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Foreword

Over two million Iraqis are refugees in the Middle East, living in difficult
conditions, primarily in Jordan and Syria. Their unresolved plight and their still
largely unmet needs constitute a humanitarian crisis. Their presence has had an
impact on the two countries where they are concentrated and, by extension, on the
region as a whole. Although long hosts to Palestinian refugees, the countries of the
Middle East have not been major refugee destinations in recent decades and this
report raises questions about the limited regional response to a major refugee flow.
At this point, most Iraqis and their hosts hope for a quick and peaceful end to the
insecurity that has precipitated the flight, but events in Iraq raise serious doubts
that their hopes will soon be fulfilled. Some Iraqis are hoping for resettlement in
the United States and other countries of the west, a hope thus far available only to
a very few. The report raises questions about the apparently limited ability of the
US and other countries to mobilize a major resettlement effort similar to those that
took place during the Cold War. More fundamental to the lives of the vast majority
of the Iraqi refugees, it calls on the international community to launch a more
robust humanitarian response that will assist and protect the Iraqi refugees while
addressing the legitimate economic, political and security concerns of Jordan and
Syria as hosts to such large numbers of refugees.

This project represents a collaboration between two centers in Georgetown
University’s School of Foreign Service—the Center for International and
Regional Studies, CIRS, located in Qatar and the Institute for the Study of
International Migration, ISIM, in Washington. Each brings its own expertise to
this examination of the Iraqi refugee crisis—CIRS on the regional dynamics and
ISIM on the humanitarian issues. The primary author, Patricia Weiss Fagen, Senior
Associate at ISIM, has written extensively on refugee issues and, prior to joining
Georgetown University, served as a Representative of the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees.

CIRS and ISIM joined together in the belief that greater understanding of the
full political, economic and humanitarian context in which the Iraqi refugee crisis
is unfolding is needed as a precursor to more effective action on behalf of the
refugees as well as the countries that are hosting them. We hope that this report
spurs such action.

Mehran Kamrava
Director
CIRS

Susan Martin
Director
ISIM
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Fleeing Iragis line up to register at the Duma UNHCR center in Syria in 2004.
(Courtesy of UNHCR Syria)



Abstract

Over two million Iraqis have crossed borders during the past years to save their
lives and livelihoods. The majority has found a safe refuge, albeit an increasingly
difficult one, in two neighboring countries, Syria and Jordan. These two countries
have kept their doors open to refugees long after other regional destinations were
closed. That refuge, however, is close to exhausted as well becaue of resource
strains, security concerns and the fact that violence in Iraq is continuing rather than
abating. Meanwhile the majority of Iraqis are in legal limbo in their host countries,
tolerated but, more often than not, lacking documentation or authorization to
work.

Iraqis in Jordan and Syria are beneficiaries of two conflicting policies, one is the
tradition of Arab brotherhood which constitutes a political and moral imperative to
provide refuge; the other is a determination on the part of both governments not to
integrate the Iraqis or acknowledge their permanency. Officials in Jordan and Syria
declare themselves committed to non refoulement until peace is re-established in
Iraq. In the meantime, the Iraqis are given refuge as guests, but not acknowledged
as refugees for whom the state takes responsibility. UNHCR deems the Iraqis to be
prima facie refugees; those who register receive asylum seeker cards in Jordan and
refugee cards in Syria. UN agencies and NGOs provide humanitarian assistance
that alleviates suffering but is far from meeting urgent needs.

The Iraqis are concentrated largely in Amman and Damascus, the capital cities of
Jordan and Syria respectively. Their massive presence has affected local residents
in mostly negative ways. Citizens blame the Iraqis for rising prices of real estate,
rent and food; for overcrowded schools and health facilities and for shortages
of electricity and water. As the report shows, Iraqis are neither the sole cause
of the rising prices, nor are they a net drain on the two countries’ economies.
Nevertheless, resources and services normally available to citizens are presently
seriously stretched.

The international response to this major humanitarian crisis has ben tepid.
Regional governments outside of Jordan and Syria have neither welcomed Iraqis
within their borders, nor supported Jordanian and Syrian efforts to meet the needs
of the expanded population. Western donors have mobilized funding in modest
amounts, and have channeled most of it through international organizations and the
Red Crescent societies. While the traditional resettlement countries are increasing
the numbers of Iraqis they are willing to take, the numbers remain very small. The
United States bears the major responsibility for the plight of the Iraqis and leads in
resettlement numbers, but the few thousand who will be absorbed represent a tiny
fraction of those who wish to apply. To be sure, most Iraqis and their hosts would
prefer successful efforts to establish peace in Iraq, thus permitting people to return
rather than becoming permanent refugees.



Introduction
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An Iraqi family registers as refugees at a Syrian UNHCR Office in 2004. (Courtesy of UNHCR Syria)

The war in Iraq is not limited to Iraq. It has been exported in many forms and has
profoundly affected dynamics throughout the Middle East region. US occupation
and ethnic conflict among Iraqis ended the dominance of the minority Sunnis
who previously controlled the government and shifted it to the Shiite majority
who predominate in the present government. This shift is worrisome to Iraq’s
neighboring majority Sunni countries. It is particularly worrisome because, as so
often occurs, the conflict has enhanced the power of extremists and fundamentalists
in Iraq and all but eliminated the spaces available to advocates of tolerance and
co-existence. Home grown fundamentalists in other countries take heart. Of
particular concern in the region and outside of it, the political struggle in Iraq has
enhanced the influence of its former enemy, Iran, which is now a major power
broker. Terrorist organizations, especially Al Qaeda, formerly absent from Iraq,
have also been able to take advantage of the chaotic and violent conditions and to
establish a significant presence there. The neighboring countries are worried that
as terrorists increase their foothold in Iraq, they will cross borders.



The most visible effects of the war in Iraq are the human consequences of
pervasive violence. The humanitarian crisis facing Iraqi civilians is of monumental
proportions. News releases throughout the world report military confrontations
and, more often, daily attacks on ordinary people attempting to go about the
business of surviving. Survivors, increasingly, flee. It is not the first time Iraqis
have fled from war, but it is without doubt the most devastating instance with the
most far reaching impacts on Iraq and the region overall.

In many other parts of the world, the United States is able to exert a positive
influence in brokering peace and responding to both security and humanitarian
concerns. As the major party to the conflict, however, the capacity of the United
States to play these roles in Iraq has been seriously compromised. This has left a
significant gap in the international response to the unfolding humanitarian crisis
in Iraq and its neighbors.

The current Iraqi displacement is the largest in the Middle East region since the
flight of Palestinians in 1948 and already far surpasses it in numbers of people.
To this day, the concept of “refugee” is largely reserved for Palestinians. Apart
from a few hundred refugees and migrants mainly from Africa, the Palestinians
still represent the giant share of the non-national population in Jordan and Syria.
They have legal status, but lack citizenship in most of the region.! Most have
been refugees for three generations. Today, in the face of the very visible Iraqi
presence and the obvious fact that they cannot return to their country, the Jordanian
and Syrian authorities are reluctant to think of the new arrivals as refugees. One
senses the concern on the part of the host country governments that designating
Iraqis as refugees also implies acknowledging that Iraq will not recover political
stability soon and its refugees may remain in these countries for the long term, as
the Palestinians have.

Iraqi displacement has occurred with depressing frequency since the Iran-Iraq
war of the1980s. Iraqis in the opposition regularly sought refuge in Syria. During
the Saddam Hussein years, they sought refuge most often in Jordan. Significant
numbers of Iraqis went to neighboring countries in 1991 following the first Gulf
War and, in many cases, remained there. The already existing ties and human
relationships have facilitated the present movement.

Since the start of the conflict in 2003, and in increasing numbers since 2006,
the Iraqis have fled from insurgents, former Baathists of the Saddam era, militias,
occupation forces, criminals, and economic devastation. Over two million Iraqis
have crossed borders during the past years to save their lives and livelihoods. As
before, the majority has found a safe refuge, albeit a difficult one, in neighboring
Syria and Jordan. Those two countries kept their doors open to refugees? long
after other regional destinations were closed. That refuge, however, is close to
exhausted, primarily because of the sheer numbers of people but also because of
concerns about security in the present context. The war continues to take its toll
and drives people to flee, but at this writing, there are no longer viable outlets.
The Iraqis who already have left, as will be described, are in legal limbo. The host
countries have allowed them to enter and thereby to find relative security, but their
lives are on hold.



In addition to producing massive flight, the war in Iraq has profoundly affected
political and economic relations throughout the Middle East. Trade relations have
been severed and reformulated. Previous alliances have been broken and new
alliances formed, to a large extent on ethnic bases. The chaotic conditions in Iraq
enable extremism to flourish there and, potentially, to spread beyond. Security
concerns are at the heart of regional policies toward Iraqi refugees.

This report builds on previous and ongoing accounts of the hardships the exiles
have faced in their efforts to find safety. It focuses on the impacts the massive
outflow of Iraqis has had on Jordan and Syria, the two countries that have received
most of them. It is also about the broader international response to the tragedy, its
weaknesses, and what can be expected.

The two field researchers who conducted the work combine regional expertise
and extensive contacts in the target countries with knowledge of refugee,
humanitarian and human rights law and practice. They spent approximately one
week each in Jordan and Syria, where they interviewed government officials, UN
officials, donors, independent experts and analysts and a few Iraqis in the two
countries. The interviews listed in the appendix were in-depth inquiries, tailored
to the specific functions, expertise, or operational roles of the informants. With
few exceptions, all interviewees requested that we not attribute their statements
and opinions. While their statements, therefore, are not cited, the information is
attributed to the category to which they belong.

A thorough understanding of the situation facing the Iraqi refugees is
fundamental to an analysis of their impact in their host countries. For this purpose,
the researchers relied primarily on the fairly extensive and growing documentation
about Iraqis’ legal status, their basic needs, their fragile livelihoods and meager
opportunities.> The field work was preceded by an extensive literature search
that covered this literature as well as material about the respective host countries’
policies and institutions. The researchers gathered additional documents in the
course of the mission.

The authors found much to admire in the willingness of Jordan and Syria to
host such large numbers of Iraqis—large in absolute numbers and in proportion to
the Jordanian and Syrian population and economy. Treating the Iraqis as guests,
not refugees, the two host countries have largely born the burden alone, a burden
tempered by some positive impacts on the local economies. Alarmed, however,
at the growing costs of hosting the Iraqis, Jordan has closed its border to future
flows of Iraqis and Syria has announced its intention to restrict new movements.
The international community has been slow to provide support and both Jordan
and Syria have viewed international engagement with a measure of distrust. Now,
however, with deteriorating conditions for the Iraqis already resident, pressures
on host country institutions that are barely able to provide for citizens, and the
prospect of closed borders, international assistance is urgently needed. As will be
shown in this report, recognizing that there is indeed a refugee crisis is the first
step towards finding solutions for the Iraqis and their hosts.



Causes of Flight

In Iraq, the violence ebbs and flows from one region to another, but does not
abate. Pervasive violence profoundly affects livelihoods for the entire population.
A July 2007 study by the NGO Coordinating Committee and Oxfam International
documented that, in addition to the physical insecurity, over 40 percent of the
population is living in absolute poverty, and over half are without work. Larger
numbers lack water, sanitation, electricity, education, and health care. Malnutrition
is growing because families cannot feed themselves, and the ration system
which operated prior to the war to assure Iraqis minimum food and necessities
is largely broken.* The middle class has been decimated and professionals and
technocrats with the skills needed to build and maintain institutions and systems
either have left or are unable to work due to violence or specific threats.> The
religious minorities in towns and cities, especially Baghdad, have been forced
to abandon neighborhoods or communities where they have long lived. Political
figures, judges, intellectuals, journalists, and anyone thought to be working with
the occupying powers are likely targets of violence. The options are few and, for
most Iraqis, unattractive.

For a short time after 2003, the Shiite south of Iraq was a relatively safe haven
for Shi’a displaced from elsewhere, but there too divisive political and religious
conflicts brought violence and produced displacement. The 3 northern governorates
of Iraq have always been tense and subject to outbreaks, but were relatively
safe destinations for those fleeing the far more violence prone areas. Now these
governorates sharply restrict entries. There are few remaining safe destinations for
internal displacement.®

Although Iraqis have been displaced by war and repression for decades, the
present scale is unprecedented. The current flight began in the aftermath of 2003
as security deteriorated and ethnic conflict increased. Violence accelerated sharply
after the bombing of the Sammara Al Askari Mosque in February 2006 and caused
more widespread displacement. Departures during 2007 will surely surpass those
of 2006. The mid 2007 calculations by the International Organization for Migration
report close to 2.2 million Iraqis displaced within the borders of the state, while
another approximately 2 million Iraqis had fled to neighboring countries.” In mid
August, UNHCR sources were reporting Iraqi departures at 60,000 per month,
most headed for Syria.8

“Iraqis are Guests ...”

In the airports and at border crossings, arriving passengers are separately
channeled into lines marked for Arab countries and “foreigners,” Although
obviously foreign by legal definition, the nationals circulating among the countries
considered in this report--Iraq, Jordan, Syria, and other Arab countries--are not
considered “foreigners” in the same sense as somebody from Europe or the
Americas. The “foreigners” may be better treated at border crossings and airports;
nevertheless, the citizens of countries in the region are readily incorporated into



the national fabric of their host countries: they purchase properties, establish
businesses, invest funds and often settle for long periods of time. This tradition
is especially strong in Syria. Visitors from neighboring Arab countries may send
their children to schools, use health facilities, and buy properties and businesses.

While regional residents can move easily across borders, they do not thereby
acquire legal status in the host countries. They enter as guests or tourists with
temporary permits and have the possibility of renewing such permits over the
years, sometimes over decades. Work authorizations are given selectively but,
while employment usually brings longer term residence permits, it does not
change the individual’s legal status. Present law in most Arab countries makes it
difficult for anybody to acquire permanent status or citizenship, no matter what
their reasons for being in the country or how long they have stayed there. Children
born of parents from neighboring countries continue to hold the citizenship of
their families and not their birthplaces.” Obviously, the difficulty in obtaining
legal status—much less nationality--poses problems for refugees who cannot avail
themselves of citizen rights in their home countries.

The Iraqis already in exile have been accommodated as “guests” within this
framework. While the outside world considers them to be “refugees,” they have
no corresponding status in their host countries. Present regional havens include
Syria, Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon, Kuwait, and small numbers in Iran, the Gulf
States and Turkey.!® Of these, only Egypt and Turkey have signed the UNHCR
refugee Convention--with heavy restrictions and limited effective protection.!' A
November 2006 Human Rights Watch report stated, “generally, Iraqis throughout
the Middle East remain unregistered, uncounted, unassisted and unprotected.”!?
Over the past year, awareness has grown and humanitarian responses for Iraqis
have improved, but their status is no different.

The Iraqis are beneficiaries or victims of two conflicting policies. On the one
hand, the tradition of “Arab brotherhood” provides a political and moral imperative
to accept Iraqis in need of refuge; on the other, there is a strong determination not
to establish arrangements that might lead to permanence deters the host countries
from offering a more secure refuge. Neither the government of Jordan nor Syria
anticipates or is preparing for a long term Iraqi presence. Nor, indeed, do most of
the Iraqis wish for this outcome, at least not at the present time. Nevertheless, all
officials in Jordan and Syria affirm their commitment to shelter the Iraqi guests
until a return is made possible by a peaceful resolution of civil strife in Iraq. In both
countries, officials expressed their belief that eventually Iraq would “calm down.”
In reality, few seriously expect the Iraqis to be able to return in large numbers any
time soon. To the contrary, all recognize, first, that the present situation in Iraq is
worsening and continues to produce more displacement and, second, that war and
displacement threaten regional security.

UNHCR is very much present in the host countries, and that agency has the
lead role in managing the humanitarian programs related to Iraqis. It has been
able to offer services and some protection, and has successfully mobilized donor
funding for its work. UNHCR’s ability to protect the Iraqi refugee population is
problematic because of the latter’s status—or lack thereof--and the fact that the
governments have not signed the Refugee Convention. The Syrian government



accepts the UNHCR designation of prima facie refugees for the Iraqis; the
Jordanian government does not. The differences in practice are insignificant. The
premise with regard to Iraqis in both countries is the same: a temporary haven
pending return.

In Jordan and Syria, the ability of UNHCR and other agencies to assist Iraqis
is especially difficult because the latter are heavily concentrated in the respective
capital cities, Amman and Damascus. No current refugee population in the world
is so heavily concentrated in major cities, living among the local population.
Similarly, no current unrecognized refugee population has had as strong an impact
on the lives of citizens in the countries where they have taken refuge.

Jordan and the Iraqis
Legacy of Migration and Economic Ties

To better grasp Jordanian sensitivities, it is useful to go back to the migration
that precedes the present Iraqi flight. Over 900,000 Palestinians were displaced
in the conflicts that accompanied the creation of the state of Israel and found
themselves living in the neighboring countries or on land occupied by Israel.!?
They were welcomed primarily in Jordan, and in smaller numbers in Syria, Iraq,
Lebanon and Egypt with an assumption that they would soon return to their
homes. Instead, today, there are more than seven million Palestinian refugees and
displaced persons in the region (now including Gulf States), with varying forms
of status and assistance.'* They are still awaiting the resolution of their situation
and insisting on their right to return. But it is widely believed that the majority
will probably remain in the countries where they now find themselves, especially
those well established in Jordan. In most of the region, Palestinians have depended
in large part on assistance from the UNRWA, which began operations in 1950. In
Jordan, however, the West Bank Palestinians displaced in 1948 and 1967 arrived
in the country holding Jordanian passports.’> Half or more of the just under six
million Jordanians are of Palestinian origin.!® It is a sensitive point for many
Jordanians, and unquestionably colors their receptivity to Iraqis.

The pre-war relations between Jordan and Iraq were positive, especially in
economic terms. During the 1980s Iraq and Jordan were major trading partners and
Iraq was the major market for Jordanian exports.!” During the Saddam Hussein
regime, Jordan received highly subsidized oil from Iraq--especially after sanctions
were imposed on Iraq. Jordan’s population is overwhelmingly Sunni and there
are close tribal ties between the two countries. Jordan politically supported Iraq
in the first Gulf War. Present relations are more problematic due to Shiite political
dominance coupled with growing Iranian influence in Iraq, which Jordan perceives
as potentially threatening.

Regardless of political affiliations, wealthy Iraqis of all ethnicities have invested
in Jordan over the years as a hedge against instability and repression in their own
country, and often acquired properties there. Dissidents of Saddam Hussein’s
government found a safe refuge in Jordan. Following the US invasion in 2003,
direct trade relations declined sharply, and Shiite political power ended the Sunni



political hegemony in Iraq. Still, large numbers of the wealthier Iraqis physically
displaced themselves to Jordan to live, having already invested their funds. The
earlier migrants to Jordan following the 2003 US invasion of Iraq were more likely
to be Sunnis. But, as violence accelerated in Iraq, Shiite migrants, many of whom
also had financial interests in Jordan and resources to invest, joined the flight.
Iragis with financial means have been absorbed in Amman insofar as they have
acquired property, businesses, and jobs. Jordanians typically perceive Iraqis as
wealthy property owners, and the characterization is not without foundation.

Numbers

At the outset of this research, informants in and out of government maintained
that Jordan was hosting between 700,000 and 800,000, and possibly more Iraqis.
The numbers, presumably, are not changing because for nearly a year the border
has essentially been closed. Officials monitored entries, at least after 2003,
but exits are not monitored; nor is there an accurate count of the pre war Iraqi
population residing part time or full time in Jordan. It is undeniably important for
the government to learn about the Iraqi population living within its borders, how
many there are, where they are, what resources they bring and the needs they have.
Without such information, neither national nor international efforts to address
the needs of the Iraqis and the host population can be appropriately planned and
funded.

In the interest of achieving greater clarity, the Jordanian Foreign Ministry and
Department of Statistics contracted a Norwegian based organization, Fafo to
undertake ahousehold study of the population. Fafo has a Middle East regional office
in Jordan and in 2000 did a survey for Jordan on camp conditions for Palestinian
refugees. The Iraqi refugee survey should include statistics on Jordanians as
well, and to result in a report covering numbers, geographical distribution and
demographic characteristics. Importantly, the study also promised to assess the
Iraqis’ impact on the Jordanian economy and the added costs of providing public
services to them.!8

In April and May, 2007, Fafo researchers completed the field work, but at this
writing, the report has not been published. Individuals in the government and
outside who say they have seen the results claim the Fafo totals show just over
400,000 Iraqis in Jordan. They also say the report will be modified before it is
released (in September or October) and will focus more on demographics than
total numbers—the implication being that the government had problems with
the numbers. Those who criticize the (unseen) results make a persuasive case
about flaws in the methodology, flaws which are not necessarily the fault of the
researchers. First, the last census in Jordan was carried out in 2004. Obviously the
number of Iraqis counted at the time of that census is well under the present total.
Second, a large portion, if not the majority of the Iraqi population is residing in
Jordan without legal status. Like undocumented immigrants everywhere, the Iraqis
can be assumed to be reluctant to identify themselves to survey takers. This being
the case, Iraqis are unlikely to come forward and be counted so long as the present



Jordanian policy remains in effect. Unless and until the Jordanian government
moves from unofficial toleration of Iraqi residents without documentation to some
mechanism that permits Iraqis to regularize their status, many will hide from the
census takers.

Acquiring Legal Status in Jordan

The Iraqis who have done well in Jordan are those who have been able to take
advantage of the Jordanian regulations encouraging investments and offering
tax exemptions for the investors in sectors deemed beneficial to the economy.
The beneficial investments may include hotels, hospitals, agricultural and
urban infrastructure and other businesses. Iraqis with resources to invest have
undertaken projects with generous terms, and have become important and very
visible business owners and property holders. Importantly, investments in business
and/or employment in jobs deemed economically important to Jordan—such as
university professors--not only ensure livelihoods but also provide a path to legal
status based on yearly, renewable, residence permits.”” Only those Iraqis able to
invest in Jordanian enterprises or who are employed in fields deemed to be of
national interest have been able to obtain long term status. The investment entitles
them to receive yearly residence permits, to seek employment in specified fields,
send their children to schools and access public services.

The Iraqis who do not have funds to invest, who constitute the majority, have faced
hardships. Foreigners entering the country who do not invest in enterprises must
show they are able to support themselves in order to obtain and renew residence
permits. This means they are required to deposit close to US $150,000 in a Jordanian
bank, and must maintain a sufficient balance (about half) to earn interest.?’ With
time, many of the families who arrived with some wealth but were unable to invest
in income generating businesses or obtain professional positions have exhausted
their savings and have been impoverished. While no firm figures are available, it is
fair to say a large portion of the present Iraqi population lacks investment property,
jobs and legal status in Jordan and has grown increasingly poorer. By all accounts,
the situation of these less affluent Iraqis ranges from very difficult to dire.

Until the end of 2005, virtually all Iraqis were allowed into the country and
were able to register as guests, or visitors, for a period of three to six months,
without work authorization. The temporary residency permits they received were
subject to renewal, but as renewal became more difficult after 2005, the numbers
of unregistered Iraqis increased. The single most important event in the policy
shift toward tighter security and enforcement occurred in November 2005 when
thirteen Iraqi terrorists associated with Al Qaeda threw bombs into three luxury
hotels, and among those killed were several guests at a Jordanian wedding. Other
terrorist cells with Iraqi links have been identified (and dismantled) in Jordan.
After the attacks of November 2005, renewing permits became far more difficult.
Meanwhile, the Iraqi internal conflict intensified after the bombing of the Mosque
at Sammara in February 2006. Thus, as Jordanian authorities justified limiting
access to Iraqis on security grounds, the population seeking to leave the Iraq grew
larger, more diverse and poorer.



In 2006 Jordan was excluding single men and boys between 17 and 35 from
entering; then it began insisting that Iraqis produce a newly issued passport, which
very few could obtain. Finally in 2007, the border was acknowledged to be closed
except for exceptional cases. It remains essentially closed at this writing.

The Jordan government has repeatedly affirmed its formal commitment to non-
refoulement, (Jordan signed a Memorandum of Understanding with UNHCR
in 1998 affirming that principle.) Jordanian authorities defend their policies
as being flexible and responsive to humanitarian and political considerations.
In other words, they classify Iraqis are guests, subject to rules governing other
non-Jordanian nationals; but Iraqis are understood to be politically endangered
in their home country.?! Jordanian authorities, in principle, do not send Iraqis
back to their places of origin; they do not collect the fines from Iraqis that, by law,
undocumented residents are supposed to pay for each day they overstay (unless
the Iraqis in question leave the country or commit an infraction). In any number
of instances, Jordanians have bent the rules to accommodate particular Iraqis
and their needs. Nevertheless the Jordanian policy of humanitarian flexibility is
double edged in practice. It allows different authorities to interpret the regulations
differently, which opens the way to frequent abuse against the Iraqi population.
Iraqis have been rejected at the border or expelled from the country with no clear
explanations as to why, they have been treated with discrimination and— principles
notwithstanding—many have been sent back to Iraq.”

Being undocumented, as most Iraqis in Jordan are at the present time, has
precluded them not only from most forms of gainful employment but, until
recently, severely restricted their access to public services. Most egregious was the
regulation in effect until August 2007 that the children of unregistered residents
could not attend public schools.

Iraqis and Refugee Status

For UNHCR Iragqis from south and central Iraq meet the definition of prima facie
refugees, (persons fleeing generalized violence and persecution), and it undertook
to register them as such after 2003. Registration allows UNHCR to identify Iraqis
in need of protection, offer assistance and vet them for the few resettlement
opportunities available. As noted, the Jordanian government refused to accept the
prima facie designation. Instead, it insisted on going back to the terms of a 1998
Memorandum of Understanding stating that persons registered with UNHCR,
including Iraqis, would be designated as asylum seekers rather than given prima
facie refugee status. Accordingly, UNHCR now gives documentation identifying
Iraqis who come forward as asylum seekers. The “asylum seeker” status implies a
smaller claim on protection than does prime facie refugee status, but it is not at all
clear that UNHCR’s protection role would have been significantly enhanced had
the government accepted the latter.

Among the Iraqis registered with UNHCR, a small percent is presented to
resettlement countries (see below). Registration is ongoing, and at a rapidly
increasingly pace over the past year. At this writing about 45,000 Iraqis have been



registered, which is but a fraction of the lowest estimates of Iraqis in Jordan. The
small response to the offer of asylum seeker cards may be related to the UNHCR’s
location far from the downtown centers of Iraqi settlement. However, there is
also reluctance among Iraqis to come forward and be registered. Correctly or
incorrectly, most of those whose legal status has expired, reportedly fear being
identified and deported, and/or they fear negative reactions from fellow Iraqis who
do not want to be identified as refugees. In the Iraqi community hopes for return are
still high, and becoming a refugee is widely seen as giving up those hopes. Finally,
the asylum card does not offer major advantages in the Jordanian context.
Jordanian officials, as well as international observers concur that the country
needs to establish clearer guidelines for the legal status and economic rights of
the Iraqis, however they are classified. It is also important to ascertain the size and
composition of the Iraqi population. Until this is done, the system will be open to
abuses and misinformation. This is the purpose of the much-awaited Fafo report.

The Assistance Regime

A large number of UN agencies, local and international NGOs are based
in Jordan. In fact, the NGO presence in Jordan and elsewhere in the Middle
East is longstanding, having been created decades ago to address Palestinian
refugee needs. Many programs were established in the relative safety of Amman
after the 2003 invasion with the intention of serving the Iraqis in Iraq. As the
refugee population grew, several organizations shifted to, or added Jordanian
components. NGOs have been operating humanitarian programs for vulnerable
groups and poor families, targeted at both country nationals and Iraqis. They
have established projects in neighborhoods where Iraqis are especially
prominent and variously deliver food aid, funds for school fees, health care,
and community improvement efforts. UNHCR, which is the major humanitarian
assistance organization, provides services directly, through NGOs and through
the government with programs for food and cash assistance, health, community
services, education, SGBV and legal assistance. Working with UNHCR are the
Jordanian government Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation, the
Jordanian Red Crescent, the Jordan Women’s Union, Mizan, and the Jordanian
Alliance against Hunger. A number of international humanitarian NGOs also
operate in Jordan, including Mercy Corps, Care International, Caritas Terre des
Hommes and Save the Children. The various projects are primarily targeted at
Iraqis, but include Jordanians as well.

UNHCR has had a somewhat rocky relationship with the Jordanian government
although all parties agree that the relationship has improved considerably. Other
UN agencies (UNICEF, WFP, UNFPA) likewise have established humanitarian
programs for vulnerable nationals and Iraqis, as well as development projects,
often in collaboration with the government.?* For the Iraqi population, however,
the impact of assistance remains limited. International agencies express the desire
and intention to do more and, to this end, are increasing humanitarian budgets
channeled through international agencies.
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As international funds have been offered for Iraqi assistance, Jordanian
officials have debated the terms under which they should be accepted and how
they should be channeled. Along with Jordanian reluctance to apply or even
use refugee terminology, the government has been cautious about international
initiatives targeted for Iraqi assistance. The government still discourages donors
from projects that establish a refugee category and is ambivalent with regard to an
expanded UNHCR role based on donor funds for assistance activities. The worry
is that assistance to Iraqis could give rise to parallel structures or programs that
are not already Jordanian priorities, or to activities managed by non-Jordanian
organizations.?*

The major international initiative in which Jordan is participating is a Joint
UNHCR-UNICEF appeal to support the education of Iraqi children in Jordan,
Syria, Egypt and Lebanon.?*> The US government strongly urged this step.
International human rights advocates and donors had been criticizing the fact that
Iraqi children whose families were not registered were not permitted to enroll in
public school. Some private schools remained open to anyone who could pay, but
fewer and fewer Iraqi families could afford tuition. Jordanian officials countered
that the government-supported schools could hardly absorb the children of its own
citizens, and to accommodate the Iraqis would require the government to build
additional schools, hire teachers and buy school materials of all kinds. Jordan’s
King Abdullah II proved to be key figure in deciding to reverse the exclusion.
Accordingly, the Ministry of Education took the decision, on humanitarian grounds,
that Iraqi students with or without residency permits could enroll in public schools
as of the school year beginning on August 19.26

The cost implications of providing education to Iraqi children are enormous,
and the funds from the international appeal will offer an important contribution
to the country’s absorptive capacity. Response to the appeal has been positive?’
although few pledges have been finalized as of this writing. Jordan can expect to
receive approximately $80 million (The request is for $129 million for the region
as a whole). The funds will go through and be managed by government channels,
and will improve an educational system that Jordanians value for themselves. The
provisions of the appeal allow each country to use the funds according to its own
priorities. Jordan will construct schools, renovate classrooms, and hire teachers
among other activities. Funds will also be used to buy uniforms and supplies
for Iraqi children. It should be noted, the agreed-upon estimate that the schools
will need to absorb 50,000 Iraqi children is based on speculative demographic
information.

Some progress can also be seen regarding international assistance for health
services. Due to the breakdown of the health system in the country, combined with
the injuries and psychological toll of the war, the Iraqis suffer from abnormally high
levels of unmet health care needs. Nevertheless, although health care is available
to all regardless of legal status or registration, officials in the Ministry of Health
have acknowledged that few Iraqis thus far have availed themselves of the public
services. Many who lack legal status in the country are probably fearful of being
identified; but more important the facilities and personnel are badly stretched,
hence unresponsive, especially in poor neighborhoods where Iraqis live.?® Iraqis
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who could not afford private care sought health care, preferably, from small non
government organization supported programs.

The World Health Organization (WHO) convened a meeting in Damascus at the
end of July, where participants from the countries affected by Iraqi refugees agreed
to discuss a common framework that would facilitate donor funding. Finally, on
September 18, UNHCR, WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA and WFP launched an appeal
for US $84.8 Million to help host countries—primarily Jordan and Syria--meet
health and nutrition needs of Iraqi refugees. Included are funds to support state
run clinics and facilities, to purchase medicines and medical supplies and improve
public services generally.?

Future projects with international funding are being promoted. It is possible
that the Iraqi presence will spur long needed improvements in social services and
international support for these. There have been discussions about improvements
in health delivery, and very badly needed support for water infrastructure and
distribution. Deteriorating water supplies have led to deteriorating health as well.
Jordan is the most water starved country in this dry region, and there are urban
and rural neighborhoods where water supplies were dramatically inadequate even
before the Iraqi entries.

Iraqi Impacts, Perceptions and Realities

Jordan’s population is just under 6 million people. Whether the Iraqi influx is
700,000 plus or 400,000, this number of people, crowded as they are almost entirely
in Amman, creates a significant impact. While there has been a slow movement
of Iraqis out of Amman to Zarqa, Irbid, and other towns, Amman is still far and
away the most heavily impacted, The impact is both positive and negative. It is a
consequence of Iraqi wealth and Iraqi poverty; and it is felt directly or indirectly, by
virtually all segments of Jordanian society, albeit especially by Amman residents.

Citizens in Amman typically cite the Iraqis as the reason for their own
deteriorating quality of life, i.e. high prices, unavailable and prohibitively
expensive housing, inflation, deteriorating public services and infrastructure,
crime, and impossible traffic. The government subsidizes public services, and
all the state bureaucracies—from property registration offices, to public safety
units, to municipal water and sanitation administrations—have added personnel
but complain of being unable to cope with the added work load.

Public safety officers working in Amman affirm that while crime has increased
for other reasons, the Iraqis have not created any particular security problems.
Their work load has increased because of the rising population, and policing
duties at the borders have greatly increased as well, as one would expect in such
circumstances.

Iraqis, as noted above, do not make large demands on public health facilities.
They do, however, purchase very large quantities of Jordanian goods and services,
and they employ Jordanian construction workers, doctors, concierges, technicians,
etc. Their economic activity, especially in construction, boosts employment but, at
the same time Jordanians and Iraqis do compete for some jobs.
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Every Jordanian encountered in the research singled out the rapidly accelerating
cost of housing and most blamed wealthy Iraqis for having purchased or rented
available space. The amount of property currently in the hands of Iraqi investors
and what it represents in national economic terms is controversial. The Ministry
of Industry and Trade has recorded 4,616 registered Iraqi enterprises in Jordan and
some $300,000 million in Iraqi investment in 2005 and 2006.*° Such amounts
have given rise to notions of Iraqi economic dominance. In fact, figures show
that Jordanians themselves are by far the largest investors, and the major foreign
investment comes from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates, with
Iraqis in fourth place.3 Newly wealthy nationals and investors from the Gulf
states have participated to a greater extent than have Iraqi refugees in the real-
estate boom that has so dramatically raised the prices of housing in Amman.*

The Iraqi influx is also blamed for the significant rise in inflation in Jordan. Here,
the real situation proves to be complex. A recent study conducted by the Jordanian
Center for Strategic Studies at the University of Jordan came to conclusions that
surprised many of its readers.*® Inflation rose from 1.6% in 2003 to 6.5% in
2006, coinciding with the Iraqi influx. However it was driven primarily by food
prices, which have risen 21% since 2002, and by sharply rising fuel costs. These
primary factors in the inflation, the study showed, were indeed related to the Iraqi
war, but were not attributable to a very large extent to Iraqi consumption or, as
widely believed, Iraqis’ real-estate purchases.

Prior to the Iraqi war, subsidized oil from Iraq had kept prices low. With the
war, the subsidies from Iraq ended and prices rose. The rising food prices, on
the other hand, prove to be largely caused by growing Jordanian food exports to
Iraq. The United States Defense Department purchases large quantities of food
from Jordan and uses it in Iraq to feed the US and Iraqi armed forces (the latter
are also trained in Jordan, where they are housed and fed). The demand for food
in Jordan, meanwhile, has increasingly been filled by imported products. That
there is a growing demand for food products in Jordan is related to an extent to
consumption by Iraqi residents, but the purchases of imported food, more costly
for the average resident, are largely explained by the need to replace the food
Jordan is exporting, and for which the United States military pays higher prices to
producers than do local buyers. The study establishes its argument that the Iraqi
influx has been a minor rather than a major factor in inflation by pointing to the
fact that inflation in Amman where the Iraqis are settled is generally lower than
in the rest of the country. In sum, the study attributes the higher costs of fuel and
rising imports to be the most important factors in the painful inflation.?

Another study by the Carnegie Endowment focuses on the economic modernization
and reform process underway during the 1990s. While applauding the concept, the
report blames a flawed process for much of the economic distress in some sectors of
Jordanian society.’ Jordanians became used to living with government subsidies
for basic goods and services. The government sustained its economic support
system thanks to international assistance and external resources such as remittances,
oil subsidies, and trade advantages. All of these externally generated sources of
income sharply declined in the 1980s. In 1989, Jordan agreed to an International
Monetary Fund Stand-By Arrangement and its accompanying austerity program.
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State support for import substitution was substituted for encouragement of exports
and by privatization. King Abdullah assumed office in 1999 and declared economic
reform to be a priority. Yet, the Carnegie study finds the reform process to have
been “selective, often incomplete and uncoordinated.”” Business elites, entrenched
political officials, and beneficiaries of the state resisted, and the reformers
compromised on taxation and public sector employment. The process, according to
the report, has been strongly top-down, without the engagement of Jordan’s (weak)
civil society. Moreover, the reform was not oriented to solving social problems or
reducing poverty and unemployment. The economic reform, in short, is seen to have
benefited limited sectors of Jordan’s population (now able to pay for expensive real
estate in Amman) and these do not include the poor or large segments of the middle
class, many of whom believe their woes are the result of Iraqi refugees.

Jordan’s perceived mediating role in the Arab-Israeli conflict and as a US ally
in the war in Iraq have restored Jordan’s place as a privileged aid recipient, both
from the United States and Europe.®® It remains a preferred place for investment
among Arab states as well. The Iraqis have undeniably injected valuable economic
and human resources into the economy. Thus, outside resources, again, sustain
the state economy but, as before, it is more vulnerable precisely because of its
dependence on external resources.

Syria and the Iraqis

Migration, Political and Economic Relations

Syria and Iraq have not enjoyed smooth political relations in recent decades
and tensions persist. Since the 1980s, Iraqi opponents of the regime, including
dissident Sunnis, Shi’a and Christians have found refuge in Syria. Among those
who found a protected safe haven were members of the current Iraqi administration,
including the Prime Minister. Kurds also have come to and through Syria to reach
Kurdistan. The governments of Iraq and the United States have accused the Syrian
government of tacitly permitting Iragi-bound insurgents and arms to cross through
its territory after 2003.* Syria has not denied the charge, but has not accepted
official responsibility for it.

Before and after 2003, wealthy Iraqis fearing instability tended to invest and
establish residences more often in Jordan than Syria, but Syria also received some
of the Iraqi wealth. On the whole, the Syria- bound migrations were poorer and
until recently relatively smaller. The first Iraqi wave to enter Syria following the
US invasion consisted of the more politicized and politically threatened members
of the Baath party, including leaders in Saddam Hussein’s government and party.
Iraqi Palestinians, also targeted as allied with Saddam Hussein, came as well.
The fighting in Falluja in November 2004 brought a flood of Iraqis to Syria. They
were still Sunni in the majority, but with that event, the flight of people escaping
from the carnage far outstripped that of political leaders.*> Since then, the Shi’a
predominate among the new entries.
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Syria has maintained an open border for Arab migrants since its independence.
Arabs can enter and they are entitled to avail themselves of Syrian health care and
schools. They may enroll in Syrian universities, subsidized by the government,
free of charge. Although they are not entitled to work, most do—or try to—and the
government does not forcefully enforce its own restrictions.

That the Syrian border has remained open for so long despite the huge influx of
Iraqis is something of a testimonial to the strength of this tradition.*! Nevertheless,
the crowding, the strains on schools and services, the traffic and the significant
price increases are taxing Syrian hospitality, and public opinion has unquestionably
become negative. The government has announced it will enact border restrictions,
that require Iraqis to obtain visas, and the visas will be limited to people with
businesses and academics.*? People are supposed to apply for visas at the Syrian
Embassy in Baghdad—surely a difficult and dangerous option for many. The new
restrictions, which were to be effective on September 10, were postponed to go
into effect after Ramadan, on about October 12. Discussions with the government
of Iraq are underway. As of this writing, the border is open, and the Iraqi flow
reportedly has accelerated to take advantage of the short window of opportunity.

Syria is itself a secular and religiously diverse country. Although the majority
of its citizens are Sunnis and there are influential minorities of Allowite Muslims,
Shi’a and Christian, and Druze. Iraqis of almost all denominations, therefore, can
find co-religionists. Nevertheless, and precisely for this reason, there are concerns
that the arrival of an especially large number of Shi’a who are inclined to be devout
could distort the relative sectarian harmony that characterizes Syrian society and
pose potential challenges to the secular state.

Numbers and Demography

Government as well as non-government estimates converge in estimating
1.5 to 1.6 million Iraqis to be in Syria, which represents 10 percent of Syria’s
approximately 18 million population. As in Jordan, border guards have kept
track of entries since the conflict began although not of exits or transits. Basic
figures of Iraqi residents have been extrapolated from several sources which are
credible but not entirely reliable.*> One diplomatic observer commented that
at an April, 2007 major donor meeting held in Geneva to mobilize support for
Iraqi assistance, Syrians and donors alike quoted each other’s statistics with no
particular justifications. All agree that Iraqi entries have been growing, especially
since Jordan closed its borders. Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, Iran and other regional
outlets have taken relatively few and seem now to have closed their borders
entirely to Iraq’s refugees. In July UNHCR and other sources were reporting Iraqi
entries into Syria at about two thousand a day, but within less than a month, these
estimates were too low.*

As in Jordan, the lack of firm figures and demographic information is a problem.
Syria is asking for international support in addressing the difficulties that arise
from the Iraqi refugee presence, but the government can offer little hard data as
to how many there are, or regarding their characteristics and needs. The UNDP
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is planning a comprehensive needs assessment based on household surveys, to be
supported by the World Bank. Results are expected in about six months.

At least until recently, Iraqis came to Syria without large amounts of funds to
invest. Nevertheless, of necessity, they have purchased or otherwise paid for living
space, have established businesses and injected money into the economy. Over
the past year or so, due to the closed border in Jordan and lack of opportunities
to enter other countries, more Iraqis of means are coming to Syria. They are
victims of ethnic violence, forced displacement, criminality, and utter despair with
conditions in Iraq.

Status, Rights and Access to Assistance

As in Jordan, Iraqis have been given three month tourist visas or permits, with
the possibility of extension. In practice, there are rarely sanctions for those —the
majority —who overstay and fail to renew. Contrary to the government of Jordan
and the “tourist” designation status notwithstanding, the Syrian government
accepts the UNHCR designation of Iraqis as prima facie refugees. In practice,
the prevailing view of Iraqis in Syria and Jordan is essentially the same: they
are temporarily in the country pending restoration of peace in Iraq—a peace
nobody believes will occur any time soon. There are no plans for integrating
the Iraqis, legally, economically or politically. The Syrians are more eager for
international assistance and special programs than their Jordanian counterparts, as
will be discussed below, but they intend to maintain tight oversight and control.
International humanitarian assistance and its coordination will be channeled
through the country’s weak institutional structures.

The government allows unrestricted entry of Iraqi children to local schools, and
Iraqis have the same access to health and other public services as Syrians. Those
without formal status usually find badly paid employment in the informal sector,
but Syrians will grant work permits to high level professionals and/or to Iraqis
who establish their own businesses. The Syrian government has encouraged Iraqi
scholars and scientists to establish private universities that employ Iraqi academics
and teach Iraqi and Syrian students who qualify for entry. As in Jordan, the rules
and procedures are neither well understood nor consistently applied, one of the
consequences of which is that Iragis are more likely than not to be without legal
status in the country.®

The major appeals for education and health care described above are critically
important for Syria, which has more Iraqis who are poorer and in dire need. Under
an agreement with the Ministry of Health, UNHCR is already supporting 50 public
health centers, and expanding the capacity of the Damascus hospital to treat cancer
cases.*® Syria, like Jordan, will use the funds from the education appeal to build
schools, refurbish classrooms, buy materials, etc. The government of Switzerland
has funded the construction of two schools; the European Union and individual
members fund small health and educational projects.

Meanwhile, living conditions are deteriorating rapidly as many Iraqis resort to
over-crowded and unsanitary urban housing arrangements, and suffer from gradual
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impoverishment due to their inability to earn a living. The Syrian Arab Red Crescent
carried out a Rapid Emergency Needs Assessment for the Iraqi Displacement in
Syria in March 2007. The report detailed poor conditions, ever worsening, and
limited access to health, housing and food.#’” Although Iraqi children have the
right to attend schools, UNICEF has noted that the 33,000 children who do attend
school in Syria represent only about 10 percent of the total children believed to be
in the country.”® The reasons range from lack of documentation, lack of funds to
purchase school necessities, and the family’s need for children to work.

UNHCR issues a refugee card to Iraqis upon registration. It entitles the bearers
to access to health care, and special targeted assistance programs, most of which
are implemented by UNHCR itself and/or by the Syrian Arab Red Crescent
Society (SARC). In May 2007, a Brookings Institution-University of Bern study
on Iraqis in Syria reported some 85,000 Iraqis registered;* by August UNHCR
was reporting 110,000 with the numbers of applicants growing daily. UNHCR
staff conducts about 150 interviews a day, and the schedule in early August was
full until the end of the following February. The process still covers only a tiny
fraction of the total population, but the long lines of people standing in the sun,
and the growing demand do indicate that more Iraqis are interested in registering
than UNHCR currently can handle. A staff of thirty UN Volunteers works in a large
registration facility (see photos) organizing appointments, conducting interviews,
referring needy cases for services and identifying cases for possible resettlement.
UNHCR has obtained tentative approval from the Syrian government to contract a
number of international non-government agencies in order to expand its capacity,*
both for registration and service delivery.’!

The NGO workers, if contracted, should effectively double the present UNHCR
staff. Not only should the new recruits be able to improve the speed and efficiency
of the registration process, but they will be active at the community level where
UNHCR now operates small community centers able to engage in a limited number
of activities. The arrangement being considered by the government, however,
foresees each of the NGOs establishing individual Memorandum of Understanding
with SARC, and having nearly all humanitarian assistance channeled through
SARC. Even the strongest champions of SARC acknowledge that the organization
is overwhelmed by the caseload it receives now, and is unprepared to handle the
additional responsibilities to be thrust upon it. SARC is close to, but not part of the
government, and therefore is eligible to receive direct assistance from governments
not willing to fund the Syrian government. The organization will need significant
resources to be able to upgrade its services and the technical capacity of its staff.
Members of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Federation
are prepared to help.> The need, however, is immediate.

Nobody denies that the Syrian government needs international assistance, least
of all the Syrian government itself. On April 17, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
presented a prepared statement to a donor conference called by UNHCR and held
in Geneva on “Addressing the Humanitarian Needs of the Refugees and Internally
Displaced Persons in Iraq and in the Neighboring Countries.” The statement
opened as follows:
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Following is a presentation of the living difficulties and the negative
impact on the infrastructure in Syria due to the increasing number of Iraqi
refugees. We will list the urgent humanitarian needs for 1.2 million people
of Iraqi refugees, which is subject to more increase due to the continued
deterioration of the security situation in Iraq (it could deteriorate due to
lack of political solution and lack of security).

The paper contained a long list of burdens being borne by Syria and attributed to
the Iraqi influx, and another list of requested donations and mechanisms of support
in health, education, social support and security infrastructure. Syria asked the
international community for US$256.,810,000 over two years, and claimed that
serving Iraqi needs was costing the country a billion dollars a year. In addition to
funds, Syria also asked for human resources to build its organizational capacities,
especially those of SARC .3

A subsequent printed fact sheet, made available by the Syrian Embassy in
Washington DC, summarized development as well as humanitarian related
expenses. It calculated the costs to Syria for Iraqi consumption of natural gas,
gasoline, electricity, water and sanitation, health and education and bread, all of
which are subsidized by the government. The sum was just over a billion dollars.

The requests are straight forward, and the international community is sympathetic
to the urgency of giving assistance, but the Syrian government has complained that
the response is slower and far less generous than anticipated or deserved.”> Even
support for SARC, at the center of Syria’s humanitarian response to Iraqi refugees,
has been less than anticipated. Syrians also complain that while humanitarian
assistance trickles in, the more long term assistance they need to cope with the
rising population is not forthcoming. The country badly needs improvements in
social infrastructure, water, electricity and so on.

The donors, for their part, maintain that the process of finalizing agreements
is fraught with difficulties. There is persistent and strong resistance in parts of
the state apparatus to allowing foreigners to gain a foothold in Syria, and fear in
some corners that humanitarian assistance could be an “Achilles heel” for this to
happen. International donors who want to assist the government all complain that
the approval process is long and cumbersome. Given political realities and the
potential donors’ distrust of the Syrian government, it is not surprising that debates
over development are long and cumbersome on that side as well. Governments,
like the United States which does not want to channel funds through the Syrian
government at all, seek to support the Iraqi refugees by means of donations to
private organizations and UN agencies, especially the UNHCR. The Bureau for
Population, Refugees and Migration has given funding to the Catholic Relief
Service which works with the local Syrian branch of CARITAS. For Syria,
CARITAS is a local agency that long has served Syrian Christians. It is also
funding other NGOs that primarily though not exclusively serve Christian Iraqis.

UNHCR, UNDP, UNICEF and World Food Program have found ways to work
in this context. For example, UNICEF and SARC have signed a cooperation
agreement to support women and child refugees from Iraq, beginning with support
for recreational and psycho-social services.”” Some of the most promising projects
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have been carried out at the municipal level and coordinated with municipal
officials in areas where Iraqis are concentrated. These include water-sanitation,
communications and environmental projects.

Iraqi Impacts, Perceptions and Realities

The strain on fragile infrastructure and services is great, especially in and
around Damascus where between 80 to 90 percent of the refugee population is
living.®® As numbers have grown, and people become poorer, the urban districts
where the refugees are concentrated are increasingly crowded and unhealthy.
By all accounts, the Syrian population has displayed kindness toward the Iraqis.
However as in Jordan, people have been growing more hostile to the never-ending
stream of Iraqi guests. Inevitably, the costs of housing, goods and services have
risen dramatically —“skyrocketed”, the residents will insist. It is hard to fathom
how Iraqis or Syrians without much disposable income can afford any reasonable
housing. Life has become much more costly for the average citizen, and the poorer
segments of Syrian society feel themselves marginalized in their own city. Both
vehicular and pedestrian traffic in Damascus is overwhelming. In summer, when
this mission took place, the crush of Syrians and Iraqis was augmented by pilgrims
and tourists from elsewhere in the region.

Thus far, outside of a few incidents, Iraqis have not posed a serious security
threat. Nevertheless, as more Iraqis and, especially, more Iraqi Shi’a have entered,
as their desperation grows and hostility toward them also increases, domestic
security concerns loom larger. At an earlier stage, insurgents bound for Iraq
could cross through Syrian territory, but the US military in Iraq have recently
reported a sharp reduction in such crossings.® The Syrian government appears
to have concluded that the country has a stronger interest in helping to restore
peace in Iraq than in exacerbating the problems facing US occupation. At this
point the government is determined to keep religious fundamentalists and political
extremists from its borders. It is not clear how important the security issue was in
the decision to reverse Syria’s long policy of open borders —the crunch of numbers
and pressures on resources are reasons enough—but surely fears of politically and
religiously motivated incidents are part of the equation.

Syrian men and women, in public and in private, will affirm that the quality
of their lives has been diminished by the crowding, the spiraling prices for most
goods, and by a rising crime rate for the first time in memory among residents
of Damascus, and they will blame it on the Iraqis. They also blame the Iraqis for
spiraling rent and real estate costs.%° In these respects, the discourse in Jordan and
Syria is parallel. Likewise, looking at a broader picture of costs and benefits yields
a more nuanced picture in Syria, which is not dissimilar to that of Jordan.

In an interview, the with the German magazine Spiegel in February 2007, the
Deputy Prime Minister for Economic Affairs, Abdullah al-Dardari explained that
Syria’s population of 18 million had increased by 7 percent in a single year because
of the Iraqis, and added that “no economy can simply absorb so many,” In another
interview on BBC radio at the end of March, he maintained that Syria would need
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some US one billion “to deal with the inflation caused by the arrival of refugees
from Iraq.”®! Nevertheless, on May 21,2007, at a press conference in Damascus,
Minister Dardari declared with pride that the Syrian economy was improving and
the gross national product had risen by 7 percent in 2006. He attributed the cause
to a “surge of 16 percent in private consumption on the back of a continued influx
of Iraqi refugees and of a rise in purchasing power on consumers.” Investments
were ahead of projections, he announced, manufacturing had sharply increased
and tax receipts were also rising. Unemployment had fallen.®> At the same time,
on a less positive note, the consumer price index was rising yearly to levels Syria
had not seen previously.

Mr. Dardari, an economist and former journalist, has been in the vanguard of
those moving toward an economic transformation in Syria, meant to result in a less
corrupt and more free-market economy. His optimistic remarks find an echo in an
International Monetary Fund Consultation of July 30, 2007, which concluded
that Syria was recovering successfully from over a decade of slow growth. The
IMF attributed the rebound to macroeconomic adjustment and structural reforms
which compensated for regional instability, a drop in oil proceeds and pressures
placed on the government by the Iraqi inflow. In fact, the report found, the recovery
gained greater momentum thanks to investments from Iraqi refugees, inflationary
pressures notwithstanding. The IMF applauded the government’s tightening of
credit policy and, it asserted, thereby reducing inflationary pressures that might
otherwise have been brought on by the inevitable spike in demand due to the
Iraqis.

Diplomatic observers interviewed were unanimous in noting that Syria was
experiencing what one called an “economic boomlet,” and that the arrival
of the Iragi had been more of a positive than a negative factor in the process.
While the Iraqi-driven demand for real-estate was greater than the Syrians could
accommodate, rising costs of land, rental property, construction, etc. brought
profits to Syrians and boosted overall economic growth. One now sees displays
of new wealth among Syrians, who appreciate the changes brought about by the
country’s more market based economy. Needless to say, as higher prices have
spread to all sectors and credit has been tightened, Syrians with low salaries and
fixed incomes have not fared well.

Two cautions that appeared in the otherwise optimistic IMF report are relevant
to the Iraqi question: First, the IMF directors urged strong efforts to strengthen
domestic institutional capacity and human capital, especially in management
fields. Second, the report called for the government to improve the quality and
timeliness of economic statistics.** The weakness of institutional capacity, noted
above, calls into question the ability of the government to use the foreign assistance
and investment it badly wants in the most effective manner. The weakness of a
statistical base that is all too apparent in fiscal as well as in population data leaves
the government unable to plan accurately for the country’s needs. The proposed
UNDP/World Bank needs assessment may be a corrective.

In sum, Syrian generosity toward Iraqi refugees has brought benefits as well
as difficulties and, for the moment, the former appear to outweigh the latter,
at least insofar as the economic “bottom line” is concerned. But the benefits
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disproportionately go to a relatively small segment of society, much the same
as they do in Jordan. The difference is that Syria is a country with a socialist
ideology and, until recently, with an economically more homogeneous population.
The combined effects of the economic modernization on the one hand, and the
inflationary pressures partly caused by the massive Iraqi influx on the other have
shifted this equation. Even if the changes are not yet dramatic, more Syrians are
declining into poverty, more are involved in crime (as are Iraqis), and the spread
between rich and poor is greater. The government is committed to its present
economic trajectory, but is giving serious consideration to modifying some of its
policies vis-a-vis the Iraqi refugees.

At this writing (October 2007) for the first time, Syria has decided to restrict the
entry of Iraqis, closely following what its neighbor Jordan has done, although not
closing the border altogether. The new regulations to be put in place will permit
only visa holders to enter, and limit visas to specific categories, as noted above.
It is also possible that the government could begin to limit non citizen access to
currently subsidized services, such as health care, education, and water —already in
short supply. In such a case, perhaps the international community would be asked
to sustain the Iraqis and other non-national groups who would need assistance. To
the frequently asked question as to whether the Syrian government will decide to
ask UNHCR to establish refugee camps, all interviewees expressed the opinion
that camps are a bad idea. Refugee camps are undesirable not only because they
go against the grain ideologically, but also because establishing them would be
seen as an admission that the Iraqi presence is long term. The Iraqis can be counted
on to oppose such a move, even if it meant their livelihoods would be more secure.
Some observers commented that if the option of establishing refugee camps is
adopted, the Syrian government might strive to have these established on Iraqi
territory, a step UNHCR strongly opposes.

International Engagement

All parties agree that until there is peace among the warring factions, the present
pattern will persist in Iraq. Iraqis of all classes, sectors and ethnicities will be
forced to flee their homes and country to seek safe refuge and means to support
themselves. The governments of countries near and far have been called upon
to alleviate the tragic outcomes that have fallen upon so many, but the general
response has been tepid at best.

Regional Response

Beginning with Iraq itself, its government thus far has been very little engaged in
supporting the refugee population, and has been widely criticized for this posture.
The Iraqi government sent a fairly low level delegation to the donor Conference
to Address the Needs of Iraqi Refugees and Internally Displaced persons, called
by UNHCR on April 17-18, 2007 (cited above). It made a pledge of $25 million
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to assist host countries, especially with regard to health and education. The
contribution is universally regarded as embarrassingly small, and doubts remain
as to whether or how the funds may be delivered. The Iraqi Red Crescent attended
the conference, and requested international funding for its own operations in Iraq,
as well as for its expanded operations in Jordan and Syria where national Red
Crescent societies are already active. At the meeting the High Commissioner
Antonio Guterres stressed the importance of the Iraqi government’s engagement
with the population in the host countries in the interest of preventing people from
being forced back into Iraq against their will.%

There may be more response from Iraq at some later date. The fact that Syria has
now almost closed the border and there are no other outlets for refugees increases
the pressure on the government of Iraq to do more for the growing numbers of
forcibly displaced persons, now with no place to go. Iraqis outside of the country
still need services of various kinds and the host governments would like to see
stronger support from Iraqi embassies for these purposes.

The two exceptions to the generally tepid international response, obviously,
are Syria and Jordan, the host countries described in these pages. While other
“near” countries—Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, Iran, the Gulf states—have allowed
limited numbers of Iraqis to enter, none have made it easy for the Iraqis who
have found their way there, and none have taken enough to constitute a burden.
Syria’s government officially requested the establishment of an Arab League
fund to support the host countries receiving Iraqis, but it was rejected. Thus far,
the wealthy Arab countries have responded minimally in terms of humanitarian
assistance for the Iraqis or for support to the host countries sheltering them.

International Assistance

The donor meeting called by UNHCR in April, while not a pledging conference,
provided a platform for Syria and Jordan to present the challenges that the Iraqi
presence caused to their economies and institutions. The Syrian government, as
noted above, presented a detailed document to this effect, while Jordan presented
some indicative figures but made no specific requests. The UNHCR pledged to
follow up with more effective mechanisms of international coordination and a
stronger presence in Iraq itself. It asked participants for greater burden sharing,
both in the form of assistance and resettlement.®’

Advocates in the more developed countries are recommending that their
respective governments do more for Iraqi refugees. Doing so will require serious
modifications in the way donors and international agencies usually implement
humanitarian projects. Because both Jordanian and Syrian governments are
reluctant (to put it mildly) to permit foreign organizations to operate independently
in their territories, they want projects to be channeled through national entities,
preferably national government institutions. Most of the Iraqis are located in the
capital cities of Amman and Damascus, and the governments understandably look
for initiatives that benefit the local population which has been bearing the brunt
of the large influx. Thus far, the largest of the international efforts thus far are the
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joint UNHCR-UNICEEF appeal to help the educational systems in Jordan and Syria
cope with the costs of absorbing Iraqi children into their school systems, and the
multi agency regional health care appeal.

The international agencies are the major conduit of donor funding at this time.
The UNHCR appeal for US $60million of January 2007 was met and, in July, it
was doubled to $123 million.®® That same month UNHCR and UNICEF jointly
launched the Joint Appeal for $129 million: Providing Education Opportunities
to Iraqi Children in Host Countries, described above. As of September 2007,
the Iraq Situation Supplementary Appeal had received close to US$93 million
and available funds constituted 75% of budgeted expenditures.®*® The education
appeal is just beginning to receive pledges at this writing. The US is the principle
donor, having already committed $39 million.”

Notwithstanding a successful mobilization of funding, the humanitarian
assistance programs undertaken by UNHCR and other UN agencies— WFP,
UNICEF, UNFPA —are modest, and do not have a serious impact on the increasing
impoverishment of the Iraqi refugees. Where NGOs and other private sector
organizations are permitted to operate, their activities currently are circumscribed
and limited. Community services, legal counseling, psychosocial attention, gender
related services and, especially, income generating activities are urgently needed
on a much larger scale. Whether sufficient funding could be mobilized for these
activities is an open question. Other refugee groups suffer similar deficiencies,
although few groups are as much in the public limelight as the Iraqis. Whether
and how the Jordanian or Syrian governments would support more ambitious and
targeted humanitarian assistance is another issue. Income generation efforts, in
particular, are sensitive because of high unemployment rates among Jordanians
and Syrians. Internationally funded employment projects that reach local and
refugee populations would be very costly and not necessarily politically feasible.

Resettlement Prospects

While the “far” international community sees the importance of alleviating
the burden now being borne by Jordan and Syria and is disposed to assist, that
assistance will not be in the form of refugee “burden sharing.” No country has
expressed the intention of resettling large numbers of Iraqis.

Many commentators in the press, among human rights advocates and in the
US Congress have drawn parallels between the conflict in Iraq and the conflict
that took place over three decades ago in Vietnam. One parallel that cannot be
drawn is between the international refugee responses in the two cases. From 1975
and 1979, over 500,000 Indochinese fled the war and Communist domination.”!
They arrived in neighboring countries, which were only willing to allow them to
remain temporarily in UNHCR managed camps, pending resettlement outside of
the Southeast Asian region. Although the conflict in Vietnam, as the one today
in Iraq, was considered to be primarily a U.S. responsibility, the governments
in Europe, Australia and Canada, in addition to the United States—which took
the lion’s share--did agree to resettle the refugees. To this end, the UN organized
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an international conference on Indochinese refugees in July 1979 to establish
multilateral commitments to burden sharing for resettlement.

The countries now willing to resettle Iraqis are among the same who have
consistently responded to resettlement requests and, again, the US has proposed
the largest number. The largest number in this case, however, is a few thousand
which the US has promised—though not yet delivered--not several hundred
thousand. Other countries are proposing to accept from a few hundred to numbers
in the very low thousands The countries offering to take small numbers of Iraqis,
thus far, have been the Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand.”

To be sure, the negative comparison between responses to Iraqi and past
responses to Vietnam refugees is misleading in some respects. A few qualifications
are in order: First, so far as one can judge from anecdotal evidence, the majority of
Iraqis in Jordan and Syria are not eager to resettle in distant countries. They, like
their Jordanian and Syrian hosts would far prefer a peaceful political arrangement
that would allow them to return. Pending that return or even it its absence in the
short of medium term, they would prefer to see improved conditions in their host
countries sufficient to permit them to live there, albeit more comfortably and with
less risk. Second, unlike the countries of first asylum for the Vietnamese, neither the
governments of Jordan nor Syria are pushing the Iraqis to resettle or insisting that
other countries resettle them. Third, refugee authorities in resettlement countries
point to the many challenges that lengthen the resettlement process. These range
from the fact that they have not previously resettled large groups from the Middle
East and hence have had to build the mechanisms from scratch, to the multiple
security concerns that lead to extensive checks and cross checks of applicants.
They predict a more robust resettlement program in the coming years.

Notwithstanding these points, the reluctance to resettle Iraqis is palpable. There
would seem to be multiple reasons: The unpopularity of the war and US leadership;
the fact that Iraqis on all sides are both victims and perpetrators of violence; and
the fact that the massive flight was largely invisible to media and policy makers
until the present year. The Iraqi flight has been gradual, family by family, not en
masse. The Iraqi population settled in cities, living among the citizens of their
host countries. Finally, the host countries themselves appeared to believe their
institutions and resources were adequate to absorb the mass of refugees. This had
changed by the end of 2006, by which time it was clear that the exodus would
continue, and the new residents would stay a long time. Then, and only then, did
resettlement come to be seen as an important option.

Resettlement numbers are not high enough to meet need or demand, even
assuming that the majority of Iraqis are not asking for resettlement. The UNHCR
registration process in Jordan, Syria and elsewhere provides the information used
to recommend cases for resettlement to countries outside of the Middle East
willing to take these cases. Al UNHCR submissions are individuals deemed in
need of resettlement. Those with a history of torture or trauma, at high risk due to
membership in a political or religious minority, women at risk of violence, head
the list of eleven criteria. (One resettlement country, for example, asked for a case
load consisting solely of women at risk.) The nature of the case load is determined
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by each resettlement country, and UNHCR attempts to meet the requested numbers
and qualifications. The processing itself is slow and cumbersome.

The strongest reason for low resettlement numbers among the usual resettlement
countries seems to be the consensus that the US bears the greatest responsibility
for Iraqi flight, hence should set a high standard, as it did for Vietnamese refugees
during the 1970s and 1980s. As of early September 2007, 850 Iraqis had arrived
in the US, with expectations that within a year or so, there would be some 12,000
arrivals. Interviews of refugees in Turkey, Syria, and Jordan, based primarily on
UNHCR submissions, have been underway since May, and approval rates have
run about 75 percent.”® The potential case load for Iraqis depends on a Presidential
determination of refugee allocations. For 2007, the total allocated case load was
set at 70,000, of which 50,000 were already allocated for other refugee situations,
leaving 20,000 slots potentially available. Obviously, the Iraqi case load will not
approach that number in 2007.

In the US, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) staff conducts a
personal interview with the members of each case UNHCR submits. Interviews
in Syria are impeded by the Syrian government’s present refusal to grant visas
to DHS staff. Ambassador Ryan Crocker has complained to the press and
Congress that only a handful of DHS officers have been sent to Jordan to conduct
interviews, prolonging the process there. He suggested that at the rate interviews
were proceeding, it would take nearly two years to go through the 10,000 cases
UNHCR has submitted to the US.* At his and others urging, the Department of
State and Homeland Security appointed special envoys to help work though the
bureaucratic delay.

Among the eleven priority criteria, the US, unsurprisingly, is particularly
interested in the ninth: “individuals who fled as a result of their associations with
international or foreign institutions.””> Military and diplomatic officers deeply feel
a personal responsibility to help Iraqis whose “well founded fear of persecution”
is derived from having ties to the US itself. Pleas have been heard from multiple
sources, from the Ambassador in Baghdad to individual commanders in the field,
to expand and accelerate the processes that would allow Iraqis who have risked
their lives to work with the US forces and the US government to come to the
United States. First on the list of concern are Iraqis who serve as translators and,
all too often, have been murdered for their service. As Senator Edward Kennedy
put it, “America has a special obligation to keep faith with the Iraqis who have a
bulls-eye on their back because of their association with our government.”’® The
difficulties arise in deciding how many will be in the program, how they will be
selected and interviewed, and whether the US case load for resettlement will be
entirely taken up by present or former US employees and, therefore, not include
individuals falling into the remaining high priority categories.
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Conclusions

While other studies have focused on the tragic plight of Iragis who have been
forced to flee and are facing increasingly limited and difficult options, the key
point of departure for this study is how the two major host countries are responding
towards Iraqi refugees, and the internal logic of the response in each. Prior
migration patterns, historical links and historical hostilities with Iraq have colored
Jordanian and Syrian policies toward the refugees and, for very different reasons,
opened the way for very large numbers of Iraqis to find a relatively safe haven.
The two governments are now concerned about the long term presence of Iraqis
and the possibility that the Iraqi conflict could be imported through its refugees.
Governments in both countries publicly insist that they foresee an eventual return
migration, and good relations with a peaceful Iraqi neighbor. However, the reality
is that Iraqis and their Jordanian and Syrian hosts are facing a humanitarian crisis
of longer than anticipated duration, for which there has been too little serious
planning.

The impact of the Iraqi presence in the two countries thus far has been mixed
There is ample evidence that Iraqis have stimulated economic vitality and helped
both countries by investing in property, business and commerce. It is also apparent
that the burdens of the Iraqi presence are falling most heavily on poorer segments
of the population and on people with fixed incomes, who constitute the majority.
Iraqis are increasingly unpopular and more often subject to abuse because of this.
The governments do not wish to lose the trust of their own citizens by being seen
as overly favorable to the migrants. But, neither do the governments want the
economic situation of the Iraqis to deteriorate to the point of desperation.

Although current realities are not encouraging, all parties have a strong
interest in a peaceful and stable Iraq. The combined efforts of regional and other
international actors in this direction enhance possibilities of success, but even with
the most optimistic scenario, it will take years to restore conditions in Iraq that
would make a massive return movement feasible. Jordan joined the other countries
of first asylum by closing its borders to Iraqis by early 2007. Having done so,
the government appears somewhat more open to accommodating the Iraqis who
are already in residence. Syria, the last escape route, followed suit, effective in
October 2007, and plans to sharply limit Iraqi entries. This outcome is obviously
tragic for Iraqis. Furthermore and also potentially tragic, neither Syria nor Jordan
is granting a firm legal status, even of a temporary nature, to people already in
residence, most of whom are unable to earn incomes. International support is
piecemeal and thus far is inadequate to meaningfully improve the future prospects
of Iraqis in Jordan and Syria or ease the burden on the host countries.

The second point of departure of this report is the response of the broader
international community. The Middle East is a politically complicated area
in which to launch major humanitarian and developmental initiatives. Donor
governments have sought ways to avoid the difficulties of working with and
channeling funding through host country governments—especially Syria—and
have opted for funding international organizations which may or may not work
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with the governments. The funding is helpful, but does not produce coordinated,
comprehensive assistance that both addresses humanitarian needs and national
capacities. There are undeniable difficulties in terms of accountability, confidence
and control in creating funding mechanisms acceptable both to the governments
and the donors. These are different in Jordan and Syria, but challenging in both
and not easily be surmounted. Present resettlement figures are unacceptably low,
especially for the United States, but one hopes the pace will now be accelerated.
At the end of the day, however, resettlement will prove to be but one tool among
many, and a minor one, for solving the crisis.

Jordan and Syria’s very cautious approach to international involvement thus far is
understandable. There are numerous examples of international humanitarian efforts
that have left governments and host populations feeling that they have lost more
than they have gained. The tensions and conflicting relations that dominate Middle
East political relations with the West, and with the US in particular, exacerbate
distrust. Once having accepted the reality of international involvement, however,
the governments can, and should, assume leadership of the process. This, in turn
requires a national strategy over the long term for the Iraqi population, something
that is not at all close to being in place. It also requires greater knowledge than
now exists of the Iraqi population, their numbers and demographic particulars.
Both Jordan and Syria have initiated steps in this direction, but have stopped
before completing them.

The current system governing Iraqi legal status is based on month to month
resident permits, with longer residency allotted on somewhat inconsistent rules
governing investment and privileged fields of employment. Such arrangements do
make some sense for a population that can move at will and is likely to remain in
the country for a short time, but they are inappropriate for the Iraqis who cannot
return or go elsewhere and whose needs include schools, healthy living spaces, and
jobs. Nor is it in the interest either of Jordan or Syria that thousands of desperate
undocumented people are kept indefinitely in legal limbo.

With the new Syrian restrictions on entry, the last open border for Iraqi refugees
will be lost. It is past time for other countries in the region to open their doors
more widely. Otherwise, Iraqis have much to fear from the multiple bad options
facing them: lives under constant threat, vain attempts to find safer places to live
in a still volatile and impoverished Iraq. The possibility of refugee camps is likely
to be revisited. It remains a bad idea, and a much worse idea if the proposal is for
camps inside of Iraq. Iraqis must do more to protect their citizens without resorting
to this option.

The consequences of the Palestinian flight six decades ago have been
fundamental in shaping attitudes toward absorption of Iraqis, and it is not a
positive precedent. It is unfortunate that both countries, but especially Jordan,
address the Iraq problem through the lens of the Palestinian experience. There are
parallels to be sure, the most important being that Iraqis, more numerous than the
original group of displaced Palestinians, could become long term residents rather
than short term refugees in need of temporary Arab solidarity. But neither causes
nor consequences of the respective flights are similar. Moreover, the international
response mechanisms are very different today from what they were in 1948.
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There is little precedent anywhere in the Middle East for absorbing refugees.
As these pages describe, the frequent movements among the citizens of the region
have been handled in a tolerant, but ad hoc fashion. In the face of the massive
movement of Iraqis who clearly fall in the refugee category, regional decision
makers appear fearful of the past Palestinian experience repeating itself and/or
worried that a large Iraqi presence within their borders will exacerbate instability
in their own politically sensitive political situations. These fears, combined with
deep resentment against the United States for having brought Iraq to its present
plight, stand in the way of a comprehensive regional analysis of the full range of
possible options for Iraq, the Iraqis and regional approaches to both.
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