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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF UNGA RESOLUTION 194 
INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT TO UNRWA IS A MUST

“We must not let half a million students…down. And we cannot wish them away either. 
Palestine refugees have been told to have a faith in peace processes until “a just and lasting 
solution” is found to their plight. Decades later, they have neither justice nor a lasting solution.  
The international community has a moral responsibility to sustain vital services such as 
education and health for Palestine refugees until the political conflict is settled. Because dignity 
is priceless”1. 

N E G O T I A T I O N S  A F F A I R S  D E P A R T M E N T              S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 8

— 
1 Op-ed by Pierre Krähenbühl, Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA); https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/
features/why-we-are-opening-our-schools-time  
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THE UNITED NATIONS RELIEF AND WORKS AGENCY FOR PALESTINE REFUGEES IN THE 
NEAR EAST (UNRWA):

This paper provides a legal and political background on UNRWA and its mandate. It also 
underscores the necessity to continue the support and funding of UNRWA by the international 
community and sets forth the Palestinian position toward the attempts to dismantle UNRWA and 
the impact this might have on the entire region.

LEGAL FRAMEWORK

๏  UNRWA was established by UNGA Resolution 302 (IV) of 8 December 1949 and mandated to 

provide basic services and carry out direct relief and works programs for Palestine refugees, 

pending a just solution to their plight in accordance with UNGA resolution 194, which affirmed, in 

paragraph 11, their right to return to their homeland and to just compensation.   

๏  UNRWA exists and the need for assistance persists precisely because UN General Assembly 

Resolution 194 has not been implemented, actualizing the right of return and compensation. 

There has been no just, political solution for the plight of the Palestine refugees, a solution which 

remains central to the achievement of a just and lasting solution to the question of Palestine as a 

whole. Thus UNRWA’s mandate has been repeatedly renewed by the General Assembly, 

pending the realization of a just solution.
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๏  “The linkage between UN Resolution 194 and UNRWA’s mandate suggests that the Agency is 

more than an executive body, which has to remain neutral. UNRWA’s mandate also has a 

political content, i.e. the facilitation of refugee repatriation and compensation based on the 

commitment by the international community”2 . 

๏  The General Assembly also established the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP), 

comprised of the United States, France and Turkey, as a mechanism for the implementation of 

UNGA resolution 194. The functions of the Commission included the facilitation of the return of 

Palestine refugees, resettling them in their homeland, and promoting their well-being, both 

economically and socially. In fact, UNGA resolution 302 actually directs UNRWA and UNCCP to 

implement the rights of return and compensation for Palestine refugees, in accordance with 

paragraph 11 of resolution 1943. 

๏  UNRWA is officially accountable to UNGA, by which its mandate is renewed every three years 

and from which it receives its clear guidance. Its mandate has been renewed, with overwhelming 

support by the Assembly, every term since UNRWA’s establishment. 

๏  UNRWA considers Palestine refugees to be “persons whose normal place of residence was 

Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means of 

livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict”4. This definition applies to Palestine refugees as well 

as to their descendants, in line with international standards. 

๏   According to these international standards, the children and grandchildren of Palestine refugees 

are considered refugees. Their status and their rights as refugees, as per international law and 

UN resolutions, cannot be arbitrarily stripped from them and remain valid pending a just solution 

on the basis of resolution 194 (III).  

๏  This was recently reaffirmed by Pierre Krähenbühl, UNRWA Commissioner-General who stated: 

“UNHCR considers the children and grandchildren of the original refugee who fled Afghanistan in 

1979 as refugees. That is a principle that in no way is different between Palestine refugees and 

Afghan refugees, or for that matter refugees from Angola, Burma, Burundi, or Sudan or 

elsewhere. It rests on the notion that family unity, the principle of family unity, is keeping families 

united and together as one of the key parameters of managing refugee crises”5. 

๏  As such, refugee status will remain applicable until the first and subsequent generations of 

refugees and displaced Palestinians voluntarily choose a final solution, either to return home, or 

if such option exists in coordination with host states, to integrate, or resettle in those host 

countries, in addition to compensation6.

— 
2 Pulfer, Gerhard and Ingrid Jaradat Gassner. 1997. “UNRWA: Between Refugee Aid and Power Politics” in Badil Resource Center   for Palestinian 
Residency and Refugee Rights., January 1997, http://www.badil.org  
3 UN General Assembly Resolution 302(IV), A/RES/302 (IV), ¶ 20, 8 Dec. 1949. 
4 UNRWA, Palestine Refugees, https://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees 
5 Interview with Pierre Krähenbühl, Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency, in Foreign Policy, September 2018, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/22/one-cannot-simply-wish-away-five-million-people-pierre-krahenbuhl/  
 6 Q & A Paper, BADIL Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights, Q1.3, “Why are descendants of refugees and internally 
displaced persons considered in today's figures?” http://www.badil.org/en/publication/faq.html#faqnoanchor 
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๏  UNRWA has been mandated by the General Assembly to operate and provide services, 

“including emergency assistance, for the well-being, protection and human development of the 

Palestine refugees and for the stability of the region, pending the just resolution of the question 

of the Palestine refugees[.]”7  

๏  UNRWA provides assistance to 5.4 million Palestine refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the 

West Bank, including Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip8. 

๏  Per UNRWA’s statistics, at least one third of registered Palestine refugees (more than 1.5 

million), live in 58 refugee camps in the countries UNRWA operates9. 

๏  For 70 years UNRWA has constituted a safety net for Palestine refugees providing them with 

education, healthcare, social welfare services, emergency assistance, and infrastructure 

maintenance of refugee camps.

— 
7 UN General Assembly Resolution 72/80, A/RES/72/80, ¶ 3, 7 Dec. 2017. 
8 UNRWA, UNRWA in Figures, available at: https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/unrwa_in_figures_2017_english.pdf  
9 UNRWA, Palestine Refugees, https://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees 

FUNCTIONS OF UNRWA

FUNDING UNRWA

๏  UNRWA is funded by generous support from UN Member States, as well as from governmental 

organizations such as the European Union, the OIC, and others. Together, these sources 

constitute more than 92 percent of the financial contributions to UNRWA. During emergency 

responses, individual donors also play a significant role in responding to the needs of Palestine 

refugees. 

๏  UNRWA’s annual budget is estimated at more than $1 billion USD. In 2017 the budget was $1.2 

billion USD.  

๏   Over the years, UNRWA has faced several critical financial crises. However, it has been 

historically structurally underfunded, whereby funding has been insufficient to fulfill the 

increasing needs of Palestine refugees, in particular due to the instability, humanitarian, socio-

economic and political crises and conflicts they have weathered in the region and the 

consequent fragility of their living conditions, including rising emergency needs and situations of 

abject poverty. But the financial crisis that UNRWA is experiencing at the present time is the 

most critical.  In fact, it is the “worst” crisis UNRWA has faced, according to UNRWA’s 

Commissioner General, Mr. Pierre Krähenbühl. Its severe fiscal deficit has been further 

exacerbated by the decision of United States to stop financial contributions amounting to $300 

USD in 2018 – despite the US traditionally being the Agency’s largest single donor. 

https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/unrwa_in_figures_2017_english.pdf
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๏  In addition to voluntary contributions, in January 2018, UNRWA launched an international 

campaign called “Dignity is Priceless” to mobilize other financial resources in order to be able to 

cope with the funding gap. The campaign aims to open new tracks of funding and raise 

awareness globally regarding the plight of Palestine refugees. Since the beginning of this year 

the campaign has raised $238 million USD, but UNRWA still needs additional $217 USD to be 

able to keep its schools open and provide other essential services, including primary healthcare 

and provision of food aid, through the end of the year.

ATTEMPTS TO DISMANTLE UNRWA WILL RESULT IN TENSION AND INSTABILITY 
IN  THE REGION

It is highly regrettable that the United States government has decided to politicize the great work of 

this humanitarian agency. The US has dangerously predicated humanitarian aid to Palestine’s 

acceptance of imposed US decisions in violation of international law – disregarding and 

disrespecting the rights of the people of Palestine. Such actions also abrogate humanitarian 

principles, commitments and obligations. 

The US is disregarding the serious ramifications of reducing financial aid and services provided by 

UNRWA to Palestine refugees, who, in the absence of a just solution for their plight, largely depend 

on international aid for their survival. This unilateral, inhumane position reflects the contradiction 

between the US actions on UNRWA on the one hand and its claims of exerting efforts to carry out 

humanitarian aid projects to secure the welfare and prosperity of the Gaza Strip population on the 

other hand.  

Reducing UNRWA’s funding and services and intensifying pressure on Palestine refugees, whether 

under occupation or in exile, in order to impose political and humanitarian alternatives, will destroy 

all possibilities to reach a just political solution that will have immeasurable negative repercussions. 

Including:

๏  The suspension of education services in 685 UNRWA schools in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, the 

Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, risking the education and possibly 

causing the dropout of over 515,000 male and female school children, and the suspension of 

nearly 22,000 educators;10 

๏  The closure of nearly 145 primary health clinics, the suspension of over 3,300 health workers 

and the closure of health services for 3.1 million Palestine refugees;11  

๏   The exclusion of 255,024 refugees from the support of the social safety net and the denial of 

Palestine refugees to the international protection of UNRWA;

— 
10 UNRWA, What We Do, https://www.unrwa.org/what-we-do/education  
11 UNRWA, What We Do, https://www.unrwa.org/what-we-do/health

https://www.unrwa.org/what-we-do/education
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๏  The discontinuation of essential services such as mental health counseling to the refugee 

community, the absence of relief aid and the risk of not paying salaries to employees on time as 

a result of shortage in funding. This would also entail the dismissal from work of 113 employees, 

the transfer of 500 employees to part-time positions, and halting 325,000 loans, estimated at 

$368 million USD, that have been vital for ensuring development projects for women and youth; 

๏   If 267 schools and 21 health institutions stopped working in the Gaza Strip alone, where two-

thirds of the population depends on the assistance and services provided by UNRWA, the 

impact on already-desperate and volatile conditions would be grave; 

๏   Such developments would only deepen the marginalization, vulnerability and dependence of the 

Palestine refugees, further exacerbating their plight and further impeding the efforts to arrive at a 

just solution. Moreover, it will intensify the Palestine refugees’ sense of injustice and diminish 

their convictions in the possibility of redress for their rights and the achievement of justice. The 

resulting social, economic and humanitarian hardships and unrest can only generate further 

despair that will in turn inevitably generate violence, increase tensions, and exacerbate instability 

not only in Palestine and Israel, but will affect the stability, security, socio-economic and 

humanitarian conditions in the host countries throughout the Middle East region and globally.

SUPPORT OF UNRWA IS AN INTERNATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY 

We regard recent US decisions on the reduction of assistance to the Palestinian people as 

constituting blackmail and punishment for their adherence to their inalienable rights and their refusal 

to relinquish those rights, including their right to East Jerusalem, the capital of the State of 

Palestine, as well as their rights to return and to self-determination in their homeland. The attack on 

the United Nations and its organizations, not only on UNRWA, is both bad judgment and dangerous 

diplomacy. We reject the American position to redirect critically-needed funding intended for 

UNRWA’s vital work. The provision of aid is not a gift but rather a duty and obligation of the 

international community, as per international humanitarian law and as per the repeated 

reaffirmations by the General Assembly of the permanent responsibility of the United Nations 

towards the question of Palestine until it is resolved in all aspects, including a just solution for the 

Palestine refugees.  The plight of the Palestine refugees extends far beyond the existence of the 

occupation. 

We call on the United Nations Member States to work collectively and to make every effort to fully 

fund UNRWA and to work with the host countries of Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, as well as the 

Agency’s Advisory Commission and donor countries throughout the world, to provide the required 

financial and political support. Such support is needed as a matter of urgency and as a reflection of 

their commitment to the realization of the rights of the Palestinian people, including Palestine 

refugees, and a just, lasting, comprehensive and peaceful solution on the basis of relevant United 

Nations resolutions and the Arab Peace Initiative.
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DIGNITY IS PRICELESS: WORDS OF GRATITUDE 

While on one hand, the recent crisis faced by UNRWA has further revealed the depth of the crisis 

being faced by the Palestinian people in the absence of a political horizon and in the face of 

attempts to negate their rights and existence. On the other, it has revealed the strong and 

meaningful solidarity of the international community and of the donor countries, new donors and 

many individuals around the world who have chosen to align with the inalienable rights of the 

Palestinian people, justice and humanity. All the Palestinian people – whether under occupation or 

in exile in the refugee camps – extend their deep gratitude and appreciation to: 

The Commissioner-General of UNRWA, Pierre Krähenbühl, who  has affirmed his commitment to 

stand on principle to protect UNRWA and its mandate so that it will be able to continue to provide its 

essential services and support of the rights of Palestine refugees; 

Donor countries from around the globe that have and continue to donate generously to UNRWA and 

uphold their obligations in accordance with the relevant UN resolutions, the rules and principles of 

international law and human rights, and shared values; 

The overwhelming majority of the Member States of the General Assembly, who have annually 

assumed their political and legal responsibilities to protect the right of return and the continued 

functioning of UNRWA, as per international legitimacy until a just and lasting solution is achieved. 

We call on the international community to redouble its efforts in this time of crisis to address the root 

causes of all the political, economic, humanitarian, and security crises caused by the Israeli settler-

colonial occupation that has lasted for more than half a century, and to secure a just and lasting 

political solution to the Palestinian question on the basis of the relevant UN resolutions that will 

bring an end to the Israeli military occupation that began in 1967, ensure the independence and 

sovereignty of the State of Palestine on the pre-June 1967 borders and the freedom and inalienable 

rights of the Palestinian people, and ensure a just solution to the plight of the Palestine refugees on 

the basis of resolution 194 (III). 


