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COMMENTARY

C. William Kontos (left) taking leave of
Sir John Rennie, Commissioner-General.

DEPARTURE OF DEPUTY COMMISSIONER-GENERAL

UNRWA staff recently sald goodbye to Mr.
C. William Kontos, Deputy Commissioner-
General, recalled to take up an assignment
in the Department of State in Washington,
D.C. An American national, Mr. Kontos
came to UNRWA in 1872 on secondment from
the United States Government.

.

Thomas W. MeElhiney

APPOINTMENT OF NEW DEPUTY COMMISSIONER-
GENERAL

After Mr. Kontos's departure on 5 April,
the appointment was announced of Thomas
W. McElhiney as Deputy Commissioner-
General of UNRWA. Mr. McElhiney is a
retired United States Foreign Service
Officer who has served in Europe and
Africa, most recently as Ambassador to
Ghana, as well as in Washington D.C.
Born in 1919, Mr. McElhiney was ecducated
at Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore,
Maryland. He is married, with a daughter
and two sons. Mr. McElhiney assumed his
duties in Beirut on 12 April 1974,



NEW AMBULANCE FOR BAQA'A CAMP

The Christian Reformed World Relief
Committee (CRWRC) of Michigan, U.S.A.,
has donated an ambulance to UNRWA for
use in Baqa'a emergency camp, east
Jordan. In March of this year, the
new ambulance was officially handed
over to the Director of UNRWA Affairs
in Jordan, Mr. John Tanner, by the
Executive Director of CRWRC, Mr.
Louis Van Ess.

Baga'a emergency camp, which was

set up to shelter needy refugees and
other persons displaced as a result
of the 1967 hostilities, is now the
home of over 55,000 persons.
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Ineke Esseiva's painting (5;iginal in eolor):

SALE OF PAINTINGS TO AID PALESTINE
REFUGEES

The exhibition and sale of gouaches,
prints and collages by the Swiss artist,

Ineke Esseiva, raised LL. 12,415 (appro-

ximately $5,270) for Palestine refugee
women's and children's projects.

Lady Rennie, President of the Auxiliary,
announced that this sum will be used to
finance special welfare projects for Pa-
lestine refugee women and children -
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John Tanner (left) thanks Louis Van Ess
right) for the new ambulance.

"Green Bird among the Ruins'.

either in the field of rehabilitation or
in the provision of prosthetic devices
for disabled children.

The exhibition, held in Beirut in March,
showed 70 new works inspired by the
artist's stay in the Middle East since
1968. A member of the Swiss Society of
Women Artists, Mrs. Esseiva has taken
part in both national and local exhibi-
tions in Switzerland. Her husband is the
Dirvector of the UNRWA/Unesco Institute

of Education.



THE WOMEN'S AUNILIARY

The Women's Auxiliary of UNRWA is a small
voluntary body whose membership is compo-
sed of the wives of Agency staff and a
few female members of the Agency's staff,
plus a number of interested "outsiders'.
Its aim is "to work on behalf of the
Palestine refugees within the policy of
UNRWA". In pursuance of this aim, the
Auxiliary sets out to ralse funds to
support specific projects within the
Agency's programme of activities and for
some years it has concentrated on sup-
porting projects for the benefit of
Palestine refugee women and children.

The Women's Auxiliary, which is based in
Beirut, is almost as old as UNRWA itself.
It had already been in existence for some
years before it obtained formal recogni-
tion ot its status as a charitable body
in April 1956. Each year UNRWA requests
the Auxiliary to provide money for speci-
fic projects. The Auxiliary then consi-
ders whether it can meet this request

and does its best to raise the necessary
funds. This year members aim to raise

$7,000 to finance the operation of 11
women's activities centres and 33 cooking
courses for Palestine refugee women.

"Madorma and Child". Kutahya Tiles
and Pottery from the Armenian Cathedral

From:

of St. James, Jerusalem, Vol. 1, by John
Carswells; Oxford, 1972.

PREPARATIONS FOR CHRISTMAS

One of the most successful fund-raising
projects is the annual sale of Christmas
cards, which last year raised about
$6,000. Early in the year the new
designs are selected, and the cards are
then printed in the UNRWA Printing Unit.
The cards are folded and cellophane-wrap-
ped in batches of 10 entirely by hand -
a task which takes teams of volunteers
working four or so hours a day several
weeks to complete, packing 4,000 cards

a day.

By June all the cards must be ready for
distribution to the various sales areas.
This year three designs have been chosen
for the cards: an old engraving of the
City of Jerusalem, a detail from a sample
of Palestinian embroidery, and an early
eighteenth century Kutahya tile, showing
the Madonna and Child, from the Armenian
Cathedral of St. James in Jerusalem.

UNRWA HANDBAGS PROJECT

An interesting and successful project
sponsored by the Auxiliary and known as
the "UNRWA Handbags Project", was the
establishment of a Sewing Centre for
women in Ein el-Hilweh camp in south
Lebanon. Here cushion covers and hand-
bags are made up in attractive materials
and embroidered by hand in traditional
Palestinian designs. Proceeds from the
sale of the articles are used to cover
the' cost of the materials and to pay the
wages of the 26 girls who work in the
Centre. The sum of $531 is set aside
each year to support the operation of
Ein el-Hilweh Women's Activities Centre.
The Handbags Project was started in 1966.

The Women's Auxiliary membership is some
68 persons. Thanks to the efforts of
this small and dedicated group, UNRWA
will this year once more be able to sup-
port welfare activities for Palestine
refugee women and children which fall
outside the scope of its regular budget.



THE ROAD
FROM QUNEITRA

Damascus, one of the oldest cities in the
world and one-time heart of the great
Omayyed empire, is still today a bustling
capital. Its hotels are oveflowing with
diplomats, journalists, businessmen of
many nationalities, government experts
and United Nations personnel, witnesses
to the disengagement of the Syrian and
Israeli armies some 60 kilometres to the
south. More immediately affected by the
withdrawal of forces are those who expect
to return to their homes and land in the
central zone controlled by UNDOF

(United Nations Disengagement Observer
Force), which includes the town of
Quneitra.
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Yahya Masri - Palestine refugee

Quneitra, an administrative centre and
market town in the south-west of Syria,
became in 1948 a place of refuge for
thousands of Palestine Arabs fleeing
Palestine during the last days of the
British Mandate, and immediately after.
In less than two decades the town's
population - Syrian mainly, but with a
significant Palestinian element - had
grown to 30,000.

The people who sought refuge in the town
and district of Quneitra tragically lost
their homes for the second time in their
lives as a result of the Arab/Israeli
hostilities, renewed in June 1967.
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A view of Quneitra before 1967.

One such person is Yahya Masri, a Pales-
tine refugee now living in Jaramana re-
fugee camp on the outskirts of Damascus,
not far from the historic "street which
is called Straight" (Via Recta), scene
of St. Paul's baptism. Nearby stands
the Church of St. Paul, built against
the Kissan Gate which forms part of the
old city wall. The church was erected
to commemorate St. Paul's miraculous
escape from the city by means of a rope
lovwered from a small window.

Yahya works as UNRWA Camp Services Officer.
He is usually to be found in the small
two-room concrete building which serves
as the UNRWA office in the camp. On a
spring day in Jaramana, the temperature
is already some 24° in ‘the shade and the
narrow streets of the camp are dry and
dusty. The small shelters which are the
present homes of the refugees huddle
together. At the communal water point,
women in the traditional long black or
purple robes of northern Palestine are
busy filling jugs and buckets with water
for the day's needs. Children invent
their games in the streets, their only
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The ruins of Quneitra - July 1974.

playground. Around shop doorways are
gathered those young men who have little
to do but talk and watch the world go by,
for job opportunities are few.

Yahya Masri, a thin, spare man, wearing
the traditional white Arab headdress, the
"hatta", has a gentle dignity which per-
vades both his voice and his gestures.

It is a dignity which is innate and has
remained unimpaired despite the upheavals
which have shaken his life.

Yahya was 16 year old in 1948 when he
left Palestine. His father, a favmer in
the village of Muftakhara on the L.ke
Hula plains, had raised livestock and
grown cereals and vegetables. When
Yahya, his parents, four brothers and

two sisters fled the area together with
the other villagers, they left everything
behind. With only the clothes they were
wearing and a small sum of money, they
set out on a three-day journey which
eventually led them to the small town of
Waasit, some seven kilometres west of the
town of Quneitra.



Hers, like so many other refucee families 5
in 1948, the Masri family at first slept
out in the open, relying on the assist-
ance given them by the local people,

until organizations such as the Interna-
tional Red Cross came to their rescue
with tents, rations, clothing and medical
attention, and, with Unesco's help, set
up the first tented schools. In May 1950
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNRWA) took over the main burden of
providing assistance for the refugees.

Conditions improved over the years, but
life was still difficult. Work was hard
to obtain and many of the men journeyed
as far as the Mediterranean port of Lat-
takia in western Syria, a distance of
some 400 kilometres, in order to find it.
In this case, men spent the greater part
of the time separated from their families.
The fortunate ones mainly hired themselves
out as casual labourers for a minimal
daily wage, Yahya and two of his younger
brothers among them. They did their best
to support the rest of the family;Yahya's
third brother was too sick to work.
Schools had been set up, but it was out
of the question for the Masri boys to go
back to school when the urgent necessity
of feeding and clothing a family had to
be faced. VYahya's father was unable to
work and, as is traditional in the Middle
East, the responsibility for the well-
being of the family devolved upon the
sons, particularly the eldest son.Yahya
therefore had to assume this responsibi-
lity.

Some years later, thanks to the efforts
of the children, the Masri family were
able to construct a simple house of mud-
brick, a traditional building material

in this part of the world. Made of a
mixture of mud and straw, these bricks
may last for generations. However,
during the long hot summers, the mud
dries out and the bricks crack. When
winter comes, the rains can easily find
their way through split roofs; but during
the rainy season the mud-brick becomes
malleable once more, and split roofs can
be rolled flat again, so that the cracks
knit together. The Masri's one-room Jaramana camp today, home of over 3,500
house had no water, sanitation or Palestine refugees.




Jaramana camp in 1968 when emergency shelter was provided by tents.

electricity but, however lacking in ame-
nities, it was at least their own and
represented the fruits of their efforts.

In 1955, Yahya was able to secure regular
employment with UNRWA as a ration dis-
tribution supervisor. His brothers still
worked as casual labourers and all cont-
inued to support the rest of the family.
Three years later, at the age of 26,
Yahya married a girl who had come from
his own district of Palestine, and began
to think of the future with some confi-
dence.

In 1967, when war broke out again in the
Middle East, Yahya had a job, a home, a
wife, and children. But not for long.
Yahya's small home was bombed. On 9
June the population left in a body,
Syrian villagers and Palestine refugees
together heading towards safety. For
those Palestine refugees, the second
exodus had begun.

These
tents have been mostly replaced by mud-brick buildings (see photo on page 7).

The extent of the suffering engendered by
that brief period of hostilities is indi-
cated in the following extract from the
Introduction to the Annual Report of the
Commissioner-General of UNRWA for the
period 1 July 1966 - 30 June 1967 :

""On 5 June 1867 armed conflict
erupted hetween Israel and certain
Arab States. When the firing ceased,
Israel was in occupation of the
Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula,
the West Bank of Jordan and the
Golan Heights and Quneitra area
in the south-western corner of
Syria. More than half of the
refugees registered with the
United Nations Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in
the Near East (UNRWA) had been
living in these areas; over 300,000
persons, including some 120,000
registered refugees, are reported
to have been rendered homeless or
to have left their homes as a



result of the hostilities. Many
had lost their homes for the

)

second time in their lives' =

In Syria, over 115,000 people moved north-
wards and eastwards from the area newly-
occupied by Israel, mainly to Damascus

and the border town of Dera'a. About
17,500 of this number were Palestine re-
fugees already registered with UNRWA.

Most of the people from the Quneitra area,
Yahya and his family among them, headed
towards the town of Damascus. With little
food or water, the people marched for six
days, always in fear of pursuit. As

night fell, they stopped to rest, often

on the outskirts of Syrian villages. Poor
as they were, the villagers offered what
little assistance they could. The whole
dreadful sequence of events - fear, flight
and dispersal - had begun again. Once
more homes, jobs and possessions had been
abandoned, and as the families struggled
along, they must have wondered what safe-
ty and shelter they could hope to find.

They were several thousand who arrived in

* Within one year the total number of
Palestinians who had left occupied terri-
tory since the beginning of the hostili-
ties had been estimated at over half a
million.

the Damascus area exhausted and destitute.
Schools and public buildings were put at
their disposal as temporary shelter both
in and around Damascus, but some still
had to live in the open air. Meanwhile
UNRWA was doing all possible to relieve
suffering and discomfort and to protect
the health of the newly-displaced refu-
gees. Temporary health centres were set
up, an emergency supplementary feeding
programme came rapidly into action, pro-
viding a daily hot meal and milk six days
a week for all displaced children up to
15 years of age, as well as a monthly
protein supplement for all displaced
refugees in Syria. The Government of the
Syrian Arab Republic took charge of the
displaced Syrians. Voluntary agencies
helped both the refugees and Syrians.

For a period of over two months the
Syrian Government also gave foodstuffs
and cash grants to the displaced UNRWA-
registered refugees as well as to Syrian
displaced persons.

One of UNRWA's main problems was to pro-
vide shelter for those displaced refugees
who needed it. Donated tents were not
forthcoming in sufficient numbers, and
the Agency arranged for the local manu-
facture of 1,200 tents. At first, it

was hoped that tents would only be re-
quired to provide temporary shelter, for
already on 14 June 1967, the Security

Yahya Masri looks out over Jaramana camp, his home for six years.



10

Council, in Resolution 237 called upon
the Government of Israel "to ensure the
safety, welfare and security of the in-
habitants of the areas where military
operations have taken place and to faci-
litate the return of those inhabitants
who have fled the areas since the out-
break of hostilities". On 4 July the
terms of that resolution were endorsed
by the United Nations General Assembly
in its Resolution 2252 (ES-V) on Humani-
tarian Assistance.

It soon became clear that, despite the
resolutions, the refugees in the three
tented camps set up in Sbeineh, Qabr
Essit and Dera'a were likely to spend
their winter under canvas. UNRWA realised
that it would be necessary to reinforce
the tents to protect the refugees against
winter rainstorms and flooding. To this
end, it was decided to construct concrete
storm water disposal systems and concrete
floors with low skirting walls.

Schooling posed another problem. As a
consequence of the 1967 hostilities the
Agency lost the use of its 17 schools in
the Quneitra area. At the beginning of
the 1967-68 school year, some 3,000 dis-
placed refugee children had to be found
places in schools elsewhere. Most of

the children were enrolled in UNRWA/
Unesco schools in and around Damascus,
which operated a double shift to accom-
modate the increased numbers of pupils

in that area. Because many of the class-
rooms were being occupied by refugees
waiting until other accommodation could
be found for them, the opening of schools
in the fall had to be delayed. Despite
these difficulties, by the end of October
1967, all of the Agency's schools were
operating.

The winter of 1967/68 was a particularly
harsh one in Syria, marked by severe

cold and storms. Some 800 newly-displaced
refugee families spent this winter under
canvas. Early in the new year, a propo-
sal was made to establish a fourth tented
camp at Jaramana, to accommodate 300
families. A camp site was provided in
April and the work of pitching tents

and carrying out the winterization pro-
gramme began in the same month. This

was followed in May by the construction
of pathways, storm water disposal and
canalization systems.

By 30 June 1968, 7,746 of the refugees
displaced from south Syria had been ac-
commodated in emergency tented camps,
including some 1,500 refugees living in
the newly-established camp in Jaramana,
while others had gone to live with
friends or relatives in the areas near
Damascus and Dera'a in the south-west.

Living conditions in Jaramana, as in
other emergency camps, were at first
spartan and over-crowded, and an already
demoralized people was compelled to live
with the barest minimum of comfort.

Since that time, improvements have been
made in Jaramana camp, not least of them
the replacement of tents by concrete-
block shelters. Eight Agency schools -
six elementary and two combined elementary
and preparatory schools - cope with the
school-age children of Jaramana camp, as
well as refugee children who are living
nearby. All the schools operate on a
double-shift basis as it would otherwise
be impossible to find space enough for
the 3,686 refugee children enrolled.

A new clinic was completed in Jaramana
this year, and the full range of UNRWA
medical services, covering all aspects

of general health needs as well as mater-
nal and child health services, is availa-
ble to the people in Jaramana camp. The
first supplementary feeding centre is
still functioning, while construction

has already begun on a new supplementary
feeding centre funded by the European
Economic Community.

To set beside these improvements, there
are still many inconveniences and diffi-
culties. The shelters, although solid,
have neither running water nor electri-
city. Water is available to all at
communal water points, but has to be
fetched and carried. This is exhausting
work in the heat of summer, particularly
for those with large families who may
have to go more than once to collect
enough water for the day's needs.

The weather is hot and dry in summer,

but grows cold and rainy in winter, with
dust turning to mud and water sometimes
seeping into shelters. During the winter
of 1973, a shortage of kerosene - a
consequence of the October fighting -



meant that even those families who owned
kerosene heaters were frequently unable
to use them, and many suffered from the
cold.

Another problem is the lack of space
available in and around the camp, which
is situated on private land rented by

the Syrian Government. The people of
Jaramana, most of whom are of farming
stock, are thus unable to grow their own
vegetables. Food is an expensive commo-
dity, with meat at 15 Syrian pounds a
kilo, (the average daily wage for an un-
skilled worker is approximately 11 Syrian
pounds) being far too expensive to have

a regular place on a family menu. Instead
the people live on the traditional staples
of the poor: broad beans, cereals and
bread. UNRWA rations of flour, sugar,
rice and cooking oil, distributed once a
month to eligible refugees (2,545 persons
in Jaramana), help to supplement what

the refugees can afford to buy, while

the supplementary feeding programme pro-
vides a nutritionally-balanced hot meal
six days a week to those - mostly pre-
school age children - whose health most
needs to be protected.

Compared with many, the Masri family have
been lucky. Yahya was recently able to
rent a tiny two-roomed dwelling for him-
self, his wife and their 11 children,
just outside the camp. It has both water
and electricity. Kept scrupulously clean
and neat, the rooms are sparsely furnish-
ed. There are a few upright chairs and

a table in the main room. In one corner
stands the cot belonging now to the
youngest child, who is one year old.
During the day the family's bedding is
rolled up and stacked away. Some of the
glass panes in the door are broken, but
in such an atmosphere of neatness and
order this is scarcely noticeable.

With their light hair and eyes of green
or tawny gold, vthe Masri children are
very attractive. They range in age from
a girl of fourteen to the baby, a year
old. Those who are old enough are at-
tending UNRWA/Unesco schools in the camp,
while the younger ones still spend their
days playing in the street in front of
the house. Like children everywhere,
unaware of the greater problems of the
world outside, they are happy as long as
their lives are stable. For the Masri

children, parents and home and school
provide this stability.

But what of the future ? For the Pales-
tine refugees displaced as a result of
the 1967 hostilities, life had once more
begun to take on a fixed, if sad, pattern.

Now this is changed. For those in Syria,
a return to Quneitra in the near future
is a distinct possibility and there will
be the work of reconstruction. After
that, who knows ? One thing is sure.

As interested governments' discussions
switch from military disengagement to
the broader question of a just and last-
ing peace in the Middle East the future
of the Palestinians will not be over-
looked.
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Map of the June 1974 separation of Israeli and
Syrian forces on the Golan Heights. Israeli
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