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Preface

The Syrian civil war has displaced about half of Syria’s population; 
many have fled either within Syria or abroad. Syria’s neighbors— 
particularly Lebanon, Turkey, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt—have, to 
varying degrees, opened their borders to the refugees, and the inter-
national aid community has responded with assistance. How well is 
this assistance working, and how effective is the humanitarian assis-
tance community (a wide variety of donors, host-country governments, 
United Nations agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and other 
stakeholders) in providing services to refugees? This report analyzes 
coordination of provision of services to Syrian refugees in Jordan and 
Lebanon and provides recommendations on improving coordination 
strategies and practices. Because the vast majority of Syrian refugees 
live in urban areas (as has been increasingly the case in refugee crises 
overall), not camps, this report focuses on coordination of aid to ref-
ugees in urban and other non-camp settings. The report should be 
of particular interest to donors, policymakers, and practitioners con-
cerned with the provision of assistance in the Syrian refugee crisis and 
in other urban refugee crises as well.

This research was sponsored by the Bureau of Population, Refu-
gees, and Migration within the U.S. Department of State and con-
ducted within the International Security and Defense Policy Center 
of the RAND National Security Research Division (NSRD). NSRD 
conducts research and analysis on defense and national security topics 
for the U.S. and allied defense, foreign policy, homeland security, and 
intelligence communities and foundations and other nongovernmental 
organizations that support defense and national security analysis.
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For more information on the International Security and Defense 
Policy Center, see www.rand.org/nsrd/ndri/centers/isdp or contact the 
director (contact information is provided on the web page).

http://www.rand.org/nsrd/ndri/centers/isdp
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Summary

Background, Purpose, and Report Contributions

The 4.7 million Syrian refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and 
Egypt are straining host countries’ capacity to absorb refugees into 
public services, housing, and labor markets. United Nations (UN) 
funding appeals to support this are at unprecedented levels; in 2015, it 
was $5.5 billion. Donor commitments have not kept pace with the UN 
appeals for funding; as of the end of 2015, the UN had received only 
$2.8 billion of the $5.5 billion it had requested for the Syrian refugee 
crisis. While European countries also are now facing the challenges 
posed by half a million Syrians seeking refuge, the countries of the 
Middle East have opened their doors to numbers that are several mul-
tiples greater, with concomitant strains on their resources and societies. 
Not only is more money needed, new solutions also are needed. 

In addition to the sheer size of the crisis, its attributes further 
complicate the situation. Unlike some past crises, this crisis is largely 
urban, with most refugees not living in refugee camps, but in host com-
munities. The prevalence of the refugees in host communities instead 
of camps is a result both of strong preferences on the part of many 
refugees to not live in camps if they have the option and of new guid-
ance from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) pro-
moting host communities as a more durable solution for the refugees 
than camps. In addition, the government of Lebanon has decided to 
not offer camps as a settlement option (as Palestinian camps from 1967 
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are occupied to this day). As a result, models of assistance and assis-
tance coordination that allow the humanitarian community to provide 
for the refugees’ needs in camps are not as relevant here. The Syrian 
refugee crisis thus far is also one of refugees fleeing from a middle-
income country in crisis and going primarily to other middle-income 
countries. The capacities of both the host-country governments and the 
refugees themselves are greater than in other recent refugee circum-
stances, where refugees have left failing states to seek safety in other 
failing or impoverished states.

Funded by the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of Population, 
Refugees, and Migration (PRM), this report focuses on identifying 
ways to improve coordination of the Syrian refugee response in urban 
areas in Jordan and Lebanon, particularly in the legal, employment, 
shelter, water and sanitation, health, and education sectors.

This report makes several contributions to the existing literature 
on this topic. First, it assesses the management model of a complex 
emergency response in urban areas in middle-income countries; most 
existing literature about humanitarian responses focuses on camps in 
weak states. Second, it brings together views of a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders to provide a comprehensive, multidimensional analysis of 
management of the Syrian refugee crisis in Jordan and Lebanon in 
particular; we are not aware of other work that does this specifically for 
these two countries. Third, this report presents a new framework for 
planning, evaluating, and managing refugee crises in urban settings, 
both in the Syrian refugee crisis as well as other such situations going 
forward. Fourth, it provides concrete recommendations for how to 
better support the needs of Syrian urban refugees in Jordan and Leba-
non and for how to rethink refugee-assistance coordination around the 
world for improved effectiveness in the future.

This report drew on multiple methods: a literature review; inter-
views in Jordan and Lebanon with officials from donor countries, 
UN agencies, host governments, and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs); telephone interviews with international experts; and focus 
groups with refugees.
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Evolving Models of Urban Refugee Responses

With refugee crises around the world increasingly involving refugees 
settling in urban areas, the international assistance community is  
reassessing its approaches to refugee assistance in humanitarian  
emergencies in two important ways.

1.	 From camps to urban areas. Response models based on help-
ing refugees in camps are not viable in urban areas. In urban 
areas, many services to refugees rely less on aid agencies (such as 
the UN and international NGOs) and more on line ministries, 
municipal authorities, the private sector, police, national civil 
society actors, and the refugees themselves. Furthermore, refu-
gees adapt best when they can become self-reliant, gain employ-
ment, and meet many of their own needs and the needs of their 
families. 

2.	 From humanitarianism and development to resilience. 
Relatedly, because refugees are interspersed with local com-
munities, the average duration of a protracted refugee crisis is  
25 years, and local authorities are critical to any response, emer-
gency humanitarian responses for refugees must be linked and 
aligned with host-country development plans. But while the 
recognition of these realities is an important first step, effective 
new approaches have been slow to develop. 

In Jordan and Lebanon, multiple stakeholders argued that 
“humanitarian” responses had not achieved desired results in meet-
ing the shorter- and longer-term needs of refugees in urban areas, and 
national development plans had yet to integrate the needs of the refu-
gees and their host communities. The crisis grew to the extent that 
it affected overall development agendas in these countries, straining 
resources and degrading infrastructure. 

With growing recognition that the refugee crisis was becoming 
protracted, the UN-sponsored 2015 Regional Refugee and Resilience 
Plan (3RP) for the Syrian refugee crisis attempted to combine a refugee 
humanitarian response with host-country development considerations, 
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using the term “resilience” to blend the two approaches. However, 
while it was important to recognize the need for a new model, consen-
sus is lacking about what “resilience” actually means in concrete terms.

We propose a framework that recognizes that there are tensions 
between approaches and perspectives in five different (if somewhat 
overlapping) areas. Our findings suggest that there are no single right 
answers to these issues (which we call “approach areas”), regardless of 
the circumstance. We propose the approach areas as a checklist to con-
sider when planning and evaluating coordination of health, education, 
shelter, and the other sectors in refugee responses. The approach areas 
are:

•	 Short- versus medium-term planning. Should planning be for 
a temporary response (one to two years) or a sustainable response 
(at least ten years)?

•	 Parallel versus integrated services. Should UN agencies and 
NGOs provide separate, parallel public services to the refugees, 
or should governments integrate refugees into their public services 
for their citizens?

•	 Internationally versus nationally lead. Should international 
entities (donors, UN agencies, NGOs) lead policies, or should 
national governmental entities lead policies?

•	 Funding to international entities versus funding to national 
entities. Should donor funding flow to UN agencies and inter-
national NGOs for public services or to governments and local 
NGOs? Should donor funding be directed toward entities that are 
providing the public services?

•	 Focus on refugees versus on host communities. Should policies 
and programs be directed at the refugees as a separate group or 
directed at the communities in which they reside?

An Overview of Coordination in Jordan and Lebanon

An internationally led refugee response helped meet needs for many 
refugees early in the Syrian crisis, no doubt saving lives. To do this, it 
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relied on coordination mechanisms that had been used in other refugee 
responses. Yet, in both Jordan and Lebanon, the countries discussed in 
this report, these involved the establishment of an expensive and time-
consuming coordination structure, which was based on approaches 
used in previous crises elsewhere. As the crisis continued, efforts to 
work within that structure have increasingly been characterized by ten-
sions among the UN agencies and between the governments and the 
international assistance community. Moreover, the approach has been 
blamed for marginalizing the refugees themselves and raised questions 
regarding how effectively donor money is being spent. Meanwhile, 
many public services in Jordan and Lebanon are now deeply overbur-
dened, and aid money for parallel services provided by the interna-
tional community is dwindling. 

These issues have led to reconsideration of the coordination model 
in place and the roles and responsibilities of the major stakeholders. 
There are multiple elements to coordination: participants, coordination 
structures, budgeting and money flows, and information, considered 
below.

Participants. There are multiple participants, and thus coordi-
nation roles and responsibilities, in the refugee crises in Jordan and  
Lebanon. They include the governments, UN agencies, donors,  
NGOs, the private sector, the refugees themselves, and host communi-
ties. Each of these entities brings unique value to the response, as well 
as their own specific limitations. They also have different priorities, 
which has made it difficult to agree on goals and strategies for how to 
coordinate services.

Our interviews indicate that what might at first appear to be 
coordination problems are actually driven by fundamental differences 
between stakeholders regarding what should be done, by whom, and 
for whom. These fundamental differences are about divergent views 
on the approach areas: over short- or long-term planning for the refu-
gee crisis, whether refugee services should be managed by the interna-
tional community or integrated with national efforts, whether lead-
ership resides with international or national actors, who receives the 
donor funding, and whether efforts aid only the refugees or include the 
host communities. These differences manifest in what seem to others 
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to be ineffectiveness, inefficiency, and sometimes even obstinance. As 
a result, the crisis has been characterized by failure to agree on goals 
within the governments, among the UN agencies, and between the 
international and national response communities. This is not a matter 
of coordination, but a matter of different institutional cultures and 
competing priorities.

Coordination structures. The development of coordination 
structures followed similar patterns in Jordan and Lebanon. In the 
beginning of the crisis, UNHCR took leadership of coordination, 
involving governments, other UN agencies, and NGOs. In 2014–2015, 
the governments of both Jordan and Lebanon stepped forward to exert 
more influence and control over coordination, demanding more con-
sideration for addressing host-community needs alongside refugee 
needs. 

There are both strengths and challenges with existing coordina-
tion structures. Strengths include integrating resilience or stabiliza-
tion goals into a refugee-coordination structure, increasing govern-
ment leadership, and meeting many needs quickly. Challenges and 
gaps include unclear responsibilities among UN agencies, differences 
between governments and UN agencies, diffusion of responsibility and 
limited capacity within host-nation governments, multiple time and 
resource-intensive coordination structures, little coordination among 
donors about policy priorities, insular coordination among the inter-
national community, misaligned incentives between governments and 
NGOs, and little coordination with refugees.

Budgeting and money flows. While the report does not provide 
a full budget analysis, it considers how budgets are coordinated, as 
outlined below.

How budgets are developed and prioritized. The 2015 3RP budget 
appeal brought together the aid community and governments to link 
budget requirements for the refugee response and support for local 
needs. However, the 3RP budget was based on a coordinated con-
sensus of the positions of governments and 200 international and 
national partners and not on systematic needs assessments or options 
appraisals. Some budget items appear to be for parallel NGO-provided  
services that lack plans for local authorities to take on these roles in 



Summary    xvii

time. Others look like host-country development requests, indepen-
dent of the refugee response.

How budget information is tracked. In both countries, there are 
gaps in clearly accounting for funding sources, destinations, and 
amounts. This is due to the many donors, implementers, and recipi-
ents, along with few centralized ways to aggregate their activities. As a 
result, donors are frustrated that governments cannot report how much 
money they have received from various sources, while governments 
are unhappy that they lack a complete picture of how aid funds from 
around the world are being spent in their countries.

The cost of coordination. Too much funding is spent on the coordi-
nation system itself, specifically in (1) staff time spent in coordination, 
(2) budgets passing through multiple agencies, and (3) high overhead 
rates.

Where the money goes. Of the $5.5 billion from the UN-led fund-
ing appeal, $1 billion would have been allocated to the governments 
and $4.5 billion to the UN system and NGOs. Such allocations do not 
reflect the responsibility governments also have for providing health 
care, water and sanitation, and education services. At the same time, 
donors often prefer to route funding through UN agencies and NGOs 
rather than the governments, for reasons that include mandates for 
humanitarian funding to be spent via UN agencies; concerns about 
accountability; and, in Lebanon’s case, politics.

Where the money comes from. Sources of funding for the refugee 
response include host governments, donors, and the refugees them-
selves. The $2.8 billion of the 2015 3RP that has actually been funded 
comes to approximately $660 per refugee per year, less than $2 per day. 
This is far from enough to meet the needs of daily life. Yet, in Jordan 
and Lebanon, refugees are not allowed to work unless they obtain 
rarely given work permits. Their labor is not considered as a possible 
source of funding for dealing with the crisis. 

Information. A number of innovative information practices have 
been developed or used in Jordan and Lebanon for the Syrian refu-
gee crisis, including new uses of data and new information-sharing 
tools. Yet, while information sharing among the aid community has 
been innovative, the flow of information to Syrian refugees has been 
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insufficient from their perspective. In focus groups, a majority of the 
Syrian refugees said that they have a hard time getting information 
from or communicating with service providers. Referrals of refugees 
to specialized services are not systematic; while NGOs would prefer a 
comprehensive referral database tool, such a tool would pose significant 
privacy and security concerns. Interviewees believed that there is “no 
good way of evaluating aid,” due to the dearth of useful data about 
budgets, programs, and recipients.

Recommendations

Based on this analysis, we propose a number of recommendations,  
targeted to donor governments, host governments, international orga-
nizations, and others.

Create a U.S.-led “Contact Group” for the Syrian refugee 
response. Political and diplomatic leadership is needed to address the 
Syrian refugee crisis. As the United States has been the largest donor 
in the refugee response (more than the next three largest donors com-
bined), there are opportunities for greater policy leadership by the U.S. 
State Department as well. Akin to an approach during the Balkan 
wars, during which the U.S. State Department initiated and led the 
“Contact Group” (a six-country leadership group), we recommend that 
the U.S. State Department initiate and lead a Contact Group of lead-
ing nations for the Syrian refugee crisis. The Contact Group could 
integrate resources and policies into realistic funded plans, develop 
common priorities and solutions, and leverage the significant donor 
funding to help host governments implement sound policy solutions.

Develop a planning process for the refugee responses in 
Jordan and Lebanon that has a ten-year outlook. The Syrian refugee 
situation will likely span at least a decade, yet planning for it has been 
mainly short-term and reactive. The Contact Group should therefore 
work with UNHCR to develop a planning process that assumes a ten-
year refugee response in Jordan, Lebanon, and other host countries. 
While creating medium-term plans is a challenge for both govern-
ments and most of the agencies involved, at the least, planning should 
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assume that a ten-year horizon is possible, even if plan specifics are only 
detailed for a shorter term. Given the extensive unmet needs among 
the refugees, the continuing nature of the crisis, current budgets that 
primarily support the UN system and international NGOs rather than 
Jordanian and Lebanese institutions, and the low proportion of the 
UN donor request for 2015 that was funded, a new set of prioritized 
plans is needed, with accompanying budgets. Furthermore, for the 
United States, PRM and the United States Agency for International 
Development should collaborate on joint plans.

Create a funding plan with a ten-year vision in parallel with 
other funding sources. Stable and efficient funding and financial 
management are necessary to meet the needs of the Syrian refugees 
and their host communities. As part of the “Contact Group” process, 
we recommend that the U.S. support planning with a ten-year funding 
vision and coordinate with other key donors to do likewise, in exchange 
for the development of prioritized plans and budgets, as well as host 
government policy solutions on sensitive issues such as registration and 
employment. Aid money alone will not be enough to cover the needs of 
the 4.7 million Syrian refugees; this will require other sources as well. 
In particular, employment policies are needed to enable the Syrians 
to support themselves and pay taxes for the public services that they 
rely on. Creative private-sector funding sources, such as public-private 
partnerships, bonds, enterprise funds, and interest-free loans, should 
also be explored.

Base new plans in Jordan and Lebanon for each sector on 
needs assessments using the approach areas as a framework. For 
each sector in each country (this report focuses on the legal; employ-
ment; shelter; water, sanitation, and hygiene; health; and education sec-
tors), donors and aid providers should take a systematic approach to 
defining the balance among short- versus medium-term actions, par-
allel versus integrated services, an international versus national lead, 
funding to international entities versus funding to national entities, 
and programming focused on refugees versus on host communities. 
The criteria suggested in this report can help think through those 
strategies.
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Build capacity of governments, municipalities, national civil 
society, and the private sectors so they can take greater roles. Over 
time, management of public services to the refugees in Jordan and Leb-
anon will need to transition to less direct management by UN agencies 
and international NGOs and toward more management from national 
and municipal governments, civil society actors, the refugees them-
selves, and the private sector. Therefore, donors should invest in build-
ing capacity of these entities, with additional investment in national 
public-service operations, infrastructure, and institutional systems, as 
well as targeted inclusion of local NGOs in international forums.

Invest in government financial-accountability systems. To 
promote confidence in transparency and accountability of financial 
management of the governments of Jordan and Lebanon and thereby 
enable direct donor funding of government-provided integrated ser-
vices, donors should invest in government financial-accountability sys-
tems, such as in third-party auditing, accounting, or Project Manage-
ment Units embedded in ministries (similar to approaches used by the 
foreign-aid agency, Millennium Challenge Corporation).

Streamline the international coordination structures and 
funding channels in Jordan and Lebanon. Furthermore, because 
donor funding is currently being inefficiently spent on a complex coor-
dination system, donors (with U.S. leadership) should streamline the 
international coordination structures and funding channels in Jordan 
and Lebanon, reducing reliance on large bureaucracies and channel-
ing funding directly to service providers, with fewer contracting pass-
throughs. Furthermore, coordination itself (among UN agencies, 
NGOs, and governments) should be refocused from frequent tactical 
interactions to collaborative strategy and planning.

Establish and maintain clear UN agency roles and responsi-
bilities. Furthermore, to reduce overlapping roles, competition, and 
expensive duplication of UN agencies in Jordan and Lebanon, the UN 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee should define clear responsibilities 
among the UN agencies present in each country and develop a mecha-
nism for resolving coordination difficulties among UN agencies.

Include refugees in coordination of the refugee response and 
improve communication to refugees. While refugees have been the 
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recipients of assistance, they have largely not been included in the man-
agement of the response to help them. New management structures 
should include refugees in coordination of the refugee response, by 
means of refugee advisory groups, community-based hubs, and hiring 
refugees on programs that work with refugees. Communication to ref-
ugees should be improved through an online information hub, televi-
sion announcements, apps, and brochures.

Roll out a municipality prioritization and coordination effort 
to meet local needs. We recommend a donor-funded program to con-
vene leadership from municipalities and representatives of the refugees 
who reside in those municipalities to develop a priority list of invest-
ments to enable communities to manage the presence of the refugees. 
Finding ways to meet community needs may also ameliorate some of 
the tensions between the host communities and refugees.

Engage the private sector in coordination in relevant areas 
as another way to transition management to local actors. As both 
Lebanon and Jordan have thriving private sectors and functioning 
markets, there are opportunities for donors, UN agencies, and gov-
ernments to find creative or more-efficient ways of addressing some 
of the medium-term problems by engaging the private sector. Ways 
of doing so include involving private-sector representatives in UN-led 
sector working groups, soliciting private-sector solutions through UN 
or donor tenders, exploring public-private partnerships with govern-
ments for building needed public infrastructure, or engaging private-
sector providers in expanding education and health care.

Seek win-win opportunities that coordinate both refugee 
needs and host-country development goals in program design, 
rather than focusing solely on the refugees as a separate group. Exam-
ples include investing in infrastructure expansion for host countries, 
hiring refugees as staff on refugee-service projects, developing stan-
dards for the refugee response that also benefit the host community, 
and conducting a labor-market study about how refugees can contrib-
ute to economies.
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Conclusion: Risks of the Status Quo

Despite dedicated people working around the clock to help, the cur-
rent refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon is not meeting needs in 
education, health care, shelter, water and sanitation, and livelihoods. 
Although the war in Syria has already lasted years, it is difficult for 
many stakeholders in Jordan and Lebanon to publicly acknowledge 
that the refugee crisis and its effects will continue longer than antici-
pated. This is exacerbated by competing visions about the right courses 
of action and resource constraints. The recommendations presented in 
this report will be difficult to implement: They involve changing fund-
ing models, working relationships, roles and responsibilities, and plan-
ning time frames, all in the midst of crisis.

But these challenges are outweighed by the tremendous risks and 
costs posed by the status quo. Failure to improve the effectiveness of 
the management and coordination of the refugee response means a 
much broader failure. This includes, first of all, five million refugees 
who cannot meet their basic needs. This, in turn, creates longer-term 
economic and societal risks, which may last generations, given the edu-
cational gaps that face at least half of the refugee children and the lack 
of opportunities for refugee (and host community) youth. The inad-
equacy of the response in Jordan and Lebanon is partly responsible for 
the further waves of migration to Europe. Second, Jordan and Leba-
non are under strain, as their governments are providing what they can 
in the way of education, health care, and more to the refugees with-
out adequate donor funding, degrading previously robust public ser-
vices. In time, this could threaten stability in those countries, as host 
communities become ever more frustrated with the effects on their 
own circumstances, as demonstrated by public protests in Beirut in  
2015 over overburdened sanitation systems that were no longer able to 
collect garbage. Third, continuing reliance on outdated approaches to the  
refugee response creates and perpetuates expensive and ineffective par-
allel services. By increasing costs, it contributes further to difficulties 
in the needs regarding education, health care, sanitation, and more. 
Investment in internationally managed services now, as opposed to 
national services, will not leave the capacity behind in the future. In 
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addition, creation of separate facilities for education, health care, and 
more has the potential to further divide societies that are ever more 
fragile because of the civil war and refugee crisis.

While current models for the refugee response have gone a long 
way in meeting some needs, they will not be able to expand services as 
quickly as needed to as many people as needed, and sustain those ser-
vices into the future. This is why change is needed.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Background and Purpose

By the end of 2015, civil war in Syria had displaced half its popula-
tion: 7.6 million persons internally and 4.7 million as refugees to other 
countries in the Middle East (United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees [UNHCR], 2016c, and United Nations Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian Affairs [UNOCHA], 2015). These numbers 
have grown (and continue to grow) at a remarkable rate. In June 2012, 
there were 78,000 Syrian refugees, a number that, as noted, grew over 
the next three years to 4.7 million (UNOCHA, 2012). The sheer num-
bers and pace of refugee flows make this refugee crisis the worst since 
World War II.

The numbers of refugees in the host countries of Turkey, Leba-
non, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt are so large that they are straining host 
countries’ capacity to absorb refugees into public services, housing, and 
labor markets. The size of the crisis also means that refugee inflows 
are changing these countries’ demographic balances. To provide for 
the large numbers of refugees, the UN donor funding appeals are at 
unprecedented levels—$5.5 billion for 2015 alone. Donor commit-
ments have not kept pace with the UN appeals for funding; by the end 
of 2015, $2.8 billion of the UN agency appeals was funded (Finan-
cial Tracking Service, 2016). With 60 million people in the world 
displaced by violence by the end of 2014 (UNHCR, 2014e), there 
are many crises competing for donor funding. Indeed, in December 
2015, UNHCR appealed for an unprecedented budget of $20.1 billion 
in humanitarian aid (Implementation of the Intergovernmental Sus-
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tainable Development Agenda, 2016). And while European countries 
are now also facing the challenges posed by half a million Syrians seek-
ing refuge, Middle Eastern countries have opened their doors to num-
bers that are several times greater, with concomitant strains on their 
resources and societies. Not only is more money needed; new solutions 
are needed.

Some specific attributes of the Syrian crisis further complicate it. 
Unlike some past crises, this crisis is largely urban, with most refugees 
living in urban or rural host communities or informal tented settle-
ments. Among Syrian refugees in Jordan, 85 percent live in host com-
munities, not camps (UNHCR, 2014f, and Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation [MOPIC] 
and the UN, 2015). The government of Lebanon decided not to allow 
formal serviced refugee camps (Rainey, 2015). As a result, models of 
assistance and assistance coordination that allow the humanitarian 
community to provide for the refugees’ needs in camps, separated from 
the host communities, are not as relevant here. Although this is not 
the only crisis in which many refugees live in host communities rather 
than in camps, the international community is still adapting its prac-
tices from camps to urban settings. The transition of aid from camps to 
urban settings means less service provisions by the international com-
munity and more support to existing government services.

Relatedly, the Syrian refugee crisis is one of refugees from a middle- 
income country going to other middle-income countries.1 Capacities of 
both host-country governments and the refugees themselves are greater 
than in other crises, such as those of Afghanistan, Somalia, or south 
Sudan, where refugees left failing states to seek safety in other failing 
or impoverished states. Capacity of neighboring host countries in the 
Syrian refugee crisis is substantial, although very much strained by the 
influx of people.

1	 The World Bank defines a middle-income country as having gross national income  
(GNI, or purchasing power parity) per capita between $1,045 and $12,763. See World 
Bank, undated(a). Syria’s GNI per capita in 2012 was $5,120. See Trading Economics, 2016,  
for more information.
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Today, host countries and the international community struggle 
to meet needs. While international donors have not met fundraising 
goals, host countries face both financial shortages and political ten-
sions over the presence of the refugees and the effects of large popu-
lation increases on their own public services. Circumstances for the 
refugees are so dire that many are leaving for Europe. This creates an 
incentive to develop better approaches that enable donors, host coun-
tries, and UN agencies to work together to use scarce resources more 
effectively.

This report, funded by the U.S. State Department’s Bureau 
of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), identifies ways to 
improve coordination of the refugee response in urban areas of Jordan 
and Lebanon, the two countries with the largest ratios of refugees to 
host-country nationals. To do so, it analyzes coordination models, 
roles, and structures, with particular consideration of six sectors: legal, 
employment, shelter, water and sanitation, health, and education. 

This report makes several contributions to the existing literature 
on this topic. First, it assesses the management model of a complex 
emergency response in urban areas in middle-income countries; most 
existing literature about humanitarian responses focuses on camps in 
weak states. Second, it brings together views of a broad spectrum of 
stakeholders to provide a comprehensive, multidimensional analysis of 
management of the Syrian refugee crisis in Jordan and Lebanon in 
particular; we are not aware of other work that does this specifically for 
these two countries. Third, this report presents a new framework for 
planning, evaluating, and managing refugee crises in urban settings, 
both in the Syrian refugee crisis as well as other such situations going 
forward. Fourth, it provides concrete recommendations for how to 
better support the needs of Syrian urban refugees in Jordan and Leba-
non and for how to rethink refugee assistance coordination around the 
world for improved effectiveness in the future. Recommendations will 
be of use to national governments; the United States and other donors; 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
other UN agencies; and other members of the assistance community.
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General Overview and Context 

The governments and people of Jordan and Lebanon have been gener-
ous in accepting so many people in difficult circumstances inside their 
borders. Throughout the Syrian civil war and refugee crisis, Jordan and 
Lebanon have maintained an open-border policy for Syrian refugees, 
although with increasing restrictions. As a result, Jordan and Leba-
non now have the highest ratios of refugees to citizens in the world 
(Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan [3RP], 2015a). By the end of 
2015, there were 630,000 officially registered Syrian refugees in Jordan, 
although government-sourced estimates put this number as high as 1.4 
million (“Prince El-Hassan: Syrian Refugees Crisis Requires National-
Level Thinking,” 2014; UNHCR, 2016b; Kumar, 2015). Before the 
crisis in 2011, Jordan’s population was 6.2 million; the influx of refu-
gees means that 10 to 20 percent of the people now living in Jordan 
are Syrian refugees (World Bank, undated[b]). In Lebanon, there are 
1.1 million officially registered Syrian refugees. This is almost certainly 
a lower number than the actual refugee count, as not all refugees reg-
ister (UNHCR, 2016a). Before the crisis, Lebanon’s population was 
4.4 million; the influx of refugees means that 20 to 25 percent of the 
people living in Lebanon today are Syrian refugees.

Living mainly in cities and towns, most refugees in Jordan are 
concentrated in the northern provinces of Mafraq, Irbid, and Zarqa, 
close to the Syrian border, although many are also in Amman and 
dispersed elsewhere throughout the country. A minority of the ref-
ugees are living in Jordan’s refugee camps, the largest of which are  
Zaatari (with 80,000 people in 2015) and Azraq (with 25,000) 
(UNHCR, 2016d, and UNHCR, undated[c]). In Lebanon, as in 
Jordan, most are in host communities, with the largest numbers in 
the Bekaa Valley, followed by Beirut. However, many refugees live in 
“informal tented settlements,” which are effectively refugee camps—
just not ones created and sanctioned by the state or international com-
munity. Indeed, the fact that camps are prohibited means that people 
in these settlements are prohibited from building permanent infra-
structure, including sanitation facilities. This, of course, means that 
conditions for refugees living there are particularly difficult, service 



Introduction    5

provision is even more challenging, and negative environmental effects 
are more likely. 

From the refugee perspective, things are getting worse. Those ref-
ugees who came to Jordan or Lebanon over the past five years have 
exhausted their savings and are finding that their resources have dwin-
dled due to constraints on their ability to work legally. Neither country 
has granted the refugees the right to work, unless they obtain a relatively 
expensive (and rarely obtained) work permit. There is a large informal 
work sector, with Syrians reputedly undercutting low-wage Jordanian 
and Lebanese workers, as well as high rates of child labor. This has sig-
nificant implications for housing, and many live in cramped unsanitary 
quarters: multiple families to an apartment, in tents, in basements, or 
in garages. They do not have access to many public services, and inter-
national assistance has dropped. For example, food assistance to needy 
refugees dropped to $13 per person per month (per interviews), avail-
able only for the most vulnerable. Among school-age Syrian refugees, 
only 25 percent in Lebanon and 60 percent in Jordan are enrolled in a 
formal school (3RP, 2015b). While Lebanon has given refugees access 
to some public services, its largely privatized education and health care 
systems have made absorbing the Syrians difficult. UN funding for 
refugee health in Lebanon is so tight that, in most cases, only primary 
health care is available, but not secondary or tertiary. While, in theory, 
Jordan granted Syrian refugees access to the same public health and 
education services that it offers to citizens of Jordan, according to our 
focus groups with the refugees, resource shortages prevent the Syrians 
from fully accessing these. Moreover, Jordan began charging refugees 
for health services in 2014. Many refugees are caught in legal limbo: 
Their status is uncertain, and they and their families are unable to 
obtain or pay for renewal of their registrations. 

From the perspective of government authorities in Jordan and 
Syria, the presence of the refugees is straining heavily burdened sys-
tems, and weak international burden sharing has left them in the lurch. 
National governments, line ministries, and municipalities must deliver 
services to both refugees and local citizens. But when refugees receive 
those services, resentment often results, particularly as many refugees 
are living in low-income communities that also lack for much in hous-
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ing, services, and benefits. Refugees have made schools and hospitals 
more crowded. Their presence has driven up rents in poorer areas. Their 
efforts to work illegally are perceived to drive wages down and increase 
unemployment in an environment where it was already high. This leads 
to perceptions that refugees limit economic growth and reduce gov-
ernment spending on services for their own citizens. Resulting ten-
sions between local residents and refugees have raised security concerns 
(World Bank, 2013; Abdih and Geginat, 2014; Luck, 2013). These are 
exacerbated by worries that violent actors may have crossed the border 
as part of the refugee flow. 

Further coloring local responses are experiences both Jordan and 
Syria have had with past crises, which are closely related to ethnic ten-
sions in those countries. At least a third (2 million people) of Jordan’s 
population comprises Palestinian refugees and their descendants (3RP, 
2015c). Jordan also accepted Iraqi refugees in the wake of conflict in 
that country (60,000 Iraqis remain in Jordan in 2015) (UNHCR, 
2015a). In Lebanon, there are 455,000 registered Palestinian refugees 
and their descendants (UNRWA, 2015). Many Palestinians in both 
countries continue to lack full citizenship rights. Further complicat-
ing the issue is Lebanon’s delicate sectarian or “confessional” balance 
among Christians, Sunni, Shiites, and Druze, which is the basis for 
the country’s tenuous political settlements achieved after many years 
of bloody civil war. While there are no public data, some of those we 
interviewed estimate that 90 percent of Syrian refugees in Lebanon are 
Sunnis. If so, and if this population remains in Lebanon long-term, 
then the resulting shift in the confessional balance may have signifi-
cant implications for political stability and the Lebanese settlement. 
For example, many of the Syrian refugees (largely Sunnis) have sought 
shelter in Lebanon’s predominantly Shiite Bekaa Valley, raising con-
cerns that sectarian tensions might emerge or be aggravated.

The states have differing levels of capacity. Gridlock defines Leb-
anon’s government, in part by design, to ensure that each sectarian 
group gets a voice. Lebanon has not held a presidential election since 
2008, when it elected Michel Suleiman. Suleiman’s term expired in 
2014, leaving the position empty. Effectively, the Council of Ministers 
governs Lebanon. Different ministries are controlled by different sec-
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tarian groups, limiting both incentive and ability to coordinate within 
the government. This can make it difficult to use foreign aid effectively 
(Moussaouri, 2015). 

Jordan is a long-standing constitutional monarchy with its own 
challenges. Arab Spring protests in 2011 over dissatisfaction with eco-
nomic opportunities for youth and demands for greater democratic 
participation led to changes in Jordan’s constitution. Unlike other 
countries that experienced Arab Spring protests, Jordan remained 
stable through negotiations between the government and society, 
making incremental changes after Jordanians saw the Arab Spring 
chaos unleashed elsewhere. The refugee crisis has further pressed Jor-
dan’s economy and services, with King Abdullah II making an appeal 
for stabilization of Syria, saying Jordan is “maxed out,” and that Jordan 
has been “let down by the international community” (Kumar, 2015).

Relations with Western countries, particularly the United States, 
also play a role in receiving and coordinating aid for the refugee 
response. Jordan and the United States have long been close partners 
in the Middle East, and Amman has received significant U.S. assis-
tance, as well as assistance from other countries (Sharp, 2016). In 2015, 
the U.S. committed $1 billion per year in foreign assistance to Jordan 
through 2017. The Lebanese government, by contrast, cannot receive 
direct assistance from the United States (or the United Kingdom) as 
long as Hezbollah remains a part of its government. While the United 
States is providing some support to Lebanon for the refugee crisis, it is 
mainly indirect through UN agencies or international nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) and restricted to specifically allowed activi-
ties, such as training.

The international community, meanwhile, is struggling to keep 
pace with the situation. In both countries, UNHCR has taken lead-
ership of the international response to the refugee crisis, channeling 
donor funds, operating camps (in Jordan), contracting with NGO 
partners to implement programs, and collaborating with other UN 
agencies with specialization in particular sectors (e.g., UN Children’s 
Emergency Fund [UNICEF] for education or the UN World Food 
Programme [WFP] for food assistance). The United States has been 
the largest donor, followed by the United Kingdom, Kuwait, the Euro-
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pean Union (EU), Germany, Canada, and others (3RP, 2015c). Donors 
have not fully funded the appeals for the Syrian refugee crisis, in part 
because of the growing number of displacement crises around the 
world that are stretching donors’ contributions and because of a degree 
of cynicism among donors that these plans have been not properly pri-
oritized within a realistic strategic framework.

Approach and Organization of the Report

We used multiple methods to determine how to improve responses to 
refugee crises. First, we reviewed policy, practical, and advocacy docu-
ments on the refugee crises in Jordan and Lebanon, as well as aca-
demic research and media reports. This literature review focused on 
coordination in general as well as on coordination in six sectors. Five 
of the sectors were identified by Syrian refugees in a survey as part of 
UNHCR’s evaluation of its response to the crisis: shelter, water and 
sanitation, health, education, and employment (Crisp et al., 2013). To 
these, we added the legal sector, because the legal frameworks for refu-
gees in both countries are critically important to coordination and aid 
provision. 

Next, we conducted a select number of targeted interviews in 
Jordan and Lebanon (21 in Jordan and 19 in Lebanon) with officials 
from donor countries, UN agencies, host governments, and NGOs. 
In these interviews, we discussed strengths and weaknesses of refugee- 
response coordination, efforts to strengthen host-country systems, 
financing and resource allocation, public-service provision, informa-
tion, and evaluation. Interviewees were selected in consultation with 
PRM and the U.S. embassies in Amman and Beirut. RAND developed 
an initial list of leading UN agencies, large donors, host-government 
ministries, and international and local NGOs, based on a document 
and Internet review of the management structure of the crisis in 
each country. Then, U.S. embassy officials and the RAND research 
team created the interview short list, selecting influential, representa-
tive, and unique stakeholders in each of the categories. In most cases, 
interviews were with heads or deputy heads of most of the local repre-
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sentations of the UN agencies with significant roles in each country, 
primary points of contact for the refugee crisis in a selection of host 
government ministries with central roles, and heads or deputy heads of  
several local representations of the NGOs with large roles. Stakeholders 
interviewed for this report therefore are intended to comprise a repre-
sentative proportion (but clearly not all) of the leadership of the refugee 
crisis responses in Jordan and Lebanon. We spoke with a small but rep-
resentative sample of international NGOs, as well as a few local NGOs. 
The interview protocol with questions asked is in Appendix B.

We supplemented the in-country interviews with ten more tele-
phone interviews with external experts around the world about coordi-
nation of the refugee response. These experts were from headquarters 
of UN agencies, donors, and NGOs. This interview list was developed 
in consultation with U.S. State Department experts and expanded 
with recommendations from others interviewed. These interviews cov-
ered a range of sectors, agencies, and perspectives, and used the same 
interview protocol as the in-country interviews.

In Jordan and Lebanon, we also conducted six focus-group dis-
cussions with six to nine Syrian refugees each: segregated groups of men 
and women in two different age categories (ages 18–35 and 36–65). All 
focus-group participants resided in or near Amman and Beirut and 
ranged widely in their education levels. Among the women, some were 
heads of households and others were not. Each focus group was orga-
nized by a different NGO, with RAND providing criteria for selection 
of participants. Focus groups were held on site at NGO facilities in 
most cases. In one case, a focus group was held at a hotel selected by 
the NGO. To ameliorate bias in discussions, NGO officials were not 
present during the discussions, and our questions did not address the 
performance of any particular NGO, but rather focused on general 
public-service issues. Among the focus-group participants, the fact that 
they were already in contact with an NGO (and therefore receiving 
some sort of NGO service) may be a source of bias; however, we aimed 
to address this by asking both about their personal experiences and the 
experiences of other refugees that they know. Focus-group discussions 
addressed how refugees settled and met basic needs upon arrival, how 
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they sustain access to social services and their needs over time, chal-
lenges particular to each gender, and access to information. 

RAND’s human subjects protection committee and its policies 
guided our interview and focus group processes. As part of the inter-
view process, we told interviewees that, while we would aggregate 
their views, we would not identify individuals. We do, when feasible, 
identify majority and minority views and frequently note the kinds 
of stakeholders with particular views (e.g., donor representatives, UN 
agency officials, NGO leadership, government officials, or interna-
tional experts).

This report is organized into four chapters and two appendixes. 
Chapter Two describes tensions between humanitarian, resilience, 
and development aid and coordination models, and proposes a new 
framework for bridging them. Chapter Three provides an overview of 
how aid for the refugee crisis is coordinated in Jordan and Lebanon, 
focusing on participants’ roles, coordination structures and strategies, 
budgets and money flows, and information. Chapter Four concludes 
the report with recommendations. Appendix A describes coordina-
tion of services in the six sectors analyzed in this report in Jordan and 
Lebanon, with particular analysis of how they relate to the framework 
developed in Chapter Two. Finally, Appendix B details our interview 
and focus-group protocols. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Evolving Models of Urban Refugee Responses

The international assistance community is reassessing approaches to 
refugee assistance in humanitarian emergencies. This reassessment 
has two important components. The first is recognition that response 
models that assume that most refugees live in camps are no longer 
viable. Instead, it is necessary to create mechanisms and procedures 
that enable host countries to respond to the needs of refugees living 
among the urban and rural populations. The second is the related rec-
ognition that, because refugees are interspersed with local communities 
and because local authorities are critical components of any response, 
emergency humanitarian responses for refugees must be linked to host-
country development plans.

Effective new approaches have been slow to develop. This chap-
ter discusses the efforts made to date to adapt new response models, 
emphasizing the implications for coordination and proposing an alter-
native framework for planning and evaluating coordination of the 
refugee crisis in Jordan and Lebanon (and potentially in other urban 
refugee crises). This framework will serve as a basis for analysis in the 
following chapters.

From Camps to Urban Areas

Until 2009, the primary focus of UNHCR was provision of ser-
vices to refugees in camps. The reality of displacement crises today 
is that at least half of all refugees settle in non-camp areas, includ-
ing cities, villages, informal tented settlements, and shantytowns  
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(UNHCR, 2015c). They do so for many reasons. Refugees perceive 
that urban and other non-camp areas can offer freedom of move-
ment, employment opportunities, and better provision of services 
such as education and health care. Refugees who settle in urban and 
other non-camp areas have better long-term outcomes in terms of self- 
sufficiency than refugees in camps (UNHCR, 2015c). Furthermore, 
the camp approach is inherently short term by intention: It is meant 
to provide a temporary solution to displacement. Yet, many refugee 
crises are long term. In 2014, 45 percent of the world’s refugees were 
in a protracted situation (defined as lasting longer than five years), 
and the average duration of a protracted refugee situation is 25 years 
(UNHCR, 2015c)—meaning large numbers of refugees are displaced 
for one or more generations. As a result, forcing the displaced into 
restricted camps that depend on international assistance is not humane 
to the refugees or financially sustainable to donors. Indeed, one refu-
gee in Jordan interviewed for this report described camps as “not fit for 
humans.”

Given the decreasing reliance on camps for refugees, UNHCR 
has issued guidance promoting integration of refugees into the urban 
fabric of host countries (UNHCR, 2009). In 2011, UNHCR pub-
lished additional guidance on refugees in urban areas, intended to help 
implement the new refugee policy in education, health, and employ-
ment (UNHCR, 2011a; UNHCR, 2011b; UNHCR, 2011c).

In 2012, UNHCR assessed how well the new policy had been 
implemented, noting that “refugees’ increasing presence in urban areas 
signifies a seismic shift in the way UNHCR operates, and it presents 
both challenges and opportunities” (Morand et al., 2013). It concluded 
that there are “very real gaps, challenges, and constraints in work-
ing with urban refugees.” In another review, UNHCR Interagency  
Standing Working Group concluded “donors have yet to develop 
strategies for designating funds for humanitarian operations in urban 
areas” (Zetter and Deikun, 2010). These assessments cited two main 
challenges.

First, many services to refugees rely less on aid agencies (such as 
the UN and NGOs) and more on line ministries, municipal authorities, 
the private sector, police, civil society actors, and community groups. 
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Refugees attend local public schools, seek medical care in public clin-
ics and hospitals, rent housing from the housing market, make use of 
water and sanitation systems, and find jobs with local businesses. This 
is a different situation than in refugee camps, where the primary ser-
vice providers are international humanitarian agencies, not established 
governments, civic associations, and the private sector. This means that 
more types of actors need to work together effectively than in a camp. 
The UNHCR assessments pointed to the need for changes in coordina-
tion in urban areas (and research about how to do so), and engagement 
with this wider range of actors.

Second, refugees adapt best when they can become self-reliant, 
gain employment, meet many of their own needs, contribute to 
their communities, and take care of themselves and their families  
(Morand et al., 2013; UNHCR, 2009; UNHCR, 2011c; Zetter and 
Deikun, 2010). In principle, this should be easier to accomplish in inte-
grated, non-camp settings than in segregated camps. However, there 
is a significant lack of knowledge about how best to facilitate such  
self-reliance among urban refugees. Urban refugees face a host of addi-
tional or exacerbated challenges that include: government policies 
restricting employment or access to services; competition with host-
country urban poor for services and employment; inadequate and 
overcrowded shelters; harassment and discrimination; vulnerability  
to sexual and gender-based violence; and food insecurity (Feinstein 
International Center, 2012; Landau, 2008; UNHCR, undated[a]; 
UNHCR, 2009; UNHCR, 2011c; “The Urban Challenge for Refu-
gees,” 2013; Zetter and Deikun, 2010).

Thus, when the Syrian refugee crisis began in 2011, despite the 
recognition of the changes in UNHCR’s 2009 guidance about man-
aging refugee crises, much of the experience that the humanitarian 
community brought to the Syrian crisis was from camps in other refu-
gee crises. Much of that experience was also with crises with refugees 
from poor countries or failed states to other poor countries or failed 
states. For example, in 2010, the biggest refugee populations were from 
Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Myan-
mar, and Somalia (UNHCR, 2011d). By contrast, Syria was a mid-
dle-income country, and the three main hosts of the Syrian refugees 
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(Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan) are also middle-income countries, with 
thriving cities and robust public and private sectors.

While the international humanitarian community recognized the 
need for new approaches, the Syrian refugee crisis offered stark evi-
dence that the world might need to move more quickly on this issue 
(Crisp et al., 2013). Multiple interviewees for this report also pointed 
to the disconnect between previous approaches and the current urban 
refugee crisis. One claimed, “The humanitarian community is not 
equipped to respond to an urban crisis.” Another explained, “In middle- 
income countries, it is expensive when you take what you do in south 
Sudan and try to do it here.” Yet another noted, “The old refugee model 
of coming in with a flood of resources and then leaving is not relevant 
here.”

Most importantly, for this report, we emphasize that non-camp 
settings require far broader cooperation than is needed in camps. More 
organizations are involved with refugee assistance, and absent effective 
mechanisms to ensure that their work is complementary, may inadver-
tently be ineffective or waste resources while trying to help refugees.

From Humanitarianism and Development to Resilience—
or Not

Many of our interviewees (particularly those representing the interna-
tional aid community) posited what appeared to be two disconnected 
assistance models: humanitarian responses employed temporarily for 
emergencies and development interventions for economic growth and 
improvement of public services. Many see this “relief-development ten-
sion” as the fundamental problem in crises such as this one, which 
combine an emergency humanitarian response with longer-term devel-
opment efforts (Buchanan-Smith and Maxwell, 1994).

Multiple stakeholders, including government representatives, 
with whom we spoke in Lebanon and Jordan, argued that “humanitar-
ian” responses had not achieved desired results in meeting the short-  
and longer-term needs of the refugees, and national development plans 
had yet to integrate the needs of the refugees and the host communi-
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ties affected by the refugees. The refugee crisis had evolved to engulf 
the countries as a whole, as well as their development agendas, strain-
ing their resources and degrading infrastructure. Those we spoke with 
characterized the situation as a “combustible package” that is “morph-
ing from a humanitarian crisis to a development crisis.” Despite the 
evidently protracted nature of the situation, assistance efforts focus  
primarily on short-term plans, while national development goals are 
sidelined. Indeed, one complained, “At the local level, humanitarian 
work and development work do not touch.”

Given the assumption that a gap needed to be bridged between 
humanitarian and development responses, both the international com-
munity and local authorities began to make efforts to do so.

With growing recognition that the refugee crisis was becoming 
protracted, the UN-sponsored 2015 Refugee Response and Resilience 
Plan (3RP) for the Syrian refugee crisis attempted to combine a refugee 
humanitarian response with host-country development considerations. 
Using the term “resilience” to blend the two approaches, this was the 
first time that the UN had been involved in combining the two, calling 
it a “paradigm shift” (3RP, 2015a). (In Lebanon, the term “stabilization” 
is used instead of resilience.) The 3RP purports to be nationally led by 
the host countries, while involving inputs from more than 200 national 
and international partners. Resilience was meant to be the crossroad 
between the humanitarian response and development in the face of a 
prolonged crisis. In coordination with the 3RP, Jordan also developed 
its national version, the 2015 Jordan Response Plan (JRP) (MOPIC, 
2015a, and UNOCHA, 2014), and Lebanon developed the 2015 Leba-
non Crisis Response Plan (LCRP) (UNOCHA, 2014).

While recognizing the need for a new model as an important step, 
most of those we spoke with, across the range of roles, noted that there 
is no consensus on what “resilience” means, with one calling it a “buzz 
word” and another saying that people are still “struggling with the 
concept.” One UN official interviewed noted that resilience “doesn’t 
have a clear definition or mean much by anyone’s standards.” Several 
of those we spoke with argued that current models are not working 
and that the international community should fundamentally rethink 
the aid architecture and coordination of the crisis. Meanwhile, local 
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government officials often expressed views that the international com-
munity’s efforts are misaligned with government priorities and sov-
ereignty. Conversely, many international humanitarian officials com-
plained that governments were failing to take on leadership and were 
unable to manage coordination, both because of political gridlock and 
lack of capacity.

All this raises the possibility that the problem, particularly in 
coordination, may not be one of different models, but dueling perspec-
tives of what needs to be done. Most of the humanitarian community 
sees its primary duty as assisting refugees. It is uncomfortable with pro-
grams focused on host communities, even if they also benefit refugees. 
Some of those we spoke with expressed concern that responses focused 
on long-term national capacity would fail to address the immediate 
emergency needs of the refugees. Conversely, host governments and 
development actors prefer to spend their scarce resources on supporting 
communities, municipalities, and the state. Some told us that it would 
not be productive to divide people who live among one another by 
nationality. Coordination challenges, then, were not so much a result 
of ineffective communication and information sharing as they were 
products of competing views of what is important. We posit that, to 
overcome those challenges, it may be helpful to identify who holds 
which views and adjust expectations so that actors can focus on their 
own priorities, while working to ensure that all needs are met. The next 
section proposes a mechanism for doing this.

A Framework for Coordination of the Crisis

Generalizing the problem as one of competing humanitarian and devel-
opment approaches masks the specific disagreements and misalignments 
at stake, precluding addressing each in turn. We propose a framework 
that identifies tensions within five different (if somewhat overlapping) 
lenses to view the specific issues at stake, which we call “approach areas,” 
identified through analysis of our interview notes and the literature 
review. These lenses or approach areas are: time frame (short- versus 
medium-term planning and activities), the nature of services for the ref-
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ugees (integrated with those of the host community or a parallel set run 
by the international community), leadership of coordination (interna-
tional versus local), destination of funding (to international organiza-
tions versus national organizations), and the focus of interventions (on 
refugees versus on the host communities that have absorbed refugees). 
Other dichotomies are possible. We identify these as the most relevant 
in the context of refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon. Figure 2.1  
illustrates these approach areas. They align somewhat with the models 
discussed (i.e., the approaches in the left column are often, but not 
always, correlated with one another, as are the approaches in the right 
column). However, the approach areas also provide a means to break 
the models down into component parts and understand how these fac-
tors actually influence coordination and response. This focus on spe-
cifics makes it possible to understand implications for coordination. 
Stakeholders have preferences regarding many, but often not all, of 
these, and those preferences will determine how they work together—
or fail to.

In each case, there are choices to be made between two broad 
approaches. How each of these approach areas is viewed by each stake-
holder for any given issue (e.g., health care, education) has significant 
implications for how services are coordinated: who is in charge, how 
roles are defined, how actors relate to one another, how planning is con-
ducted, skills that are needed, demands on funders, funding sources, 
assumptions, priorities, relief provision, and structures.

Figure 2.1
A Framework of Approach Areas for Coordination of the Refugee Crisis

RAND RR1485-2.1

Parallel services
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Funding to international entities

Short-term planning

Focus on refugees
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We do not believe that there is a single right answer to any of 
these approach areas, regardless of the circumstance. Indeed, often 
action is needed at both ends of the spectrum, and different stakehold-
ers will feel more comfortable acting in different parts of that space. 
Instead of a rigid model, we propose the approach areas as a checklist 
to consider when planning and evaluating coordination of various sec-
tors of the response to refugee crises. For each approach area, coordi-
nation planners should consider where stakeholders stand. This can 
enable more-effective acceptance of perspectives as well as allocations 
of roles of the various stakeholders, as appropriate in each individual 
case. We anticipate that this will differ by sector. For example, in edu-
cation in Lebanon, the Ministry of Education and Higher Education is 
taking additional leadership of refugee education (a national lead), but 
lacks the capacity to expand school spaces, instead relying on interna-
tional actors (funding to international entities). Below we discuss each 
approach area in turn and, in the Appendix A, we lay out how these 
approach areas have been addressed in the six sectors analyzed: legal; 
employment; shelter; water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH); health 
care; and education.

Short- Versus Medium-Term Planning

The time-frame dichotomy is one of the biggest perceived differences 
between humanitarian and development models. It addresses whether 
planning is for the short- or long-term and whether it focuses on emer-
gency or investment needs. One would expect an emergency response 
to involve life-saving assistance to meet urgent short-term needs. 
Investment, by contrast, promotes longer-term sustainability, improve-
ments, or growth. However, the two do not match perfectly to devel-
opment and humanitarian models. Many humanitarian crises are long 
term, and many activities involved, such as education and health care, 
have a sustainability component. Similarly, aspects of development 
approaches, such as improving infrastructure, also address immediate 
needs.

Refugee crises are rarely either/or situations. Ideally, short-term 
responses will support (or at least not undermine) sustainability, and 
sustainability efforts will provide for at least some immediate needs. 
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However, the planning of the response must take into account the 
important question of whether the crisis itself is a lasting one.

In the Syrian refugee crisis, and likely in many displacement 
crises, neither the scale nor the time frame could have been predicted. 
According to many we interviewed, both the international commu-
nity and the host countries substantially underestimated the num-
bers of refugees and the duration of the crisis. As numbers grew and 
it became clear that the war would continue, host governments faced 
political constraints that precluded planning for a long-term situation. 
This remains the case, although privately, government officials in both 
Jordan and Lebanon acknowledged that the Syrians will be in their 
countries for a number of years. As one official noted, a long-term time 
frame was “too much to swallow for the host country, donors, and 
UNHCR.” Preferring “stabilization,” the government of Lebanon even 
found the word “resilience” problematic, fearing it implied a long-term 
crisis.

Both initial uncertainty about time frame and political limita-
tions made planning difficult. While short-term planning made sense 
early, when all (erroneously) expected that the crisis would end quickly, 
it was soon clear that it would not be sufficient. One international 
expert told us, “The gap is partially mindset—we respond to emergen-
cies as if they are short-term rather than recognizing that the majority 
of them aren’t, which requires starting in a different place.”

The approach to time frames has implications for coordination. 
Short-term planning is based on the view that refugees need only near-
term help prior to their return to their home countries. This means  
six-to-12-month funding cycles with temporary programs; until the 
end of 2014, each funding appeal for the Syrian refugee crisis was based 
on six-month plans. The 2015 3RP has a two-year time frame, which 
is still doubtless shorter than the crisis will endure. These “humanitar-
ian band aids” (as one interlocutor put it) crowd out investments that 
may be needed to meet longer-term needs, such as expanding and sus-
taining refugees’ access to public services, including the construction 
of additional schools, hospitals, or sanitation infrastructure. Imple-
menting NGOs in particular noted how difficult sustaining programs 
and staffs could be when budgets from donors and permissions from 
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governments are short term. Governments cannot invest in expansion 
of public services when funding is stopgap. Interviewees in Jordan 
believed that the emergency response hampered the longer-term vision 
to the whole response. One NGO official in Jordan noted, “We wasted 
four years trying to respond to immediate needs. Now funds are get-
ting shorter.”

Short-term approaches are appropriate for urgent, short-lived 
needs. They become a problem when a crisis becomes protracted. One 
way this is manifested is in the choice of parallel or integrated services.

Parallel Versus Integrated Services

Parallel services are new services developed and implemented by 
UN agencies and NGOs with donor funding, parallel to those pro-
vided to local citizens by their own government. These may be short 
or long term, but they are different from national or local public 
services already in place. Refugee camps, for example, are a pure  
parallel-service model, wherein the international community provides 
for the full range of refugee needs (such as shelter, schools, and clinics).

Integrated services, by contrast, are those that the host country 
provides to refugees as it provides them to their citizens, sometimes 
with technical, financial, or implementation support from donors, UN 
agencies, or NGOs (e.g., allowing refugees access to public schools and 
hospitals).

Historically, humanitarian aid often relies on parallel-service  
provision because it is often carried out where local governments 
cannot or will not provide assistance or provide it quickly enough. 
In the immediate wake of natural disaster or conflict, this can be 
critical. But because it “almost always bypasses central state institu-
tions, and does little to build state capacity beyond the local level”  
(Organization for Economic Coordination and Development [OECD], 
2012), stakeholders may conclude that relief aid is not helping or is 
exacerbating the situation (Harvey and Lind, 2005).

While parallel services are not explicitly designed to broaden local 
capacity, they can nonetheless develop local infrastructure and may 
be sustainable. For example, new schools and hospitals for the refugee 
community might be given to local governments for future operations. 
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If they are not, they can only be sustained with a long-term commit-
ment of donor funding, as was the case with UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) schools for 
Palestinian refugees throughout the Middle East. Since 1967, UNRWA 
has run the largest nongovernmental school system in the Middle 
East with donor funding, educating 500,000 Palestinian children in  
Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, the West Bank and Gaza (UNRWA, undated). 
This means that, for half a century, these communities have been edu-
cated in a system segregated from that offered to the citizens of the 
countries where they live.

A central argument of this report is that the model of heavy  
reliance on long-term parallel services is failing, a sentiment widely 
expressed (although described in different ways) by multiple  
interviewees from UN agencies, governments, NGOs both in Jordan 
and Lebanon, and at agency headquarters. The parallel-service model 
contributes to segregation of society, is expensive, undermines capac-
ity of national governments, and fosters dependency on international 
actors. In Jordan and Lebanon, there is fear of repeating the UNRWA 
experience. Some interviewed argued that refugee assistance should 
have worked more consistently by expanding existing public services 
in Jordan and Lebanon from the start. “The international community 
is trying to substitute for the government with short-term initiatives,” 
noted one UN official at headquarters. Another official stated:

They have social services to a relatively good standard. In this 
crisis, we have created a parallel system rather than getting 
behind those systems. This was a case where there were systems 
in place, flawed but capable, and we didn’t get in to support them, 
but set up a very costly parallel system, not accountable to the 
government.

Another multilateral official in Lebanon said, “The government 
should feel its capacity built. Otherwise, we move from capacity build-
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ing to capacity substitution. Then you see other agencies delivering ser-
vices, not always more efficiently, not leaving anything behind.”1

Supporting integrated services presents substantial challenges, 
particularly early in a crisis, and transitioning from parallel to inte-
grated services later poses similar issues. Government bureaucracies can 
make it difficult to do things fast, which may mean that assistance does 
not reach those who need it. Governments may have difficulty decid-
ing what approaches to approve. The UNHCR Inter-Agency Standing 
Working Group also concluded:

Perhaps the biggest challenge for humanitarian actors—and also 
a major opportunity—is to develop ways of working with the 
existing institutional framework of municipal and civil society 
organizations which exists in most towns and cities in the devel-
oping world” (Zetter and Deikun, 2010).

Interviewees among UN agencies and NGOs explained that they cre-
ated parallel systems because it was easier and faster than trying to 
work through the government or local entities.

But whether near- or long-term assistance is at issue, provid-
ing for refugees settled among host communities makes parallel- 
assistance approaches difficult. While it is possible to set up separate 
clinics, schools, and other facilities to support refugees only, the diffu-
sion of displaced populations within the host community strengthens 
the argument for working through existing institutions and infrastruc-
ture. Then, as one interviewee pointed out, the question becomes one 
of facilitating access to existing services, supporting existing services, 
and creating referral pathways to those services, not creating new ser-
vices. For the international community to support access, it should 
work with the range of stakeholders involved rather than simply fund-
ing UN agencies and NGOs to create new programs or infrastructure. 
And the aid community as a whole, including government actors as 

1	 It is worth noting that those we spoke with also represent their agencies and organiza-
tions. On points such as this, where there are—as will be shown in the rest of this report—
clear positions held by different organizations, many reported views aligned with organiza-
tional interests.
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well as international organizations, should make decisions based on 
recognition of what services refugees can access in existing systems and 
what specialized services should be added.

The 3RP strongly favors integrated over parallel services:

Reinforcing national capacities is an overarching priority to make 
the collective response more cost-effective and sustainable over 
the long run, and to reduce the degree to which parallel service 
delivery systems are established (3RP, 2015b).

Programs or budgets do not always reflect these priorities, as we discuss 
in the next section.

Internationally Versus Nationally Lead

The dichotomy of whether leadership of coordination is from the inter-
national community or the host government aligns in some ways with 
others discussed above. One can envision a choice between near-term, 
parallel structures supported by international actors and long-term, 
integrated structures built by the host government. The reality, however, 
is more complicated, demonstrating the need to differentiate between 
these areas. Even if the response is long term and integrated, interna-
tional organizations may take the lead, given their greater capacity, or 
government actors may take the lead on coordinating parallel services 
when their own services are not sufficient.

Generally speaking, an international lead means a UN lead. For a 
refugee situation, UNHCR has the lead on coordination with the local 
government, donors, other UN agencies, and NGOs. A national lead 
means that the government determines priorities and integrates inter-
national organizations, NGOs, and others into its planning.

UN leadership may be most needed early in a crisis, when fast 
responses with special approaches are needed (such as in establishing 
parallel-service structures, mobilizing funding from donors, or hiring 
implementing NGOs) and governments are not capable of coordinat-
ing them. Politics in Lebanon make rapid decisionmaking a challenge, 
which left little choice but a strong international lead role early on. 
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As time passes, sovereign states seek to manage a crisis on their 
soil, even as they may continue to rely on foreign assistance. This is 
particularly true when refugees are not segregated into camps. UN and 
NGO interviewees in both countries acknowledged that they have not 
done well in including Lebanese and Jordanian institutions to build 
their capacity to take over. There were repeated comments from inter-
national experts that the response did not engage with governments 
soon enough, sacrificing sustainability for speed.

Funding to International Entities Versus Funding to National Entities

The questions of who leads, and whether services are parallel or inte-
grated, are inextricably tied to the question of who manages the money 
contributed by external donors. Should it be the government, or should 
it be UN agencies and NGOs? Does this vary by assistance type and 
specific situation? The answer to the last question is almost certainly 
yes, but donor aid money is nearly always channeled through UN  
agencies and NGOs. Determining a better path forward is still diffi-
cult. Best use of funds and cost effectiveness are among the determi-
nants of the right choices in this area (Buchanan-Smith and Maxwell, 
1994). 

In the Syrian refugee crisis, the 3RP principles indicate that 
local capacity should be a priority. Funding has generally gone first to  
international organizations, from which it then flows to local organiza-
tions and the refugees themselves. As noted earlier, $4.5 billion of the 
$5.5 billion requested in the 2015 3RP was allocated to UN agencies 
and international NGOs, with $1 billion requested for governments 
(3RP, 2015a). With that proportion of requested funding for the inter-
national aid community, rather than to host governments and civil 
societies, funding is not available to help build longer-term capacity of 
the host countries to manage future services. While the UN agencies 
and international NGOs hire host-country citizens in addition to their 
international staff, it appears that refugee-response funding is going 
primarily toward institutions of the international aid community. 

Should funding go to whoever is overseeing the relevant assis-
tance? Should efforts to support national capacity and service provi-
sion be aligned with funding that goes through national structures, 
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whether government or NGO? A review of the 3RP budgets shows 
that, even when governments have expanded access to public services 
(for example, with Jordan opening public education and health care 
systems to refugees and Lebanon opening its education system), a 
disproportionate amount of funding requested is for UN agencies or 
NGOs. Even some in the international-assistance community question 
this direction of funding: One interviewee noted, “This needs more 
than UN agencies handling money. The government needs to get in 
the driver’s seat.

There are a number of challenges inherent in channeling donor 
funds into direct budget support to governments. In some cases, 
donor funding is mandated toward international agencies (e.g., PRM’s 
budget is congressionally mandated to mainly fund the UN system 
and other international structures) or goes to international agencies 
out of habit. In other cases, there are concerns about budget support 
to the governments because of perceptions of weak accountability sys-
tems, views that governments lack the capacity to use the funding, or 
political constraints, such as that regarding U.S. support for Lebanon. 
Several donor-government representatives suggested to us, based on 
their evolving understanding of the situation, that these issues could 
be resolved. A resolution, for instance, could be if donor assistance also 
helped governments to ensure that safeguards and policies are in place 
for financial management and procurement at a level acceptable to the 
international community.

Focus on Refugees Versus on Host Communities

Another difference is the focus of assistance, whether the assistance is 
targeted only at the refugees or whether it is targeted toward helping 
host communities, including refugees. According to interviewees, these 
differences are evident in competing approaches of UNHCR, the gov-
ernments, and others. UNHCR’s approach, in line with its mandate, 
has been to direct its resources in support of refugees. Others have 
argued that supporting host communities to expand their provision of 
education, health, or sanitation is a more sustainable and effective way 
to assist refugees; it also alleviates some of the political problems that 
might otherwise accompany refugee assistance. Both the governments 
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of Jordan and Lebanon mandated that proportions of the humanitar-
ian response target their own citizens to alleviate the impact of the 
refugees and lessen resentment of citizens seeing services they lack 
directed toward refugees. In the 3RP budgets, many indicators focus 
on the number of Syrians served by a particular program, and how that 
number compares with the number of host-country citizens served. 
Such a benchmark may be difficult to measure and misleading because 
it fails to capture how host communities can expand their capacity 
to provide for their citizens and the refugees. It is also a short-term 
assessment rather than a measure of how national systems have been 
strengthened, improved, or expanded; instead it measures how many 
citizens can be served with the parallel services provided by NGOs.

Refugees need specific services (e.g., food assistance, legal protec-
tion, treatment for posttraumatic stress disorder) more so than mem-
bers of the host community. It is appropriate to fund and support such 
services, although it is worth determining whether it can be done in 
a way that assures access to host-community members who also need 
such services.

Summary

The international assistance community is at a conceptual crossroads.  
It is moving from providing for refugees in camps to helping  
host-country urban areas absorb refugees. The international  
assistance community  is working through ways to combine humani-
tarian assistance with development planning. Both of these issues 
have implications for coordination. While the assistance community 
recognizes that old approaches are not working, we assess that it has 
been inefficient in developing new approaches by focusing too much 
on a trade-off between “humanitarian” responses and “development” 
responses, rather than on the fundamental issues underlying these 
models. We propose a new framework that unpacks the perceived dif-
ferences between the two response models into five approach areas. The 
new framework can be used to assess stakeholder priorities and inform 
both planning and evaluation of refugee-response coordination of ser-
vices across sectors.
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CHAPTER THREE

An Overview of Coordination in Jordan and 
Lebanon

An internationally led refugee response helped meet the needs of 
many refugees early in the crisis, no doubt saving lives. To do this, it 
relied on coordination mechanisms that had been used in other refu-
gee responses. In Jordan and Lebanon, the response involved estab-
lishment of an expensive and time-consuming coordination structure. 
As the crisis continued, the response has increasingly been character-
ized by tensions among the UN agencies, between the governments 
and the international assistance community, and between interna-
tional and local NGOs. Moreover, the approach has been blamed for 
marginalizing the refugees themselves, and many question how effec-
tively donor money is being spent. Meanwhile, many public services 
in Jordan and Lebanon are now deeply overburdened, and aid money 
for parallel services provided by the international community is insuf-
ficient to meet needs. These issues have led to reconsideration of the 
coordination model in place and the roles and responsibilities of the 
major stakeholders. This chapter discusses coordination elements of 
the refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon in four contexts: who is 
involved, coordination structures, budgeting and money flows, and 
information.1

1	 The list of elements of coordination is derived from analysis of issues that interviewees 
raised as important in the coordination of the refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon, 
as well as of elements of coordination as described by UN agencies. Various UN agencies 
describe coordination in different ways. For example, UNICEF uses a framework of struc-
tures, functions, implementing coordination mechanisms, and skills (see UNICEF, 2010). 
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Who Is Involved

A wide range of organizations and groups play roles in the refugee 
crises in Jordan and Lebanon, creating a complicated web of coordi-
nation roles and responsibilities. Among them are governments, UN 
agencies, donors, NGOs, the private sector, the refugees themselves, 
and host communities. Each of these parties brings unique value to the 
response, as well as their own specific limitations. They also have dif-
ferent priorities, which has made it difficult to agree on goals and strat-
egies for coordinating services. Below, we describe the current roles, 
priorities, values added, and limitations of the stakeholders, and then 
compare how their goals and priorities differ on the five approach areas 
of the coordination framework presented in Chapter Two.

Governments

In Jordan and Lebanon, roles in refugee-response coordination are 
played by multiple government entities: national political leadership, 
ministries, and municipalities. 

Political leadership sets tone and policy and manages bilateral 
relations with donors. The governments of Jordan and Lebanon gen-
erously opened their borders to the refugees and offered them public 
services. At the same time, they also continue to express concern about 
maintaining security within their borders, not worsening their own 
high unemployment rates through an influx of Syrian labor, not fur-
ther straining public services for their own citizens, harnessing human-
itarian funding to benefit their development and goals, and ensuring 
that the Syrians eventually return home. Conflicting goals in different 
parts of government can lead to stalled decisionmaking. While this 
problem exists in both countries, it is particularly acute in Lebanon.

Neither the governments of Jordan nor Lebanon publicly acknowl-
edge the potential medium-term nature of the refugee crisis. Officials 
in both countries have, from the start, feared that the long-term effects 
of this refugee situation would permanently change their countries’ 

UNOCHA considers coordination, policy, advocacy, information management, and financ-
ing (UNOCHA, undated[b]). 
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demographics, as the 1948 and 1967 waves of Palestinian refugees had 
done. Many of the Palestinian refugees, along with their descendants, 
remain in Jordan and Lebanon today. 

Ministries manage public services at the national level. Jordan’s 
Ministry of Planning and International Coordination (MOPIC) and 
Lebanon’s Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA) have taken central roles 
in coordination across sectors within their own governments and with 
the international community. Over time, both MOPIC and MOSA 
have asserted additional control over coordination of the refugee 
responses by increasing management of planning processes (such as 
the development of the Jordan Response Plan [JRP] and LCRP) as 
well as instituting processes for government approval of NGO projects. 
Line ministries have developed creative ways to accommodate refu-
gees with already-existing services, while seeking to maintain services 
for their own citizens (e.g., expanding capacity in schools by adding 
second school shifts for the Syrians). The line ministries coordinate 
directly with the specific UN agencies that address issues in their sec-
tors. Ministries face several limitations in coordination: There are not 
enough capable staff who can take the roles of coordination with other 
ministries as well as with the international community; there are lan-
guage barriers that hinder collaboration with international partners; 
there is a lack of data systems and access to technology (in particular, 
in Lebanon, where many ministry staff lack access to computers); and 
there are financial accountability systems that are insufficient for donor 
confidence in monitoring how funds are spent and services provided.

Municipalities are responsible for some local services, in particu-
lar, shelter, water, and sanitation. Their roles, capacities, and priorities 
can vary greatly, according to interviewees. There have been several pilot 
efforts to work with municipalities to prioritize local refugee-response 
needs. When Lebanon’s Council for Reconstruction and Development 
worked with municipalities in Lebanon and the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) worked with municipalities 
in Jordan to determine priorities for the refugee response, the munici-
palities listed issues and solutions that international partners had not 
considered. These included improving public safety by installing street-
lights and investing in waste management and water treatment to sup-
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port the greater demand for these by a larger population. These pilot 
prioritization efforts at the municipal level have largely been ad hoc, 
and there are no clear plans to systematically expand them.

UN Agencies

Multiple UN agencies are involved in the refugee response. UNHCR 
has overall charge of coordination of the refugee response in both 
countries and manages camps in Jordan. Other UN agencies con-
tribute in sectors for which they have expertise, including the UN 
Office of the Coordinator for Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) for 
humanitarian responses, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) 
for development planning, UNICEF for education, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) for health, and WFP for food assistance. Addi-
tional UN agencies involved in refugee response include the UN Edu-
cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM); the UN Population Fund 
(UNFPA); the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat); 
the UN Office for Project Services (UNOPS); the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization of the UN (UNFAO); the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC); the International Federation of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC); the International Labour 
Organization (ILO); UNRWA; the UN Office of the United Nations 
Special Coordinator for Lebanon (UNSCOL); and UN Women. (As 
one Lebanese government official wryly pointed out, Lebanon has  
12 ministries, but 20 UN agencies present.)

The UN agencies play multiple roles. They manage coordination 
among international stakeholders and governments, mobilize funding 
from donors, contract with NGOs to implement programs, decide on 
the allocation of much of the aid channeled through them, lead budget 
development for the refugee response, introduce innovative data prac-
tices, provide technical support to line ministries, lead policy discus-
sions, and engage international expertise to address problems.

Slaughter and Crisp (2009) argue that UNHCR, in particu-
lar, has “been transformed from a humanitarian organization to one 
that shares certain features of a state.” This is because it has taken on 
responsibilities such as providing public services (e.g., access to shel-
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ter, food, water, health care, and education). They note that this came 
about because UNHCR was responsible for managing services in weak 
or fragile states, in which governments lacked capability, and leading 
states had not intervened to resolve conflicts. While recognizing the 
importance of UNHCR’s particular role in protection, Slaughter and 
Crisp recommend greater support for the role of the state in refugee 
crises. They also recommend consolidation of the strategies, efforts, 
and budgets of the multiple UN agencies involved in refugee crises.

Critics described differing priorities, poor relations, competition, 
and lack of data sharing among UN agencies. Differing UN agency 
priorities stem from the fact that each tends to focus on its particular 
sector and mandate, which may lead to more attention for refugees 
or host communities at the expense of the other. For example, while 
UNHCR’s mandate is only for refugees, other UN agencies had man-
dates for the needs of host communities in Jordan and Lebanon before 
the refugee crisis. These UN agencies are also in some competition, 
seeking funding and visibility for limited resources. For example, in 
Lebanon, UNHCR is charged with coordinating the refugee response, 
and UNOCHA with the humanitarian crisis. This creates a division of 
labor that causes confusion and competition, despite the fact that the 
refugee crisis and humanitarian crisis are one and the same. 

Donors

The United States, the EU, and Gulf States have been the most active 
donors in this crisis to date. The United States has provided the 
largest amount of funding ($572 million in 2015), followed by the 
United Kingdom ($182 million), Kuwait ($166 million), Germany  
($154 million), the EU ($154 million), Canada ($86 million), Japan 
($85 million), and others (3RP, 2015c). The United States has provided 
more funding than the next three largest donors combined. Most of 
this funding is classified as humanitarian funding and is allocated on 
short-term cycles, typically one year at a time. Funders, however, differ 
in approach and priorities.

U.S. funding for the refugee response comes from PRM, which 
has a congressional mandate to channel most funding through mul-
tilateral organizations. This precludes most funding directly to host 
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countries. Moreover, Congress forbids direct bilateral funding to Leba-
non as long as Hezbollah is part of the government. At the same time, 
USAID provides development assistance to the governments; this is 
coordinated to a small extent with refugee funding. While the United 
States is the largest donor, it has not sought a leadership role in refugee-
response policy. While U.S. embassies raise refugee issues bilaterally 
with the governments of Jordan and Lebanon, refugee-policy issues 
have taken lower priority than other issues in bilateral relations with 
these countries. Yet, multiple interviewees noted that the United States 
is the only donor large enough to have influence with the governments 
of Jordan and Lebanon. One representative of another donor govern-
ment noted, “I don’t know what PRM is funding. They make their 
decisions without consultation. The U.S. doesn’t ask much. They just 
give money,” implying a lack of consultation with other donors about 
coordinating policies. A leading NGO official in Lebanon argued that, 
“The U.S. is not using the leverage it should have. The U.S. is not pres-
ent in coordination here.”

The leading European donors are the United Kingdom Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID), the EU Humanitarian 
Aid and Civil Protection, and German Federal Foreign Office Human-
itarian Aid Division. Interviewees described that funding from these 
entities is also divided between humanitarian assistance and devel-
opment, and agencies are struggling to create links to coordinate the 
different streams of funding, which are institutionally separated. The  
EU is focusing its efforts on health and protection, as well as strength-
ening institutional capacity of the government ministries. DFID is 
focusing on food and basic needs items, as well as health care.

The Gulf State countries are also significant, although largely 
unacknowledged, donors with important roles. As the third largest 
donor, Kuwait hosted the 2015 Third Pledging Conference in Kuwait 
City, in collaboration with UNOCHA. Gulf donors provide funding 
to the UN system, directly to governments (e.g., to Lebanon, which the 
United States and countries of the EU will not do), or to faith-based 
NGOs. For example, the Kuwait Fund provided funding to the gov-
ernment of Lebanon for emergency rooms in hospitals and for expan-
sion of sanitation systems. A range of interviewees noted that the Gulf 
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donors largely stay outside of the other coordination efforts, although 
there is some coordination between the Gulf countries and UNHCR 
on these issues. Yet, at the same time, multiple stakeholders noted wide-
spread impressions that some Gulf funding is viewed as “dirty money,” 
either intentionally funding family members of fighters in violent fac-
tions or lacking the accountability systems and logistics structures to 
channel their aid as planned. As one donor representative said, “The 
system is focused on traditional donors. It leaves a black hole in under-
standing what is being done by other actors.” Several refugees in focus 
groups also observed that some Gulf aid is perceived as being used for 
“photo ops” and then somehow diverted, not reaching the refugees. 

NGOs

There are several types of NGOs involved in the refugee response. Most 
relevant to our discussion are international, local, and faith-based (typ-
ically either international Christian organizations or local or regional 
Islamic) NGOs. 

International NGOs are among the most important implement-
ing partners that provide foreign-funded services to refugees. They are 
typically contracted and supervised by UN agencies, although donor-
country agencies in some cases contract directly with NGOs, and some 
get private funding. International NGOs can mobilize needed interna-
tional expertise, institutional capacity, and funding quickly in a crisis. 
They take on roles in service provision that the governments would 
have trouble performing, such as fast expansion of mental health ser-
vices or data gathering among refugees. NGO presence is not sustain-
able in the long term without outside funding, as they leave when inter-
national funding ends. Some international officials observed a skill-set 
mismatch among NGOs operating in middle-income countries, as 
their experience was built managing programs in failed states: “NGOs 
prefer to not shift from service delivery to capacity building. They fear 
losing their role. Saying that you are running a clinic is more appeal-
ing than saying we are slowly building the government capacity.” The 
international NGOs in both countries coordinate with one another 
through organized International NGO Forums.
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Local NGOs also implement programs funded by international 
organizations, donors, governments, or private sources. Local NGOs 
have differing levels of capabilities and variable presence in coordina-
tion structures. While their programs can be less expensive than those 
of international NGOs, local NGOs may lack capacity in some cases. 
Several explained that they experienced difficulty receiving fund-
ing from donors and UN agencies, as language barriers and lack of  
proposal-writing experience serve as impediments to gaining larger 
roles. 

Faith-based NGOs get their funding from some of the same 
sources that the international NGOs do (UN agencies, donor fund-
ing, etc.), as well as from private donations or state donors with reli-
gious goals. Faith-based NGOs also provide public services. Some of 
our interviewees viewed some of these NGOs very positively, as refu-
gees often trust them. Several have a significant presence in coordi-
nation structures. At the same time, some of the local and regional 
organizations do not participate in coordination structures and have 
made little effort to integrate into the broader aid community (which, 
conversely, has also not reached out to them). These therefore remain 
“a world apart that is not integrated,” as one interviewee described it. 
Many interviewees acknowledged their activities are not visible, creat-
ing concern about messaging and perceptions of sectarian support in 
some cases.

The Private Sector

The private sector has played an important role in the refugee response, 
although it has not participated much in formal policy coordination 
structures. Shelter and employment are largely a function of private-
sector markets in urban areas, although government and UN policies 
and activities have significant impact, and NGOs often engage the pri-
vate sector directly. The private sector provides rental housing, food, 
and other materials via markets, telecommunications, banking, and 
more. Companies and farms benefit by hiring Syrians in the informal 
market and from the refugees directly, as they are new consumers in 
shops. Both the labor markets in Jordan and Lebanon were already 
hiring Syrian labor before the crisis. In addition, health and education 
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are highly privatized in Lebanon, with 70 percent of Lebanese children 
attending private schools and with more than 86 percent of hospital 
beds being privately owned (Aranki and Kalis, 2014).

Refugees

Rarely do refugees participate in the response, other than as recipients 
of aid. Most international and local stakeholders involve refugees as 
recipients, rather than as participants and decisionmakers (exceptions, 
for example, include international NGOs helping fund refugee volun-
teers to assist other refugees). Thus, while the Syrian refugees are the 
focus of coordination of the refugee response, they are not included 
in coordination structures. This means that decisionmaking roles of 
Syrian refugees about the services they receive is limited to what out-
reach the aid community chooses to undertake (e.g., occasional surveys 
and focus groups, as well as interactions with specific refugees). As a 
consequence, the refugees often lack a voice. Syrian refugees in both 
countries have made little effort to organize to improve their voice, no 
doubt in part because the demands of survival and subsistence leave 
little in the way of time or resources. Another factor limiting organi-
zation may be the diversity of the community. The divisions between 
various groups in Syria remain in place in Jordan and in Lebanon.

Our own focus groups with refugees revealed increasing despera-
tion about access to services, in particular health care, and being able 
to obtain employment. In Jordan, refugees perceived that, in the past, 
education and health care were of better quality and more available; 
overall services and attitudes toward them were deteriorating. “Earlier 
in the crisis, people were more compassionate. Now there is less assis-
tance, and it is harder for everyone,” explained one man. In Lebanon, 
even more so than in Jordan, the pervasive sense of hopelessness among 
the refugee participants in our focus groups seemed worse, as many 
recounted trauma, injuries, untreated illnesses, children kept seques-
tered at home and not developing properly, children having to work on 
the street to prevent starvation, and people dying because they could 
not access health care. “There is no hope. The future of my children is 
lost,” said one. “Because everything is overwhelming with the living 
conditions, we can only be pessimistic,” said another. It is small wonder 
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that some refugees are seeking to migrate to Europe, and many asked 
if we could help them leave.

Our focus groups also revealed that refugees do not understand 
what services are available and under what conditions, or why and how 
some receive aid and others do not. While UN officials and NGOs 
explained that decisions about allocation of scarce aid are based on 
vulnerability assessments, refugees often do not know this, and those 
that do perceive minor distinctions in vulnerability that make little 
sense. As a result, refugees we met, particularly in Lebanon, perceived 
aid as random, unfair, corrupt, unequal, insufficient, or unresponsive. 
Many had stories, their own or anecdotal, of needy people who did not 
get assistance, and others less needy who received plenty, leading them 
to think that “getting help depends on who you know.” One said, “I 
am sure that Syrian refugees are getting a lot of assistance, but it is not 
getting to us.” One NGO official acknowledged that this perception 
among refugees was not unfounded: “Why some get assistance and 
others do not is not well explained. Differences between those who got 
it and those who don’t is small.”

Some challenges are unique to girls and women, others to boys 
and men. Women take on new roles as heads of households when a 
man is missing, ill, or less able to get paid work, which is often the 
case among the refugees in both countries, although we heard more 
examples in Jordan. “Women are now men,” explained one woman. 
Mobility is a challenge for women, restricting their ability to access 
information and services. Women may have difficulty finding work 
because they cannot leave their children alone. Men are more likely to 
be “caught working,” (as they described it) and then arrested and sent 
back to Syria. The situation of refugees who identify as lesbian, gay 
bisexual, transgender, or intersex is particularly dire, with UN officials 
noting that they are more likely to have been tortured and that such 
refugees are given priority for asylum.
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Host Communities

Like refugees, host communities are not officially part of coordination 
structures.2 They receive services that their governments (at all levels) 
provide them, sometimes with international support. Unlike refugees, 
however, host communities in Jordan and Lebanon have some politi-
cal power in that they can petition their local and national leaders for 
changes and organize politically, ensuring that they have more of a 
voice.

The host communities within which most refugees have settled in 
Jordan and Lebanon are poor and comparatively dependent on govern-
ment services. Some members of those communities see the refugees as 
competition for scarce jobs and resources and are concerned that their 
presence increases the cost of housing, food, and other necessities. And 
even when host communities do not, as a whole, express these con-
cerns, fears that they will do so may make politicians and government 
officials loath to support policies that would increase assistance to and 
freedom of work for refugees.

Comparison of Goals and Priorities

Stakeholders’ goals, incentives, and priorities affect how they coordi-
nate and manage the response. Our interviews strongly indicate that, 
as discussed in the previous chapter, what may at first appear to be 
coordination problems are actually driven by fundamental differences 
between stakeholders regarding what should be done, by whom, and 
for whom. These fundamental differences are about divergent views 
on the approach areas: over short- or long-term planning for the refu-
gee crisis, whether refugee services should be managed by the interna-
tional community or integrated with national efforts, whether leader-
ship resides with international or national actors, who receives donor 
funding, and whether efforts aid only the refugees or include the host 
communities. These differences manifest in what seem to others to be 

2	 It should be noted that host communities vary greatly. Some are located in urban areas, 
others are in rural; some are wealthier, while others are poorer; and some have substantial 
populations with kinship ties to the Syrian refugees, while others do not. These differences 
impact how communities respond to the refugees among them.
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ineffectiveness, inefficiency, and sometimes even obstreperousness. As 
a result, the crisis has been characterized by failure to agree on goals 
within the governments, among the UN agencies, and between the 
international- and national-response communities. This is not a matter 
of coordination, but a matter of working at cross-purposes. “Each of us 
is thinking a different way and that affects the results,” said a govern-
ment official in Jordan.

Table 3.1 characterizes the key stakeholders by the approach areas, 
in line with the framework presented in Chapter Two. While there are 
variations among stakeholders, as well as exceptions, the table illus-

Table 3.1
Stakeholder Approaches to Five Issues

Stakeholder

Time Frame 
(Short- or 
Medium- 

Term)

Services 
(Parallel or 
Integrated)

Leadership  
(International  
or National)

Funding  
Recipients 

(International  
or National)

Focus 
(Refugees  

or Host  
Communities)

Governments Short Integrated Both National Communities

Municipalities Short Both Either National Communities

Private sector Either Integrated Either Either Both

UNHCR Short Parallel International International Refugees

Other UN 
agencies

Medium Both International International Both

Western 
donors

Short Either International International Refugees

Gulf donors Short Either Either Both Refugees

International 
NGOs

Short Parallel International International Refugees

Local NGOs Short Parallel Both National Both

Faith-based 
NGOs

Short Parallel Either National Both

Refugees Short Either Either Either Both

Host 
communities

Medium Either Both National Communities
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trates how stakeholders may base their actions on different preferences 
and assumptions about key issues. These disagreements are at the core 
of many of the challenges of response coordination.

We identify a number of patterns and insights from our overall 
findings and the comparisons in these tables:

•	 Not all stakeholders have strong views or preferences on all issues.
•	 Preferences of specific groups do not align perfectly with either 

the “development” or “humanitarian” models.
•	 Most stakeholders operate with short-term planning horizons for 

the refugee crisis.
•	 UNHCR and other UN agencies differ in their priorities, as 

UNHCR focuses solely on refugees and other UN agencies have 
broader mandates often similar to those of host-nation govern-
ments.

•	 UNHCR and international NGOs focused on refugee issues have 
similar sets of preferences, including with international leader-
ship, parallel services, funding to international entities, and focus 
on the refugees.

•	 Western donors have similar profiles to UNHCR and interna-
tional NGOs, except that Western donors do not have a strong 
preference between parallel and integrated services, as they are 
not the ones providing the services.

•	 There are divides between international actors (UN agencies and 
international NGOs) and host-country institutions on many 
issues.

•	 In some cases, governments also do not have clear preferences 
between parallel and integrated services, and their preferences 
may change over time. For example, in both countries, education 
ministries have insisted that formal certified education only be 
provided by their public schools, while supporting parallel catch-
up and remedial programs offered by NGOs. At the same time, 
governments consistently do not want the refugees integrated into 
their labor markets. 

•	 Refugees may prefer approaches that address the needs of host 
communities as well as their own. They seek access to common 
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services, including education, health, sanitation, and shelter, 
which will usually be more sustainable than internationally 
provided services. The exception may be services that are more 
needed by refugees than members of host communities, such as 
post-conflict trauma counseling.

•	 Host communities vary on their preference for parallel or inte-
grated services, but they want to make sure that assistance to refu-
gees neither comes at their expense nor is better than the support 
they receive.

Coordination Structures

The development of coordination structures followed similar patterns in 
Jordan and Lebanon, yet there are important differences. In the begin-
ning of the crises, UNHCR took leadership of coordination, involving 
governments, other UN agencies, and NGOs. In 2014–2015, the gov-
ernments of both Jordan and Lebanon stepped forward to exert more 
influence and control over coordination, demanding more consider-
ation for addressing host community needs alongside refugee needs. 

In Jordan, UNHCR-led coordination is based on the cluster 
system, the model typically used by UN agencies in displacement 
crises. The cluster system is an off-the-shelf toolkit of common prac-
tices (Humanitarian Response, undated; UNOCHA, undated[a]) 
for organizing UN officials and NGOs to provide services in various 
public sectors. UNHCR, other UN agencies, and NGOs took roles as 
leaders of sectors that included education, food security, health, protec-
tion, shelter, WASH, and more (UNHCR, 2015b). In no sector was 
the government listed as a sector lead. While government of Jordan 
representatives were formally invited to all meetings, multiple inter-
viewees told us that government officials rarely attended for reasons 
that included language barriers, overburdened government staff, and 
differences in working culture between government officials and the 
humanitarian community. In 2014–2015, the government of Jordan 
introduced its own coordination structure through JRP. JRP did not 
replace UNHCR’s sector-coordination system, but rather introduced 
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an additional coordination structure with task forces as well as a sec-
retariat. In addition to both of these superstructures, the coordination 
effort in Jordan includes various working groups and forums, such as 
the International NGO Forum.

UNHCR also created a coordination structure in the early years 
of the Lebanon response. This, however, did not follow the cluster- 
system framework. Instead, UNHCR led each of nine sectors (in con-
trast with Jordan, in which UNHCR, other UN agencies, and NGOs 
took various sector leadership roles). Several in the international  
community were upset by this choice, having familiarity with and train-
ing in the cluster system. They found UNHCR’s decision to lead all  
sectors problematic. Staff from other UN agencies, particularly, felt that  
agencies specializing in certain sectors should have sector leadership. 
Those we spoke with described tensions among UN agencies that 
stem from unclear roles; turf battles between UNHCR and other UN 
agencies; lack of information sharing; bloated staff; and criticisms 
that UNHCR had built a system with inherent conflicts of interest 
because it was managing the money, choosing implementing partners, 
and implementing programs. There were particular tensions between 
UNHCR and UNOCHA, which felt it should have more leader-
ship of the refugee response because of its mandate for humanitarian 
protection.

In the initial years of the crisis in Lebanon, the government pre-
ferred that the UN system manage the response. It was therefore not 
active in coordination structures. After several years, however, as in 
Jordan, the government of Lebanon stepped forward to take a stron-
ger role. It created LCRP, a two-year plan and funding appeal for  
2015–2017 (UNOCHA, 2014). Similar to JRP, LCRP is a strategic 
document with a set of estimated costs for the plan that emphasizes 
“stabilization” or investment for host communities as well as refugees. 
Like JRP, introduction of LCRP changed the coordination architec-
ture. The government of Lebanon and UNDP took more active roles. 
UNDP stepped in as cochair with UNHCR of all nine sectors. UNHCR 
retained leadership of areas directly relevant to refugee support, while 
UNDP took the lead on “stabilization.” To coordinate intra-UN  
positions, UN agencies in Lebanon established the “quartet” with the 
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leadership of four UN agencies (UNHCR, UNDP, UNOCHA, and 
the UN Regional Coordinator’s Office) working together in collabora-
tion. Lebanon’s MOSA took the lead on the overarching approaches, 
and the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) and 
the Ministry of Health took over coordination leadership in their sec-
tors. Most stakeholders now agree that the government of Lebanon 
lacks the capacity to take over full leadership of coordination in all sec-
tors. However, many of those we spoke with argued that recent changes 
had improved coordination.

Budgeting and Money Flows

While refugee needs are growing worldwide, with ever-greater num-
bers of people displaced by violence, the budget of UNHCR decreased  
10 percent from 2014 to 2015 (Grant, 2015). Also, as earlier noted, of 
the $5.5 billion that the UN-led 3RP appealed for to deal with the 
Syrian refugee crisis in 2015 (to be spread across Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, 
Lebanon, and Turkey), only $2.8 billion was funded by the end of 2015 
(Financial Tracking Service, 2016). Given unrelenting refugee needs, 
tight budgets, and a crisis that will almost certainly not end in the near 
term, these trends are worrying. While a full budget analysis is outside 
the scope of this report, this section considers how budgets are coordi-
nated, specifically: how budgets are developed and prioritized, where 
the money is sourced, how the funding is spent, how budget informa-
tion is tracked, and the specific cost of coordination.

How budgets are developed and prioritized. The 2015 3RP 
budget appeal brought together the aid community and governments 
to tie together budget requirements for the refugee response and sup-
port for local needs. However, there are several challenges with the 
way that the budget request was developed. The 3RP budget was based 
on a coordinated consensus of the positions of governments and 200 
international and national partners. They were not systematically based 
on needs assessments, options appraisals comparing cost effectiveness 
and efficiency, or prioritization efforts in the face of budget constraints. 
Several donors expressed cynicism about the budget, terming it “mas-
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sive; they want everything,” and a “wish list,” that was “beyond the 
capacity of any donor.” It could be argued that developing budgets for 
such a large operation based on the consensus of fund recipients could 
pose an inherent conflict of interest, as requests may reflect what the 
organizations want, rather than what is truly needed to meet refugee 
and community needs. Some items appear to be for parallel NGO-
provided services that lack sustainability components (e.g., without 
plans for local authorities or NGOs to take on these roles in time) and 
others look like host-country development requests, independent of the 
refugee response. For example, JRP includes $64 million for university 
education, when there are few Syrians enrolled in Jordan’s universi-
ties, and $30 million for job opportunities for Jordanians (The Jordan 
Response Platform for the Syria Crisis, 2015a).

Where the money comes from. Sources of funding for the refu-
gee response include host governments, donors, and the refugees them-
selves. The $2.8 billion of the 2015 3RP that has actually been funded 
comes to approximately $660 per refugee per year, or less than $2 per 
day. Host governments primarily provide in-kind services. Meanwhile, 
refugees use their savings and any money that they are able to earn. 
For most, this is far from enough to meet the needs of daily life, which 
include food, shelter, electricity, sanitation, health care, education, and 
more. Increasingly, refugees and their children must either work ille-
gally to supplement aid or risk starving. Yet, policies in Jordan and 
Lebanon are such that refugees are not officially allowed to work. Their 
labor is not considered a possible source of funding for the crisis. UN 
and NGO officials, as well as some donors interviewed, were concerned 
that raising this issue is a nonstarter with host governments, and that 
the only entity with the clout to address this issue is the United States.

Where the money goes. As discussed earlier, $1 billion of the 
UN-led funding appeal was allocated to the governments, and the 
remaining $4.5 billion to the UN system and NGOs; at the same 
time, there is also bilateral development assistance relevant to the ref-
ugee crisis that is not captured in these numbers. Out of the 2015 
3RP request for Lebanon of $2.1 billion, only $169 million was 
slated for the government, with the rest to UN agencies and NGOs. 
For Lebanon, $1.4 billion was listed as the humanitarian com-
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ponent, with $0.7 billion as the stabilization component. In JRP,  
$0.9 billion was requested for the refugee component and $0.9 billion 
for the resilience component. The government of Jordan also requested 
$1 billion in support of direct operating costs, which the 3RP noted 
but did not endorse. (As of May 2015, the government of Jordan 
stated that none of its direct operating-cost request had been funded 
[MOPIC, 2015b].) Government agencies are frustrated that budgets 
flow to NGOs for provision of NGO services when the government is 
providing significant services at its own expense in education, health, 
and sanitation, and could expand services for refugees (e.g., in formal 
education) with additional donor funding. Budget-request allocations 
in the 3RP do not seem to reflect responsibility for service provision. 
At the same time, donors often prefer to route funding through UN 
agencies and NGOs rather than the governments for reasons that 
include mandates for humanitarian funding to be spent via UN agen-
cies, concerns about accountability, and, in Lebanon’s case, politics. 
While multi-donor trust funds have been tried, particularly in Leba-
non, donors have viewed them as not fully dependable. Gulf donors, 
however, have no qualms about direct-aid provision to the govern-
ments. Therefore, Western money and Gulf money flow through dif-
ferent channels.

How budget information is tracked. Accounting is compli-
cated because of the multiple types of funding streams (humanitarian, 
development, bilateral, multilateral) from numerous entities (donors 
from different countries, UN agencies, private groups) to other entities 
(UN agencies, NGOs, governments, contractors). In both countries, 
there are gaps in clearly accounting for funding sources, destinations, 
and amounts, due to the many donors, implementers, and recipients, 
and few centralized ways to aggregate their activities. However, the  
2015 JRP effort placed a budgeting tracker online that covered some 
programming (The Jordan Response Platform for the Syria Crisis, 
2015a). Accounting for the refugee response often does not take into 
account bilateral funding to governments or NGOs, funding from Gulf 
donors, national budgets that provide services, or development fund-
ing that is relevant to the humanitarian response. There is confusion 
about classifying and coordinating humanitarian- and development- 
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aid streams. Humanitarian aid is often supported by different donor-
country agencies than is development aid, although assistance may in 
fact be going to support similar organizations and programs. (In the 
United States, by way of example, PRM funds humanitarian efforts, 
while USAID funds development.) Even within governments, these 
funding efforts are often not well coordinated. As a result, donors are 
frustrated that governments cannot report how much money they 
have received from various sources, while governments are similarly 
unhappy that they lack a clear and complete picture of how aid funds 
from around the world are being spent in their countries.

The cost of coordination. The launch of a refugee response may 
not always be efficient, as a large number of organizations, individuals, 
and resources must be mobilized under uncertain conditions. As this 
refugee response passes into its fifth year, however, such expectations 
are no longer valid. Many of those we spoke with voiced concern that 
too much funding is spent on the coordination system itself, specifi-
cally on (1) staff time spent in coordination, (2) high overhead rates, 
and (3) budgets passing through multiple agencies.

First, as described earlier, the significant amounts of time that 
UN and NGO staff spend attending multiple parallel coordination 
meetings is a costly use of human resources (particularly true of well-
compensated expatriate staff).

Second, many have questioned high overhead costs of UN agen-
cies, exacerbated by the multiple pass-throughs (Cox, 2015; Hidalgo 
et al., 2015;  “Where Does UK Aid to Syria Actually Go?” 2015). EU 
donors have been increasingly exasperated with the UN system’s lack 
of financial transparency and high overhead costs for the Syrian ref-
ugee response. Palagashvili and Williamson (2014) found that UN 
agencies report higher administrative costs (66 percent) than bilat-
eral or other multilateral donors (6 to 43 percent); have low amounts 
of aid dispersed per staff member (in comparison with other bilateral 
and multilateral donors); and saw an “extreme increase” of 30 percent 
in operating costs between 2004 and 2012, when other agencies were 
decreasing operating costs. Easterly and Pfutze (2008) found that “the 
data on aid agency spending are inexcusably poor,” with the UN agen-
cies “the worst” on transparency when compared with bilateral and 
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multilateral agencies. The United States led the UN Transparency and 
Accountability Initiative to increase UN Member State oversight of 
UN agencies, “in light of the revelations in late 2006 and early 2007 of 
systemic abuses involving humanitarian and development activities in 
the UN’s Funds and Programs,” with the initiative leading to changes 
in financial-accountability practices for several UN agencies (US Mis-
sion to the United Nations, undated).

Third, costs were imposed when money passes through multiple 
entities before reaching service providers. The BBC report found that 
up to half of the budgets were spent on overhead for UN agencies 
and other middlemen. Figure 3.1 illustrates the multiple pathways that 
funding flows for the refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon. Fund-
ing flows from left to right, from donors onward through UN agencies, 
host governments, and implementers (NGOs, contractors, municipali-
ties, and line ministries) to the recipients (refugees and host communi-

Figure 3.1
Fiscal and Aid Flows

NOTE: The dotted lines represent weaker links than the solid lines.
INGOs = international NGOs; LNGOs = local NGOs.
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ties). We note that this figure is difficult to read, as it illustrates the con-
fusion of a complex and inefficient flow of funding. A more-efficient 
model would likely be easier to follow on paper, as well—and be far 
easier to audit. An example of one stream of funding in Figure 3.1 
shows that funds go from donors to UNHCR. UNHCR may then 
provide funding to another UN agency, which funds an NGO. The 
NGO then contracts with other organizations. Each pass through each 
separate organization imposes overhead costs. Other funding streams 
go from donors to other UN agencies, then to NGOs and onward 
or from donors directly to NGOs. Many interviewees questioned this 
system. One asked, “Why all the middlemen? Each pass through an 
international organization takes at least 7 percent. Is this a good use 
of money?” One UN official described the budgets as “like leaking 
pipes,” because of top-heavy coordination structures. “The humanitar-
ian world became a business,” lamented another.

Information

Multiple elements of information are important for coordination: infor-
mation tools, information for the refugees, evaluations, and referrals.

Information tools. A number of innovative information prac-
tices have been developed or used in this refugee crisis in Jordan and 
Lebanon, including new uses of data and new information-sharing 
tools. UN programs use text messages to send information to refugees, 
as many refugees have cell phones. Use of iris scanning and biomet-
rics during refugee registration is also used in cash-transfer programs. 
ActivityInfo (undated) is an online portal for aid workers that aims to 
track funded projects, help with referral of services, and analyze indi-
cators. ActivityInfo was developed in Jordan and is now being used 
in Lebanon and Iraq. (Some noted that ActivityInfo improves trans-
parency but depends on frequent inputs from stakeholders, which are 
not wholly reliable.) Furthermore, new tools help ensure that different 
organizations use the same criteria to determine refugees’ eligibility 
for aid in each country: the Vulnerability Assessment Framework in 
Jordan and the Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Leba-
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non (World Food Programme, 2013; UNHCR, 2014g). Development 
of these drew on expertise of multiple agencies in multiple sectors to 
develop indicators, surveys, and data as predictors of vulnerability. In 
Lebanon, UNOCHA developed maps that layer different data sets. 
The Refugee Assistance Information System is an information tool for 
aid workers that tracks which families were assisted in which sectors to 
reduce overlapping assistance (UNHCR, undated[b]). The 4W Atlas, 
an online information system, in Jordan aims to track “who does what 
where when” (MOPIC, 2015b). The UNHCR Information Portal pro-
vides documents across sectors and across countries (UNHCR, 2016c).

Information for the refugees. While information sharing among 
the aid community has been innovative, consistent information flow 
to the Syrians is insufficient. In focus groups, many Syrian refugees 
said that they have a hard time getting information from or communi-
cating with service providers, with one noting, “People cannot receive 
treatment and do not know where to go.” Refugees do not have consis-
tent ways to determine which NGOs can help with which problems. 
They tend to find many UN, NGO, and government service providers 
unresponsive and uninformative. Having a hard time getting informa-
tion “adds to stress,” refugees report. When asked how they receive 
information, a group of refugees in Lebanon agreed that it was “by 
coincidence.” Information routes include:

•	 Information provided at registration. When refugees register in 
Jordan and Lebanon, they receive information from discussions 
with UNHCR staff or pamphlets. Written information, of course, 
requires literacy to understand.

•	 Word of mouth. Most refugees we spoke with said that they receive 
information primarily via word of mouth from other refugees or 
relatives. One said: “At first when we arrived, there was no infor-
mation about any assistance, however one told another and we 
learned that way.”

•	 Hotlines. While there are advertisements for UN or NGO hot-
lines that refugees can call, they complain that no one picks up 
the phone when they call.
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•	 Going in person. Refugees go in person to UN agencies, NGOs, 
and government facilities to get information. Going in person can 
be expensive because of transportation costs. “I tried calling the 
NGOs, but no one answers, and so I have to go physically myself,” 
one explained. When they go to NGOs, they say that often the 
NGO staff takes their information, says that they will get back to 
them, but does not: “They do not call. There is no explanation.”

•	 Volunteering. Some refugees can “volunteer” with international 
NGOs to work with other refugees for a small stipend (equiva-
lent to what many earn for under-the-radar paid work). In those 
roles, refugees with volunteer positions with NGOs have access 
to information from their days spent at work, and they share this 
with other refugees (sometimes as part of their volunteer role). 
This is far more the case in Jordan than in Lebanon, where most 
NGOs do not want to risk the ire of government authorities for 
trying to employ refugees. Most of those who volunteer are often 
college educated. Illiterate and less-privileged refugees do not 
receive these positions.

•	 Text messages. Communication about reducing assistance bene-
fits (e.g., for food assistance) often comes through text messages. 
Refugees noted that they receive text messages about changes in 
services but are baffled that they do not receive explanation about 
why these changes were made.

Notably, there is no online information hub or cell-phone app to 
share comprehensive information with the refugees, although many 
are educated and have access to television and smartphones. Despite 
substantial investments in tools to improve coordination and informa-
tion among aid workers, there have not been equivalent investments in 
information tools for the refugees. One NGO official acknowledged: 
“It is hard to be transparent about the services we provide. We have 
more to do so that there is equal access to information and services.” 
Refugees said that better ways to provide information to them could 
include field visits to communities to give information, information 
broadcasts on television, and activated hotlines. This lack of communi-
cation is a lost opportunity; the Syrians have high rates of literacy and 
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capacity and could likely better meet their own needs with improved 
information flow.

Referrals. An important information coordination issue is refer-
rals—when one assistance organization with one specialization notes 
that a refugee has need of services from another kind of organization. 
An example is when an NGO providing education services for chil-
dren notes that parents need medical assistance for diabetes, or when a 
primary health care facility notes that an individual needs specialized 
medical care. Interviewees noted that most referrals are still manual, 
through personal relationships, or “chance”; some NGOs have mem-
oranda of understanding (MOUs) to share vulnerability criteria and 
collaborate together. Even with a referral, refugees must repeat their 
stories to each new NGO, as there are no common databases. While 
ActivityInfo was intended to provide an online platform for shar-
ing data, including to support referrals, NGOs would prefer a more- 
comprehensive referral tool with a database that contains information 
about each refugee. However, significant challenges would be experi-
enced in creating such a database: UN agencies often do not share data 
with one another; governments view refugee data as sensitive because 
of demographic data on ethnicity or security considerations; refugees 
are sometimes afraid to share information; and providing such sensi-
tive data to governments and multiple NGOs from multiple countries 
raises individual protection and security concerns. At the same time, 
there have been some efforts to improve coordination for referrals. For 
example, in Irbid, Jordan, there are caseworker-coordination meetings. 
Some community centers offer multiple services or coordinate access 
to referrals. However, a key problem with referrals is that assistance 
resources are so tight that, even with a referral, it can be hard for refu-
gees to access needed assistance from the organization to which they 
are referred.

Evaluations. Some interviewees believed that there is “no good 
way of evaluating aid,” due to the dearth of useful data about bud-
gets, programs, and recipients (as previously discussed). While multiple 
studies have been undertaken, interviewees noted that, in many cases, 
they have not been shared or are not easily accessible, the evidence 
base is not being used as it should be, and the quality of assessments is 
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uneven. An official in Lebanon said, “Evaluation is ad hoc.” Monitor-
ing and evaluation also tends to be about how activities are being done 
as opposed to about what should be done: “At the field level, they look 
at the quality of implementation, not the strategy.”

Discussion

Strengths of Coordination Structures and Approaches

The structures that have evolved to coordinate the refugee response in 
Jordan and Lebanon have a number of successes and strengths, which 
are listed below.

Integrating “resilience” or “stabilization” goals into a refu-
gee coordination structure. The 3RP, JRP, and LCRP set precedents 
because they combined a refugee response with broader sustainable 
goals to support host communities, tying both into national plans. 
JRP in particular (as the first led by a government) was described as 
“groundbreaking,” bringing together multiple funding streams and 
actors into a single government-led plan. LCRP followed suit. These 
plans were nationally owned, in consultation with the international 
community, and they made it possible to overcome challenges pre-
sented by stakeholders’ different goals by integrating the various efforts 
underway into a single planning document. While the results were not 
perfect, this was an important and revolutionary step forward. 

Increasing government leadership. Both governments took 
greater leadership of the coordination process over time, with Jordan in 
particular noted for its effectiveness. JRP and LCRP developed plan-
ning processes in government-led responses that coordinated the work 
of multiple stakeholders. Those we spoke with often described Jordan 
as a “regional leader” as a result of its performance. Similarly, those 
talking about the government of Lebanon praised it for “stepping up.” 
Furthermore, pilot efforts to coordinate with public-service needs of 
municipalities bring another important stakeholder into the process 
and may improve the representation of host communities.



52    Rethinking Coordination of Services to Refugees in Urban Areas

Meeting needs quickly. Rolling out internationally led coor-
dination structures enabled a fast response to the urgent needs of a 
large crisis. The benefit of experienced and effective international actors 
enabled a rapid first response that put plans and tools in place and 
mobilized significant funding. This made it possible to meet the basic 
needs of many of the most vulnerable in a number of sectors. Specifi-
cally, half of the children were provided with formal education, and 
most refugees were provided with at least basic health care. Sanitation 
systems were also expanded, with solutions put in place for informal 
tented settlements. Most refugees found shelter, even if that shelter is 
not adequate for the longer term.

Innovative approaches to some information-sharing mecha-
nisms among aid providers. Technology has been harnessed to make 
many of the processes of refugee registration and aid more efficient. Iris 
scanning and biometrics during refugee registration help make track-
ing of refugees more effective. ActivityInfo makes it possible to track 
funded projects, and technology has helped aid providers standardize 
the criteria they use to assess vulnerability.

Challenges and Gaps of Coordination Structures

The coordination of the refugee response was rendered less effective by 
a number of factors, which are discussed below.

Unclear responsibilities among UN agencies. The UN agencies 
did not have clearly delineated roles and competed for leadership, espe-
cially in Lebanon. This reduced effectiveness and efficiency. Almost 
everyone we spoke with about the Lebanon response brought up the dys-
functional relationships among UN agencies, with particular empha-
sis on the relationship between UNHCR and UNOCHA. “There are 
such differences between UNICEF, UNESCO, and UNHCR,” said 
one Lebanese government interviewee. Another UN interviewee told 
us bluntly, “We need to win the internal UN battle.” A UN official in 
Lebanon argued, “We should look to the benefit of the people we are 
serving first, and a little bit less [to] the survival of organizations.” The 
challenges evidenced in this crisis may be emblematic of problems with 
UN coordination more broadly. A recent review concluded that among 
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UN agencies there is a “fundamental problem of overlapping responsi-
bilities” and “scatterization” (Ronald, 2011).

Differences between governments and UN agencies. There 
were multiple observations that the governments and UN agencies “are 
not on the same page,” lacking coordinated procedures, with inconsis-
tent policies. In Lebanon in particular, government officials felt that 
national “sovereignty” was not respected. In our view, this often had 
more to do with their fundamentally different goals, which lessened 
incentives for coordination. In addition, international personnel often 
felt more comfortable working with other international representatives 
and did not make adequate efforts to ensure that government bodies 
were welcomed and integrated effectively; in part, this was due to views 
about low government capacity. We spoke with several people who 
described a “wall” between the humanitarian community and the gov-
ernments, impacting information flow and decisionmaking. Indeed, it 
was only when the governments insisted on taking a larger leadership 
role that international organizations began to work with them more 
effectively. But as governments took on larger roles, they found them-
selves in competition with UN agencies for leadership.

Diffusion of responsibility and limited capacity within host 
nation governments. Unclear divisions of responsibility within the 
government have been a substantial problem in Lebanon. Institution-
alized political gridlock has left the country with a system in which 
responsibility is diffuse and decisions difficult to attain. Government 
officials acknowledged that political differences within the government 
led to contradictory actions, and line ministries sometimes intention-
ally did not implement the country’s official policies regarding refu-
gees. This was less of a problem in Jordan. However, in both coun-
tries, capacity constraints within some ministries prevented them from 
taking leadership and fully participating in responses.

Multiple time- and resource-intensive coordination struc-
tures. Both countries have experienced a proliferation of coordina-
tion structures—sector meetings, task forces, interagency meetings, 
ad hoc groups, and core groups. In Jordan, the UN structure runs  
12 sector committees, set up at the beginning of the crisis, and the gov-
ernment later established 11 parallel task forces as part of JRP. Propo-
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nents explain the parallel systems thusly: The government-led set deals 
with strategy, and the UN structure deals with operations. In Lebanon, 
UNHCR and UNDP now colead nine sector committees, UNOCHA 
leads a parallel set of meetings, and there is a quartet of leaders of UN 
agencies (intended to reduce tensions among UN agency leadership 
and coordinate differing policies). Both countries have an additional 
set of structures for international NGOs (in which local NGOs are 
not included). Interviewees with multiple roles in both countries com-
mented on “aid worker’s disease,” meaning that there was “too much 
coordination with too little output,” with too many meetings, too 
many structures, too much overhead, and inefficient use of time and 
funds. Several NGO officials estimated that they spend half of their 
working hours in coordination meetings. There were repeated obser-
vations that these structures were consuming significant amounts of 
funding through salaries and overhead.

Lack of a culture of accountability to plans. Several inter-
viewees observed an absence of a culture of accountability to plans, 
both among international stakeholders and local ones. Several note 
that much less in-person coordination would be needed if there were 
detailed strategies with which activities were aligned. Interviewees 
observed that, in many cases, funding and programs were not captured 
within plans; donors did not adhere to frameworks and instead worked 
bilaterally; NGOs went around the frameworks to find individual 
funding for the programs that they wanted to carry out; and govern-
ments lacked a means of capturing funding and programs within their 
planning, not transparently accounting for what had been provided. 
One interviewee summed it up: “There would be less need for constant 
coordination if we had the tools and if we were all more closely behind 
a strategic direction.”

Coordination among donors. Donors’ roles in coordinating 
policy are not commensurate with funds that they provide. Among 
the donors, there is little consistent policy coordination or pooling 
of advocacy. While countries sometimes develop common positions, 
this is done in an ad hoc manner. While additional funding would 
certainly help the response, so would certain policy changes enabling 
more-effective administration of aid. Donors could work together to 
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advocate such change. Interviewees noted areas where donor advocacy 
could have impact, in particular, in registration and livelihoods poli-
cies. One donor representative said about the lack of policy coordina-
tion or donor advocacy with host governments: “There is no system-
atic pressure from the internationally funded efforts.” Another noted, 
“With all this money, we [donors] should have stronger leverage with 
the government.” Representatives explained this by arguing that donors 
are used to working with the host governments bilaterally rather than 
in concert with one another. Several donor representatives commented 
that their country’s contributions were not enough to gain leverage 
with either the governments or the UN system, but they acknowledged 
that donors working together would enjoy more leverage. Moreover, 
many felt that Western and Gulf donors were disconnected from one 
another and perhaps working at cross-purposes.

Insular coordination among the international community. 
While the UN system and international NGOs coordinate with one 
another extensively, coordination links are much weaker with the gov-
ernments and local NGOs. This creates a “wall” between international 
aid providers on one side and government and local NGOs on the 
other. National governments are not consistently involved in interna-
tionally led coordination structures, and local NGOs are marginal-
ized. Several local NGOs expressed frustration at perceived exclusion 
from International NGO Forums. Some international NGO officials 
acknowledged that, in providing a rapid response, the international 
NGO community did not spend enough effort to include and build 
capacity of local entities. There is almost no coordination with faith-
based groups or with the refugees themselves. According to interview-
ees, the response has yet to transition to truly involving national civil 
society: “We undermined building the capacities of local NGOs. I 
understand that because of speed, you can’t wait for capacity, but you 
can do it in parallel, to pass on knowledge and skills.” Gulf donors 
and local faith-based NGOs remain largely outside of coordination 
structures.

Misaligned incentives between governments and NGOs. Gov-
ernment officials in both countries expressed some reticence about the 
roles of NGOs, describing them as creating “chaos” characterized by a 
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mix of programs uncoordinated with government priorities. They also 
said that they lack visibility into what international NGOs are doing, 
identified understanding what NGO activities were underway as a pri-
ority, and complained that NGOs often prefer programs that are vis-
ible for the NGO, rather than coordinating with line ministries about 
their needs. At the same time, among international NGOs, some view 
government decisions as “unpredictable” and not communicated; they 
expressed particular frustration with government policies that made it 
difficult to obtain visas for additional international staff.

Little coordination with refugees. As previously discussed, there 
is little coordination with the refugees themselves. No refugee repre-
sentatives are included in any of the UN- or government-led coordina-
tion structures. In focus groups, refugees said that they had a hard time 
registering their concerns or getting information. The refugee-response 
organizations cannot hire refugees because of labor laws in Lebanon 
and Jordan, although some organizations take them as “volunteers.” 
Impediments to coordinating with the refugees include an urgent time 
frame, language barriers, capacity of both aid workers and refugees, 
and lack of structures to include them. One NGO representative in 
Lebanon said: “A challenge is that we decide on behalf of the refugees. 
Coordination groups are of stakeholders, but never were the refugees 
consulted about priorities for the year, not even for validation.”

Poor fiscal planning and tracking. The 3RP budgets were based 
on coordinated consensus between government and international 
stakeholders, rather than on needs assessments, options appraisals 
comparing cost effectiveness and efficiency, or prioritization in the face 
of budget constraints. Moreover, accounting is complicated because of 
multiple types of funding streams from multiple entities and few cen-
tralized ways to aggregate their activities. There is inconsistency in how 
humanitarian- and development-aid streams are classified. This is not 
to imply that donor funds are too high—even with greater efficiencies, 
current funding is likely insufficient. However, it would go a lot further 
if fiscal planning and tracking were improved. 

Increased costs due to heavy involvement of international 
organizations. International agencies and NGOs receive the bulk of 
funding. This is because of donor preference (some of it political and 
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unlikely to change) and tradition. The result is that large amounts of 
funds are spent on staff time (including for coordination), high over-
head rates, and financing being passed through a long chain of stake-
holders, with additional costs incurred at each stage. There are multiple 
layers of pass-throughs, with money circulating among multiple agen-
cies before it gets to the refugees or the host communities.

Weak mechanisms for evaluating aid. A dearth of useful data 
about budgets, programs, and recipients makes evaluation a challenge. 
Even where data exist, the evidence base is not being used as it should 
be, and the quality of assessments is uneven. Evaluation ends up ad hoc 
and focused on how activities are conducted rather than what they do.

Referrals hampered by gaps in data sharing. Although there 
has been real progress on data sharing between aid providers, one area 
that continues to experience gaps is referrals, which would require 
broadly accessible databases that include information about each refu-
gee. This would be a challenge because the data are sensitive, refugees 
are wary of sharing it and having it be shared, and UN agencies them-
selves often have difficulty sharing data, even with one another.

Weak information flow to refugees. Despite substantial invest-
ments in tools to improve coordination and information among aid 
workers, there have not been equivalent investments in information 
tools for the refugees. Refugees receive limited information, which 
rarely explains why changes to benefits or services have been made. 
As a result, they view aid as capricious and confusing. For many refu-
gees, efforts to obtain information from UN, NGO, and government 
service providers are often unsuccessful and almost always frustrating. 
Aid flows toward refugees without including them in coordination.

Summary

Early efforts in both Jordan and Lebanon suffered from development 
based on the experience of aid efforts conducted in rural areas and 
camps in poorer countries and failed states, rather than among middle-
income populations in urban areas. This led to an expensive parallel set 
of structures with assistance and investment in UN agencies and inter-
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national NGOs, rather than in host-country institutions. This struc-
ture, while useful early in the crisis, is proving to be an unsustainable 
use of funds in the longer term.

JRP and LCRP were milestones in approaches to coordination. 
JRP and LCRP enabled a stronger host-government role and thus 
more-effective integration of host-government priorities with those of 
the international aid agencies. The result was that coordination struc-
tures brought together programs to assist refugees with local develop-
ment efforts, which also provide support to host communities. They 
also made possible the recognition of a longer time frame for the crisis 
and thus for assistance programs. However, confusion remains about 
how the principles expressed in these strategy documents are or should 
be translated into roles, responsibilities, and budgeted programming. It 
is also not always clear what the governments are capable of doing and 
are willing to do and what the roles of the international aid community 
will be going forward. Conflicting priorities among stakeholders and 
turf battles among UN agencies, between the governments and the 
UN system, and between international NGOs and local NGOs, have 
led to inefficiencies. These inefficiencies may appear to be coordination 
failures but often simply stem from divergent viewpoints, goals, and 
priorities.

Funding has not been transparent, and longer-term planning and 
sustainability have yet to develop into budgeting and programming. 
Budgets lack prioritization and options analyses, and there are few 
plans to transition to longer-term management of service provision for 
refugees and host communities. Because new coordination structures 
have been added to the old, the resulting system is unwieldy, expen-
sive, and highly inefficient, wasting both time and money. We heard 
many calls for a new aid model with less time and resources spent on 
coordination.



59

CHAPTER FOUR

Recommendations

Syria’s civil war has displaced half its population, with eight million 
people having fled to other parts of the country and nearly five mil-
lion refugees abroad. The refugee crisis has largely been what is termed 
“urban,” with most refugees living among host communities rather 
than in camps. Jordan, Lebanon, and other host countries have gen-
erously opened their borders and offered their increasingly burdened 
public services to those fleeing Syria. UN agencies and NGOs have 
provided important support to meet urgent needs with donor funding. 
Yet, despite dedicated people working around the clock to help, the 
current refugee response in Jordan and Lebanon is not meeting needs 
in education, health care, shelter, water and sanitation, and livelihoods. 

The best way to improve the circumstances of the refugees would 
be to stabilize Syria so that refugees could return home. But the events 
of the last five years indicate that planning cannot be based on the 
hope that this can be done. Rather, both the region and the world must 
prepare for ongoing instability in Syria for the foreseeable future and 
the resulting protracted refugee situation. This creates an even-greater 
imperative to develop and coordinate improved solutions so that refu-
gees can have stable and legal access to shelter, employment, water and 
sanitation, health care, and education so that host countries have the 
resources they need on the front lines of this crisis. This report has 
considered how coordination among the main stakeholders—govern-
ments, donors, UN agencies, NGOs, and the refugees themselves—
has enabled access to services for the refugees to date, and where it 
has been unable to meet needs. Therefore, in consideration of the pro-
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tracted urban nature of the refugee crisis, this chapter offers recommen-
dations for new approaches that emphasize transferring responsibility, 
as well as donor resources, to host governments and national programs. 
Recommendations aim to improve coordination of the Syrian refugee 
response in Jordan and Lebanon; some recommendations may general-
ize to the other Syrian refugee host countries and to other urban refu-
gee crises. (The actors who would implement the recommendations are 
set in bold-face type.)

The recommendations presented here will be difficult to imple-
ment: They require changes to funding models, working relationships, 
roles and responsibilities, and planning time frames, all of which are 
meant to be executed in the midst of crisis. Although the war in Syria 
has already lasted years, it is difficult for many stakeholders in Jordan 
and Lebanon to publicly acknowledge that the refugee crisis and its 
effects will continue longer than anticipated. This is exacerbated by 
competing visions about the right courses of action and resource con-
straints. The governments of both Jordan and Lebanon lack financial 
transparency and face capacity shortages. Current aid structures and 
processes are ingrained and hard to change. Between donor and host 
countries, there are other pressing bilateral issues that can have higher 
precedence than specific refugee-related policy. Lebanon is particularly 
challenging for U.S. policymakers because of restrictions in place on 
working with the government as long as Hezbollah is part of it. 

But the reality is that the situation has gotten worse over time, 
and numbers of refugees are rising, not shrinking.

These challenges are outweighed by the tremendous risks and 
costs posed by the status quo. Failure to improve the effectiveness of 
the management and coordination of the refugee response means a 
much-broader failure. This includes, first of all, five million refugees 
who cannot meet their basic needs. This, in turn, creates longer-term 
economic and societal risks, which may last generations, given the edu-
cational gaps that face at least half of the refugee children and the lack 
of opportunities for refugee (and host-community) youth. The inad-
equacy of the response in Jordan and Lebanon is partly responsible for 
the further waves of migration to Europe. Second, Jordan and Lebanon 
are under strain, as their governments are providing what they can in 



Recommendations    61

the way of education, health care, and more to the refugees without 
adequate donor funding, degrading previously robust public services. 
In time, this could threaten stability in those countries, as host com-
munities become more frustrated with the effects on their own cir-
cumstances, as demonstrated by public protests in Beirut in 2015 over 
overburdened sanitation systems that were no longer able to collect 
garbage. Third, continuing reliance on outdated approaches to the ref-
ugee response creates and perpetuates expensive and ineffective paral-
lel services. By increasing costs, it contributes further to difficulties in 
meeting needs in education, health care, sanitation, and more. Invest-
ment in internationally managed services now, as opposed to national 
services, will not leave the capacity behind into the future. In addition, 
creation of separate facilities for education, health care, and more has 
the potential to further divide societies that are more fragile because of 
the civil war and refugee crisis.

At the same time, there are opportunities to take advantage of in 
implementing these recommendations. There are high levels of indi-
vidual capacity and education in both Lebanon and Jordan and among 
the Syrians. People are motivated and want to help. The substantial 
existing institutional capacity in Jordan and Lebanon creates a solid 
foundation to build on. The UN system and NGOs bring experience 
and capacity, and our interviews for this report revealed a recognition 
on the part of many, if not most, stakeholders of the need for new and 
different ways of ensuring effectiveness.

While current models for the refugee response have gone a long 
way in meeting some needs, they will not be able to expand services 
as quickly as needed to as many people as needed and sustain those 
services into the future. This is why change is required.

Improve Donor Coordination by Creating a “Contact 
Group” for the Syrian Refugee Response Led by the  
U.S. Department of State

The Syrian refugee crisis will affect the Middle East, Europe, and the 
world for at least a generation. Political and diplomatic leadership is 
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needed to improve responses and mitigate the challenges presented 
by the influx of people to countries near and far from Syria’s borders. 
While additional funding is important, additional policy leadership is 
also needed. While sometimes donor policy priorities are aligned, the 
largest donors have not formally coordinated policy priorities for the 
refugee response in the Middle East. Currently, no ongoing formal 
donor policy coordination mechanisms for the Syrian refugee situation 
exist. In addition to UN leadership, there is need for greater leadership 
from leading nations. The United States has been the largest donor 
(more than the next three largest donors combined), and its predomi-
nance as a donor, as well as its diplomatic leadership of cease-fire nego-
tiations within Syria, makes it a good candidate to take greater refugee-
policy leadership with other donor countries, the governments of the 
host countries, and UN agencies. 

Much as the U.S. Department of State initiated and led the “Con-
tact Group,” a six-country leadership group during the Balkan wars, 
we recommend that the U.S. Department of State initiate a similar 
Contact Group for the Syrian refugee crisis. The Contact Group in the 
Balkans was effective, as it provided a means for large donors to first 
agree on positions bilaterally, then in small groups, and then at larger 
meetings, through gradually expanding coordination structures. In the 
Balkans, a Western “quint” of five nations met with Russia as the sixth 
nation. The Contact Group was the driving force in getting problems 
solved. It built consensus from the ground up and in concentric circles.

The proposed Syrian Refugee Response Contact Group would be 
a flexible body that enables concerned leading countries to coordinate 
their positions prior to meeting with host governments and UN agen-
cies. Specifically, the Syrian Refugee Response Contact Group might 
meet at the Assistant Secretary level on a quarterly basis. The Contact 
Group would:

•	 Consider refugee issues both at national levels and at a regional 
level.

•	 Harness donors’ own short-term humanitarian and longer-term 
development funds in a coordinated effort.

•	 Integrate resources and policies into realistic funded plans.
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•	 Develop common priorities and solutions.
•	 Leverage donor funding to help host governments implement 

sound policy solutions.
•	 Take coordinated donor positions to host governments and lead-

ing UN agencies.

The United States has offered to host the UN Summit on Refu-
gees and Migrants (taking place in September 2016), as well as a High-
Level Meeting of the UN General Assembly Plenary on Addressing 
Large Movements of Refugees and Migrants. Preparation for these 
events could provide an opportunity to begin to move forward on this 
recommendation.

There are two options for structuring the U.S.-led Syrian Refu-
gee Response Contact Group. One option would be to build on the 
existing coordinating body of nations that have worked through Syria’s 
cease fire, including Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and others. However, 
the nations involved in the cease fire have not been the most active in 
addressing the refugee crisis. An alternative option would be a parallel 
coordinating function for the refugee crisis specifically that involves 
the major players among the main refugee-response donors (the United 
States, the EU, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Kuwait), the main 
host countries (Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq), and others deemed 
central by participants. The United States could first work closely with 
key allies and partners among the donors to make decisions, and then 
coordinate with other countries involved. This approach also would 
allow for interaction with the coordination involved in the cease fire, 
as needed. 

This recommendation does not underestimate the political chal-
lenges inherent in bringing together countries with disparate inter-
ests and positions in a complex and polarized situation—rather, it is 
intended as a means to address these problems. This is a particularly 
complicated situation because of the numbers of countries involved and 
their diverse interests—the United States, Western European donors, 
Gulf States, Russia, Iran, and the host countries. The continued diffi-
cult circumstances of the refugee crisis present an urgent case for addi-
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tional leadership and coordinated decisionmaking. The United States 
is well placed to play that leadership role.

Embed a Ten-Year Outlook in the Planning Process for  
the Refugee Responses in Jordan and Lebanon

Planning to date has been short term, with a maximum time frame 
of up to two years. However, there will likely be a substantial Syrian 
refugee presence in Jordan and Lebanon for at least the next decade. 
Interviewees indicated that the short-term plans that have relied on 
short-term donor commitments and international organizations offer-
ing parallel services are inadequate. Under U.S. leadership, the “Con-
tact Group” and its members should provide impetus for the govern-
ments of Jordan and Lebanon, UNHCR, and other UN agencies to 
develop medium-term plans for provision of public services to refugees.

Given the extensive unmet needs among the refugees, the con-
tinuing nature of the crisis, current budgets that primarily support the 
UN system and international NGOs rather than Jordanian and Leba-
nese institutions, and the low proportion of the UN donor request for 
2015 that was funded, a new set of prioritized plans is needed, with 
accompanying budgets. The 3RP was meant to provide planning for 
2015 and 2016. If a new planning process were to be implemented in 
2016, it could be ready for 2017 onward.

There are challenges to creating such a ten-year outlook. Publicly 
planning for the medium term is politically unpalatable for the host 
governments. PRM receives its budgets from Congress only in annual 
cycles. UNHCR is set up to focus on short-term refugee crises. At the 
same time, to not consider the medium-term means to continue to 
have a patchwork of temporary programs that will not meet needs. It 
also perpetuates a “state within a state,” with UN agencies managing 
some level of public services (that were meant to be temporary) into the 
future in Jordan and Lebanon, while government services continue to 
degrade. The Syrian refugee crisis has already passed five years. Pro-
tracted refugee crises often last decades. Failure to plan accordingly 
cannot help but mean much broader failure.
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While creating ten-year specific plans may not be feasible, at the 
least, planning should assume that a ten-year horizon is possible, even 
if plan specifics are only detailed for a shorter term. This is made more 
plausible by the increasing recognition of all involved—including the 
host governments—that temporary time frames are insufficient, and 
we have seen steps toward multiyear planning.

One way of managing this would be to call on United Nations 
agencies, host countries, and other critical stakeholders to develop 
plans that take into account multiple scenarios, including one of a 
near-term return for many refugees as well as those of varying numbers 
of refugees staying in their host countries for a number of years. This 
planning can include publicly stated goals of getting the refugees home 
as soon as possible, but it can also allow for the possibility that the best 
case will not become reality.

The United States should ensure that its own crisis planning is 
done jointly by USAID and PRM, incorporating both refugee and 
host-country development needs. While PRM may not be in a position 
to do ten-year planning, it can adopt a ten-year outlook and begin plans 
that set up the people of the region for future self-reliance. The U.S. 
Congress should also recognize that this refugee crisis is not a yearlong 
event and allow for long-term planning in its budget allocations.

All of these long-term planning efforts should, of course, be care-
fully coordinated through both existing and recommended processes. 
To engage the governments of Lebanon and Jordan in longer-term 
planning, PRM, USAID, UN agencies, and other donors should con-
duct planning in concert with financial commitments for assistance 
that incorporate development needs in Lebanon and Jordan into the 
refugee response. NGOs seeking funding from UN agencies and 
donors should indicate how their proposed efforts fit into plans with a 
ten-year horizon, plans that are the results of these multiyear planning 
processes.
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Create a Funding Plan with Ten-Year Vision 

Jordan, Lebanon, and other regional host countries are providing the 
world a great good by opening their borders and offering their ser-
vices to refugees. To enable them to continue doing so, the United 
States and other donors should support them with resources for ser-
vice provision.

If plans are medium term, budgets and investments should also 
consider a medium-term time frame to enable stable access to reliable 
funding. As part of the “Contact Group” process, we recommend that 
the United States and other donors support planning with a ten-
year funding vision (to the extent feasible) and coordinate with one 
another to ensure that their plans are aligned. The ten-year funding 
vision should also include a reduction of external funding over time, 
with planning of transition to local funding sources to avoid circum-
stances such as those of UNRWA, in which donors and the UN have 
taken responsibility for a refugee population for a half-century. This 
should include the following steps:

•	 A coordinated PRM-USAID funding and investment plan. 
For the U.S. Department of State, this could mean coordinating 
with USAID to develop joint PRM-USAID plans that take into 
account refugee and host-country development needs, as well as 
how these could shift over time.

•	 Reliance on the Syrian refugees themselves as a primary 
source of funding. Even if there were dramatic increases in donor 
funding for the refugee response, the amounts would still not be 
enough to support the refugees’ personal needs and their use of 
public services. Syrians need to have the means to support them-
selves financially and contribute to their own public services, for 
example, through paying wage taxes. Host-government employ-
ment policies that make it possible for the refugees to support 
themselves, pay for their own shelter, and pay taxes to support the 
public services that they need in health, education, water and san-
itation, and more, are crucial. Specifically, this means that host 
governments must develop evidence-based labor-market policies 
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intended to enable refugees to work and contribute positively to 
the economies of Jordan and Lebanon, while protecting them 
from exploitation and maintaining a commitment that the refu-
gees will return to Syria once conditions are stable.

•	 Loans to the host governments. Other sources of funding may 
include the World Bank, private sector, or other loans for needed 
public-sector infrastructure investment and expansion in schools, 
hospitals, housing, and sanitation. 

•	 Public-private partnerships. Jordan and Lebanon could also 
explore creative financing ideas, such as the use of public-private 
partnerships (in which the private sector finances and builds 
infrastructure and rents it to the government), which have been 
successfully used in other countries such as Egypt, Spain, the 
United Kingdom, and elsewhere when governments need ways to 
mobilize capital for public infrastructure investment.

Evaluate Current Plans and Develop New Plans in 
Jordan and Lebanon for Each Sector (1) Based on Needs 
Assessments, (2) Using the “Approach Areas” as a 
Framework, and (3) Transferring Responsibility  
to National Entities as Appropriate

If the United States and other donors shift from support primarily for 
UN and NGO parallel programs to efforts that build the capacity of 
host countries and local NGOs, they may help to create integrated, 
lower-cost, and more-sustainable services. It may also help host com-
munities adapt to the refugee presence by expanding and improving 
public services that both refugees and host communities rely on. In 
other words, where feasible, implementation, and thus a large part of 
planning, should be the role of governments and local entities, with 
U.S. and other donor support. 

The current 3RP planning process, while a substantial improve-
ment over past approaches, lacks analysis of options for meeting needs, 
outcomes, and cost effectiveness, with its budgets instead based on 
coordinated consensus among stakeholders and funding recipients. Sus-
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taining a long-term refugee response requires using donor funding in 
significantly more-efficient, effective, and targeted ways. Support needs 
to be sufficient to meet refugee needs in ways that strengthen capac-
ity of host-nation governments and communities, rather than supple-
menting refugee assistance with similar, internationally led programs 
for host communities as “compensation.” Assistance that strengthens 
systems and infrastructure in areas most strained by refugee needs will 
work better in the long term. This includes education, health care, and 
water and sanitation infrastructure. Programs should be selected and 
evaluated on this basis. 

In Chapter Two, we described a set of five approach areas that 
affect coordination and provision of public services for refugees in 
urban areas: time frame, nature of services, leadership, funding recipi-
ents, and focus. This framework could be useful for assessing current 
plans for each sector and the overall response. This, in turn, will enable 
coordinating bodies to establish realistic expectations of each stake-
holder, enable them to invest in the areas where they bring unique 
value added, and fill remaining gaps. There is no one right answer 
about what the balance in each sector and crisis might be. This will 
depend on the context of each specific situation, which will evolve over 
time. As this is a refugee population, particular issues specific to refu-
gee needs, such as protection and registration, should remain managed 
by international humanitarian actors, but, over time, as much aid as is 
feasible should transition to the responsibility of Jordan and Lebanon, 
with adequate oversight.

In Table 4.1, we propose a set of criteria for UN agencies, donors, 
and governments to consider in developing new ten-year strategies for 
the sectors going forward. (We note that some of the criteria depend on 
levels of government capacity, which may be difficult for donors, UN 
agencies, or the governments to judge. These issues may be addressed 
on a case-by-case basis by negotiation among parties.) This may make 
it possible to: 

•	 Directly support national service delivery rather than provision 
of services by UN agencies and NGOs when appropriate and fea-
sible.
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Table 4.1
Criteria for Determining Strategies Across Approach Areas

Time Frame

Conduct Short-Term Planning Conduct Medium-Term Planning

•	 During first two years of crisis
•	 When needs are urgent and for 

meeting emergency needs
•	 When fast action is required to 

address problems

•	 After two years of crisis or as soon 
as it is clear that the crisis may be 
protracted

•	 After major political junctions that 
indicate solution is distant

•	 To sustain needs
•	 When needs are more than 

short-term

Nature of Services

Create New or Parallel Services When:
Use Existing Government Services or 

Strengthen Them When:

•	 Local services cannot meet needs 
quickly

•	 Necessary local services do not exist
•	 Reliance on local services would 

crowd out host-country citizens and 
expansion is not feasible/not yet 
possible

•	 Parallel systems will be temporary 
to meet immediate needs in line 
with above

•	 When international funding and 
skills can be higher quality and 
more cost effective

•	 Services are for needs specific to 
refugees

•	 The government could provide ser-
vices more effectively or efficiently 
over the long term

•	 The government has robust capac-
ity that could be scaled up or 
improved with investment

•	 The government will need capacity 
in the long term

•	 There is a need to rely on services 
long term

•	 Donor funding is time limited
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Leadership

Rely on International Leadership Facilitate National Leadership

•	 When rapid action is required to 
address problems and host coun-
tries cannot respond

•	 When complex coordination among 
multiple stakeholders is needed and 
host countries cannot provide that

•	 In the beginning of the crisis, if host 
country capacity is insufficient

•	 When the international aid com-
munity can mobilize capacities that 
local entities cannot on an urgent 
basis 

•	 On issues related to needs specific 
to the refugees and not host- 
country populations (e.g.,  
protection, food assistance)

•	 When national governments and 
civil societies have the capacity for 
service provision and coordination

•	 When national governments have 
the political will

•	 To sustain needs

Funding Recipients or Channels

Fund UN Agencies and INGOs Fund Governments and LNGOs

•	 For the services that they provide
•	 For roles that cannot be done by 

the government, private sector, 
refugees, or civil societies

•	 For sectors in which parallel service 
provision is needed

•	 When accountability systems within 
governments cannot be created 

•	 In proportion to the prioritized ser-
vices that they provide

•	 For roles that can be done by the 
government and local NGOs

•	 For national public services that the 
governments have integrated for 
refugees (e.g., education, health, 
sanitation)

•	 When the government has account-
ability systems in place to manage 
funding

Focus

Focus on Refugees
Focus on Refugees and/Within  

Host Communities

•	 For needs particular to the refugees
•	 In the beginning of the crisis

•	 When refugees and host commu-
nities rely on shared services and 
resources

•	 To ameliorate the pressure created 
by refugee presence on the host 
communities

Table 4.1—Continued
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•	 Better optimize the balance of roles among UN agencies, govern-
ments, and NGOs to leverage priorities and skills.

•	 Align funding to entities in proportion with their responsibilities 
(in particular, by providing funding for national public services 
when provided by governments).

•	 Better use NGO capacity to provide temporary services, capacity- 
development support, information dissemination, and case man-
agement, with parallel service provision only when absolutely 
needed.

•	 Inform effective program evaluation, carried out by third parties 
rather than aid providers, and based on objective and previously 
agreed criteria, to help ensure that funds are spent wisely.

Invest in Capacity of Governments, Municipalities, 
National Civil Society, and the Private Sector to  
Take Greater Roles

A significant risk is that, as funding dwindles over time and interna-
tional humanitarian actors leave, the capacity to manage independently 
in Jordan and Lebanon is not left behind. A medium-term plan, with 
responsibility transferred to nationally led integrated services, requires 
a deliberative donor and UN strategy to build capacity of Jordanian 
and Lebanese institutions, with recognition that not all responsibility 
will be able to be transferred because of refugee-specific needs that are 
the UN’s mandate to address, government capacity, and/or political 
will. Governments of Jordan and Lebanon are already offering services 
(in particular in health care, education, and sanitation/water). The 
international donor community should take it on itself to enable them 
to continue by supporting these expansions and improving quality 
through donor funding and technical assistance. We recommend some 
of the following steps in transitioning responsibility and resources to 
entities in Jordan and Lebanon:

•	 Operations. Make three-year donor commitments to fund staff 
salaries at public institutions to expand services to accommodate 
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Syrians over time. For example, for Jordan’s Ministry of Edu-
cation and Lebanon’s MEHE, donors should set up a fund to 
directly pay for salaries of teachers, including Syrian refugees who 
were teachers in Syria.

•	 Infrastructure. Fund buildings, renovations, supplies, and 
equipment. For example, for both Jordan and Lebanon, donors 
should invest in upgraded sanitation and water systems, clinics 
and health care equipment, and school buildings to handle the 
greater numbers of people. 

•	 Institutional systems. Build national and local institutional 
capacity through donor-funded secondment of technical experts, 
training on aspects of managing the crisis, creating data systems, 
providing ongoing technical advice, and developing standards 
and policies.

•	 Inclusion. Build capacity in local NGOs by including them in 
International NGO Forums in Jordan and Lebanon. Structure 
meetings of such forums to enable local NGO participation, such 
as offering interpretation of Arabic, inviting local NGOs to con-
tribute to agenda development, and organizing pre-meetings or 
orientations for local NGOs new to the international system. 
Donors or UN agencies can provide proposal training and require 
local NGO partners on international NGO projects—not just 
local staff, but local institutions.

Invest in Government Financial Accountability Systems

Working through governments creates challenges for financial account-
ability. It is important to ensure that money goes where it is meant to 
and that it is spent as intended. Therefore, we also recommend that 
effective accounting and transparency measures be a requirement for 
U.S. support and that the United States, in its donor-leadership role, 
work to make these measures the standard across every relief and devel-
opment effort. This could include the United States or other donors 
funding development of accountability systems within governments to 
allay concerns about transparency and requiring evidence of account-
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ability in exchange for direct funding of government services for the 
refugees. There are several options for ensuring financial accountability.

•	 Use of professional third-party auditing firms. When money 
is allocated, hire third-party auditing firms to have oversight of 
use of funds. 

•	 Paying for performance. Pay for specific line items that support 
goals in the sectors. Tie money to measurable results that can be 
validated as a requirement for further support (e.g., paying for 
specific and verified hospital and health services or teacher sala-
ries).

•	 Project Management Units. Emulate the Millennium Chal-
lenge Corporation’s Project Management Units to help ensure 
accountability within ministries. Project Management Units are 
public-private partnerships between government and civil society 
through which funds flow and which manage money for a partic-
ular purpose. They are inside the governments, are responsive for 
tracking funds, deliver particular objectives, and are transparent. 
They are headed by an official and buttressed by an outside team 
of experts. For example, Project Management Units could be put 
into the education, health care, and public works ministries.

•	 Direct contracting. Hire contractors for infrastructure projects 
and pay contractors directly for performance. 

While improved financial accountability is important for both 
Jordan and Lebanon, Lebanon presents the additional consideration in 
that Congress forbids direct funding to Lebanon as long as Hezbollah 
is part of the government. Lebanon is providing education through 
its public schools, health care through its public hospitals, and sanita-
tion and water in its cities. If Lebanon is willing to provide these ser-
vices, then there should be ways for donors to enable expansion of these 
services—but with accountability that money is spent as intended. In 
Lebanon’s case, instead of giving money to the government to distrib-
ute, donors who decide not to fund government coffers directly could 
allocate money for very specific purposes, and then have it managed by 
a third-party bank (e.g., for paying teacher or other salaries). Support 
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for such services could be enabled with a third party that administers 
funds or contracts, thus eliminating the need to directly fund the cen-
tral government. If donors aimed to fund public-service operational 
costs (such as salaries of additional teachers or nurses), funding flows 
could be managed by an international bank with a local presence and 
with third-party auditing. Multi-donor trust funds could also be mod-
ified to address other donor concerns. 

Streamline the International Coordination Structures and 
Funding Channels in Jordan and Lebanon

Medium-term planning guided by the U.S.-led “Contact Group” 
should include a vision for the international coordination structure and 
funding channels over the coming years, with priority on strengthen-
ing government-led initiatives when capacity is sufficient; increasing 
the role of refugees, municipalities, and the private sector; and reduc-
ing the numbers of international staff in international humanitarian 
coordination structures.

First, the current coordination structure—with a proliferation of 
working groups, task forces, and sector leads and heavy reliance on 
international staff in UN agencies and international NGOs—is not 
financially sustainable into the future. Moreover, many public-service 
provision functions now carried out by international organizations 
could be performed by entities in Jordan and Lebanon. UN agen-
cies with responsibility for the refugee response, in collaboration 
with donors and the governments of Jordan and Lebanon, should 
develop plans for the response that include concrete goals and paths 
to transition responsibilities to local entities. This includes providing 
capacity-building support (as needed) to ensure that local entities have 
the skills and the resources to take over.

Second, coordination itself (among UN agencies, NGOs, and 
governments) should be refocused from frequent tactical interactions 
to collaborative strategy and planning. With well-designed strategy and 
implementation plans in place and all stakeholders signed on, coordi-
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nation can work to the plans, limiting the need for many coordination 
meetings.

Third, while donors may prefer to outsource administration of 
contracting to UN agencies, to make the best use of scarce budgets, 
donors and UN agencies can and should direct funding more effi-
ciently. This means using fewer pass-throughs, with funding going to 
entities in proportion to their responsibilities.

Establish and Maintain Clear UN Agency Roles and 
Responsibilities

In both countries, and in particular in Lebanon, multiple interviewees 
spoke of myriad problems in coordination that stem from UN inter-
nal politics, with unclear roles among agencies, turf battles, redundant 
coordination structures led by UNHCR and UNOCHA, lack of data 
and information sharing between UN agencies, inconsistent UN poli-
cies, the cost of overhead of multiple agencies, and more. These internal 
UN political issues confuse the governments, hamper efficiency, and 
waste resources. In this crisis, and in other refugee crises going forward, 
the UN Interagency Standing Committee should reconsider how it 
allocates responsibilities in humanitarian crises, define clear leadership 
and roles among UN agencies, determine the right number of UN 
agencies that need to be involved, and avoid placing “too many cooks 
in the kitchen.” The simple presence of a Humanitarian Coordinator 
(who was meant to coordinate among UN agencies) has proven insuf-
ficient, suggesting a need for a stronger UN institutional response. This 
said, this recommendation is specific to the requirement to better coor-
dinate the refugee response. As such, we do not address the potential 
institutional implications within the headquarters of the UN system of 
such changes. In cases in which there are reports of coordination prob-
lems, the Interagency Standing Committee should develop a mecha-
nism for resolving such issues.
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Include Refugees in Coordination of the Refugee 
Response and Improve Communication to Refugees

While helping refugees is the purpose of the refugee response, refu-
gees are not included in planning and coordination. While there has 
been innovative use of technology and communication tools for aid 
workers, there are also few avenues for communicating with refugees 
consistently or gaining their input about overarching needs and pri-
orities. Targeted information would help enable refugees to be more 
self-reliant in meeting their needs. We recommend implementing con-
crete measures to involve the refugees in the refugee response, includ-
ing both ways of pushing information out to them as well as gaining 
their inputs to the policy process. This can include a number of steps.

•	 UN- and government-led coordination structures should 
establish mechanisms, such as refugee advisory boards, with 
broad representation across gender, age, and social class, to enable 
refugee input into decisions and planning for government services 
and NGO program designs and needs assessments.

•	 Donors and UN agencies should fund and develop a commu-
nication plan to provide information to the refugees. This could 
include television announcements, a refugee information-portal 
website in Arabic (much like UNHCR’s portal), apps for smart 
phones about how to access services, and additional paper bro-
chures about services. These could include updates about services 
or assistance, contact information for key services, information 
about their rights, links to forms, referral pathways, and more. 

•	 Donors should increase funding for the use of community-based 
hubs (to be managed by municipalities or national civil soci-
ety) that serve as one-stop shops for refugees to get information, 
coordinate referrals, and get help with making appointments. 
Community hubs could also be places where refugees interact 
with local host communities. (In implementing such approaches, 
aid providers and community leaders must be wary of the dangers 
of refugees or local entities capturing such programs on behalf of 
political parties or factions.)
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•	 When developing terms of reference for implementers (UN 
agencies or NGOs), donors should reward programs for effec-
tive inclusion of refugees in their activities, both through refugee 
boards to review aid priorities and through reliance on refugee 
skill sets to help fill service gaps (e.g., in health care, education, 
administration, labor).

•	 Donor-funded programs should require hiring refugees them-
selves, in addition to international, Jordanian, and Lebanese staff. 
This will serve as a means to include refugee perspectives, increase 
effectiveness of programming, provide livelihoods for some refu-
gees, and build Syrian refugee experience so that skills are avail-
able for similar needs when Syria is stabilized and needs to be 
rebuilt.

Roll Out a Municipality Prioritization and Coordination 
Effort

Within the shift to managing the refugee response at the national 
and local levels with donor funding, we recommend to donors and 
UN agencies a focus on working with municipalities, as well as with 
the national governments. While many efforts should remain at the 
national level with national government agencies, there are other issues 
that are local. We recommend a donor-funded program to convene 
leadership from municipalities and representatives of the refugees who 
reside in those municipalities to develop a priority list of investments 
to enable communities to manage the presence of the refugees. Exam-
ples discussed earlier in the report showed that municipal priorities can 
be innovative and may be cost effective, such as installing additional 
streetlights to improve security and investments in public waste man-
agement and water. Finding ways to meet community needs may also 
ameliorate some of the tensions between the host communities and 
refugees.

To start, with approval from the national governments, a few 
municipalities with demonstrated track records for leadership might 
be selected in each country. Programs could then convene councils 
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of municipal leadership, officials from key public sectors (e.g., from 
education, health, WASH), and refugees. With facilitation from 
donor-funded programs, the councils could develop prioritized lists of 
investment or support needs for consideration of donors such as PRM, 
USAID, or others. Based on lessons learned from these experiences, 
such efforts could be expanded.

Engage the Private Sector in Coordination in Relevant 
Areas

The private sector is not engaged in coordination in the sectors. UN 
agencies and international NGOs take on roles typically associated 
with the private sector, such as in housing, banking, employment, con-
struction of needed infrastructure, and availability of food and other 
needed items. In Lebanon, much of the health care and education pro-
visions for citizens are provided by the private sector. As both Leb-
anon and Jordan have thriving private sectors and functioning mar-
kets, there are opportunities to find creative or more-efficient ways of 
addressing some of the medium-term problems by engaging the private 
sector. They include

•	 involving private-sector representatives in sector working groups 
(such as chambers of commerce or other groups, as it is important 
that such efforts avoid privileging particular companies)

•	 releasing UN or donor tenders for certain types of service provi-
sion to solicit proposals for more effectively or efficiently meeting 
service needs

•	 engaging banking, accounting, or audit firms (by donors or UN 
agencies) to develop plans to streamline funding channels while 
ensuring accountability and transparency of fund use

•	 exploring public-private partnerships for building some of the 
donor or UN-funded infrastructure in health, education, sanita-
tion, and housing that is needed
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•	 exploring how the private sector, in particular in Lebanon, can be 
relied upon to expand capacity in education and health care (e.g., 
with education vouchers or health care insurance).

Seek Opportunities to Coordinate Both Refugee Needs 
and Host-Country Development Goals in Program Design

To the host communities, the presence of the refugees is viewed largely 
in terms of drawbacks, such as higher rents, lower wages, and crowded 
public services. However, the refugees also bring benefits with them, 
such as their skills, their labor, their demand for purchases in the local 
economies, and the aid money that comes with their presence. Most 
efforts to help the refugees have focused on the refugees, and efforts to 
help the host communities have been separate and through develop-
ment channels. This report found a number of approaches in which a 
single intervention helped both refugees and host communities. One 
example is the NRC’s program to pay for additions to host-community 
housing in exchange for housing refugees. These win-win strategies are 
keys to developing effective and efficient programs and also reducing 
resentment between the two communities. While the governments of 
Jordan and Lebanon have tried to accomplish this by mandating that 
a percentage of all funding goes to their own vulnerable citizens, this 
approach may not be the most efficient or effective in helping the ref-
ugees, building national capacity, or enabling longer-term planning. 
As programs are rolled out, a framing question should be: How can 
programs be designed to help both communities? The answer to this 
question will vary by circumstance, but below are examples of such 
win-win activities as well as new ideas that all funders—whether 
host governments, donor governments, or international organiza-
tions—might consider:

•	 investing in infrastructure expansion for the host communities 
•	 hiring refugees as workers on donor-funded infrastructure projects 

for schools, hospitals, etc.; labor for such projects was imported in 
both countries before the crisis
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•	 developing standards for the refugee response that also benefit 
the host community. For example, as UNICEF was investing in 
bathroom facilities for overcrowded schools, it developed stan-
dards for school bathrooms and seconded staff to the Ministry 
of Education to implement these facility standards more widely 
across Jordan. In Lebanon, mental health care standards devel-
oped for refugees in clinics were also rolled out through the Min-
istry of Public Health for citizens of Lebanon

•	 conducting a labor-market study about how refugees can contrib-
ute to economies.
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APPENDIX A

Coordination in Six Sectors

Five sectors identified by Syrian refugees as most important to them 
in a 2013 UNHCR survey were employment, shelter, WASH, health, 
and education (Crisp et al., 2013). To this list of sectors identified by 
refugees as important, we add the legal sector, which affects the other 
sectors. In this Appendix, we discuss coordination of assistance to 
refugees in Jordan and Lebanon in the context of each of these sec-
tors. We also review how the framework of approach areas (time frame, 
nature of services, leadership, funding recipients, and focus) outlined 
in Chapter Two applies in each sector. For the discussion about fund-
ing recipients, we note that the available budget documentation dis-
cusses funding recipients at the aggregate levels, with $4.5 billion of 
the total requested 3RP budget to UN agencies and NGOs and with 
$1 billion to governments, but does not break these numbers down in 
most cases by sector. Instead, budgets of the 3RP, JRP, and LCRP are 
broken down by “refugee” and “resilience” in JRP, and “humanitar-
ian” and “stabilization” in LCRP. We discuss budget recipients in each 
sector as available.

Legal

The legal status of the refugees, to a large extent, determines how they 
access services in other sectors, including health, education, shelter, 
and employment, as well as their rights to protection. The current legal 
status of Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan is tenuous, and the 
governments have been reluctant to provide durable legal solutions. 
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While both Jordan and Lebanon have opened their borders and offered 
their services to the refugees, neither country is a signatory to the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, the international treaty 
that defines rights of refugees and obligations of states (UNHCR, 
2010). This realm is one where the biggest barrier to effective coordina-
tion is simply disagreement.

The government of Lebanon has not had a consistent, clear posi-
tion on the legal status of Syrian refugees. Most of Lebanon’s legal 
rights and responsibilities to refugees originate in the 2003 MOU 
signed between the government of Lebanon and UNHCR. This docu-
ment does not allow refugees to apply for permanent asylum status in 
Lebanon. With respect to Syrian refugees specifically, the controlling 
document is a bilateral agreement signed between Syria and Lebanon in 
1994 (UNHCR, 2003a). According to this agreement, Syrian nation-
als can enter Lebanon without a visa by showing their national identi-
fication card (Di Bartolomeo, Fakhoury, and Perrin, 2010). In order to 
register for refugee status, Syrians must go through an official border 
crossing to be granted an entry coupon—free of charge for an initial 
six-month stay in Lebanon, which can be renewed for free for an addi-
tional six months. As of May 2015, UNHCR temporarily suspended 
new registrations at the request of the government of Lebanon. As a 
result, individuals who are not included in official counts of registered 
Syrian refugees in the country are waiting to be registered (UNHCR, 
2016a). Without registration, many are unable to access basic services, 
including health care, education, cash assistance programs, and other 
provisions. Furthermore, Syrian refugees who registered with UNHCR 
prior to May 2015 risk losing their limited legal status if they are unable 
to pay a $200 per-person fee required to renew their registration after 
their initial 12 months in country (Aranki and Kalis, 2014). These 
gaps in the registration process have created a legally vulnerable Syrian- 
refugee population in Lebanon. One refugee interviewed noted that, 
“We are all illegal. I paid six months ago for a permit, but I cannot 
afford to renew it.”

The government of Jordan signed a MOU with UNHCR in 1998, 
which adheres to the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees’ 
definition of a refugee and permits UNHCR to interview “asylum 
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seekers” in Jordan and determine refugee status.1 While Jordan has not 
suspended new registration of refugees, their legal status remains tenu-
ous, due to registration policies in particular. Syrians in Jordan receive 
a 12-month period of temporary protection. The government of Jordan 
mandated a 30 Jordanian dinar (about $42) health test for renewal of 
registration. Interviewees criticized this health test as a barrier to refu-
gees’ secure legal status, as many refugees cannot afford it and because 
clinics lack capacity to administer the test in a timely manner to all of 
the refugees.

UNHCR is the primary UN agency with a mandate to protect 
refugees and provide registration services. UNHCR’s initial legal and 
protection activities focused on providing temporary protection status 
to the Syrian refugees, so that they could qualify for services offered 
by the governments, UN agencies, and NGOs. NGOs provide legal 
assistance to refugees, work with local governments to improve access 
to justice, and provide training for national and local authorities on 
refugee rights and protective standards (International Rescue Com-
mittee, 2012, p. 1).

In both countries, gaps within the legal space are significant. Ref-
ugees do not understand processes to maintain their registration and 
legal status, whom to ask for advice, or even whether asking for advice 
will flag them as having overstayed their legal time allotment. They 
say that they cannot afford the registration and health-test fees and 
fear arbitrary arrest and detention. Gaps between legal obligation and 
actual protection often occur at the local level (with police and local 
service provision authorities especially) either because local authorities 
are unaware of their obligations or unwilling to enforce legal protec-
tions. One NGO representative described “many contradictions in 
the legal environment.” Previous publications, our interviews, and our 
focus groups find that the tenuous legal status leaves the refugees at a 
high risk of exploitation and abuse, including extortion by officials and 

1	 An “informal” copy of this MOU is available online. See “Memorandum of Under-
standing Between the Government of Jordan and UNHCR,” 1998. However, this has been 
removed from UNHCR’s webpage, as there are questions of its legal validity. 
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employers, arbitrary arrest and detention, and inability to access ser-
vices (Jacobsen, 2006).

The increased legal vulnerabilities associated with limited protec-
tion status differ by gender and age. Because border checkpoints are 
potentially points of danger for Syrian refugees who entered illegally or 
have overstayed their initial legal period, more women and children are 
being sent to work, as they can cross the checkpoints more easily, noted 
one NGO representative in Lebanon. Men also are more likely to cross 
into Lebanon illegally by using smugglers and are therefore at more 
immediate legal risk because they did not cross at an official border. 
Women are further at risk if they are abandoned by their husbands or, 
where their marriage was not officially recognized by the state, in the 
event of a divorce or death (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014). 

Discussion of Approach Areas in the Legal/Protection Sector

Short- versus medium-term planning. In both countries, Syrian refu-
gees have a route to temporary legal status, and significant barriers 
to renewing legal status after a year. Both Lebanon and Jordan also 
host substantial numbers of Iraqi and Palestinian refugees, also with 
tenuous legal standing or citizenship rights. In all cases, there has been 
little interest in planning for the long term in the legal context, with a 
political preference to view the refugees’ stay in Jordan and Lebanon as 
brief—even when it has already continued for many years.

Parallel versus integrated services. Many refugee legal needs are 
specific to their status. UNHCR’s mandate includes registration of 
refugees and legal protection under international guidelines. Among 
other things, this tends to mean pressure on governments to ensure 
that basic protection is in place and intervening when it appears it is 
not. These activities are parallel to host-country legal services by defini-
tion. Other legal needs, such as registrations of marriages and births or 
employment disputes, are the same for host-country citizens, yet many 
interviewees noted that many refugees have difficulty accessing these 
legal services.

Internationally versus nationally lead. Both international and 
national actors have substantial leading roles in this sector. The gov-
ernments of Lebanon and Jordan determine how many refugees are 
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allowed and where registration activities can take place. They have the 
last say when registration can no longer take place (as is the case in 
Lebanon in 2015). Meanwhile, UNHCR’s mandate is to protect refu-
gees, and therefore it is UNHCR that is responsible for interviewing, 
vetting, and registering Syrian refugees in both countries. 

Focus on refugees versus host communities. UNHCR’s mandate is 
to focus on the refugees. JRP and LCRP request funding for both the  
refugee-protection mandate of the international community, donor 
funding for institutional strengthening of national justice systems 
(with the argument that the Syrians have burdened court capacity), 
and direct support to citizens of Jordan and Lebanon. 

Employment

There was broad consensus among interviewees that access to work is 
key to enabling solutions in other sectors. Refugees in focus groups in 
both Lebanon and Jordan identified being able to work as central to 
addressing many of their survival needs. While there are ongoing calls 
for greater funding for the refugee crisis, many refugees could support 
themselves if they could work legally. In many cases, refugees have 
little alternative but to join the informal economy, where they find 
themselves with jobs that are illegal, hazardous, exploitative, or poorly 
paid. The primary challenge here is not coordination but disagreement 
on goals. Refugees need to work to survive, governments deny legal 
permission to work in most cases, and the UN and NGOs develop 
programs to enable employment while using euphemisms to label it as 
something else, such as “volunteering” or “cash for work.”

International standards are meant to ensure rights to employ-
ment and livelihoods, both generally (UN, 1948) and for refugees 
(UNHCR’s Agenda for Protection) (UNHCR, 2003b). The 1951 Con-
vention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 protocol pro-
vide further protection for employment, although Lebanon and Jordan 
are not signatories (Zetter and Ruaudel, 2014). More-specific guidance 
regarding refugee employment in urban areas is outlined in UNHCR’s 
2014 publication Policy on Alternatives to Camps, which commits to 
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removing obstacles to work, thereby increasing self-reliance (UNHCR, 
2014d).

Both Jordan and Lebanon present significant barriers to refugees 
working; government officials and host communities are fearful of 
what Syrian competition for jobs means to their own high unemploy-
ment rates. While Syrians can apply for work permits in both coun-
tries, both government and other stakeholders acknowledged that few 
refugees are able to obtain them. Reasons include government work-
ers’ reticence to process applications, work permit fees for the refugees 
or employers, security checks (perceived by interviewees as being used 
to delay work permits), and increasingly complex registration require-
ments that refugees must meet to obtain a permit. 

To date, the Jordanian Ministry of Labor has granted only a 
small number of work permits: about 800 in the first half of 2015. To 
address the approximately 160,000 Syrians now working in Jordan (as 
of August 2014) (Dhingra, 2014; Sadek, 2013, footnote 30), the Minis-
try of the Interior put in place escalatory punitive measures. They begin 
with a warning, then progress to a fine. At the next stage, the refu-
gee must sign documentation promising to not work. Finally, refugees 
may be removed to a camp. Refugees in focus groups described being 
“caught working,” taken to police stations, and forced to sign papers 
committing to not work. Organizations found employing refugees ille-
gally also incur penalties. A local businessman in Jordan interviewed 
suggested that an increased number of permits would help to reduce 
high turnover, exploitation of the Syrians, and risk of penalties for non-
compliance. This would help to stabilize the labor market and wages. 

The government of Lebanon requires incoming refugees to sign 
papers stating that they will not work during their stay. While gov-
ernment officials privately claim that penalties for working are not 
enforced, many refugees said that they fear repercussions and are afraid 
to work.

These situations make refugees more vulnerable to exploitation 
and can have distortionary effects on local labor markets. Employers 
may actually choose to engage refugees rather than citizens, because 
they can be paid less and are less likely to complain or seek redress if 
they are treated unfairly (UNHCR, 2009, p. 16). Real or perceived 
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competition for jobs generates tensions with locals. Meanwhile, refu-
gees’ alternatives to work, such as sale of assets, are drying up. Many 
families are relying on negative coping mechanisms like child labor 
(CARE International, 2014b) and shrinking UN-provided food 
allowances. 

Livelihoods challenges are also gendered (Zetter and Ruaudel, 
2014). The pressure to earn a living has implications particularly for 
adolescent boys sent out to work because of family poverty; they can 
be subjected to unsafe conditions while working and not in school. 
Our focus groups in Jordan in particular found that women may find 
themselves the primary breadwinner in the family due to the compara-
tive ease they have in finding work or when the man in their household 
was disabled.

Discussion of Approach Areas in the Employment Sector

Short- versus medium-term planning. If a crisis is viewed as short term, 
work for refugees is not critical, as they can rely on aid to meet their 
needs. In a more protracted crisis, policies that severely restrict legal 
employment are not sustainable for refugees. In the current crisis, host-
government officials say they are loath to create “pull factors” that keep 
refugees in their countries. The result is very restrictive laws combined 
with workarounds to help find employment, such as transportation sti-
pends for volunteering and cash for work, as well as lax enforcement of 
policies that prohibit work. 

Parallel versus integrated services. The refugee crisis in Jordan and 
Lebanon is creating two parallel labor markets with parallel rules and 
regulations—a legal labor market for nationals and an illegal and 
exploitative labor market for refugees. 

Internationally versus nationally lead. Employment policies are pri-
marily the responsibility of the governments, although UN agencies 
and NGOs (mostly international) coordinate work on livelihoods and 
employment (MOPIC, 2014, and UNOCHA, 2014). Governments 
restrict legal (or formal) employment, meaning a sizeable proportion 
of work done by refugees is informal and illegal. International actors 
in-country tend to provide employment-related programs restricted to 
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vocational training; they provide little in the context of actual work 
opportunities, in large part due to government restrictions.

Focus on refugees versus host communities. Employment of refugees 
is controversial due to fears that Syrians (willing to work for less) can 
take jobs away from citizens, increasing unemployment and reducing 
wages (Christophersen, Thorleifsson, and Tiltnes, 2013). To date, there 
have not been comprehensive studies in Jordan or Lebanon about how 
Syrians can contribute to the local labor markets while not worsening 
citizen unemployment. Yet there are ways for Syrian labor to be per-
ceived as “win-win.” For instance, prior to the crisis, Syrian migrant 
labor was perceived as the backbone of Lebanon’s agricultural econ-
omy. Moreover, Syrians could fill gaps in health care and education 
positions that are needed for the refugees themselves.

Budgets requested for livelihoods in LCRP were $176 million. 
Much of the funding requested is for job creation and advising for Leb-
anese workers, as well as vocational training (one interviewee described 
this as “recreational,” given that the refugees cannot work). UN agen-
cies and NGOs also cannot legally hire the refugees. JRP requested 
$47 million for creating job opportunities for Jordanians. It is not clear 
why employment is receiving such a large funding request mainly to 
UN agencies and NGOs. Longer-term employment opportunities for 
both the refugees and citizens of Jordan and Lebanon will not depend 
on UN and NGO programs but on local labor markets, labor-market 
policies, and job skills gained through national education and train-
ing facilities. Budget allocations for vocational training raise signifi-
cant questions about livelihood strategies, since most Syrians cannot 
obtain work permits; many of the Syrian refugees have job skills if they 
could legally work; and vocational training is likely to be more effective 
through Jordanian and Lebanese educational institutions, not NGO 
programs.

Shelter 

Refugees in non-camp settings often rent housing on the open market, 
whether using their own funds or UNHCR aid (UNHCR, 2014a). 
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There are substantial difficulties with the housing market for refugees. 
Affordable and acceptable options are in short supply, forcing refugees 
to seek suboptimal alternatives. These include multiple families sharing 
living spaces, informal tented settlements, or makeshift housing (Thor-
leifsson, 2014, and UNHCR, 2014d). Security of tenure is a particular 
problem (UNHCR, 2014c). In a survey, up to half of displaced Syrian 
households had leases that were of uncertain duration or short term (up 
to six months). These lease arrangements allow landlords to increase 
rent or evict tenants on short notice and rent to others (whether Syrian 
or Jordanian) who will pay a higher price (CARE International, 2014). 
In focus groups, several refugees noted that landlords are often unwill-
ing to sign formal leases, giving the refugees no protection against evic-
tion. Moreover, signed leases are often required as documentation for 
renewal of registration in Jordan. In both Jordan and Lebanon, the 
shortfall in housing overall has led to rising rents (MOPIC, 2015a; 
UNHCR, 2014c). UNHCR (2014d) found that half of the apartments 
used by refugees are substandard, and informal tented settlements 
often lack adequate access to water and sanitation. 

Gender also affects refugee housing. Female refugees seeking shel-
ter under these conditions face greater risk of sexual and gender-based 
violence (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014). Women are also more 
likely to be evicted or exploited, as they obtain written contracts at 
lower rates than men (UNHCR, 2014c).

Shelter programming for the refugee response has multiple com-
ponents. Refugees receive shelter assistance in the forms of rental sup-
port, direct provision of housing, and upgrades to housing condi-
tions. There are also programs to provide kits for local residents to 
adapt their homes to enable them to take in refugees (MOPIC, 2015a, 
and UNHCR, 2014c). A repeatedly mentioned innovative practice is 
the Norwegian Refugee Council’s (NRC’s) housing program. NRC 
provides funding for Jordanian families to renovate their homes in 
exchange for housing Syrian refugees for a year, to be then replaced 
by other refugee families. While this invests in the local community’s 
infrastructure and is effective for refugees in the short term, it is not 
sustainable in the longer term, as refugees need more than one year of 
shelter. 
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Activities in the shelter sector are also closely related to those in 
the sanitation and water sector, as housing and sanitation must be built 
together (UNHCR, 2014c). Several interviewees mentioned possibly 
combining the two sectors into a single coordination structure. One 
aid provider interviewed indicated that the assistance community has 
not undertaken effective assessments of unmet needs and gaps in the 
housing sector. Instead, aid providers tend to identify people in sub-
standard conditions on an ad hoc basis.

Discussion of Approach Areas in the Shelter Sector

Short- versus medium-term planning. There are multiple short-term shel-
ter responses, including tents and emergency construction materials 
(UNHCR, 2016b), shelter caravans (ICRC, 2014), informal tented 
settlements, subsidies for refugees for rental housing, and assistance 
with renovations for local homeowners in exchange for their hosting 
refugees. Many refugees struggle with short-term leases. A longer-
term response might include policies that promote and enforce stan-
dard leases for refugees, as well as construction of new housing. While 
investment in infrastructure would imply that the crisis has longevity 
that governments hesitate to acknowledge, construction could boost 
local economies.

Parallel versus integrated services. When refugees live in urban 
areas instead of camps, they access housing that is integrated with the 
host community. Competition for shelter has been an ongoing cause of 
tension between hosts and refugees (REACH, 2014, and Fisher, 2014). 
This may be because areas with large numbers of refugees had experi-
enced rental-price inflation of 100 to 200 percent, fostering an increase 
in substandard housing for all residents (MOPIC, 2015b). When the 
influx of refugees drives up rents, low-income Jordanians and Lebanese 
also suffer.

Internationally versus nationally lead. The shelter sector in Jordan 
is cochaired by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies and UNHCR and by UNHCR and UNDP in Leb-
anon. While housing under non-crisis conditions in urban areas typi-
cally involves the private sector, private-sector entities are not involved 
in shelter coordination. 
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Focus on refugees versus host communities. Shelter-related funding 
has elements that are focused on both host communities and on refu-
gees. For instance, while refugees receive rental support, some program 
providers (e.g., NRC) offer incentives for individual local residents to 
host refugee families. There has not been a focus on systematically 
expanding satisfactory housing stock in communities affected by the 
population increases.

WASH

The refugee crisis has strained the water and sanitation infrastructure 
of both countries, which, in many cases, was already in need of repair 
and significant expansion. Areas that experienced rapid population 
growth because of the refugee crisis are particularly overburdened. 

Because WASH activities have been decentralized among national 
governments, UN agencies, NGOs, and municipalities, there have not 
been comprehensive assessments of unmet needs and gaps in infra-
structure (UN Water and World Health Organization, 2014). The 
fact that many refugees are scattered throughout informal settlements 
across Jordan and Lebanon makes identifying needs for rehabilitation 
of sanitation infrastructure more difficult. This is particularly true 
in areas such as south Beirut, with its significant Hezbollah presence 
that discourages foreign intervention, according to interviewees. With 
informal tented settlements scattered across Lebanon, one UN official 
said, “WASH is a disaster. Everyone, including donors, underestimates 
this sector.”

A variety of stakeholders are involved in WASH-related coordi-
nation, including UNHCR and UNICEF in both Jordan and Leba-
non. Over time, the governments took an increasingly active leader-
ship role. A government official in Lebanon said, “There is a lot of 
confusion in WASH meetings, because sometimes UN agencies don’t 
coordinate with each other, and not with other donors and implement-
ers, and the government.” In Lebanon, the Ministry of Energy and 
Water is the lead agency for this sector, and coordinates—along with 
MOSA—with host communities about water and sanitation needs. In 
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Jordan, the Ministry of Water and Irrigation and the Water Authority 
of Jordan leads water sector governance (MOPIC and UN, 2013).

The WASH sector is somewhat unique in the high level of coor-
dination and interoperability with other sectors that it demands. To 
deliver clean drinking water, offer sanitary facilities, ensure that there 
are enough sewage treatment plants, collect garbage, and educate about 
sanitary practices and health concerns for both the host communi-
ties and refugees, WASH activities must be coordinated with shelter-, 
health-, and education-sector activities. Several of those interviewed 
from international organizations suggested that WASH should be 
incorporated in the longer term into one of the other sectors (such as 
shelter) for both short- and long-term planning and funding purposes.

In Jordan, USAID has been investing in the WASH sector, 
motivated by the refugee crisis. There are a number of collective and 
household-level WASH services offered primarily by NGOs: hygiene-
promotion programs; environmental hygiene; pregnancy and newborn 
hygiene; household WASH rehabilitation; and provision of plumbing 
in housing (ACTED and UNICEF, 2014). However, both NGOs and 
UN agencies acknowledge the lack of reach of WASH services largely 
because it is difficult to identify and locate families needing those ser-
vices, as refugees are diffused within cities and other non-camp areas. 

WASH efforts in Lebanon have focused on clean water and habi-
tat in the informal tented settlements, as well as quality of waste ser-
vices in municipalities. Interviewees from several international orga-
nizations expressed frustration that they have been unable to conduct 
projects that would involve longer-term WASH-infrastructure develop-
ment in some locations, as doing so would imply that the refugee crisis 
is not temporary. The Kuwait Fund and the Arab Fund have provided 
grants to the government of Lebanon’s Council for Reconstruction and 
Development for investment in WASH infrastructure in urban areas 
and towns.

Discussion of Approach Areas in the WASH Sector

Short versus medium-term planning. To date, WASH planning and 
funding has largely focused on short-term fixes, without significant 
long-term infrastructure development, including waste-processing 
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plants and sewage-storage facilities. Such infrastructure plans have 
been obstructed both by reluctance from donors to make investments 
in anticipation of a continuing crisis and by government entities that 
are reticent to create new permanent structures. At the same time, 
informal tented settlements are becoming increasingly permanent, 
noted several interviewees. The 2015 3RP prioritizes a “transition from 
first-phase emergency services to more sustainable and more cost effec-
tive systems” for WASH efforts (3RP, 2015a). In the meantime, how-
ever, most projects are near-term NGO-delivered efforts.

Parallel versus integrated services. Because integrated WASH proj-
ects require a longer-term commitment from governments and donors, 
refugee assistance has often taken the form of parallel services in distri-
bution of sanitation and hygiene materials, classes on hygiene best prac-
tices taught by NGOs, and water delivery. At the same time, WASH 
infrastructure needs are shared among host communities and refugees. 

Internationally versus nationally lead. Government ministries and 
UN agencies have been involved in the bulk of the high-level strate-
gic planning in this sector. NGOs have largely been responsible for 
implementing community engagement efforts (Relief International, 
undated). 

Focus on refugees versus host communities. Projects focused on the 
rehabilitation of existing water or sanitation systems are needed to ben-
efit both refugees and host communities, as water resources are public, 
shared, and finite, while poor sanitation or waste treatment negatively 
effects both host and refugee communities.

Health

Health-service access differs in Jordan and Lebanon for refugees because 
the two countries’ health care systems are very different. Health care 
in Jordan is mainly public, and, in Lebanon, it is highly privatized. 
In Jordan, public health care was free of charge for registered refu-
gees until 2014. However, due to rising costs and increasing burdens 
on the system (e.g., hospital beds, specialized consultations), Jordan 
reduced what it provides for free and began charging for many services. 
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Lebanon’s health care system is highly privatized, which means that 
many refugees cannot afford it, while efforts to provide it through the 
aid system have trouble leveraging existing infrastructure (Amnesty 
International, 2014). In both countries, primary health care services 
are much more accessible than mental health care and secondary and 
tertiary health care (which includes specialized treatment for disorders 
such as epilepsy and cardiac diseases). Barriers to mental health care 
pose a particular concern, given the needs of Syrian refugees that have 
resulted from the conflict (WHO, International Medical Corps, Jor-
danian Ministry of Health, and Eastern Mediterranean Public Health 
Network, 2013).

In Lebanon, the Ministry of Public Health leads coordination of 
health care assistance to refugees, in collaboration with the WHO and 
UNHCR. The ministry lacks capacity to deliver services itself, operat-
ing only three primary health care clinics (Dagher, 2013). More than 
86 percent of hospital beds in Lebanon are privately owned (Aranki 
and Kalis, 2014). UNHCR covers the cost of medical appointments 
for refugees in Lebanon, emphasizing primary and emergency care 
over more-complex services. Most clinics for refugees are run by local 
NGOs with the support of international NGOs, and UNICEF sup-
ports mobile medical units for emergency demand. The Lebanese med-
ical community is well staffed and well trained, particularly compared 
with other countries in the region. However, one NGO official noted, 
there has been no significant attempt to build capacity of national 
systems to take over management of the health care programs devel-
oped by international organizations. Some refugee-response work has 
focused on building national institutions, such as the Kuwait Fund’s 
assistance for emergency rooms in public hospitals, benefiting both 
Lebanese and Syrian patients.

Representatives from international organizations believe that the 
health sector may be the best coordinated in Lebanon. This is per-
haps due to strong leadership by the Ministry of Public Health, which 
requires that organizations working in that sector meet monthly to 
discuss priorities. At the same time, refugees in focus groups consis-
tently raised health care service gaps as a concern, reporting that they 
are difficult to access and cost prohibitive, and that information about 
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where to go for primary, secondary, and specialized health care is lim-
ited and inconsistent. Moreover, specialized medical care often requires 
crossing government checkpoints or moving significant distances, both 
of which incur risk for refugees (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2014). 
While governmental and international officials feel the systems are 
functioning properly, the refugees interviewed express discontent with 
the lack of information, inconsistencies in treatment they experience, 
and a perceived unwillingness on the part of government officials to 
interact with them. 

In Jordan, the Ministry of Health provides primary, secondary, 
and tertiary care. While there is an extensive network of primary health 
care facilities and skilled health workers, the daily workload capacity 
at public hospitals has increased by 9 to 50 percent, and adverse effects 
on health services are likely as the crisis continues (Ajlouni, 2014). 
Still, refugees have been able to access public sector facilities: In a 2014 
survey, 85 percent of Syrian refugee households reported that they were 
able to receive care since their arrival in Jordan (Doocy et al., 2014). 
As in Lebanon, specialized care or treatment for chronic conditions 
is significantly more expensive and difficult to attain. In Jordan, the 
health response has also combined emergency service provision, pri-
marily delivered by NGOs, with capacity-building projects aimed at 
enhancing the national health system’s longer-term ability to absorb 
the refugee population. Both men and women in refugee focus groups 
noted that treatment for some medical problems was often cost pro-
hibitive or difficult to physically access. 

Discussion of Approach Areas in the Health Sector

Short versus medium-term planning. Health infrastructure is not being 
developed to increase medium-term sustainability. The focus on tem-
porary emergency and primary health care clinics for Syrian refugees 
has come at the expense, arguably, of investing in new hospitals and 
clinics, training new doctors and nurses, and expanding the capacity 
of Jordanian and Lebanese health systems. Both Lebanon and Jordan 
have well-trained, capable medical personnel, but the sheer numbers of 
medical practitioners required in both countries as a result of the crisis 
has required international experts in the short term. In cases of health 
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care staff shortages, some Syrian refugees with medical training may 
be an underused resource. 

Parallel versus integrated services. Health care provision has largely 
been run as a parallel service in Lebanon, but has been integrated into 
public health care in Jordan. Because health care in Lebanon is so 
privatized, it may not be possible to absorb Syrian refugees into the 
public health care system; parallel efforts may be needed or, at least, 
mechanisms (such as insurance) to integrate them into Lebanon’s pri-
vate health care system. In Jordan, integrated public services are under 
strain, calling either for additional parallel services or expansion of Jor-
dan’s health care system capacity. 

Internationally versus nationally lead. National leadership of the 
health care sector has been increasing in both countries. As the crisis 
has continued, governments have been increasingly active, defining 
national health policy, where refugees can go to seek treatment, and 
how funding is distributed to clinics and hospitals. At the same time, 
international organizations are more flexible, more able to pivot into 
different project areas and places as needed, and bring capacity that is 
insufficient in the host countries. As Lebanon’s health care system is 
largely private, there also may be opportunities for greater roles for the 
private sector with donor support. 

Focus on refugees versus host communities. Mental health is a good 
example of focusing on host communities in ways that also help the 
refugee community. Mental health has been a successful area of inte-
gration and collaboration in Lebanon, with a national mental health 
program established, driven in part by the refugee crisis. 

Education

Refugee kindergarten-through-12th-grade education in both Jordan 
and Lebanon is under significant strain (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014, and 
Culbertson and Constant, 2015). Only one-quarter of Syrian children 
in Lebanon, and 60 percent in Jordan, are enrolled in formal educa-
tion. This means that at least 306,000 Syrian children in Lebanon, and 
92,000 in Jordan, are not in school (3RP, 2015b).
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Syrian refugee children in Jordan and Lebanon access educa-
tion in several different ways (Culbertson and Constant, 2015). First, 
both governments made public, formal education available to refugees 
by integrating refugee children into public classrooms and by open-
ing second shifts in public schools that offer the national curricula. 
However, even with the double shifting, space and resource shortages 
remain. This is particularly problematic in Lebanon. Because 70 percent 
of Lebanese children attend private schools, the public-school system is 
small. With 275,000 Lebanese children enrolled in public schools, it is 
not surprising that Lebanon’s public-school system has trouble meeting 
the needs of the 408,000 Syrian children now in the country (Ministry 
of Education and Higher Education, 2014). To fill gaps, Syrians them-
selves have opened up schools in Lebanon, although there are little data 
or understanding about these schools. In both countries, a very small 
number of Syrians with means send their children to private schools. 
UN agencies and NGOs operate alternative education programs that 
offer remedial support (to help keep up in class), catch-up support (to 
help children who have missed school enter an age-appropriate class-
room), and life skills; neither the governments of  Jordan nor Lebanon 
has allowed these programs to offer full-time certified education with 
pathways to further education or employment.

Barriers to education also include family poverty that forces chil-
dren to work, trauma, lack of transportation, and lack of programs 
for children who have been out of school for several years and who 
are unable to re-enter age-appropriate classrooms (UNICEF, 2013). 
Gender issues relevant to refugee access to education include greater 
pressures on boys to earn an income for their households, perceptions 
among teachers that boys have more trouble in the classroom, early 
marriage for girls linked to family poverty, and the limited ability of 
many refugee women and children to leave their homes without an 
adult male family member. 

Coordination of education involves multiple organizations, 
including governments, UNICEF and UNHCR, and NGOs. In 
Jordan, UNICEF and Save the Children colead coordination of the 
education sector (UNHCR, 2016c). In Lebanon, multiple interviewees 
described how MEHE has taken an increasingly strong leadership role 
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in coordination. In January 2015, MEHE rolled out its Reaching All 
Children with Education strategy. Controversially, MEHE made gov-
ernment approval of NGO education projects contingent on NGOs 
falling in line with its new strategy. NGOs found this policy frustrat-
ing, because it meant that they could no longer implement programs 
that they viewed as important based on the circumstances that they 
saw without approval from MEHE. While some NGOs objected to the 
new restrictions, several interviewees pointed to it as a model of a host 
government taking leadership of sector coordination.

Discussion of Approach Areas in the Education Sector

Short- versus medium-term planning. Education responses have focused 
on increasing access to formal education in Jordan and Lebanon 
through expansion of double-shifts in existing schools. Education strat-
egies have yet to move to longer-term approaches of expanding capac-
ity to handle greater numbers of children through building additional 
school buildings, transitioning children from alternative programs to 
certified programs, or improving quality. 

Parallel versus integrated services. In Jordan and Lebanon, about 
half of Syrian children enrolled in school are educated in the same 
classrooms as host-country citizens, and half are in Syrian-only class-
rooms, either through nationality-segregated double shifts or enroll-
ment in NGO- or Syrian-run alternative education. Keeping the com-
munities separated from one another may limit future social cohesion 
between Syrian and host communities (Culbertson and Constant, 
2015). At the same time, capacity limits may necessitate some parallel 
certified-education structures to meet needs. In Lebanon, because the 
number of Syrian children needing education exceeds the number of 
Lebanese children in the public school system, integration and double 
shifting cannot cover the additional requirements. In Jordan, with a 
lower ratio of refugee children to host-nation children, expansion of 
existing public education is more feasible. 

Internationally versus nationally lead. In the beginning of the crisis, 
UN agencies took the lead in coordinating the education responses. In 
Jordan, UNICEF maintains the coordination lead, while in Lebanon, 
MEHE has taken leadership of sector coordination. At the same time, 



Coordination in Six Sectors   99

formal-education provision is provided by the governments, ensuring a 
strong government role.

Focus on refugees versus host communities. Education is a source 
of tension between Syrians and host communities, with citizens frus-
trated at newly crowded classrooms. Governments have insisted that 
a third of education assistance goes to programs that support host-
country children. USAID and other donors have ongoing programs to 
invest in school facilities that are beginning to develop links with the 
refugee response.

Summary

The six sectors we have examined (legal, employment, shelter, WASH, 
health, and education) vary along the approach areas identified by our 
framework (time frame, nature of services, leadership, funding recip-
ients, and focus). The differences are represented in Tables A.1 and 
A.2. These differences highlight how varying priorities of organizations 
leading the sectors can result in achievement gaps.

Table A.1
Patterns in Jordan’s Public-Service Provision to Refugees Across Five Areas

Stakeholder

Time Frame 
(Short- or 
Medium- 

Term)

Services 
(Parallel or 
Integrated)

Leadership  
(International  
or National)

Funding  
Recipients 

(International  
or National)

Focus 
(Refugees  

or Host  
Communities)

Overarching 
structure

Short Both Both Both, mostly 
international

Both

Legal Short Parallel Both International Refugees

Employment Short Parallel National International Both

Shelter Short Integrated International International Refugees

WASH Medium Integrated International International Both

Health Short Integrated International International Refugees

Education Short Both International International Refugees
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Table A.2
Patterns in Lebanon’s Public-Service Provision to Refugees Across Five 
Areas

Stakeholder

Time Frame 
(Short- or 
Medium- 

Term)

Services 
(Parallel or 
Integrated)

Leadership  
(International  
or National)

Funding  
Recipients 

(International  
or National)

Focus 
(Refugees  

or Host  
Communities)

Overarching 
structure

Short Both Both Mostly 
international

Both

Legal Short Parallel Both International Refugees

Employment Short Parallel National International Both

Shelter Short Both International International Refugees

WASH Short Both International Both Refugees

Health Short Parallel National Both Refugees

Education Short Both National Both Refugees

There are several key takeaways, as summarized by Tables A.1 
and A.2. Most of the sectors in both countries have been dealt with on 
short-term plans, despite the shift in emphasis to “resilience” and “sta-
bilization.” Services are being addressed through a mix of integrated 
and parallel services. In most cases, a sustainable approach to service 
provision would involve shifting from UN-supported services to inte-
grated national services. In some cases, there are appropriate reasons 
for services to remain parallel. These include Lebanon’s health, legal, 
and education sectors, where the public sectors are too small to absorb 
most of the refugees or where refugees have particular needs (such as in 
legal protection). Leadership has largely been by international bodies, 
with increasing levels of government leadership in overarching struc-
tures. The governments likely could take further leadership of many 
sectors, with support, although constraints on institutional capacity 
may hinder full leadership in coordination. The balance of funding to 
international bodies (UN agencies and international NGOs) versus to 
governments seems out of proportion with their responsibilities and the 
services that they provide. Even where much of the public services are 
provided by governments, UN agencies and NGOs still manage most 



Coordination in Six Sectors   101

of the funding. To date, most programming has focused on refugees 
as separate entities, as opposed to refugees within the context of their 
wider host-country communities.
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APPENDIX B

Interview and Focus-Group Protocols

Stakeholder Interview Protocol

(Note: The questions were modified according to the expert’s sector and 
country expertise.)

Could you please provide an overview of service provision in our six 
sectors for refugees in urban areas (1) in general and (2) in Jordan/
Lebanon: legal, education, employment, shelter, health, and sanitation.

Who is providing assistance in each of these areas?

What has been particularly effective or innovative in coordination of 
services to refugees in urban areas? Where are there problems of coor-
dination? Why do you think the things that work, work and those that 
don’t, don’t?

What are the biggest challenges and gaps in services? How do they 
vary by region/locality/other factors? What are the reasons for the gaps 
(Prompts: No one to provide the services? Lack of access to refugees? 
Lack of information to refugees? Resource constraints? Fear from the 
refugees to seek access? Host-country tensions?)

What is working well in international coordination in supporting 
national authorities? What is not working well? What factors help or 
hinder coordination? Does it vary by organization/type of organiza-
tion? If so, how?
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Is there substantial duplication of effort in assistance provision? If so, 
where is it most prevalent/problematical and why do you think it exists?

What are strengths and weaknesses in national or municipal capacities 
to handle the additional services to refugees?

How could the capacities of local entities be strengthened? (Prompts: 
national ministries; municipal authorities; local NGOs, community 
groups, and religious groups.)

What sort of support/coordination takes place between international 
donors/service providers and national/municipal authorities in provid-
ing services to refugees? How does it work?

How do international donors/service providers interact with NGOs, 
including both donors and service providers?

How is provision of aid and services to refugees typically coordinated 
with provision of aid and services to urban host communities? Do the 
same or different people/groups carry these out? How are services spe-
cific to refugees provided? What are some services specific to refugees?

Do you perceive tensions between refugees and local populations? If so, 
does this hamper service provision?

How do refugees access service providing agencies?

How are considerations different for refugees in camps and refugees in 
urban areas for (your sector)?

Are there considerations specific to particular demographics of urban 
refugees? 

•	 Male or female or other genders?
•	 Sexual minorities?
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•	 What about youth refugees? 
•	 Other demographics? 
•	 Do gender, age, or other such factors affect who provides assis-

tance? 

What are your views on the effectiveness of resource allocation to 
refugees:

•	 in and out of camps
•	 among sectors
•	 over time
•	 to the entities with responsibility for the service provision?

How is the provision of services to refugees evaluated by various orga-
nizations you know of? Are standards and measurements similar/
compatible?

What do you think are the questions we need to be asking to get at 
these issues? Whom should we be asking them of? Is there anything 
that we should have asked but did not?

Explanation and Consent for Focus Group Participation 
for Refugees

RAND is a nonprofit research institution. We are conducting a study 
about how Syrian refugees adapt to living in a new city and about 
how the governments, cities, UN agencies, NGOs, and others can 
improve management of services for refugees, including shelter, sanita-
tion, health care, education, and employment. The U.S. Department of 
State is sponsoring the study. The purpose of this project is to support 
the governments of Jordan and Lebanon and the international human-
itarian community in providing services to Syrian refugees in cities. 

We are conducting interviews and focus groups to learn about 
Syrian refugees in urban areas in Jordan and Lebanon. We are speak-
ing with national government officials, city officials, UN agencies, and 
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representatives of NGOs, employers, and community leaders. In addi-
tion, we are talking with several groups of refugees to learn about their 
opinions and experiences.

RAND will use the information you provide for research pur-
poses only. We will not record your name or disclose your identity or 
other information that would identify you to anyone outside of the 
project. We will destroy all information that identifies you at the end 
of the study. However, we would point out that focus group facilita-
tors cannot control whether what is said in focus groups is repeated or 
shared by other participants. We will ask that everyone respect privacy, 
but we also ask that you not share anything that you would not want 
shared outside the session.

Taking part in this focus group is voluntary. Your right to access 
services is not linked in any way to your decision whether or not to 
participate. Let us know if you don’t want to participate or you want 
to stop at any time. You should feel free to skip any questions that you 
prefer not to answer.

Focus Group Protocol for Syrian Refugees in Jordan

Introduction

Can you please tell us about yourself?

•	 How long in Jordan?
•	 Occupation?
•	 Number and type of family members with you in Jordan?

Is this the first place you came to after leaving Syria? How did you 
arrive in this city? Why did you choose to come to this city? (Prompts: 
close to border crossing, job opportunities, other family members present, 
official instructions, reputation of the city for helping refugees.)
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Who helped you most to get settled when you arrived? (Prompts: UN 
agencies, Syrian family members and friends, Jordanian government and 
city officials, NGOs, other.)

Who was most effective in helping you access services that you needed? 
What did they do that was effective?

How did you find information about services and referrals to service 
providers?

On-Going Service Provision

What are the greatest needs, both met and unmet, for other refugees 
that you know?

How often do you interact with the following to access services, and 
how helpful are they in taking care of your needs?

•	 Jordanian government or city officials
•	 UN agencies
•	 Other Syrians (friends, relatives, community groups)
•	 NGOs

In your opinion, how are refugees’ needs being met in the following 
areas, for individuals, families, and the community?

•	 Housing
•	 Health care
•	 Employment
•	 Education
•	 Sanitation services

How does technology help you in meeting your needs in this city? 
(Prompts: information from the Internet, mobile or social media; coordi-
nation with family and friends about services through technology.)



108    Rethinking Coordination of Services to Refugees in Urban Areas

What is one thing that could be done to improve how refugees access 
services that they need?

Closing

What are the biggest challenges for refugee women getting services in 
this city? 

What are the biggest challenges for refugee men getting services in this 
city?

Are there any other thoughts that you would like to share?
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