[image: image1.wmf]

Press Release 

On the occasion of the launching of the book ”Difficult past, uncertain future: Living conditions among Palestinian refugees in camps and gatherings in Lebanon”
Beirut, 6 June 2003
Åge A. Tiltnes, Regional Representative, Fafo AIS

Fafo AIS, Institute for Applied International Studies, based in Oslo, Norway, has released its most recent report on the living conditions of Palestinian refugees.

Background

In 1948, one hundred thousand Palestinians fled to Lebanon from what is today Israel to find refuge from the war. Temporary camps were established to provide them with immediate shelter, while UNRWA was established to cater for their basic needs.

More than half a century later, the refugees are still in Lebanon, and they have grown in number. While some are well integrated into Lebanese society, the majority lives on the borderline of that society; tolerated, but not integrated. Most reside in camps that are still precarious settlements, or they live in clusters of Palestinian homes outside the camps.

The study

Based on a comprehensive household survey of almost 4,000 households, “Difficult Past, Uncertain Future” pictures current living conditions among the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. The book documents the situation in terms of demography, health, education, employment, income poverty, social networks and public life. Furthermore, the book characterizes the various communities hosting the Palestinians, including the 12 refugee camps and their fringes, and 45 “gatherings” - communities containing at least 25 refugee families.

The survey was implemented jointly by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, Damascus, and Fafo AIS. It benefited from both the acceptance of the Lebanese Government and the active participation of the Palestinian refugees themselves. The Norwegian Government, being a stout economic supporter of Palestinian refugees in the region, including in Lebanon, sponsored the study.

Some key findings

The living conditions of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are not as good as those of their brothers and sisters in other countries hosting Palestinian refugees, including Syria, Jordan, and the West bank and Gaza Strip. They are economically poorer, score worse on a number of health indicators, have lower education, and dwell in substandard homes and neighbourhoods more often. As a consequence, dissatisfaction and unhappiness is voiced more frequently than among other refugee populations. Below we shall give a somewhat more precise description of certain aspects of their living conditions, focusing on human resources and income poverty.

Available statistics show that, income-wise the Palestinian refugees are significantly poorer than the Lebanese population, with a much larger part of the population at the bottom-end of the income distribution. The income distribution is, however, also very skewed within the refugee population, as the 10% with the lowest income earn only 0.8% of the population’s total income, while the upper 10% earn 36% of the income. There are a several factors explaining the income poverty. Below we shall hint at some.

Employment. Palestinian refugees are experiencing social exclusion in Lebanon, including being confronted with “Berufsverbot” baring them from a long list of occupations and public jobs with good salaries and benefits such as health insurance and pension systems. Labour force participation is relatively low (42%), mainly due to low female participation (17%). A second contributing factor is early exit from the labour market due to health reasons. Furthermore, many people are discouraged from seeking a job. On top of this, unemployment is high (17%) as is underemployment (13%). 

Education. As elsewhere in the region, educational achievements have seen a tremendous improvement over time. Whereas illiteracy stands at about 50% among people over 50 years of age, the illiteracy rate is 7% in the age group 15-29. For the Palestinian population in Lebanon, this is of course due to the efforts of UNRWA. However, these rates do not compare favourable with statistics from other host countries or statistics for the Lebanese population. Looking at people’s highest educational achievements, the picture is similar. For example, the proportion of people with a certificate from a secondary school or post-secondary education is about two times higher in the Lebanese population than in the Palestinian refugee population.

Health. While compared to other refugee populations, indicators of child health (infant mortality rate, child mortality rate, incidence of malnutrition) are slightly weaker, the development has been positive over time. This is for a large part thanks to UNRWA’s preventive health care programs, with, for instance, UNRWA giving prenatal care to some 3 in 4 pregnant women. Other health indicators, however, indicate that the Palestinian refugee population in Lebanon is facing considerable problems. Chronic illness is common; general physical health is poor; physical impairment is widespread; and there are clear signs that people’s psychological health and well-being is weak. At least part of the explanation for poorer (adult) health in Lebanon is casualties and suffering resulting from civil conflict and war.

Demography. The population pyramid of the Palestinian refugee population in Lebanon looks different from that of the other host countries. The population is older, that is to say that there are relatively more people of old age compared to people of a younger age. There are two explanations for this picture: (i) The fertility decline has been quicker and reached lower levels in Lebanon than elsewhere, resulting in fewer children and a narrower base of the pyramid; and (ii) the population pyramid is distorted by migration – people in their prime working age are lacking. And, those who have moved out of the surveyed areas (many to Europe and the Arab Gulf) are presumably the most resourceful in terms of health, education and working skills. Taken together, low fertility and out-migration partly explain why the Palestinian refugee population in Lebanon is given poorer scores on a number of indicators related to human resources (health, education, employment) than other refugee populations. However, this can only be part of the picture.

Another important part is their exclusion from core health and education services, in addition to, as already mentioned, being banned from a large part of the Lebanese labour market. While Palestinian refugees in e.g. Syria and Jordan have access to public education facilities and health care providers on an equal footing with the national populations, UNRWA and the NGOs are the main providers in Lebanon, clearly restricting the services rendered to the Palestinian refugee population. Obviously, the refugee’s low income only adds to this bleak picture.

The above disadvantageous circumstances are reflected in the Palestinian refugee population’s own assessment of the situation and the problems they are facing. As reported by the study, some 80% of the interviewed households pointed at the lack of job opportunities in their living areas as the major local problem. More than 1 in 3 (37%) families rate local health services as unsatisfactory, and 80% of 55 interviewed community leaders said the same. Furthermore, only 30% of the community leaders thought that local schools were satisfactory.

Conclusion

We have briefly presented some results and arguments from the new book, and in doing so limited ourselves to 3-4 fields of investigation. The 300-pages book contains a large amount of statistics and analysis. It is the hope of Fafo AIS that “Difficult past, uncertain future” shall be widely read, critically examined, and much used for the benefit of the Palestinian refugee population in Lebanon. Fafo AIS can be contacted for interviews or additional information. The report is available at Fafo’s WEB site, as is a Powerpoint presentation of survey findings and a number of tables with statistics. The results of the study are used in other Fafo publications, and will appear in a forthcoming three-volume report comparing the living conditions of Palestinian refugees in the different host countries.
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