CREATING A NEW REFUGEE ASSISTANCE MODEL
By Ben Sanders

During the run-up to the war in Iraq, there was much preparation for the anticipated mass exodus of Iraqi refugees.  Governments and international agencies had plans in place for hundreds of thousands of Iraqis fleeing their homeland, namely to round them up and stow them in camps.  Instead, the refugee flow went the other way.  
Between 2002 and 2005, nearly 300,000 refugees who had fled the regime of Saddam Hussein returned to Iraq.  The giant, population management plans for dealing with refugees never materialised, and the world turned its attention elsewhere.  Since then, Iraq generated more refugees than any other country in the world.  To deal with urban-based refugees will require innovative efforts, but the opportunity is there to create a new model of refugee assistance.  
If we can deliver aid in a way that helps protect refugees’ rights, it will provide long-term benefits to the refugees, to Iraq, and to host countries like Jordan and Syria.

As the violence in Iraq worsened, refugees began quietly to flee their homes for Syria, Jordan, and other countries in the region.  By the end of 2005, there were nearly 900,000 Iraqi refugees outside their homeland, mostly in Syria and Jordan.  In February 2006, the speed of the flight quickened after the bombing of the Askariya Shrine in Samarra touched off a full-fledged conflict between Sunni and Shi’a forces in Iraq.  By the end of the year, the number of Iraqi refugees abroad more than doubled, reaching 2 million according to UN estimates.

The US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants first drew attention to the situation with the World Refugee Survey in June 2006, but it was not until early 2007 that the world began to address this problem.  The UN High Commissioner for Refugees launched a $60 million appeal to begin providing services to the refugees.  The United States announced it would accept 7,000 referrals for resettlement from UNHCR, and pledged to fund US$18 million of UNHCR’s appeal.

In the meantime, hundreds of thousands of Iraqis fend for themselves, finding apartments in the slums of Amman and Damascus, or moving on to seek asylum in Europe or the United States.  Since most of Iraqis have not been able to obtain work permits, they have had to work illegally or depend upon their dwindling savings to support themselves.  Those with means are exhausting their savings, and more are arriving already destitute.

Ironically, it may turn out that these refugees will be better off in the long run for the world’s neglect.  A case in point is that some Palestinians fleeing Shi'a threats did leave shortly after the intervention in 2003.  They were encamped in a miserable tent city in the desert wilderness of Baqa’a, Jordan.  There, nearly a hundred remain to this day.  

This misery is not the exception in the treatment of refugees worldwide; unfortunately, it is the rule.  Nearly eight million of the world’s 12 million refugees are warehoused - denied their basic rights to work and move freely - in situations lasting five years or more.  Had the international community been ready for the recent outflow, Iraqis would have ended up like so many other populations around the world, trapped in the limbo of refugee camps for years or decades on end.  One only has to consider the case of the Palestinians to see how damaging this can be.  

Of course, the urban Iraqi refugees in Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and elsewhere in the region, do not enjoy all of their rights as refugees either.  If we take the right steps soon, though, we can alleviate their situation in a way that becomes a model for future situations.  

Of the ten largest refugee populations in the world today, Iraqis are the only ones who overwhelmingly mixed in with their host populations in urban areas.  The majority of Palestinian refugees live in camps in Gaza, the West Bank, and Lebanon.  Most Afghans live in the camps of Pakistan and Iran where their economic activity is underground.  Kenya and Uganda largely confine Sudanese refugees to camps and segregated settlements. 

As aid begins to flow into the region to assist the Iraqi refugees, there will likely be a temptation to try to coax (or coerce) the Iraqis out of their apartments and into camps.  If the only consideration were the ease of delivering aid, this might seem tempting.  If we actually stop to take the rights and well-being of the Iraqis into account, it is clear that we have to seek another way.  This will take innovation on the part of aid agencies, but it will be worth it in the long run.

The numbers of Iraqi refugees are putting an immense strain on the countries that host them.  During the 2005-06 school year, Jordan’s schools hosted 60,000 Iraqi children.  Hospitals in both Syria and Jordan are struggling to keep up with the refugee cases.  The few NGOs currently providing services can only afford to assist the most desperate cases.

The best way to assist the Iraqis and their hosts would be to shore up these struggling institutions.  Aid, directed constructively, could help build the schools and hospitals these countries need to care for their own populations, as well as the refugees.  The leverage and goodwill of this assistance would lend credibility to the call for more rights for the refugees. 

Not only is this morally right, there are pragmatic benefits to granting refugees their rights for all concerned.  Among the first Iraqis to flee their country were those of the professional classes, namely doctors, teachers, engineers, and others who could make positive contributions to their host societies.  The populations of these countries would benefit from the aid alongside the refugees.  Iraq would benefit in the long run, as refugees who have been able to work and build capital while in exile will be far better prepared to begin rebuilding their country than if they had spent years languishing in a refugee camp.

Warehousing the refugees in camps or slums would have a disproportionately negative effect on the women and children among the refugees.  A recent study published in the journal Social Science and Medicine found that husbands had beaten nearly 80% of Afghan women in the refugee camps of Pakistan.  The study found that living in refugee camps made it much more difficult to report such crimes, and more difficult for the women to escape their abusive partners.  Another study released by World Vision recently found that half the children living in refugee or IDP camps in the Great Lakes region of Africa had been sexually abused.  Warehousing refugees also hampers rape investigations, according to a recent article by the International Institute for War and Peace Reporting.

Inflation is on the rise in Jordan, presently up to 6.25% officially, but some say it is actually over 10%.  As basic economics tells us, this is the product of too much money chasing too few goods and services.  The Government is responding by steadily raising interest rates in order to stifle consumer demand.  This, however, is also stifling investment and economic growth, which is already below even the lower inflation estimate.  Restricting refugees’ ability to provide goods and services is not helping.  If humanitarian aid only takes the form of only pumping more money into the economy with hundreds of thousands of able-bodied people rendered idle, we can expect inflation to gallop.  As Jordan Business recently observed, “The only way to offset inflation is to raise production and achieve more independence for the economy.”  Tapping the productivity of Jordan’s highly skilled refugee population can be a key ingredient in a win-win strategy for the Jordanian economy.

Refugee protection is an international responsibility and the world has ignored the refugees fleeing Iraq for too long already.  This is a refugee situation unlike any other in the world, and we have the opportunity to treat it differently.  Rather than warehousing the refugees in camps or slums, the time has come to work with their hosts to find integrative ways to help them in furthering their productivity and sustaining their human dignity.  The violence they have fled is tragedy enough.  There is no need to compound it by forcing the refugees into camps.
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