repayment rates are high despi te economic decl ine,  part icular ly in the oPt.

A good example is the sol idar i ty group lending scheme in Gaza. Target ing

women specifically, it has a 9Lo/o repayment rate, in a place where the

poverty rates are estimated at 600/o.

However,  we face many hurdles,  not  least  among them the auster i ty

measures introduced in the mid-1990s at  a t ime when funding short fa l ls

were at their highest. These shortfalls have fundamentally affected the

quality of UNRWA's services and our abil ity to attract and retain qualif ied

staff.

Another aspect of UNRWA's lack of funds has been the absence of

investment in maintenance and new bui ld ings.  Many of  our school  bui ld ings,

for example,  which date to the 1960s, have had l i t t le i f  any maintenance,

and rented facil i t ies used as UNRWA schools often lack sufficient l ight and

vent i lat ion.  Double shi f ts in schools due to shortage of  space are the norm.

The average teacher-pupi l  rat io is now L:40. In heal th,  the refugee

population increasingly suffers from life-style diseases that require

expensive tertiary care. WHO recommends that UNRWA allocate another

$10 per user per year to maintain the qual i ty of  basic heal th care.  UNRWA

is also seeking to shift i ts relief and food aid from a status to a needs-based

approach to enhance its poverty-alleviation interventions and reach all

refugees in need.

Due to the cr is is in the oPt s ince late 2000, UNRWA has run an addi t ional

emergency programme, assist ing over 1.3 mi l l ion refugees with distr ibut ions

of food and necessities. The programme generated over two mill ion work-

days during the reporting period. Even though these jobs are short term

(most of  them last ing three months only) ,  they are highly sought af ter  by

refugees whose incomes have collapsed as a result of the economic crisis

brought about by c losures and cont inuing violence. Refugees whose homes



have been destroyed are provided with temporary accommodation unti l new

housing can be bui l t .  Some 16,000 refugees were st i l l  homeless at  the end

of the repoft ing per iod.

As ment ioned, I  wish to highl ight  UNRWA's working context  and current

issues. Pol i t ical  developments,  conf l ic t  and host country pol ic ies al l  provoke

the need for operat ional  and programmatic shi f ts.  Operat ional  environments

are di f ferent in each of  the f ive f ie lds,  and are constant ly changing.

The pl ight  of  Palest ine refugees has histor ical ly been most di f f icul t  in

Lebanon, mainly due to l imi tat ions on employment.  We have been very

pleased with recent announcements by the Lebanese Government promising

to open up job market access to Palestine refugees and to improve living

condi t ions in the refugee camps in the country.  This change is most welcome

and warrants strong encouragement.

In the Syr ian Arab Republ ic,  the government has been extremely helpful ,

inter al ia,  in promot ing innovat ive housing improvements.  We are

particularly pleased with the development of the Ein al-Ta/Neirab project

that wil l significantly enhance the l iving conditions of refugees, many of

whom have been living in military barracks dating from World War IL In

Jordan, refugees enjoy wide access to services and also to cit izenship.

In the West Bank and the Gaza Str ip,  our operat ions cannot funct ion wi thout

Israel's facil i tation and the Palestinian Authority's suppoft and cooperation.

I t  is  in these two areas of  our operat ions that the wider pol i t ical

circumstances so drastically, and often negatively, affect refugee lives.

The first part of the reporting period was fraught with violence. The IDF's
"Operation Days of Penitence" in September and October 2004 saw 200

armored vehicles entering the northern Gaza Strip. Thirty-six thousand
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Palestinians, the majority of them refugees, were under siege. In the

report ing per iod as a whole,  23 UNRWA pupi ls were k i l led,  three inside their

classrooms. Israel's obligation to protect its cit izens does not negate the

obl igat ion to protect  Palest in ian chi ldren from tank shel ls and bul lets.

The past year has also witnessed major changes which are expected to have

a signi f icant impact on prospects for  the region. Whi le Palest in ians mourned

the death in November 2004 of  their  leader,  Yasser Arafat ,  the internat ional

community was encouraged by the smooth t ransi t ion of  power to his

successor through free and fair  e lect ions in January 2005.

UNRWA cont inues to enjoy excel lent  working relat ions,  at  a l l  levels,  wi th the

Palest in ian Author i ty under the leadership of  President Mahmoud Abbas. In

my last meeting with President Abbas, he assured me that these relations

wi l l  be maintained, and that UNRWA is needed more than ever to cont inue

serving the refugees. He emphasized that the disengagement f rom the Gaza

Strip has not changed the status of Palestine refugees within the Strip, as

the refugee issue is one to be deal t  wi th in f inal  status negot iat ions.

The latter part of the reporting period saw a welcome and badly needed

respite from military incursions and house demolit ions. The population was

further encouraged by prospects of Israel's disengagement from the Gaza

Strip and part of the West Bank. These developments were seen as signs

that could usher in an era of  greater hope and a resumption of  the peace

process.

UNRWA has been working closely with James Wolfensohn, the Qua.ftet's
Special  Envoy for Disengagement,  and his team, to develop ways in which

aid can best be channeled to create positive change and economic

improvement. UNRWA has focused, in the immediate term, on micro-credit,

job creation and reconstruction of demolished houses. UNRWA has raised

almost $50 mi l l ion to date,  a smal l  amount wi th in Wolfensohn's planning
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package of $3 bil l ion/year, but we are poised to expand our activit ies

whenever addi t ional  funds are made avai lable.

UNRWA suppotts Wolfensohn's message -- recently becoming more insistent
--  on the need for economic openings and freer movement of  people and

goods. Without employment opportuni t ies,  open borders and access to the

West Bank, there can only be increasing economic stagnat ion in Gaza. This

has also been the World Bank's warning, which no one disputes.  An opening

of economic possibi l i t ies plus an inf low of  resources are essent ia l .

While recent attention has focused on Gaza following Israel's

disengagement,  the construct ion of  the separat ion Barr ier  is  bear ing down

heavi ly on the l ives of  Palest in ians in the West Bank. Anyone who has made

the trip from Jerusalem to Bethlehem or Ramallah is struck by the ghetto-

izat ion of  Palest in ian communit ies.  The barr ier  actual ly separates some 10olo

of West Bank territory from the rest of the West Bank. Also disturbing is the

fact that many Palestinians, among them many refugees, have lost access to

places of  work,  educat ion and heal th care,  and access to their  lands si tuated

between the barrier and the 1949 armistice l ine that marks the border of

Israel. The barrier makes it diff icult to reach people in need, affects

UNRWA's daily operations and prevents local staff reaching their offices or

going on f ie ld v is i ts.

We are equally concerned with what appears to be a resumption of another

cycle of violence and counter-violence that can easily destroy important

progress made so far.  Extra- judic ia l  k i l l ings by the Israel i  mi l i tary and the

firing of "Kassam" rockets into Israel are but the most visible aspect of this

violence.

Until there is post-disengagement take off, UNRWA's emergency programme

remains a vital safety net to refugees in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.

In the l ight of disengagement and our hopes of gett ing people back to work,



we had reduced our emergency appeal by half for 2006, but now I fear that

our emergency aid may be required for some t ime to come.

In the Gaza Str ip,  where I  l ive,  the euphor ia over the wi thdrawal of  the

Israel i  army and sett lers in Gaza is almost over.  Whi le the internal

restr ict ions on movement wi th in the Gaza Str ip have been removed, 1.3

mi l l ion Palest in ians f ind themselves trapped in an area that is 45 kms long

and 4 -  8 kms wide with no l ink wi th the West Bank, access to Israel  or  an

opening to the outside wor ld.  I  am hopeful  that  th is morning's news of

agreement on the opening of  the Rafah crossing bodes wel l  for  the many

other decis ions on border crossings and l inks wi th the outside wor ld,  which

are await ing f inal  decis ions.

Another area of  s igni f icant change is on the internal  f ront .

Last year Commissioner-General  Hansen reported on the Geneva

Conference, convened to discuss how to better support UNRWA and its

partners to benefit the refugees. Many good ideas flowing from that

conference have permeated subsequent discussions. Our medium-term

plan, which was presented at the Conference, sets out how UNRWA intends

to address the most crit ical shoft-comings in the provision of services. We

are treating the MTP, as we label it, as a process that wil l undergo regular

updat ing as we consul t  our stakeholders and re-think our act iv i t ies and

requirements.  Related to th is,  del iberat ions of  a working group on

stakeholder relat ions resul ted i r ,  among other th ings, the proposal  to

expand our Advisory Commission. We trust  th is proposal  wi l l  f ind favour

with the General Assembly, since we look forward to working closely with a

revitalized Commission next year.

Addi t ional ly,  we have embarked on a comprehensive data col lect ion process

that wi l l  substant ia l ly  improve the Agency's abi l i ty  to asceftain and monitor

needs, and we are now expecting the results of a study designed to help us
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mainstream a gender approach. A donor- funded study by the UK's

Department for International Development has contributed substantially to a

discussion on organizat ional  reform. We are now engaged in intense internal

discussions facil i tated by a series of management retreats, Our objective,

part ia l ly  achieved, is to bui ld consensus on general  areas requir ing change

and on things that the Agency can move forward with immediately.

Throughout the Geneva Conference preparatory process and follow-up,

UNRWA has ident i f ied,  in consul tat ion wi th i ts stakeholders,  ways in which i t

can strengthen i ts strategic planning capaci ty wi th a v iew to enhancing

programme effectiveness, human resources management and project

implementat ion.  We cont inue to discuss these issues with stakeholders and

with staff. Indeed some concrete measures have already been taken, others

are underway and yet others wil l require additional staffing and resources. I

wi l l  speak in more detai l  about these changes at  the Hosts and Donors

Meet ing in Amman later th is month.  This meet ing,  by the Wdy, also has a

new format, one that invites more active pafticipation from hosts and a

wider range of  donors,  and also includes non-governmental  and United

Nations organizations for the first t ime.

The Agency's achievements of recent years are, I believe, quite remarkable.

This is paft icular ly so when consider ing the condi t ions under which we have

been operating and the skeleton managerial staff and limited resources with

which we have had to cope. A further managerial  and administrat ive burden

is the fact that the Gaza Strip is in U.N. security Phase IV, necessitating the

relocation of almost all international headquarters staff from the Gaza Strip.

At the same time, UNRWA's tasks grow: we must keep up with host country

service standards;  we must address increasingly complex needs caused by

conflict; we must provide ever more sophisticated technical training; we

must adjust to the changing health profi le of the refugees and we must

improve our capaci ty to assess needs and be able to respond to them.
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Substant ive improvements wi l l  require operat ional  changes, which in turn

require addi t ional  resources.

We have started on a somewhat daunt ing and del icate path to reform; we

are engaging in the hard work such a process entai ls,  and I  repeat,  we need

your support .  UNRWA is the embodiment of  the internat ional  community 's

commitment to the Palest ine refugees, and i t  has the capaci ty to del iver and

to improve services and l iv ing condi t ions of  the refugees, but only i f  i t

receives the resources we are request ing in our needs-based biennium

budget for  2006-7,-another document you have before you.

The Agency's regular budget for  the 2006-2007 biennium is some $995

mil l ion.  UNRWA's project  budget for  the same per iod is $286 mi l l ion.  This

budget, which was prepared in consultation with Agency stakeholders, is

some 30o/o higher than the 2004-2005 budget. The present budget reflects

a needs-based rather than a f inance-constrained approach, detai l ing not

only what is required to hal t  the decl ine in service qual i ty over the past

years, but also to meet the objectives of the Agency's Medium Term Plan.

On 9 September 2005, I  had the pr iv i lege of  submit t ing the 2006 -  2OO7

budget to the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary

Questions (ACABQ), which recommended its approval.

With your help, I intend to ensure that UNRWA maintains its achievements

in those areas where it excels and moves additional activit ies into the
"excellent" category, building fufther on an increasingly interactive

relat ionship wi th al l  stakeholders.

I  am exceedingly pleased to inform you that my new deputy,  Fi l ippo Grandi ,

jo ined us last  month.  Among many other dut ies,  for  which his long

exper ience part icular ly sui ts him, he wi l l  be assist ing to coordinate some of

the reform processes I have mentioned.
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Finally, I return to my earlier point to reiterate that, more than ever, the

Agency needs your backing. The hurdles appear to be higher than ever,  but

at the same time, with greater potential for positive change than ever, and if

we work together,  I  am conf ident that  we can meet the chal lenges before

u s .

Mr .  Cha i rman,

The annual report before you was considered by UNRWA's Advisory

Commission on 26 September.  The Advisory Commission's let ter  to me

upon their consideration of this report appears after my letter of transmittal.

I hope you have found the report useful in assessing UNRWA's performance

over the last year.

Thank you, Mr.  Chairman, dist inguished delegates.
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