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The importance of UNRWA for Palestinian Refugees

The mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the
Near East (UNRWA) is set to expire on 30™ June 2020. Considering the upcoming General
Assembly session to vote for its renewal and considering the recent backlash faced by the
Agency, the Palestinian Return Centre (PRC) would like to stress the importance of the role
that UNRWA plays in the lives of over 5 million Palestinian refugees.

UNRWA was established after the 1948 war with the aim of providing assistance to the
Palestinians who became internally displaced and who were expelled from Palestine after the
creation of the state of Israel. UNRWA periodically receives regular voluntary donations by
member states of the United Nations that allow the Agency to keep providing vital services
to the Palestinians in need inside the State of Palestine and in the neighbouring countries that
host refugees.*

Attacks on UNRWA

The United States of America cut all funding to UNRWA in 2018, as the State Department
spokesperson Heather Nauert declared that, according to the US, the business model on
which the Agency is based makes it an ‘irredeemably flawed operation'.?

This statement came in the aftermath of a series of steps taken by the Trump administration
to support Israeli policies, such as recognising Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and signalling
that the US would endorse the Israeli annexation of the settlements built in the West Bank.3
However, it is important to stress the illegality of both actions as the settlement model is
considered illegal under international humanitarian law by the 4" Geneva Convention, its 1%
additional protocol and the ICJ* and as the city of Jerusalem is established as a corpus
separatum under international regime according to the UN Resolution 303.5

The US has been campaigning against the renewal of UNRWA's mandate while advocating
in favour of the Kushner-led 'Peace to Prosperity Plan'. The Plan was presented in Bahrain
last June as a new ground-breaking alternative to resolve the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. The idea behind the Plan is to allocate $50 billion to the West Bank, Gaza, Jordan,
Lebanon and Egypt to boost the local economy and provide monetary aid for the
neighbouring countries to settle Palestinian refugees.®

Within this framework, the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netaniahu stated that: 'It is time
the UNRWA be dismantled and merged with the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees [UNHCR]'.”
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Moreover, the recent allegations of misconduct involving the top management of UNRWA?8
have been used by the United States and Israel as a further argument to legitimise their
campaign against the Agency and consequently push states to suspend their funding.
Switzerland, Netherlands and Belgium have already suspended their donations to the Agency
pending the results of the internal investigation.®

UNRWA is a fundamental tool against the invisibility of Palestinian
Refugees

PRC would like to stress that the role of UNRWA is vital for Palestinian refugees. UNRWA
provides essential healthcare, education and social services to Palestinians in 61 refugee
camps spread across Lebanon, the Syrian Arab Republic, Jordan, West Bank and the besieged
Gaza Strip. In addition to building infrastructures of crucial importance and providing vital
services, UNRWA also provides Palestinian refugees with international visibility.° For this
reason, suppressing or defunding UNRWA would mean embracing the US-Israel-led
campaign against the Agency, it would mean committing an act that will completely liquidate
the cause of the Palestinian refugees.

By cutting its funding to UNRWA, the US is trying to delegitimise the agency and the refugee
status of the Palestinians expelled during the Nakba and their descendants.'! Suspending or
defunding UNRWA would be a further step towards normalising the criminal policies of
Israel and the breaches of human rights law, international law and humanitarian law
committed by the government. The absence of UNRWA will not provide a concrete solution
to the conflict but rather just hide the Palestinian refugees from the eye of the international
community. Dismantling or defunding UNRWA equates with disregarding international law;
it would mean targeting the most important organisation that is responsible for over 5 million
Palestinian refugees.

PRC is deeply concerned by the recent allegations of misconduct in the top management of
UNRWA,; however, it is crucial to take into account that the investigation is still ongoing and
in the eventuality in which these allegations of misconduct should prove to be true,
personnel's improper behaviour should not be considered as a valid reason to defund the
Agency. PRC affirms that it is essential for those responsible of mismanaging the Agency to
be held accountable; however this should not happen at the expenses of the Palestinian
refugees that rely on the support of UNRWA.

Conclusion

PRC highlights the importance to urgently find a political solution for the matter of
Palestinian refugees. The humanitarian crisis is nothing but a consequence of the absence of
a concrete political plan to allow the Palestinians to enjoy their Right of Return as well as
their internationally recognised human rights.

PRC also calls on the states member of the Human Rights Council not to follow the footsteps
of the Netherlands, Switzerland and Belgium which hastily halted their funding to UNRWA
pending the final result of the investigation. PRC firmly believes that Palestinian refugees
should not suffer from UNRWA budget crisis and from mistakes of the Agency's personnel.
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The existence of UNRWA grants international protection to Palestine refugees, which
encompass physical protection, legal protection and humanitarian assistance. PRC believes
that the dismantlement of UNRWA would lead to a dramatic increase of the poverty rate and
lack of international protection. Dismantling the agency will not make the problem disappear;
only providing a political solution will.*?

We therefore urge the international community to carefully consider the crucial relevance of
the work of UNRWA for the lives and Right of Return of the Palestine refugees in Lebanon,
Syria, Jordan, West Bank and The Gaza Strip and to keep providing funds to the Agency.
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