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Although she has cancer, Laila’s life in Baghdad, Iraq was relatively stable.  Her husband 
was an architect, her daughter an engineer, and her two sons attended school.  But Laila’s 
fortunes took a turn for the worse as the violence in Iraq, unleashed after the U.S. invasion and 
occupation, intensified. 

In 2006, after her son’s school was bombed, Laila and her family—except for her daughter, 
who stayed in Baghdad to work—left for Jordan, joining a surge of Iraqis seeking refuge from 
sectarian violence.  Life in Jordan has been tough.  Laila and her husband have been unable to 
earn any income since arriving in Jordan, and she has been turned away from the few sources 
of medical assistance that do exist for Iraqi refugees.  Although her daughter’s husband lives 
in the United States and has been able to help out financially, she fears that the money may 
dry up if her daughter goes to live with him in the U.S.  With her son-in-law’s money, she has 
just been able to afford the $50 a month it costs for her cancer medication.  But her sister in 
Baghdad has to send her the medication, as Laila cannot afford to get to a hospital. “If I was 
on my own, I would return to Baghdad so that I could receive my medical treatment,” Laila 
says. “But with two young sons I cannot risk it.”  And so Laila, frustrated, angry and uncertain, 
is forced to stay in Jordan.

Laila is only one of thousands of refugees currently living in Jordan, which is host to the fifth-
largest refugee population in the world. 1  Many refugees live well below poverty levels.2  

Today, there are more refugees in the Muslim world than anywhere else.3  Over four million 
Palestinians remain refugees, “victims of diplomatic stalemate in the Middle East.”4 Some 5 
million Iraqis have been displaced by sectarian violence since the U.S. invasion of Iraq,5 and 
millions of Sudanese have been forced to flee ethnic violence in Darfur and south Sudan.6 In 
the last few months alone, around three million Pakistanis have been forced to seek refuge in 
foreign countries to escape the fighting between the Pakistani military and Taliban forces.7

Due to an array of factors, refugee crises continue to erupt around the world.8 Natural 
disasters, wars and poverty are just some of the reasons why thousands of people are 
displaced from their homeland every day.  These refugees are forced to seek refuge in 
unfamiliar places, while millions more languish in refugee camps.9 Recent events—such as the 
devastating food crisis and drought in the Horn of Africa and the 2003 war in Iraq—further 
emphasize the need to better address the issues around and rights of refugees as a matter of 
international importance.10 

Civil armed conflict emerging from political instability is one of the leading causes of 
refugees.11 Those refugees seeking a new home due to poverty or a natural disaster can also 
trace their circumstances back to political decisions, and at times a lack of adherence to 
international standards of human rights at both a national and international level. 

While Jordan is often cited as the Middle Eastern country that has the best track record for 
aiding refugees, a lack of concrete policy often results in poor assimilation12 of those refugees 
into Jordanian society, often leaving them impoverished.13 The combination of limited 
resources and an unstable region further contribute to the poor status of refugees in Jordan.

The increased instability in Somalia and Iraq has only further emphasized how ill equipped 
Jordan’s legal system currently is to handle the needs of refugees. The problems of these 
people are made worse by the patchwork of state regulations—often ambiguous in nature— 
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that govern refugees situated in Jordan.14 Jordan is not a party to the 1951 Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees, the key international legal framework governing the status 
of refugees, though the country has signed a memorandum of understanding with the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.15  

The large influx of refugees into Jordan, coupled with the country’s lack of concrete refugee 
policy, has created immense strain on the economic16 and social system.17 Refugees have 
contributed to deepening Jordan’s socioeconomic and political problems. In addition, 
insufficient—and ill allocated—funding1819 are often cited as obstacles to the government’s 
ability to properly address the current numbers of refugees residing in Jordan.20 Following the 
2003 outbreak of armed conflict in Iraq, Jordan has received the largest increase of refugees 
since the 1948 Arab-Israeli war.21 

In recent years, a number of suspected violations of Jordan’s “customary law obligation 
not to return refugees to a country where their lives or freedom are threatened because 
of persecution” have been recorded.  For example, after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, Jordan 
experienced an influx of third country nationals from Palestine, Sudan, Somalia, Chad, Eritrea, 
Dijbouti, Mali and Egypt.  However, soon after many of them arrived, there was a large drop-
off in the numbers of third country nationals in Iraq.  This was due to a policy implemented 
by the Jordanian government that “focused on ensuring that the third country nationals 
left Jordan for their countries of origin” within 72 hours.  While the refugees were given the 
decision as to whether or not they would return home, the time-frame created pressure on 
them and called into question whether the refugees were aware of their rights, and thus 
capable of making an informed decision.22 

While Jordan and UNHCR continue to make efforts to solve the refugee problem, the needs 
of refugees entering Jordan are often ignored23 due to a lack of national incentives and 
international assistance24 aimed at helping people understand their rights and options as 
refugees residing in Jordan.25 To better understand the needs of the current refugees, and 
how funding can be effectively applied to help refugees become aware of their options and 
available resources, it is necessary to explore first hand accounts of issues current refugees 
residing in Jordan face.26 

Key Findings 

Building on a commitment to provide comprehensive and practical human rights based legal, 
socioeconomic and sociological services to refugees in Jordan, Legal Aid Jordan conducted 
an extensive survey of almost 3,000 refugees residing in Jordan. These participants told 
Legal Aid paralegals their needs and plans for the future. The first hand accounts of refugees 
coupled with scholarly research on the political and legal factors driving their struggles further 
emphasize the dire need of the Jordanian government to implement—and in some cases 
reform—their national laws governing the rights of refugees. 

This report aims to provide a through and in-depth analysis of Jordan’s legal framework 
and policies on refugees in the hope that more concrete protection of refugees can be 
incorporated into Jordanian national law.

Most striking is that Jordan’s national legislation does not align with the international 
humanitarian framework for refugees—and in general, does not embrace concepts such 
as pro-bono aid and national procedural norms governing incidents of violence, such as 
domestic abuse, which is increasingly cited as problematic within refugee communities.  In 
addition there remains gaps in the rights refugees’ need and the rights they receive, especially 
pertaining to employment and education.
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The key findings of Legal Aid Jordan’s team can be broken down into (1) legal issues; (2) needs 
of refugees; and (3) resettlement.

Legal Issues

     * Civil legal problems: Refugees struggle to maintain a legal existence in Jordan,       
 attain proper residency status and avoid overstay fines; refugees struggle to find    
 employment and secure work permits; refugees residing in Jordan also face    
 housing issues.

     * Civil Status legal problems: Parents’ inability to provide proper legal documents    
 leads to ambiguous legal standing of their children; marriage and overstay    
 fines; marriage between male refugees and Jordanian women must be approved    
 by the Ministry of Interior, in addition to a fine paid; poverty leads to an increase in   
 divorce and instability between spouses.   

     * Administrative legal problems: The capacity of the legal system to respond to the   
 nature of refugees’ needs is a major problem; the judicial system faces capacity    
 problems and lacks specialization for refugee problems; and Jordan’s national    
 legislation does not align with international humanitarian framework for refugees.  

Needs of Refugees

      * According to refugee accounts, their needs vary considerably, but one fundamental   
 aspect remains consistent: adequate employment.  While foreigners are allowed to work  
 in Jordan, the process for attaining a work permit is complicated and lengthy, and   
 the process deters refugees from seeking permits.  Some refugees resort to working   
 without permits.  There needs to be more clarification of requirements and processes   
 needed to obtain a work permit.

      * More importantly, securing refugees’ fundamental right to employment—as protected   
 by the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees—needs to   
 be recognized by Jordan’s government.  Refugees’ right to work should be emphasized   
 and conveyed clearly.  

Resettlement

      * The main problems with the resettlement process include:  a lack of faith in the process   
  and a lack of trust in the authorities who handle their cases; the negative     
 affect of rumors; the lack of clarification on information from aid agencies;    
 the long process for resettlement; an overestimation of the amount of     
 aid refugees believe they will receive in their resettlement countries; not being    
 able to learn the language of the resettlement country; frequent return after the    
 first year in a resettlement country because of the difficulty of adjusting to life    
 there and a lack of work opportunities; and, for Sudanese and Somalis, a     
 perception that there is discrimination against them in the resettlement process.



SEPTEMBER  2011   |   7

Recommendations

      *  Concrete national laws governing domestic violence must be created to address a  
 growing number of issues that arise, especially within refugee communities.

      *  Enforce accountability of all government departments presiding over refugee rights and  
 ensure these respective departments are cooperating with the refugees’ countries of  
 origin.  

      *  As a member of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Jordan must uphold its  
 commitment within national court, even in the case of refugees.

      *  Law and policy governing discrimination must be implemented to deal with the   
 increased diversity in Jordanian society, coinciding with an increased documentation of  
 incidents of discrimination, especially within the school system. 

      *  Pro-bono legal services should be systemized nationally, and refugee access promoted. 

      *  Education of refugees regarding the international obligations of host countries to meet  
 basic needs of refugees should be promoted. 

      *  Refugee policy in Jordan should be constructed in such a way that facilitates the work  
 of civil society organizations that advocate for legal protection and adherence to   
 human rights standards for refugees.

      *  Encourage research and study of the situation refugees face regionally in order to  
 better develop informed policy based on direct interactions with refugees. This also  
 allows an opportunity to provide refugees with information regarding their options  
 and/or where they can seek better advice, allowing for more informed decisions.

      *  Better education for personnel in the public and private sector is needed,  especially in  
 the health and education fields. 

      *  Shelters are needed for vulnerable refugees as well as more access to social services.
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(A) Methodology

The work of Legal Aid Jordan with refugees is conducted with three goals in mind: (1) to 
provide legal services to refugees, including legal consultations and representation before 
all types of courts; (2) to conduct sessions for refugees on a variety of topics with the aim of 
raising awareness around such issues as human rights and Jordanian laws concerning refugees; 
(3) and the formation of a panel of refugees to represent the interests of the wider refugee 
community in Jordan for the purposes of Legal Aid’s research. This allows for Legal Aid staff to 
better assess the relevance of current projects and to better learn how to shape future projects 
to fully meet the needs of the intended beneficiaries. This particular report is based on the 
findings of a panel of refugees.

This report catalogs refugees’ thoughts on a variety of issues to benefit both refugees 
and policy makers. Legal Aid convened a panel of nine paralegals representing refugee 
communities across Jordan.  The panel included seven Iraqis—five men, two women—a Sunni 
Muslim, a Shi’a Muslim, a Christian and a Sabean.  In addition, one of the Iraqis is an elderly 
man.  The other two paralegals include one Somali and one Sudanese person from Darfur.  
After announcing the project through NGO partners working in the field, Legal Aid chose 
the members of the panel based on multiple NGO recommendations, their qualifications 
and whom they represent.  Each group of participants surveyed was diverse in ethnicity, sect, 
religion, educational background and financial and marital status.

A total of 2,865 refugees were interviewed by the paralegals; 1,145 were female, 1,720 were 
male. Of the 2,865 participants, 2,360 were Iraqi refugees; 335 Sudanese refugees; and 170 
Somali refugees. The refugees varied in age between 18 and 70 years old.  

Each paralegal was requested to ask similar questions, but not necessarily the same questions 
since the survey method was qualitative. The paralegals were required to discuss the questions 
within their communities, and with their families, friends and colleagues. Trainings on how to 
conduct their assignments were given by the Legal Aid staff, in addition to a training initiative 
organized by the International Organization for Migration.  Legal Aid signed memorandums of 
understanding with the paralegals, who were paid incentives.  

Legal Aid gave the paralegal panel the task of collecting information from their respective 
communities.  The survey catalogued the refugees’ needs and their evaluation of the current 
efforts being made to meet those needs; their future plans and how they make decisions; and 
their thoughts on resettlement.  

In addition, Legal Aid team members conducted scholarly research on the international legal 
framework that governs refugees, how Jordan fits into that framework, and the current refugee 
situation in Jordan.   

The paralegals were then asked to combine the results from their respective surveys and create 
a report on each community. These reports, combined with scholarly research on the political 
and legal contexts, are outlined in the report that follows. 

METHODOLOGY & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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The mass displacement of peoples during the Second World War was one major aspect 
that contributed to the establishment of an international legal framework on a variety 
of issues.  The rights of refugees thus played a central role in the conceptualization of 
international law, the basis of which stems from the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR).27  Still, while the UDHR is an important document, it is only a declaration and 
therefore is not a binding document, although it served as the basis for subsequent binding 
international treaties.  

In 1950, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was established by 
the United Nations General Assembly. While responsibility resides primarily with governments 
when they fail to protect the human rights of refugees, the UNHCR is meant to provide 
“international protection … to refugees,” as well as “seek[ing] permanent solutions for the 
problem of refugees by assisting governments.”28  The UNHCR is the main international body 
tasked with attempting to remedy the denial of human rights to refugees throughout the 
world. 

The agency protects refugees by securing their rights under international law and by 
preventing involuntary repatriation to their home countries.  Longer-term solutions that 
UNHCR focus on promoting include voluntary repatriation, integration into refugees’ new 
place of residence or resettling in a third country.29  In its most recent report on ensuring 
protection for refugees, the agency noted that they had succeeded in ensuring that “the 
national legal framework has been improved to be more consistent with international 
protection standards” on refugees in sixteen countries. 31 

UNHCR also functions as an aid agency, providing refugees in need with necessities such 
as clean water, sanitation, shelter materials and education.  UNHCR readies itself to provide 
such aid on an emergency basis when crises unexpectedly erupt.30  Lastly, UNHCR is involved 
with the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which came out of 
a landmark meeting in 2000 that outlined a number of ambitious targets to reduce extreme 
poverty by 2015.  UNHCR is a member of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on MDG 
Indictators, which produces an annual report on the progress being made towards reaching 
the MDGs.  Through this group, UNHCR keeps a close watch on how refugees can be helped 
by and are included in the MDG process.31

The key legal concepts that grant an individual international refugee status are outlined in 
the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees.32  The convention also addresses the 
rights of refugees under international law, and the obligations of nation states recognizing 
the authority of international law to uphold the rights refugees have.  According to the 
convention, a refugee is defined as anyone “outside the country of his nationality” who is 
unable to “avail himself of the protection of that country” because of a “well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion.”  

Additionally, a refugee is anyone who does not have a nationality and is “outside the country 
of his former habitual residence.”  While the original convention was meant to be applied 
to those who were refugees as a result of “events occurring before 1 January 1951,” the 
subsequent 1967 protocol33 made this phrase meaningless.  

INTERNATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR REFUGEES
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A number of rights are outlined in the 1951 convention, including:  freedom of religion; 
freedom of association; free and equal access to courts; the right to work; the right to 
housing; and more.  The document imposes on contracting states the obligation to respect 
and promote the rights of refugees.  One of the most important concepts outlined in the 
1951 convention is the “prohibition on refoulment,” which prohibits states from expelling or 
returning “a refugee in any manner whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or 
freedom would be threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion.”  A 2001 report from the UNHCR notes that the 
prohibition on refoulment is the “most fundamental protection owed to a refugee.”34 

Although the 1951 convention is the key legal document on refugees, other international legal 
documents are also of importance to note.  The International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR),35 conceived in 1966, is an important document that needs to be looked at 
to understand further the rights of refugees under international law.  It mirrors the UDHR, 
and essentially turns that non-binding document into a binding one.  The ICCPR outlines key 
rights, similar to those found in the UDHR, but binds states that have ratified the treaty to 
uphold those rights.  According to the United Nations, there are 167 states that are parties to 
this treaty.36  A UN body, the Human Rights Committee, monitors compliance with the treaty.  

As human rights scholar Santhosh Persaud notes, “International human rights law 
complements international refugee law. Refugee law does not supersede human rights law as 
lex specialis if the human rights norm offers more protection.”37  The ICCPR, in some cases, 
may offer more protection to refugees than the 1951 convention, Persaud states.  Other 
studies have further elaborated on protection that can be provided to refugees through other 
human rights treaties and regional frameworks outside of the 1951 and 1967 documents on 
refugees.38

There are many different types of refugees.39 These include conflict-induced displacement; 
development-induced displacement; disaster-induced displacement; internally displaced 
persons; and smuggled and trafficked people. 

The Arab world has many refugees, and conflict-induced displacement is a major 
cause.  Palestinian refugees (who are covered by a separate UN agency, UNRWA) constitute 
the largest group of refugees.  This refugee crisis was brought on by the Arab-Israeli wars in 
1948 and 1967.  There was a large increase of refugees following the invasion of Iraq by the 
United States on March 19th 2003. The influx of refugees reached its height in 2006 after the 
bombing of the al-Askari mosque in Samarra.40 The Arab world has also faced problems of 
smuggling and human trafficking.

Refugees in Jordan—a country that has the “world’s highest refugee to total population 
ratio”—exist in a legally precarious framework.41 Jordan is not a party to the 1951 Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees, nor to the 1967 protocol. “This status is explained by some 
in terms of regional politics, as Jordan is already host to the highest number of Palestinian 
refugees (albeit under special status) in the world, and the fear that the 1951 Convention 
might turn Palestinian refugees with right of return into permanent residents in Jordan.”42 
Thus, Jordan “has no refugee law or asylum procedures.”43 However, Jordan is a party to the 
ICCPR,44 which contain some provisions that uphold refugees’ rights such as the prohibition 
on refoulment.45  

Most Palestinian refugees living in Jordan are citizens, and a separate UN agency, UNRWA, 
takes responsibility for Palestinian refugees.   Jordan does not recognize refugees as such; 
rather, refugees are regarded as “guests” in the country.  
However, in 1998, in the wake of hosting a large number of Iraqis who fled their country due 
to the first Gulf War and Western-imposed sanctions, Jordan signed a Memorandum of 
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Understanding with UNHCR, which “provides a legal framework for coordinated efforts to 
deal with refugee issues.”46 Under the terms of the agreement, “Jordan is legally bound to 
admit asylum seekers, including undocumented entrants, and to respect UNHCR’s refugee 
status determinations.  It also agrees not to practice any form of ‘refoulment’ of refugees and 
asylum seekers from its territory.”47 UNHCR notes that the agreement signed with Jordan “is in 
accord with the major principles of international protection” for refugees.  Moreover, “Jordan’s 
Law on Residence and Foreigners’ Affairs gives the minister of interior the discretion to waive 
normal immigration requirements ‘on account of special considerations connected with 
international or humanitarian courtesy or of the right to political asylum.’”48 

Foreigners, including refugees, can apply for authorization to work in Jordan, as well as 
authorization to live, though this requires large sums of money.49 Many refugees currently 
in Jordan, though, work without the proper legal documents, and stay over the time they 
are legally allowed to reside in Jordan, and are thus at risk of deportation.50  The Jordanian 
government’s strategy for long-term solutions for refugees refuses any possibility for local 
integration.  If the situation that caused refugees to come to Jordan remains unsolved, then 
the only viable option is resettlement in a third country--an option that also poses difficulties.51

2011 UNHCR PLANNING FIGURES FOR JORDAN / Source: UNHCR
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As of January 2011, Jordan is home to around 450, 915 refugees (excluding Palestinian 
refugees) and 2,159 asylum seekers. 52 Asylum seekers are people “who [are] seeking 
protection as a refugee and [are] still waiting to have their claim assessed. Every recognized 
refugee has at some point been an asylum seeker.”53  However, determining the exact number 
of refugees will always be a challenge as a majority of such people dwell in urban settings that 
allow for dense population and interspersion amongst locals.

Often referred to as a safe haven for refugees with a long history of harboring refugees from 
neighboring countries engaged in upheavals, Jordan still lacks concrete legal statuses for the 
ever-increasing influx of displaced persons. Many of these refugees and asylum seekers come 
from Palestine, Iraq, Sudan and Somalia. Although Jordan allows for the presence of these 
refugees, the actual governmental policies often leave the legal status of them ambiguous, 
and easily exploited.54  Due to a lack of assistance, many refugees are unaware of the rights 
they do have.  

(A) Palestinian Refugees

There are around 1.9 million Palestinian refugees registered by UNRWA in Jordan, 26,389 of 
whom are infants and 350,899 of whom currently reside in refugee camps—10 which house 
only Palestinian refugees, who make up 17 percent of Jordan’s registered refugee population. 

55 The Palestinian refugee population in Jordan amounts to around 1/3 of the total Palestinian 
diaspora.56  In general, “the Palestinian refugee population is young. Approximately 31 
percent of all registered refugees are below the age of fifteen.”57 

Palestinian refugees in Jordan have unique legal status depending on their year of arrival, 
and most Palestinians have full Jordanian citizenship. But the some 140,000 Palestinians who 
originate from the Gaza Strip and live in Jordan do not have the same status as those who 
originated from the West Bank because up until 1967, the Gaza Strip was administered by 
Egypt. Palestinians of Gazan origin residing in Jordan are therefore only eligible for temporary 
Jordanian passports, which do not entitle them to full citizenship rights. 

Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan are mostly located in central and northern Jordan.  “Four 
camps were set up on the east bank of the Jordan river after the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, and six 
after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. Three other neighborhoods in Amman, Zarqa and Madaba are 
considered camps by Jordanian government and ‘unofficial’ camps by UNRWA.”58

In 1948, the creation of Israel resulted in the flight of about 100,000 Palestinian refugees 
across the Jordan River.  The main organization for assisting refugees was the International 
Committee of the Red Cross until May 1950, which is when UNRWA began operations.  
Refugees were first accommodated in tents until the late 1950s, and then brick shelters came 
into use. Soon after the population of Jordan began to rise, residential areas began emerging 
around refugee camps.  Refugees then worked hard to make their camps resemble their 
surroundings.59

In the 1967 conflict, Israel militarily defeated a coalition of Arab states in the Six-Day War and 
began the occupation of the Golan Heights, West Bank, Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula 
(since returned to Egypt).  This generated over 300,000 more Palestinian refugees.60 Of the 
300,000, at least 245,000 from the West Bank and Gaza Strip fled to Jordan.61 Originally, 
Palestinians displaced in 1967 were not given any legal status in Jordan, but in 1970 the 
Jordanian Ministry of Occupied Territories began registering refugees.62

II. REFUGEES IN JORDAN



MAPPING REFUGEE MINDS: A REPORT FROM JORDAN   |   14

Shortly after Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s forces entered Kuwait, the Gulf War of 1990-91 
erupted.  This resulted in more Palestinian refugees coming into Jordan.  Following the end of 
the war, which led to Iraq withdrawing, Kuwait expelled some 300,000 Palestinians63 because 
of the Kuwaiti government’s perception that the PLO allied itself with Saddam Hussein during 
the occupation.64 Jordan, already suffering economically, was the destination for the displaced 
Palestinians, and was negatively affected by this sudden influx.65

(B) Iraqi Refugees

The Jordanian government estimates that around 450,000-500,000 Iraqis currently reside 
in Jordan.66 Of these, only 32, 952 have registered with UNHCR as of July 2011.67 “Some 
refugees avoid registration for fear that they will become known to local authorities and 
might be detained or even deported.”68 Up to 13 percent of Iraqis in Jordan hold Jordanian 
passports.69 An extensive survey conducted by the Norwegian Research Institute Fafo, in 
collaboration with the Jordanian government, details further the statistical breakdown of Iraqi 
refugees in Jordan.  Among the findings, the survey found:  Iraqi refugees in Jordan largely 
reside in urban areas, with the vast majority of them residing in the Amman governorate, 
originally coming from Baghdad; the vast majority are Sunni Muslims (68 percent), although 
minorities of Shi’a Muslims (17 percent) and Christians (12 percent) also exist; the gender 
distribution is relatively equal, although there are slightly more women than men; and the 
population is on average older than the Jordanian population, with the majority being above 
the age of 25.70

Iraqi refugees face many challenges.  The UNHCR identifies the lack of legal status as 
the “main protection challenge for refugees and asylum-seekers […] due to the lack of 
local integration possibilities in Jordan, resettlement remains the only durable solution 
for the majority of Iraqi refugees.” But due to the continued unrest and dubious security 
circumstances in Iraq, the UNHCR also states that “large-scale returns are not anticipated.”A 
majority of Iraqis who have returned have regretted the decision, “citing insecurity, economic 
hardship and a lack of basic public services.”71 In addition to the lack of concrete legal statuses 
available to refugees residing in Jordan, the UNHCR points to lack of employment rights for 
them, poor access to social security services, and poor living conditions as severe obstacles 
for the increasing influx of Iraqi refugees—an estimated 20 percent of whom have specific 
medical needs, such as medical and/or psychological conditions.72

The UNHCR identifies funding shortfalls as compounding these problems.  According to the 
UNHCR, “the 2011 budget has declined to USD 43.4 million from USD 63.4 in 2010.”    

According to a 2009 report by Amnesty International, most Iraqi refugees have “no legal 
status as they were unable to meet the narrow criteria for obtaining residence permits and 
so were not legally entitled to work.” 73  And in 2006, Jordan began to bar the entry of Iraqi 
single men between the ages of 17 and 35 following a 2005 terrorist attack in Amman.74

The first major wave of Iraqi refugees into Jordan occurred as the 1991 Gulf War broke out 
and with the subsequent imposition of sanctions on Iraq.  During this period, “Iraqi refugees 
swelled the population of Jordan by some 300,000–350,000, including members of Saddam 
Hussein’s family.”75  However, this number was to be significantly dwarfed by the flow of Iraqi 
refugees in the aftermath of the U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq on March 19, 2003.  

Many international aid agencies and the United Nations expected a large-scale refugee crisis 
in 2003 as the U.S. prepared to invade Iraq, as did some U.S. officials. “Following the start of 
the war, however, the massive displacement did not develop…the hallmarks of ‘humanitarian 
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crisis’ largely failed to materialize in the first two years after the fall of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime.”76  Although there were refugees that entered Jordan as a result of the immediate U.S. 
invasion in 2003,77 it was not until 2006 that the Iraqi refugee crisis exploded in numbers.

In 2006, the bombing of the revered Shi’a Askariya Shrine in Samarra occurred.  The attack by 
suspected Iraqi insurgents set off sectarian fury throughout Iraq, with Shiite militia members 
taking out their rage on Sunni mosques. 78  In the aftermath, “millions of people were forced 
from their homes, victims of the sectarian violence that was now ravaging the country in full 
force.”79  Jordan saw the entry of many of these refugees, and most of them have remained.  

(C) Somali Refugees

There is a general shortage of information about Somali refugees in Jordan.  Little reporting on 
their lives in Jordan have been documented or published.  However, some facts are known.  As 
of July 2011, there were a total of 245 Somali refugees who received assistance from UNHCR, 
as well as 32 asylum seekers.80 Of these, 132 are female and 145 are male.  The vast majority 
of Somali refugees are between the ages of 18 and 59.81 However, these numbers could 
be higher if some Somali refugees have not registered with UNHCR.  A Legal Aid paralegal 
estimates that there are about 300 Somalis in Jordan that are not registered with the UNHCR. 
Somalis are a small minority group in Jordan who mostly live in the Amman neighborhoods of 
Hai al-Masarwi and Jabel Amman.82

Somalis first came to Jordan after the Gulf War, where they were expatriate workers in Kuwait.  
The Gulf War also coincided with the start of a civil war in Somalia, which drove many Somalis 
out.  Currently, there are about 770,000 Somali refugees worldwide.83  Other causes of flight 
include the “Islamic Courts Union, Ethiopian intervention and the Shabab militias.”84  In 2006, 
the Union of Islamic Courts held power in parts of the country after taking control 

  
ABED’S STORY

As a young man, Abed’s family was killed by the militia in front of him during the Somalian 
war. Only his mother and sisters survived, but were raped and kidnapped to be slaves for the 
militia. Like many young Somali men, Abed was forced to make the decision of being killed 
or becoming a member of the militia army. Abed managed to escape and sought refuge in 
Jordan.

Now 24 years old, Abed lives in Jordan with four other men in a small apartment. Abed feels 
lucky to have a safe place to sleep and a one meal a day. Yet he struggles to survive as a 
refugee in Jordan. Jobs are scarce in Jordan and Abed has no education and does not speak 
Arabic or English.  Often he must accept humiliating jobs just to scrape together the bare 
necessities needed for survival. While he appreciates the better life Jordan offers, Abed says, 
“I wish for the opportunity to receive education so I can learn Arabic and English. Then I can 
have a decent job and live with dignity.”
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of the capital Mogadishu.85  However, after the Islamist take over, “forces loyal to the interim 
administration seized control from the Islamists at the end of 2006” with the backing of Ethiopian 
troops.  Then, “Islamist insurgents - including the Al-Shabab group, which later declared allegiance 
to al-Qaeda - fought back against the government and Ethiopian forces, regaining control of most 
of southern Somalia by late 2008.”86  

(D) Sudanese Refugees

There is also a shortage of information about the Sudanese refugee community in Jordan.  
According to the UNHCR, 390 Sudanese refugees in Jordan have been assisted by the organization 
as of July 2011, as well as 257 asylum seekers.  Of these, 216 Sudanese refugees are female, and 
435 male.  The Sudanese refugee population is younger than the Somali refugee population.  108 
female Sudanese refugees are between the ages of 0 and 11, and 105 for male refugees.  But like 
the Somali refugee population, most refugees are between the ages of 18 and 59:  90 female 
refugees and 289 male refugees.87  But it is important to note, again, that these numbers could 
be higher if some Sudanese refugees have not registered with UNHCR while in Jordan.  Sudanese 
people live scattered throughout Amman and Zarqa.88  

  AHMAD’S STORY

Ahmad is afraid of going to school each morning. A 13-year old Sudanese boy, he lives 
with his family in Jordan where they sought refuge from the war in Darfour. He says he 
knows how lucky he is, even if he doesn’t fully understand everything that has happened 
to him, or why he gets teased at school for the color of his skin and his accent. Unable to 

There are no programs in Ahmad’s school that helps refugee children assimilate—and no 
measures are taken against the bullying and beating that Ahmad regularly receives from 
his fellow classmates. The only time he feels comfortable is when he is with the other 
Sudanese kids, making it even harder for him to assimilate. Ahmad says of the experience, 
“I wish I could tell my parents that I don’t want to go to school anymore, but they are 
always telling me how very lucky I am to have the chance. But I can’t fully understand 
that because of what happens. I also don’t want my parents to be disappointed with me.”

Ahmad is just one of many children of refugees who face daily discrimination in schools 
across Jordan, enduring various problems and abuse in their refuge countries. The sad 
reality is that the discrimination begins at a much larger level—and is embedded in 
policy and attitudes towards refugees. Most of the children bullying refugees are merely 
imitating language and actions exhibited by their elders. 
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Sudan has been racked by a number of issues in recent years that have generated refugees 
from the country.  But it is the fighting in Darfur, coupled with crop destruction there, that 
has most fueled Sudanese refugees coming to Jordan.89  All Sudanese refugees in Jordan are 
currently from Darfur, according to information from a Legal Aid paralegal.  
Refugees continue to have a huge impact on Jordan, a country that has the world’s highest 
refugee-to-total-population ratio.  Jordan is home to at least 450, 915 refugees (excluding 
those of Palestinian origin) and 2,159 asylum seekers.90

  SUHAD’S STORY

Plaintive: Suhad Allawi, represented by Legal Aid Jordan once the wife made her final 
decision to pursue it legally. Suhad was provided with full legal consultations.

Suhad Allawi is an Iraqi women married in 2000 to an Iraqi man in Iraq. The husband 
was from the Sabe’a sect, but converted to Islam before marrying Suhad who is 
Muslim.  Due to the outbreak of war in Iraq, the husband left for Sweden in 2009 
searching for a better life and promising his wife to send for her after he settle down. 
But Suhad, now resettled in Jordan with her three children—all under ten years old—
hasn’t heard from her husband since he left Iraq. Forced to leave her home in Iraq in a 
hurry due to war, Suhad is alone with her children without identifying documents or 
financial support from anyone.

In order to receive more service and assistances—in addition to having the opportunity 
to remarry—Suhad finally decided to seek a divorce.
 The only choice Suhad had was to file the case before the Share’a Court in Jordan, 
requesting repudiation of marriage for absenteeism in accordance with Article 199 of 
the Jordanian Civil Status Law. Suhad was instructed to notify her husband by sending a 
notice to the last known address before moving on with the suit. 
Such cases need between four and six months in order for the wife to obtain the final 
divorce certificate and start organizing her life accordingly. The case is challenging due 
to complications regarding the different religious standings—and in this particular case, 
Suhad’s inability to prove that her husband converted to Islam before marriage. Both 
spouses are required to prove they converted to receive ratification of the marriage 
contract either through the Iraqi Embassy in Jordan or within the Ministry in Iraq. This 
case represents the lack of specialized legislation recognizing complex situations often 
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(A) IMPACT

One way to look at the impact refugees have on Jordan is how they have affected the 
economy.  According to the Jordanian government, Iraqi refugees in particular have taken a 
“toll” on Jordan’s economy as they represent the largest non-Palestinian refugee population 
in the country. “It is estimated that hosting thousands of Iraqis is costing the country about 
US$1.6 billion in services and resources as required investments to maintain the level of 
basic services, and to accommodate the increased demand as a result of hosting this influx.”  
The economic impact of hosting Iraqi refugees can be seen on various sectors, including 
government subsidies in “wheat, rice, fuel, medical treatment, nutrition programs at schools, 
and water”; energy costs; water consumption; health services; and transport.  However, the 
government does admit that the Iraqi refugees “residing in Jordan do have access to job 
opportunities where some specializations are lacking in the Jordanian labor market.”91  

It is worth noting that the Jordanian government has taken positive steps such as allowing Iraqi 
children to register at public schools and providing Iraqis with health care at public hospitals at 
the same rate as uninsured Jordanians.92 

Many refugees wish to return to their home countries, but are forced to stay in Jordan because 
of unresolved political conflicts and the lack of security and job opportunities.  Barring 
solutions to those conflicts—a complex task in and of itself— many refugees stay in Jordan.  

To monetarily meet the future needs of refugees, the Jordanian government states that much 
more money is needed from donors.  The Jordanian Ministry of Planning notes that “since 
2007, the support received from the international community (either support extended to the 
Government of Jordan by various donors, or support extended through NGOs) did not meet 
the cost of hosting Iraqis in Jordan.”  A Ministry of Planning report estimates that “an amount 
of over US$501 million is needed” to meet future housing demand from Iraqi refugees.  
Additionally, “an amount of US$1.08 million is required in capital expenditure over the coming 
3 years” to expand capacity and implement new projects to “accommodate the continuous 
pressure on the various sectors.”93

Although Iraqi refugees’ impact on Jordanian society and infrastructure is larger due to the 
numbers of Iraqis in Jordan, Somali and Sudanese refugees also put strain on Jordan. 

While efforts continue to be made to meet the needs of all refugees, the lack of necessary 
resources makes it difficult for them to properly assimilate into a new culture. This in turn often 
leads to a loss of dignity as families struggle to provide the bare necessities for their families, 
which complicates the matter of refugees in Jordan more.  

Legal Aid Jordan’s on-the-ground research in refugee communities contributes to a more 
comprehensive picture of refugees’ needs.

The data that follows better emphasizes the difficulties faced by Somali, Sudanese and Iraqi 
refugees residing in Jordan. The data represents the thoughts, needs, and ideas of the refugees 
in their own words, and is based on interviews and qualitative surveys conducted by paralegals 
from Legal Aid Jordan. A total of 2,865 refugees were interviewed by the paralegals, 1,145 
of which were female, 1,720 of which were male. Of the 2,865 participants, 2,360 were 
Iraqi refugees; 335 Sudanese refugees; and 170 Somali refugees. The refugees varied in age 
between 18 and 70 years old.  

III. REFUGEES IN JORDAN: IMPACT, LEGAL PROBLEMS, 
NEEDS, THEIR FUTURE & RESETTLEMENT
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Each paralegal was requested to ask similar questions, but not necessarily the same questions 
since the survey method was qualitative. The paralegals were required to discuss the questions 
within their communities, and with their families, friends and colleagues. Trainings on how to 
conduct their assignments were given by the Legal Aid staff, in addition to a training initiative 
organized by the International Organization for Migration.  Legal Aid signed memorandums 
of understanding with the paralegals, who were paid incentives.  

The data based on the paralegal research is below and is broken up into four parts:  (1) key 
legal problems; (2) needs of refugees; (3) plans for the future; and (4) resettlement.  

(B) Legal Problems:  A Desperate Circle 

Legal Aid has identified a number of fundamental problems refugees face in the fight for their 
rights.

What follows is a summary of the main legal problems faced by refugees residing in Jordan, 
as identified by Legal Aid based on interviews and surveys we conducted. The legal sections 
are divided according to three criteria:  (1) civil legal issues; (2) civil status legal issues; and (3) 
administrative legal issues.

  ABDEL’S STORY

Plaintive Name: Abdel Sallam Hassan. There was no need for legal representation in this 
case because it was solved through legal consultations.

Abdel Sallam Hassan, a Somali man, married a Somali woman in Jordan.  They had a 
child and obtained a birth notification from the hospital, but are afraid to apply for a 
birth certificate because the wife has a forged passport. The parents are obliged to issue 
a birth certificate within 60 days.  If they fail to do so, fines will incur.

Hassan stated that the Civil Status Department had refused to give him a birth 
certificate due to his incomplete and unofficial documents, the most important of 
which is the passport of the child’s mother. Issuing an original passport to the mother is 
a safety risk, as she can face deportation and legal problems for using a forged passport 
to enter Jordan—an all too common problem among Somali refugees.

The only solution is to not issue a birth certificate or any other official document for 
their baby girl, and register her as an asylum seeker with UNHCR.  This will be the only 
identity she will have.  In the future, this will cause problems if her family stays in Jordan 
and the girl tries to enter school.
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Civil legal problems

      * Refugees struggle to maintain a legal existence in Jordan and to attain proper residency  
 status.  In addition, “one particular stressor involves overstaying residency permits,  
 which results in a 1.5 JD fine per day (U.S. $2 per day).”94  

      * Refugees have problems maintaining legal employment and securing work permits.  
 “We are suffering from the lack of job opportunities, and if we found a job we can’t  
 obtain a work permit, due to the many requirements and difficult process,” said Legal  
 Aid paralegal and Iraqi refugee Sarmad Na’oum.  It is estimated that hundreds of  
 thousands of Iraqi refugees reside in Jordan without a work permit.95

      * Refugees in Jordan face legal problems related to paying the rent.  Some refugees  
 can’t find residence without being threatened with eviction in a short period of time  
 due to their inability to pay the rent.  The threat of further displacement, this time from  
 apartments in Jordan, stems from their inability to work legally in most Jordanian jobs.  
 96 “The absence of many legal documents for Iraqi refugees, or to ratify what they have  
 for many legal requirements and actions, is a huge obstacles for the refugees,” says  
 Ranin Abood, a paralegal and advocate at Legal Aid.  

Civil status legal problems

      * Married refugees in Jordan often face problems with newborn children’s status due  
 to their inability to provide proper legal documents. For example, if non-Jordanian  
 parents don’t have a legal marriage contract, they are not able to register their children  
 with the Jordanian Civil Status Department.  There will also be no birth certificate for  
 the child.  As Jordanian Civil Status Law 2001, Article 13 stipulates, delaying registration  
 of a child for over 30 days after the birth registration limit will result in fines.  And if  
 there is no registration, a newborn child will not be able to obtain a passport.
  
      * There are also marriage fines that refugees have to contend with.  Marriage between  
 male refugees and Jordanian women must be approved by the Ministry of Interior, in  
 addition to a fine paid. To avoid this procedure, many choose to have a customary  
 marriage ceremony, undocumented by the state. However, this in turn leads to   
 limitations in regards to their rights as a couple and their children’s rights as recognized  
 by the Jordanian government.

      * Poverty has led to an increase in divorce and instability between spouses.  Domestic  
 violence is documented as being one of the lead causes of divorce.  One April 2008  
 report documented an increase in domestic violence among Iraqi refugees in Jordan.   
 Shankul Kader of the Jordanian-Iraqi Brotherhood Society states that “men resort   
 to violence because of social and economic pressures. Iraqis in Jordan are living   
 in constant worry about their future.”97 Although the Protection From Family Violence  
 Law was approved by the Jordanian parliament in January 2008, criticism of Jordan’s  
 domestic violence laws remains.  A report by Amnesty International   states  
 that the law “makes provision for the reporting of domestic violence, including   
 sexual violence and harassment, and for victim compensation.“ However,    
 “the new law fails to explicitly criminalize domestic violence or provide adequately for  
 the prosecution of those who perpetrate it.”98    
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The above problems are compounded by the following systemic issues that negatively affect 
the Jordanian judicial system.  

The capacity of the legal system to respond to the nature of refugees’ needs is lacking. The 
judicial system also lacks specialization for refugee problems.

Jordan’s national legislation does not align with the international humanitarian framework for 
refugees.  There are gaps in the rights refugees’ need and the rights they receive, especially 
pertaining to employment and education.

Providing pro bono legal aid is neither easy nor systemized in Jordan. 99  There is no conceptual 
understanding for pro bono legal aid within mainstream legal and policy theory and practice 

Administrative legal problems

     * Currently, there is a lack of incentive for family reunification and visas to enter Jordan.  
 Since 2005, for example, Iraqi family reunification prospects have been tied to whether  
 refugees have authentic working permits, which in turn verifies the way they entered  
 Jordan.

     * There are complex nationality issues for Iraqi women married to Jordanian men   
 and vice versa.  Under Jordanian law, if a female refugee is married to a Jordanian  
 man for at least three years, she can claim citizenship if she has the approval of   
 her husband, who has to apply with her. While the fees for the application are fully  
 covered by UNHCR, some women remain unaware of this service. In addition   
 to the above requirements, Iraqi women often face reluctance from their Jordanian  
 husbands when obtaining Jordanian citizenship status due to a lack of understanding  
 about how the process works and how it will benefit them. Another reason that Iraqi  
 women do not apply for citizenship is that they fear losing resettlement rights and  
 financial assistance from UNHCR if they obtain Jordanian citizenship. Male refugees  
 have a different situation. They cannot obtain citizenship from Jordanian wives   
 under  the Jordanian Nationality Law. The only benefit Jordanian male refugees   
 can obtain from their Jordanian national spouse is help in obtaining residency   
 status. However, even in that case, there is a bureaucratic and legal process that   
 they need to go through to obtain legal residency status, and this status needs to be  
 renewed annually. 

     * Lack of legal documents for different nationalities is a key legal problem refugees   
 face.  These documents vary according to nationality and depend on the cooperation of  
 the embassies. Iraqi documents are the easiest to get, but there are huge obstacles in  
 terms of access, cost and the type of document.

     *  Lack of official and authentic passports is a major problem for African refugees.

     * Refugees face the confiscation of passports and the requirement of having a guarantor  
 if refugees are detained in police stations for any problem.  If a case involving a refugee  
 reaches the general prosecutor or the governorate judge, a guarantor—someone who  
 holds Jordanian citizenship—has to bail the refugee out.  The guarantor must submit  
 his or her Jordanian ID card and passport to the police until the legal problem is   
 solved, the refugee is deported or the refugee is settled in an asylum country.  These  
 requirements for guarantors make it very hard for refugees to find an adequate   
 one, and if they do guarantors sometimes request payment from the refugees.
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in Jordan.  The legal system suffers from the longevity of procedure and the cost of paying 
court and lawyer fees. This in turn discourages further funding for pro-bono legal aid for 
refugees as results take a long time to materialize, a problem for NGOs with project funding 
reliant on quick outcomes.   

NGOs and aid agencies have tried to overcome these problems by seeking funding from the 
UNHCR and other donors, in order to meet the needs of those who cannot otherwise afford 
legal representation. Receiving such funding is at times unreliable, and funds often do not 
cover the full duration of the legal procedure necessary. The Ministry of Justice is trying its 
best to improve the judicial system but in general there is no focus on systemizing pro bono 
services, just as there remains no systemized specialization of refugees’ issues within the 
Jordanian policy and legal sectors. 

Despite these obstacles, the UNHCR, with the support of their legal partners, continue to 
play a major role in attempting to meet the legal needs of refugees residing in Jordan. But 
with a continued influx of refugees into Jordan, the work only increases, further emphasizing 
the dire need of the government to approach this dilemma by implementing policy changes 
that addresses the needs of refugees who require—but are unable to afford—proper legal 
assistance. 

  IBTISAM’S STORY

Plaintive Name: Ibtisam Al-Kathimi.  This case was legally represented before courts.
Ibtisam AlKathimi is an Iraqi woman married to a Jordanian man.  She lived in the Al 
Wefaq Care Center/ Family Protection home for four months and reported that her 
husband physically abused her.

She went to Women Union, where they asked her to file a criminal complaint against 
her husband.  She refused to do so. Currently, she is staying at a friend’s house and is 
contributing 100 JOD for rent. Her family in Iraq sends her money occasionally, and she 
receives monthly financial assistance of 75 JOD from UNHCR.

Her children are staying with her husband, who refuses to give custodianship.  
AlKathimi said that she fears for her children because of her husband’s actions.
She stated that she does not want to file for divorce despite all the insults and physical 
abuse.  Her husband also won’t file for divorce because the value of the remaining 
dowry is too high, which he needs to pay in case of a divorce. 

Al-Kathimi is now in the process of three legal cases she filed against her husband.  The 
cases are for her alimony rights, the custodianship of her children and visitation rights 
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(C) Needs of Refugees: Longing to Improve Their Lives

According to refugee accounts, their needs vary considerably, but one fundamental aspect 
remains consistent: adequate employment.  While foreigners are allowed to work in Jordan, 
the process for attaining a work permit is complicated and lengthy, and the process deters 
refugees from seeking permits.  Some refugees resort to working without permits.  There 
needs to be more clarification of requirements and processes needed to obtain a work permit.

Paralegal and thirty-year-old Iraqi refugee Sarmad Na’oum explained that refugees “are 
suffering from the lack of job opportunities, and if we found a job we can’t obtain a work 
permit, due to the many requirements and difficult process.”

More importantly, securing refugees’ fundamental right to employment—as protected by the 
1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees—needs to be recognized 
by Jordan’s government.  Refugees’ right to work should be emphasized and conveyed clearly.  

It is important to note though that, even if such rights were better promoted, the employment 
situation for refugees remains bleak.  In 2010, the official unemployment rate in Jordan was 
12.5%, with the unofficial rate reaching 30%.100    

Recently, Legal Aid conducted a study on the issues refugees face when seeking employment. 
The study found that refugees need to be more aware of the Jordanian job market, and that 
aid agencies need to be more familiar with this situation so they can help refugees in their 
search for employment.  Government regulations and procedures are not clear, consistent or 
easily available to the public.   The study also made a number of recommendations, including:  
the need for investments in job creating initiatives for refugees; the need for the aid agencies 
to help create jobs and collaborate with the private sector; and the need to highlight human 
rights principles on employment.101

Health and medical services are an additional concern for refugees.  While the Jordanian 
government allows refugees access to the public health care system, it is still expensive.102 
There are no specialized services, no way to get fast appointments in public hospitable, and no 
emergency rooms available with reasonable prices.  Sudanese and Somali refugees consistently 
complain that medical services are directed towards Iraqi refugees.  Meanwhile, Iraqi refugees 
prefer Iraqi doctors because they fear discrimination otherwise.  

Housing is an important need for refugees, and covering the rent and paying for utilities are 
major concerns.  Rent disputes emerge as a recurring issue.  

Iraqi refugees report difficulties assimilating to small living facilities, structurally diverse from 
those they occupied in their home country. Facilitating the elderly is also an issue.  Somalis 
face a different problem: they often don’t have rent contracts, and so are forced to the owner’s 
demands, who raise the rent as much as they want.  

Refugees in Jordan state that a lack of social and financial support from the government and 
NGOs is a problem.  They believe that their resources are not being well spent on them, and 
that more money should be given to programs like job training.  

Refugees state that legal protection for them is lacking.  They face vague regulations in Jordan 
as to their status, and the lack of readiness in Jordan’s political and legal spheres in accepting 
these refugees create problems. Some refugees don’t trust legal organizations, as they think 
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the legal system is discriminating against them.  In addition, some of them feel that if 
they disclosed information about their problems, it will be publicly shared and are afraid 
of threats from other parties and the stigma of shame.  

Children in refugee communities complain of rampant discrimination in the Jordanian 
school system, which leads to some refugees dropping out of school.

Refugees also identify a need for education courses.  For example, Somalis want English 
and computer courses, and to learn professions so that they can live in dignity in any 
country and gain skills required for hosting and potential resettlement countries.  This 
was a point emphasized by paralegal and fourty-eight-year-old Sudanese refugee Ali 
Ahmad, who said, “we need several courses like training on manual work, driving, 
teaching English to our children so they can socialize with the citizens of this country 
and the country we will be resettled in, learning Arabic language and many other 
courses.”

Lastly, refugees say they want more extracurricular activities for children and youth, 
as well as sociological trainings on how to deal with problems they are facing, how to 
integrate with new societies, and how to manage stress and anger.

(D) Planning for the Future: Refugee Destination Options

For refugees, planning for the future is a difficult task. Future plans are often reliant on 
the status of political conflicts, resettlement processes, and other circumstantial factors. 

These facts strongly discourage some refugees, like Saeb Abdelqader, a fourty-year old 
Iraqi refugee who was part of the Legal Aid paralegal panel.  “Everyone is convinced 
that it’s going to be a long time, whether [it is] waiting [for] the Iraq situation to 
improve or [for] resettlement and permanent solutions. The time is wasted, and we are 
looking forward to the upcoming generations as everything for us has ended, and I 
don’t think we will be able to live a normal life again and we don’t want to deceive our 
selves with that dream.  It’s over for us,” he said.  

Because of the inherent difficulties refugees have in thinking about their future, it is 
worthwhile to examine the processes that affect their decision-making.  

Where refugees end up settling, and in which countries they wish to reside, is 
dependent on various factors.
  
Instead of facing jail time or threats of deportation, as they do in the Gulf Arab states, 
many Somalis and Sudanese say that they will stay in Jordan.103

Whereas Syria was once considered an attractive option for resettlement, the political 
crisis there has changed that calculus.  

The vibrant civil society and high numbers of refugees makes Jordan a popular 
destination for resettlement because a network of people helps refugees’ access 
to health care and education.  In addition, there exists an International Office for 
Migration, which refugees believe helps speed along the process of resettlement.  
However, there are negatives to attempting to resettle in Jordan: the cost of living is 
high, entry visas are restricted, costly fines exist for overstaying, jobs and work permits 
are limited, there are many regulations in terms of residency and legal transactions are 
complicated.  



Refugee planning also differs based on demographics such as gender and age.

For men of working age, their priorities are more clear.  If they are family providers, the main factor 
determining their movement is how it will affect their family and what their means of income 
would be. Many men told the Legal Aid panel that the planning process starts by collecting 
information on potential places to go.  Many complain that there isn’t official information in Arabic 
in a centralized place about the situation of different countries and regions in the same country, 
and so they depend on information they hear from relatives, friends and people who have had 
similar experiences.  After collecting this information, they then compare their current situation to 
the one where they want to go.  Economic stability is the most important factor in these choices.  
In addition, one priority is closeness to relatives and friends.  There are also thoughts about their 
legal status in any potential new place. 

Single men have a similar thought process, but are more willing to take risks.  However, they 
recognize that many of these risks are dangerous and have heard many stories of men who were 
victims to trafficking as they attempted to go to countries for safe shelter and employment.  In 
addition, they pay a lot of money to reach these countries, but don’t find what they were promised 
and are often arrested or forced to work in poor conditions.  Single men also dream of marriage 
and of settling down in a country that will ensure stability in a marriage.  Others are keen on 
continuing their education, and look for countries where affordable universities will accept them.  
Elderly people have lived through many wars in Iraq and other countries, and so they do not have 
expectations for a stable life.  Their main role is giving hope for youth and teaching them patience.  
Elderly people look for a place where they won’t face problems with the authorities.  They worry 
about the future, and wish to go back to their homes in the countries they came from.  Barring 
return to their home country, resettlement in a new country is looked upon favorably.  

Women live in perhaps the most difficult circumstances that make planning for the future tough.  
Some women, especially in the Somali community, are the heads of their household.  Many 
women with husbands often follow their husband’s decision.  One of the main priorities for women 
thinking of where to go is in finding a place where they are respected and treated with honor and 
dignity.  In addition, the existence of close relatives, or even government policies and civil society 
organizations that assist in establishing a stable life is a factor.  

Women with families are, of course, concerned about their children, husband, parents and siblings.  
They want to try and minimize the burden on their shoulders and achieve a stable, secure life.  
Usually, they look for communities where they can socialize with other women from the same 
nationality, as it offers a place to talk to other women about their problems and have a support 
network outside of their families.  In Jordan, women try to build their capacities in different sectors 
with the assistance of NGOs that offer training opportunities in a variety of fields so that they 
would be productive to their families and have a good source of income.  Lastly, women tend less 
toward resettlement because they prefer to stay close to their parents.  Children prefer what their 
families prefer.  However, some of them said that they will miss their friends if they go to a different 
place, and worry about speaking different languages.  

Prospects for return occupy a central place in refugees’ thoughts and planning for the future.  
Waiting in the host country is painful for them, and refugees suffer from alienation in their new 
country and nostalgia for their own country.  “We can’t see the future, as we are here in Jordan. 
Somali Refugees would like to be resettled and build a new life, but it takes lots of time and the 
mystery causes for us many health problems from fatigue, depression and much more,” said 
paralegal and fifty-five-year-old Somali refugee Abed Hassan.
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Still, the situation in Somalia, Iraq and Sudan remains unstable, and is not conducive to large-scale 
return.

Somalis and Sudanese are more content with their current situation, because they believe it will be 
worse if they return to their home countries.  For these communities, Jordan is the easiest in terms 
of living and they are at least guaranteed safety and dignity.

In sum, the information presented above on refugees’ thoughts on country destinations shows the 
difficulty and obstacles refugees face and discuss when thinking about future living options.

(E) Resettlement: Dreams and Frustrations

The qualitative surveys conducted by the Legal Aid team indicate that prospects for resettlement 
are among the most important aspects of life that refugees think about. Local integration in 
Jordan is discouraged because of the “difficult economic, political, and social situation” in the 
country. Therefore, currently “the primary durable solution available for refugees in Jordan is 
resettlement.”104 In 2009, the last full year where comprehensive numbers are available, 5,622 
refugees were resettled out of a total of 8,609 submissions.105

Many refugees agree that resettlement is the best option, although there are variations in how 
they think about resettlements.  “My goal is to have stability and resettlement in a third country, 
in order to build my own life, get married and help my family to live with dignity,” said Hussein 
Hmoud, a Legal Aid paralegal and thirty-two-year-old Iraqi refugee.

Refugees think of each potential resettlement country differently, and it depends on the amount 
of aid they think they will receive.  For example, they prefer European countries as well as Canada 
and Australia due to the financial assistance and the fact that English is spoken in many of these 
countries, as many refugees understand English.  Some refugees do not look to the United States 
positively as an option as many believe they are the reason for the situation they are in.  

For refugees, waiting for the resettlement decision is a terrible experience.  They told Legal Aid 
researchers that feel that they are prisoners to the decision, and can’t move until they hear of their 
acceptance or rejection. Some feel it’s hard to start life from scratch in a new country, and prefer 
not to resettle unless they cannot return to their countries or obtain a secure life in the hosting 
country.  

Prospects for residency and nationality status, assistance, shelter and hopes for a better education 
for their children are all factors in the decision to resettle.  However, how resettlement affects the 
stability of families is also important.  Resettlement has led to many divorce cases, rushes to marry 
and the suspension of education for children. The resettlement process is incredibly frustrating for 
refugees, and can lead to many irrational decisions.  Refugees say there is no clear information and 
the most they have is rumors.

Legal Aid has summarized the main problems with the resettlement process that refugees say 
they have.  These include: a lack of faith in the process and a lack of trust in the authorities who 
handle their cases; the lack of clarity on information from aid agencies; the longevity of the 
process; overestimation of the amount of aid refugees believe they will receive in their resettlement 
countries; not being able to learn the language of the resettlement country; frequent return after 
the first year in a resettlement country because of the difficulty of adjusting to life there and a lack 
of work opportunities; and, for Sudanese and Somalis, a perception that there is discrimination 
against them in the resettlement process.



SEPTEMBER  2011   |   27

The first hand accounts of refugees, coupled with scholarly research on the political and legal 
factors driving their struggles, further emphasize the dire need of the Jordanian government to 
implement—and in some cases reform—their national laws governing the rights of refugees. 

Most striking is that Jordan’s national legislation does not align with the international humanitarian 
framework for refugees—and in general, does not embrace concepts such as pro-bono aid and 
robust national procedural norms governing incidents of violence, such as domestic abuse, which 
is increasingly cited as problematic within communities of refugees.  In addition there remains gaps 
in the rights refugees’ need and the rights they receive, especially pertaining to employment and 
education.

The key findings of Legal Aid Jordan’s team can be broken down into (1) legal issues; (2) needs of 
refugees; (3) ability of refugees to plan for the future; and (4) resettlement possibilities for refugees.

CONCLUSION

Needs of Refugees

      *  According to refugee accounts, their needs vary considerably, but one fundamental  
 aspect remains consistent: adequate employment.  While foreigners are allowed to  
 work in Jordan, the process for attaining a work permit is complicated and lengthy, and  
 the process deters refugees from seeking permits.  Some refugees resort to working  
 without permits.  There needs to be more clarification of requirements and processes  
 needed to obtain a work permit.

      *  More importantly, securing refugees’ fundamental right to employment—as protected  
 by the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees—needs to  
 be recognized by Jordan’s government.  Refugees’ right to work should be emphasized  
 and conveyed clearly.  

Legal Issues

      *  Civil legal problems:  Refugees struggle to maintain a legal existence in Jordan, attain  
 proper residency status and avoid overstay fines; refugees struggle to find employment  
 and secure work permits; refugees residing in Jordan also face housing issues.

      *  Civil status legal problems: Parents’ inability to provide proper legal documents leads to  
 ambiguous legal standing of their children; marriage fines; marriage between male  
 refugees and Jordanian women must be approved by the Ministry of Interior, in   
 addition to a fine paid; poverty leads to an increase in divorce and instability between  
 spouses

      *  Administrative legal problems: The legal system lacks proper capacity to respond to the  
 nature of refugees’ needs and lacks specialization for refugee problems. 

      *  Jordan’s national legislation does not align with international humanitarian framework  
 for refugees.  
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Resettlement

      *  The main problems with the resettlement process include: a lack of faith in the process  
 and a lack of trust in the authorities who handle their cases; the lack of clarity on  
 information from aid agencies; the longevity of the process; overestimation of the  
 amount of aid refugees believe they will receive in their resettlement countries; not  
 being able to learn the language of the resettlement country; frequent return after the  
 first year in a resettlement country because of the difficulty of adjusting to life there  
 and a lack of work opportunities; and, for Sudanese and Somalis, a perception that  
 there is discrimination against them in the resettlement process.

Recommendations

      *  Concrete national laws governing domestic violence must be created to address a  
 growing number of issues that arise, especially within refugee communities.

      *  Enforce accountability of all government departments presiding over refugee rights and  
 ensure these respective departments are cooperating with the refugees’ countries of  
 origin.  

      *  As a member of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Jordan must uphold its  
 commitment within national court, even in the case of refugees.

      *  Law and policy governing discrimination must be implemented to deal with the   
 increased diversity in Jordanian society, coinciding with an increased documentation of  
 incidents of discrimination, especially within the school system. 

      *  Pro-bono legal services should be systemized nationally, and refugee access promoted. 

      *  Education of refugees regarding the international obligations of host countries to meet  
 basic needs of refugees should be promoted. 

      *  Refugee policy in Jordan should be constructed in such a way that facilitates the work  
 of civil society organizations that advocate for legal protection and adherence to   
 human rights standards for refugees.

      *  Encourage research and study of the situation refugees face regionally in order to  
 better develop informed policy based on direct interactions with refugees. This also  
 allows an opportunity to provide refugees with information regarding their options  
 and/or where they can seek better advice, allowing for more informed decisions.

      *  Better education for personnel in the public and private sector is needed,  especially in  
 the health and education fields. 

      *  Shelters are needed for vulnerable refugees as well as more access to social services.
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