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1981 is the International Year of Disabled Persons. This issue of
Palestine Refugees Today is devoted to a discussion of disabilities

among Palestine refugees.
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Growing international concern for
the world’s 450 million disabled led,
in 1976, to the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly deciding to declare
1981 the International Year of Dis-
abled Persons. Its theme is Full Par-
ticipation and Equality, and covers
national and international measures
to promote full participation of dis-
abled persons in the social life and
development of the societies in
which they live.

An International Labour Organiza-
tion report last year stated that
about 10 per cent of the world’'s
population are seriously disabled
by blindness, deafness, polio, lep-
rosy and other debilitating dis-
eases, tuberculosis, mental disor-
ders, occupational diseases or as a
result of accidents. The problem,
the report continues, is spreading
and most of these persons live in
the Third World and cannot exer-
cise their fundamental right to con-
tribute to their own or their fami-
lies" well-being or to the progress
of their countries.

The existence of a large mass of in-
valids means a huge group of un-
productive people who are a
burden to the whole economy of a
country. Looking after them is a
burden for a family. In the absence
of family help, the disabled must
rely on social services and the cost
of these services can sometimes
prevent the allocation of resources
to other programmes which may be
urgently needed for develop-
ment.

But there is good reason to believe
that some types of work can be
done more efficiently by some dis-
abled than they could be by the
able-bodied: this is true of blind
persons in some paramedical occu-
pations; the deaf who can work
well in noisy surroundings; the
mentally retarded who can and of-
ten do perform extremely well in
simple and monotonous tasks.
There are many occupational re-
ports on disabled workers which
give evidence of a productivity level
above the average due to greater
diligence, a high ability to concen-
trate, loyalty and a pride in doing
well at work.

As a result, treatment and rehabili-
tation programmes, especially vo-
cational rehabilitation, not only
have indirect social and economic
advantages for individuals and fam-
ilies, they can also contribute di-
rectly to economic development of
a nation.

At the end of the International
Year, an evaluation will be made of
what has been accomplished in
terms of building a more extensive
body of knowledge regarding the
prevention and treatment of dis-
ability; improving public awareness
of the problem in general; what
work has been done in the preven-
tion of disability; what rehabilita-
tion activities for the physically and
mentally handicapped have been
undertaken; and what activities
have been planned to enable the

disabled to participate in commu-
nity life and creative activities.

A World Plan of Action has been
established which suggests actions
that can be taken by all levels of so-
ciety including legislative action.
Legislative bodies are being asked
to look at the adoption of policies
for disability prevention and rehabi-
litation; to set up needed long term
prevention and treatment pro-
grammes; and to increase budget-
ary allocations for projects and
programmes for prevention and
treatment.

In a Resolution passed at last year’s
session of the General Assembly
(Res. 34/154), the General Assem-
bly noted that special attention
should be given to the disabled in
developing countries through the
provision of technical assistance
for the prevention of disabilities
and for rehabilitation. The resolu-
tion also pointed out that large
numbers of disabled persons are
victims of war and other forms of
violence.

Doubly Disabled

This issue of Palestine Refugees
Today looks at the problems faced
by disabled Palestine refugees and
the role of UNRWA in assisting
these persons who have a double
disability as they are both refugees
and disabled.
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The
$ 180
miracle

At the age of eight, Ahmad Mo-
hammed Odeh was a problem
child. In less than a year he has be-
come a model child, looked up to
by the children of Hai Nazzal, a
poor section of South Amman in
Jordan.

The transformation happened al-
most overnight.

Ahmad had been destructive,
throwing rocks and breaking win-
dows in the Nazzal Community cen-
tre near his home. Then its founder,
Dr. Sari Naser, had tests taken and
found Ahmad was partially deaf. He
guessed this was the cause of Ah-
mad’s disturbance. After some
persuasion his father bought Ah-
mad a hearing aid at a cost of
around $ 180 ... a huge sum, half a
month’s wages for a day labourer
with 12 mouths to feed.

“The change was miraculous”,
says Dr. Naser. Almost immediately
Ahmad began to speak and soon
was learning to read. And no longer
is he teased into frustrated violence
by the other children. Now they ad-
mire him.

No disability is typical, but Ahmad’s
case does show how simple
changes can have profound signif-
icance. Simple measures can often
turn a meaningless life into one
with purpose.

And as well as cure there is preven-
tion. Better understanding of how
defects can be created and passed
on from parents to child can pre-
vent some disabilities ever arising
in the first place.

But what is disability? And why is
UNRWA involved in the Interna-



tional Year of Disabled Persons?
Permanent or long term disable-
ment means having difficulty with
everyday life—looking after your-
self, getting on with other people
and earning a living.

Curing, or learning to live with a
disability can therefore make the
difference between being a burden
on society and being an asset to it.
The ability to work is not the only
test however. Just being happy can
be a benefit to those around you. In
the jungle only the fittest survive,
but this way is slow and cruel. The
modern, humane alternative is to
help the disabled to adapt, to fit in
to the world around them.
UNRWA is involved because dis-
abilities flourish among the poor
and the undernourished, the war-
shocked and the emotionally dis-
turbed.

But no one, it has to be admitted,
knows how many disabled there
are among the 1.8 million Palestine
refugees. Only small numbers of
the thousands of disabled describe
themselves as disabled, partly be-
cause of embarrassment, partly be-
cause their families are ashamed of
their afflictions.

But based on figures for the world
as whole, there are probably in the
region of 110,000 disabled or even
more among the 1.8 million regis-
tered Palestine refugees. And yet
last year the number of children
placed by UNRWA in various Mid-
dle East institutions was below
300.

Because of shortage of funds and
age limits at treatment centres, UN-
RWA can only help refugee child-
ren of school age. And then only
those whose mental capacity and
general physical state suggest that
they will be able to contribute ma-
terially to their own support. These
include the visually disabled, the
hard-of-hearing and the crippled.
Not eligible for help at the moment
are the mentally disturbed, the un-
dernourished and almost all
adults—whether blind, deaf or crip-
pled, suffering from alcoholism,
drug misuse or just aging.

So, the problem is huge and the
ability to tackle it seems to be se-
verely hampered by lack of funds.

Money is needed to carry out a pi-
lot project to find how best to size
up the difficulties. One answer
could be more residential homes.
The problems caused by institu-
tional segregation are sometimes
outweighed by the advantages.
Brother Andrew Carpentier, Direc-
tor of the Holy Land Institute for
the Deaf, at Salt in Jordan, spent
four years teaching and training 75
children, mostly Palestine refugees
paid for by UNRWA and mostly
from very poor backgrounds. “We
make a constant, conscious effort
not to set their horizons too high”,
says Brother Andrew. “They must
be kept in touch with their families,
community and society.” But too
often, through ignorance, their
homes and communities are not
prepared to meet their special
needs.

“We are faced,” says Brother An-
drew, “with a situation where a
good institution is far better than a
bad family or community atmos-
phere.” He says there is practically
no general understanding of the
handicapped and what can be done
for them. “The International Year of

Disabled Persons will help local
pioneers in their work.”

It might seem therefore that institu-
tions, for all their drawbacks, are
needed in the Middle East. But ex-
perts who have made close studies
of the problems of the disabled feel
that, for once, money is not the
only answer. In the current situa-
tion of crisis, it can be argued that
only the most severely mentally re-
tarded children (and adults) need
the constant supervision of an insti-
tutional home with professional
care.

For most disabled Palestine refu-
gees, life could be made much bet-
ter just by helping families become
more understanding and the com-
munity more tolerant and under-
standing.

UNRWA’s main goal is to identify
those in need and then to integrate
them into their communities, not
necessarily as workers but at least
as respected individuals. UNRWA
believes that “ Full Participation and
Equality,” the motto of the Interna-
tional Year of Disabled Persons,
means helping more Palestine refu-
gees to live with more meaning.
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traditional designs, until just one
single motlf could cover an item
such as a wall-hanging or a large
handbag made out of rough, gaily
coloured hessian. Thus a brick-col-
oured wall-hanging would sport
just a single ‘Tree of Life’, or a
green cushion just a single, enor-
mous ‘Damascus Rose’.

This method may lack some of the
delicacy of traditional Palestinian
embroidery. But Miss May Aboud
of the Nejdeh points out that by
keeping prices to a minimum they
have been able to open up vast new
markets for the Palestinian designs.
The Nejdeh’'s range of cushion
covers retails for between $ 6 and
$ 17, and with prices like these the
Nejdeh was able to report that in
1979 its major markets (after local
Lebanon) were Italy, the USA and
Switzerland.

The Nejdeh has workshops at
four different camps throughout
Lebanon, each one with about 30
full-time workers totally dependent
on the continuing flow of work. So
the pressure to find markets is
great.

Miss Aboud says that this is push-
ing the Nejdeh in two main direc-
tions in its designs. On the one
hand they are developing more
finely worked decorative items
(though she stresses they do not
want to duplicate the work of the
Inaash exactly). On the other they
are developing the sewing side of
the work to produce women'’s and
especially children’s clothes involv-
ing relatively little embroidery and a
lot of ordinary tailoring. With a sim-
ple cotton dress featuring two em-
broidered camels on the yoke re-
tailing for around $ 8, they find they
are competitive in the children’s
clothing market, and now they are
working on an order for 100 dresses
for a Lebanese wholesaler.

This may seem a long way away
from the village bride, quietly
stitching to prepare her trousseau.
But the continuity of skills and de-
signs remains. As one expert on
Palestinian embroidery com-
mented, “The variety of designs is
like a complete language.” If so, it
speaks of hope for the future, for
the thousands of women now able,
through their traditional skills, to
contribute to the family budget.

PalestinePortraits

Aishe Ahmed el-Azzi

In her western dress, Aishe Ahmed
el-Azzi could belong anywhere. But
she lives in New Amman Camp,
one of two large Palestine refugee
camps located within the city limits
of Amman, the capital of Jordan.
Just months before she was born,
her family was uprooted by the
1948 Arab-Israeli war.

“Life has always been difficult for
us. It is run, run, run for a loaf of
bread. My husband has been in
east Jordan since 1957 and he does
whatever work he can find. | cannot
go out to work because | have no
one to look after my young chil-
dren. | feel their formative years are
now and my role is to be with them,
to teach them and to guide them,”
explains Aishe.

A trained seamstress, Aishe at-
tended UNRWA elementary and
lower secondary schools in Hebron
in the now occupied West Bank,
completing her secondary educa-
tion at a Jordan Government
school. After passing the Tawjihi
(Secondary General Education Cer-
tificate) in 1968, she stayed at home
for two years because of the up-
heavals resulting from the 1967 war
and the Israeli occupation of the
West Bank.

In 1970 she took a six-month course
at a nearby UNRWA Sewing Cen-
tre. “This course was invaluable
and opened the door to a position
at the Beni Na'im Charitable So-
ciety Centre where | worked for
four years,” Aishe recalls. “Then in
1976 | married my cousin, who had
been left with two young daughters
to rear on his own. This is what
brought me to Amman.

“When | was living in Hebron, | was
closer to our village of Ajour, lo-
cated in that part of the Hebron
area which was taken in the crea-
tion of Israel. My father was killed
in the 1948 war and my mother who
was pregnant—with me—made her
way with relatives and other villag-
ers to Hebron. She had my two
older brothers and sister in tow; |
do not know how she made it.”

Aishe’s childhood was like that of
any other refugee child in that area,
“so near and yet so far from our
family home . . . We somehow went
on living although heartache and
sadness seemed to permeate every
day of our lives. Then coming to
Amman in 1976 made my heart
even heavier because it meant re-
moving myself from my loved ones
as well as the area of my family
home.”

Within the el-Azzi courtyard, encir-
cled by a cement wall, are three
small rooms built independently of
one another. “We have to keep the
girls—Muntaha, aged 10 years,
Misha’al, 12years old, and Ahlan,
11/, years old—inside the courtyard
because there is no place for them
to play in New Amman Camp. The
older girls go to school and then
come straight home,” Aishe says.
“| try to amuse them and to teach
them to cook and do housework by
giving them light chores to fill their
time. We can do no more for them.
But we dream of the day they will
be able to romp through the fields
of our family village in Palestine.”

Abdullah ladeh -
Samhadaneh

Children are the hope of the future.
That is the firm belief of Abdullah
ladeh Samhadaneh, an UNRWA
mathematics supervisor since 1976
in the Amman, Jordan area.

Each time he sees the children
lined up in the schoolyard before
the day’s classes begin, he says, “|
feel a pride in our Palestinian youth
and a satisfaction in the fact that
the education they are receiving
will help us raise our standard of
living and strenghten our future as
a people.” For this reason, Abdul-
lah is concerned about the threat of
closing parts of UNRWA'’s school
system because of money short-
age.

A 1976 graduate of Bir Zeit Univer-
sity in the Israeli-occupied West
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Family
shock—
and
how to
treat it

“1t is a shock to find you have a dis-
abled child, and in far too many
cases a handicapped child pro-
duces a handicapped family,” says
UNRWA social worker Qasem Mo-
hammad Hussein. He sees the big-
gest problem in the Arab world as a
lack of public awareness.

“We must begin with the families, ”
says Qasem. “They must be taught
how to help, especially during the
first years of a child’s life. Parents
are often helpless. They cannot
help because they do not know
how.” Qasem works in the Balga
area of Jordan which includes
Baga'a camp (population 59,000)
the largest Palestine refugee camp
in the Middle East.

He knows at first hand the obsta-
cles that have to be overcome.
Over-protection for instance can be
as harmful as lack of care. Some
disabled are so sheltered by their
relatives that they have no opportu-
nity to develop independence out-
side the family. At the same time,
crippled or mentally retarded mem-
bers of a family are sometimes hid-
den at home because of a feeling
of shame and embarrassment.

This is not always the case. Often
attitudes in the Middle East are
found to be better than in, say, Eu-
rope. “In Jordan, people are much
more accepting and tolerant than in
Sweden where mental retardation
has been focused on for more than

100 years,” says Swedish-born
Gunhild Sehlin, director of the
Swedish Home for Mentally Re-
tarded Children, in Amman.

“1 do not know if it has to do with
the Muslim religion, their accept-
ance of the will of God. But [ think it
must. Most parents are very con-
cerned about the welfare of their
retarded children. It will be a very
long time before institutions can be
done away with in Jordan,” says
Ms. Sehlin.

Certainly tolerance and acceptance
do help, but they can also cloud the
issues and hamper better under-
standing of how to prevent passing
on problems from generation to
generation.

In one family, the parents are first
cousins. The father is slightly men-
tally retarded. Of the nine children,
all four sons are also mentally re-
tarded. The father was a tenant
farmer until an accident prevented
him from working.

The family now lives in Nuzha refu-
gee community, Amman, Jordan, in
a hut with one single bed. The boys
are aged 8 to 22. Efforts to have
them placed in an institution have
failed. Their mother cannot go out
to work because the children de-
pend on her.

+What more can | do than take care
of them and love them?” she asks.
“It is God'’s will that | have them. |
must take care of them. God gives
me strength to carry on.”

Unfortunately the precise size of
the problem of the mentally re-
tarded, the visually handicapped
and the crippled among the Pales-
tine refugees is unknown. Just how
many disabled there are can only
be guessed. A recent UNESCO
study of children in the United
States showed that 10 in every 100
in the U.S. suffered from some
form of disability. In the Middle
East, where living conditions are far
worse, the proportion must be
higher, although even 10 per cent
would mean some 90,000 disabled
children of Palestine refugees plus
perhaps as many adults.

The problem is not a new one, but
that makes it no more acceptable.
Partly it is the product of centuries
of fear, superstition and ignorance.
More immediately, disability is
caused by inadequate nutrition,
faulty childbearing practices, dis-
eases, infections and accidents.
Among adults, aging itself is a dis-
ability among 20 per cent of the
population aged 60 years and
over.

UNICEF found that programmes to
develop better health services, im-
proved diets, basic education and
family planning were of value. But
the disabled were usually excluded
from existing services. Because of
a chronic shortage of funds, UN-
RWA health services are at a mini-
mum level already. And since a ma-
jor priority is the avoidance of ep-

UNRWA social workers like Qasem Mohammad Hussein visit families regularly to
provide advice and assess needs.



idemics and serious malnutrition
there is little room for change or ex-
pansion.

In its early years, UNRWA neces-
sarily devoted the greater part of its
resources to relief services. As it
became obvious that no quick solu-
tion was likely, the emphasis
moved to education which now
takes more than half the annual
budget. Relief (including welfare)
takes a further quarter and health
services receive only 16 per cent.
This is spent on preventive medi-
cine, health centres, communicable
disease control, maternal and child
health clinics, medical staff, health
education and environmental sani-
tation.

UNRWA welfare workers do help
the handicapped with special train-
ing but funds are so limited that
only very few can be helped. In
1978/79 some 560 destitute old peo-
ple were placed in institutions,
1,400 orphans were placed by local
charitable organisations and 189
handicapped refugees were trained
to integrate them into the life of
their communities. The main rea-
son so few are helped is shortage
of funds, but this in turn is because
the problem is not recognized.
Qasem Mohammad Hussein
speaks of a lack of public aware-
ness in his part of the world. UN-
ESCO says people everywhere are
uninformed as to the causes, pre-
vention and treatment of childhood
disability (which in turn leads to
adult disability) and are filled with
misinformation, superstition and
fear about the subject. This is true,
says UNESCO, not only of unso-
phisticated villagers but also of
community leaders, professional
people, government officials, and
international planners and adminis-
trators.

Sponsors of the International Year
of Disabled Persons hope to bring
some clearer understanding to all
these people.

Qasem Mohammad Hussein hopes
it succeeds. He says all those work-
ing with Palestine refugees in Jor-
dan have high hopes pinned on
1981.

Profile

Mahmoud Ali Hat Jali lost his small shop when it was washed
away by a rainstorm. His stock, valued at JD 1,500 (US$ 4,500) was
uninsured. No one had told him about insurance— —just as when
he was a child no one recommended treatment for the joint disor-
der with which he was born. Now, with maimed feet and hands his
walk is slow and painful with the help of an awkwardly-held cane.
Too disabled to work, his debts are mounting, and he is taking
food on credit to feed his blind mother, his wife and their two
children. The younger child, Saber, has just had his eighth opera-
tion to correct foot and wrist joints. Doctors say he should now be
almost normal. Mahmoud hopes they are right. With no chance of
raising the money to start another shop, he has little else to hope
for.




Through
the eyes
of Maha

Everyone knows that the sunset is a
beautiful rose-red, that spring rains
leave fields covered in greenery
and wild flowers, and that a smile
can light up the face of a loved
one ... but not everyone can see it.
For Maha Tawfiq Abu Dos, last
spring was filled with revelations,
the likes of which she had never im-
agined.

6

An energetic 15-year-old, Maha ap-
pears shy and reserved to those
she does not know. Blind since
birth, she has always worn sun-
glasses when in public. Her bowed
head and slow gait always made it
clear that she was handicapped.
Her family, refugees displaced to
east Jordan as a result of the 1967
Arab-Israeli hostilities, live in a
community of squatters in the
Wadi Abdoun area of the Jordanian
capital of Amman. Their hastily
built shelter is composed of two
small rooms, erected separately as
money became available to house
the family of eight children and the
parents.

Someone to Help

Money has been hard to come by
since Maha's father Tawfiq took ill
several years ago. That illness left
him unable to continue work as a
day labourer. He was fortunate last
year to find his present job as a
messenger for a local lawyer at a
salary of JD 40 (US $ 130) a month.
In spite of this situation, Maha's
mother and father have spared no
effort to help her, taking her from

doctor to doctor in hopes that one
of them would be able to work a
miracle.

One of their medical visits took
Maha to Dr. Adnan Jarjuli, himself
a 1948 refugee from the Tulkarem

area of Palestine. Having per-
formed a number of cornea grafts
in 1979, he examined Maha in late
November to find that surgery
would be in order for her condi-
tion.

Hardly able to believe their ears,
Maha's parents began to prepare
her psychologically for the ordeal
ahead, its possible success and its
possible failure. On 9 January 1980,
her left eye received the first cor-
nea transplant in a delicate two-
hour operation carried out under a
microscope. Termed an initial suc-
cess, it was followed 41 days later
by a second transplant to her right
eye.

Corneas for Maha

“For Maha, whose congenital prob-
lem kept her from seeing properly,
we determined that new corneas
would function with the remaining






