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Introduction: 

According to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, there are 58 official Palestinian refugee camps 

affiliated to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), of which 10 are in Jordan, 9 in Syria, 

12 in Lebanon, 19 in the West Bank and 8 in the Gaza Strip. However, there are a number of camps that 

are not recognized by the UNRWA.1 17% of the 6.2 million Palestinian refugees registered with UNRWA 

reside in the West Bank, compared to 25% in the Gaza Strip; while the rest is distributed among the 

diaspora, including the Arab countries.2 

The Coronavirus pandemic poses a great challenge in addition to those that the Palestinian refugees 

already encounter in refugee camps, compared to other areas for a number of reasons, including the low 

level of health services provided by UNRWA - originally modest - especially after the latter's decision to 

reduce its services to refugees, the high population density in the camps, which makes the 

implementation of public safety measures, social distancing and home quarantine to those who have 

COVID-19 and who they were in contact with a complex issue. Another reason is the high rate of 

unemployment in the Palestinian camps, which amounts to 39%, compared to 22% for non-refugees3, 

thus, constituting an additional challenge in light of the pandemic. The Palestinian National Authority 

(PNA) adopts the policy of partial or complete closure to combat the COVID-19 outbreak in light of the 

inability to provide the requirements for a decent life to all of its citizens for numerous reasons.  

The pandemic is no longer a challenge that the Palestinian camps in the West Bank are encountering from 

its outskirts, but rather the pandemic has become inside the Palestinian camps. On 05.07.2020, the 

Palestinian Ministry of Health announced the death of a 70-year-old woman from COVID-19 who lived in 

Al-Fawwar Refugee Camp in the Hebron Governorate.4 There have been dozens of cases recorded in Al-

Fawwar and Al-Aroub Camps in the Hebron Governorate, in Al-Dheisha and Al-Azza in the Bethlehem 

Governorate, Qalandia in occupied Jerusalem, Balata, Askar, Askar Al-Jaded and Al-Ain Camps in the 

Nablus Governorate and Tulkarem Refugee Camp.5 This indicates that it is still too early to predict a clear 

date for the end of the pandemic and to estimate the economic, social and political losses thereof, as the 

number of casualties is increasing on a daily basis. The absence of a clearly defined strategic vision to deal 

with the situation poses a real challenge for decision-makers in Palestine and for the main actors in the 

Palestinian camps, thus making the foreseeable future a very complicated matter.  

Importance of the paper: 

The importance of the paper is that it foreshadows the future of conditions inside the Palestinian refugee 

camps in the West Bank, post-Coronavirus, and the roles of the various key players inside and outside the 
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camps in its implementation. It also highlights the services provided by the main actors in the camps to 

confront the pandemic, whether on the official or the civil level. 

The Problem: 

The Coronavirus pandemic exacerbates the challenges that the Palestinian camps experience at various 

levels due to the high levels of poverty, unemployment and population, such as severe overcrowding and 

unqualified infrastructure and health, which pose health, social, economic, security and political 

challenges. It poses a challenge to the social cohesion in the Palestinian camps, in light of the UNRWA 

reducing its services to refugees, especially in health and education, and in light of the financial crisis that 

the Palestinian National Authority is suffering from. 

The most prominent challenges that the Palestinian refugee camps are encountering in light of COVID-

19: 

1. Systematic targeting by the Israeli occupying forces: The Israeli occupation is the most prominent 

challenge facing the development process in general, as it has targeted Palestinian camps during the 

declared state of emergency, resulting from the Coronavirus pandemic, in a systematic manner. 

Shuafat refugee camp, located in occupied Jerusalem, was repeatedly invaded where the occupying 

forces used tear gas canisters, sound bombs and rubber-coated bullets against the Palestinian 

residents. Systematic incursions have also been documented since the beginning of the pandemic 

across several refugee camps in the West Bank, including: Jalazoun, Jenin, Al-Dheisha, Aqabat Jaber 

and Qalandiya. The Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor recorded a range of the occupying 

soldiers and settlers’ suspicious behaviors as they raid Palestinian areas, such as spitting on parked 

cars, ATMs and shop’s locks. These deliberate attempts to spread the virus raises fear and causes 

panic in the Palestinian society.6  

2. Palestinian camps: Impossible distance: Social distancing is one of the most prominent measures 

followed internationally to limit the spread of the pandemic, but its application, in light of the dense 

population and overcrowding in the Palestinian camps, is almost impossible in the long run. This is 

confirmed by the head of the Services Committee in the New Askar camp, Muammar Abu Kishek, 

noting that the commitment of citizens to preventive measures has increased in the camp with the 

registration of some people who have COVID-19. However, this soon became indifferent due to the 

lack of other spaces for citizens, which is confirmed by the head of the Jaffa Cultural Center in Balata 

Camp, Tayseer Nasrallah, stressing that a large number of camp houses are not suitable for home 

quarantine. This is because they lack health supplies and rooms for those who tested positive for 

COVID-19 or those they were in contact with, as many houses located in the camps only have a room 

or two altogether.  

3. The reduction of UNRWA’s basic services to refugees: Since the signing of the Oslo Accord, the 

UNRWA has rapidly reduced its services and the U.S. administration has contributed to the drying up 

UNRWA's funding sources. This was evident through the marginalization of the UNRWA’s services 

inside the camps during the pandemic, which does not go beyond providing food packages and some 

sterilizers to the families of which one of its members had COVID-19 and sterilization of some of the 
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streets of the camps. While in the camps, the UNRWA lacks an actual emergency plan, testing for the 

virus, or treatment for those who have COVID-19. 

4. The political and economic situations and the absence of a clear official plan: The plan to annex the 

Jordan Valley, which constitutes 28% of the West Bank, and the settlements, will have negative 

consequences for a large number of Palestinian refugees residing in the camps. Therefore, it will 

contribute to an increase in poverty and unemployment rates that exceed 20% today, especially the 

camps located in Area C, which amount to 10% of the number of refugees. The Palestinian division 

has also forbidden Palestinian citizens from the experience of political Islam movements in the relief 

field, through its global network of relationships. In addition, the official Palestinian performance 

towards the Palestinian camps, post-Oslo, still ranges from reactions to relief work, or an attempt to 

repair economic, security and social gaps in the short term as well as invoking the tribal mentality, 

balance of powers and short-term security solutions, instead of creating a strategic national plan that 

improves the conditions of the camp residents. 

Popular committees and volunteerism to fill in the gaps: 

There is a similarity in managing the crisis resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic in the various West 

Bank camps, with a slight variation in the details, as emergency committees were formed in the 

various West Bank camps, based on services committees, civil institutions, and PLO factions, and social 

surveys were organized. In turn, this identified the poorest of the poor, where all available resources 

were invested in order to provide basic services to citizens, including the use of services committees’ 

budgets and the transportation tax allowance that the services committees receive from the Ministry 

of Transportation. There were also investments from the international and Arab relations of civil 

society institutions inside the camps in order to finance relief campaigns. There were many 

suggestions and ways for those who are capable to donate, such as transferring the budgets of some 

projects to relief activities and receiving assistance from the Palestinian presidency, and ministries in 

which they provided medical and relief support to citizens in the camps.  

Future Scenarios of the situation inside the Palestinian camps in the West Bank, post-COVID-19: 

The First Scenario: The Continuation of the Status Quo: 

This scenario is based on the continuous recording of hundreds of citizens who have COVID-19 every 

day, and who die from the virus, of which most of them are elderly and/or have chronic diseases. This 

scenario supposedly assumes that there is collective awareness amongst citizens, confidence in 

government procedures and decisions and commitment to them. The fact that the virus is today inside 

the camps and not in their outskirts, the high amount of violations in the application of precautionary 

measures and the deteriorating economic conditions of citizens inside the camps in light of the 

inability of the Palestinian National Authority to provide daily basic needs, makes the achievement of 

this scenario less likely.  

In any case, this scenario will increase the state of frustration amongst the residents of the camps as 

a result of the disruption of their work and will maintain a minimum level of social cohesion and civil 

peace in the camps. It will also enable the emergency committees and services committees to lead 

the daily life of citizens by providing them with daily services. As a result, there are limited 

opportunities of participating in any activities against Israel’s annexation plan or the so-called “deal 

of the century,” however it does not permanently eliminate them. 



The Second Scenario: Making Matters Worse without Losing Control: 

In this scenario, there will be thousands of people who have COVID-19 and died from this virus. The 

ability of the Palestinian National Authority to direct matters will become weaker and the emergency 

committees in the camps will not be fully capable to deal with the outbreak.  Moreover, this scenario 

will increase poverty and unemployment rates and disrupt the social cohesion and civil peace in the 

camps. It will further increase the feeling of alienation and the failure of the Palestinian National 

Authority to carry out its duties. Certainly, in light of this scenario, the chances of any participation in 

the camps as a national effort will be virtually nonexistent, where the Palestinian National Authority 

may be in a situation in which it may find itself unable to practice daily work in the camps, especially 

in maintaining order.  

This scenario requires a psychological rehabilitation stage for citizens as well as for the economy, and 

support for NGOs in the camps so that they can recover from the experience later. This scenario is the 

most expected due to the daily performance of the main bodies, and citizens alike. 

The Third Scenario: Losing Control Completely: 

In light of this scenario, the virus spreads to all regions of Palestine, and the health system is unable 

to deal with cases, and therefore the only solution becomes herd immunity. In the light of this 

scenario, 80% of the population is expected to be infected, where there will be a formation of 

collective immunity, but the human, economic, social and security price of this scenario is exorbitant. 

Its consequences are dangerous in terms of losing the official establishment's ability to control and 

social violence results from poverty, constituting a golden opportunity for the Israeli occupying forces 

to continue its plans in occupied Jerusalem and the West Bank, under these conditions. Exiting this 

scenario requires a transitional stage, rehabilitation of large sectors of society, socially, politically and 

economically and the promotion of civil peace, which would have been damaged as a result of this 

scenario. 

The Fourth Scenario: The Decline of the Virus and Returning to Normal:  

This scenario is achieved either through the availability of a vaccine for the virus, which is something 

that needs at least a year, or through the herd immunity, which is a costly matter as was reviewed in 

the third scenario. 

Recommendations: 

1- The necessity of adopting economic policies based on investment electronically where working 

and programming are done remotely, as the percentage of education in the camps is higher than 

other areas. This will generate income, as it does not need capital. 

2- The necessity of developing a national plan that rises to the size of the plan that aims to abolish 

the right of return and end UNRWA's work, which is based on education, dialogue, and joint 

action, jointly developed by the Palestine Liberation Organization, services committees, factions, 

and civil society institutions. 

3- Coordination between the Palestinian camps in the homeland and diaspora to announce unified 

positions, campaigns and activities, as this has a deeper impact, and is more important than 

individual action. 



4- It remains to end the division, reform the Palestine Liberation Organization, organizing democratic 

elections and setting a program aimed at improving the lives of refugees, as this remains amongst 

the most effective methods for improving their ability to combat future challenges.  

5- Forming an emergency team of popular committees and institutions operating in the Palestinian 

camps, especially feminist institutions, movements and political parties to confront the crisis. 

6- Forming an emergency aid fund for the Palestinian camps. 

7- Determine quarantine facilities outside the camps as a proactive measure to counter the spread 

of Corona virus in Palestinian camps in light of the limited spaces and the inability to provide 

isolation rooms inside the camps. 

8- Increasing the allocations for refugee camps and launching a campaign targeting the international 

community on refugee rights to pressure UNRWA to carry out its tasks. 

  

 


