PALESTINIAN REFUGEE DEMOGRAPHY:
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

UNRWA IN FOCUS

POPULATION INCREASE

There are currently 5.7 million (December 2021)
registered Palestinian refugees who come under
UNRWA’s mandate, in distinction from the 20.7
million refugees under UNHCR’s mandate.! The
population has increased year on year creating
greater demand for its services. The positive
population change has not been mirrored by
increasing financial resources available, stretching the
services UNRWA can provide to the maximum.?

There is some indication that the population growth is
levelling off, with a percentage change of 0.95in 2020
compared to a consistent 1.9% change in the
preceding 6 years.® The total fertility rate has
decreased from 4.7 to 3.2 in the last decade. This may
be attributed to family planning programs, greater
uptake of tertiary education among women, and
improvements in healthcare reducing infant and
maternal mortality rates.*

Total Refugee Population (March 2022)*
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UNRWA projected a population growth of registered
refugees and other registered persons to 8.5 million
by 2030.%In 2017, the UN Population Fund projected
the refugee population in Gaza and the West Bank
to reach 3.1 million by 2030.” If the proportion of
total refugees in these areas remains at its current
41%, extrapolation gives us a total projected
population of 7.4 million by 2030.8 UNFPA’s
projections were exclusively based on 1997 and
2007 census data which makes their projection, and
any extrapolation, statistically imprecise.

As well as projecting population growth to 2030,
UNRWA also published a prediction of 6.46 million
registered persons by 2021.° This has been shown to
have been an accurate projection, with 6.5 million
registered refugees and other registered persons
accounted for in December 2021.1°
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YOUTH DEMOGRAPHIC

The  youth  population of refugees s
disproportionally high, 32.1% are under 17 years.'
The youth bulge presents UNRWA and national
governments with the challenge of providing
education and job opportunities for young adults. It
also presents a potentially positive economic
implication as a large number of refugees approach
working age. How far this opportunity can be seized
depends on UNRWA'’s ability to provide adequate
education and vocational training, host countries’
labour laws allowing greater access to formal
employment and the overall state of labour markets
in the upcoming years.*

UNRWA'’s education system has many successes,
often with higher literacy rates than host
communities.’® However, with the population
increases and  budget  shortfalls, school
infrastructure and numbers of teachers trained are
failing to meet the demands. 53% of classes have
over 40 students, which will inevitably impede
attainment.!” UNRWA  coped  remarkably
throughout the pandemic, developing a digital
learning platform that may alleviate educational
detriment whilst funds are found to expand school
sizes and train more teachers.'®

Youth unemployment is high, peaking at 70%
among 15-29 year olds in Gaza.'® Emergency cash-
for-work schemes only provide temporary
solutions. Disillusionment, reluctance to engage in
secondary education or vocational training and
frustration regarding stagnation of a political
settlement raise fears of political instability. FAFO
however draws upon evidence of the 2011 Arab
Uprisings to suggest Palestinian refugee youth are
unwilling to engage in political protest, showing
trust in leaders and preference for stability.?°

Age Structure

Age Distribution of Registered Persons Across All Areas'?

0-17 2,054,179 32.1%
18-59 3,709,639 57.9%
60 + 828,208 12.9%
Total 6,401,166

COMPARISON WITH AFGHAN REFUGEES

As of December 2021, there are 5.7 million Afghan
refugees in neighbouring countries, numerically on par
with Palestinian refugees.?! In contrast to the steady
increase of Palestinian refugees, the Afghan refugee
population has swelled inconsistently in accordance
with the unstable political situation in Afghanistan.
Distance has grown between the social demographic
profiles of Afghan and Palestinian refugees in recent
decades as Afghans remain primarily rural dwellers and
agricultural workers whilst Palestinians have urbanised
by necessity as residents of urban refugee settlements.
43% of Afghan refugees are under 18 years old, bringing
similar challenges regarding education and similar fears
for young people driving political instability.??
Palestinian refugees have benefitted from a unitary
education system under UNRWA in contrast to the
disjointed education implemented by a multitude of
actors for Afghan refugees in the region, reflected in
disparate attainment levels. There is however greater
inclusion of Afghan refugees in Pakistani and Iranian
education systems.?®> Both Afghan and Palestinian
refugees have a strong desire for repatriation but, in
both cases, political circumstances and insecurity make
this untenable.
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AGEING POPULATION

Almost 13% of the total population are aged over 60,
consistent in all areas, bringing challenges to
UNRWA'’s healthcare and social welfare systems.?*

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as
hypertension and diabetes are already the primary
cause of death.?> NCDs will increase in impact as the
population ages and becomes more susceptible.
Healthcare is part of UNRWA's core budget but what
treatments are freely available to refugees is being
restricted in line with budget shortfalls. ‘Unessential’
areas of healthcare are defunded yearly, for example
glasses and mobility aids have been unavailable free
of charge since 1998.%% The quality of life for an
ageing population is under threat as the budget
further compresses.

The ‘UNRWA In Focus’ Project?®

The optimistic perspective of the youth bulge is that
it brings a decreasing dependency ratio as more
working-age people can support elderly relatives.
However, since unemployment rates are already
high, a population increase of working-age people
will only increase competition for scarce jobs. This
means elderly Palestinian refugees will lack familial
economic support and will reach retirement age
without adequate savings or pensions. UNRWA will
therefore experience greater pressure to provide
social services to this demographic.?’

With  unemployment rates high, Palestinian
refugees are concerned about their access to
pensions in later life. UNRWA is thus under pressure
from Palestinian refugees to find funds to provide
social security for its ageing population. 28

Useful Links

The UNRWA In Focus project is a student-centred activity at the

University of Exeter, led by Professor Mick Dumper. The project is
designed to provide a platform for the publication of the student’s
research on one of the UN’s largest institutions. Project briefing
papers are concise overviews providing useful information on the
activities of UNRWA to explore the notion of UNRWA as a significant

BADIL Resource Centre, (2018) ‘Survey of
Palestinian Refugees and Internally Displaced
People, 2016-2018'.
<https://www.badil.org/publications/survey-
of-palestinian-refugees>

political actor in the Middle East and its trajectory over the next 10-

15 years.
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