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Delegation for relations with the Mashreq countries

Meeting held on 27 November, from 15.00 to 17.00
BRUSSELS

1. Welcome and introduction by the Chairwoman of the delegation, 
Mrs Béatrice Patrie

The Chairwoman opened the meeting by presenting the subject: the issue of Iraqi 
refugees and displaced persons and the possibilities for action by the EU. She 
underlined the vast scale of population movements, since a total of four million 
people had been displaced in Iraq or had taken refuge within the region, 
particularly in Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt. These countries had made 
considerable efforts to cope with the influx of refugees and provide them with 
access to public services, education and healthcare. 

The Chairwoman pointed out that the Delegation for relations with the Mashreq 
countries had been to Syria in September and had had the opportunity to visit a 
clinic project supported by the EU. She had also recently received a visit from the 
Jordanian Ambassador and discussed the measures that the country had introduced 
for dealing with Iraqi refugees. Needs were far outstripping reception capacity. In 
addition, European and international public opinion was not sufficiently mobilised 
with respect to this phenomenon – which was more than just a humanitarian crisis 
– to allow consideration of the future and status of these people, many of whom 
would not be able to return to their country of origin.

Reports by NGOs and international organisations describing the reception 
conditions were very critical of EU policies. The Chairwoman believed that the 
EU should therefore be realistic and critical, find solutions for these displaced 
persons and determine what action could be taken, which would require a radical 
change from current policies. 

Finally, the Chairwoman announced the programme for the debate, which would 
be divided into two parts: first, an outline by the NGOs of the situation on the 
ground, followed by the EU’s response presented by representatives of the 
European Commission.

2. Outline of the situation in the region

 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Judith 
Kumin

Judith Kumin began her presentation on the situation of Iraqi refugees and 
displaced persons by stating that this was the largest crisis the HCR was 
dealing with. The HCR estimated that 4.4 million Iraqis had fled their 
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homes. Half of them were displaced; the other half were refugees. Between 
1.2 and 1.5 million people had fled to Syria, and approximately 500 000 to 
Jordan, but they had also gone to Lebanon, Egypt and the Gulf States. 
However, fewer and fewer countries were willing to accept them. The 
problems encountered by Iraqi refugees were also being experienced by 
refugees of other nationalities coming from Iraq, such as Palestinians, who 
were in a very insecure situation. 

The HCR representative underlined that neither Syria nor Jordan had signed 
the 1951 Geneva Convention, and so they had been generous in their 
handling of the crisis. Nevertheless, Syria had now imposed visa restrictions. 
Jordan would also do so from 1 January 2008, but in practice it was already 
very difficult to enter the country. In these countries, Iraqis were not 
considered refugees. They lived in urban areas and were invisible. But their 
lack of status made them very vulnerable. Many women were forced into 
prostitution. All the ethnic and religious groups were there. In Jordan, 
refugees who outstayed the validity of their visas were likely to be 
imprisoned.

Ms Kumin therefore stressed the need for international aid, which required a 
vast budget. The most urgent needs were housing, education and health. 
Another problem was access by these refugees to EU countries. There were 
currently 40 000 in the EU, the majority of them in Sweden. The Member 
States differed greatly in their approaches, and the chances of acceptance 
varied from 0 to 100%. The HCR had appealed to European countries on 
behalf of 20 000 other refugees, but the response had been a long time 
coming. In addition, Ms Kumin mentioned that there was information to 
indicate that some families were currently returning to Iraq, but she pointed 
out that there were a number of reasons for this and that in any case the HCR 
did not think the situation was ready for their return. 

Finally, Judith Kumin highlighted the signs of solidarity from the EU and 
concluded with the challenges of European aid: 

- providing humanitarian support to the UN agencies, but also directly to 
Syria and Jordan, particularly in the fields of education and health;

- providing effective protection for refugees; 

- setting up relocation schemes.

 Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), Lisbeth Pilegaard

Lisbeth Pilegaard presented the situation of Iraqi refugees in Syria. The 
country had approximately 1.5 million refugees, most living in Damascus, in 
the Iraqi quarter of Sayeda Zeinab, but also in the rest of the city. This mass 
presence was putting pressure on services such as water and electricity 
networks and posing the challenge of how to ‘absorb’ this new population, 
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mainly in the areas of education and health. Similarly, the influx had led to 
an increase in the price of staple goods. 

The refugees were in very different situations. Some had managed to keep 
some savings but others had not. Lisbeth Pilegaard described their needs for 
food security, education, health and information (administrative procedures, 
support, the possibilities of returning home). 

Aid to Iraqi refugees in Syria came via a number of organisations: the Syrian 
Red Crescent, United Nations agencies, support from donors such as ECHO, 
and international NGOs, though the latter were still waiting for official 
permission to become operational. There were national NGOs in the field,
but they were small and few in number.

In conclusion, Ms Pilegaard pointed out the forthcoming challenges:
- the issue of collecting reliable data on the number of refugees and their 

situation;
- registering of refugees with the government;

- the need to direct aid to refugees living in Damascus as well as outside 
the capital;

- the issues of granting visas and closing the border with Iraq;
- finally, the problem of refugees returning to Iraq not because of an 

improvement in the country’s security situation but because of the 
difficulties they faced in Syria.

 International Rescue Committee (IRC), Shannon Meehan

Shannon Meehan presented the situation in Jordan, where there were more 
than 500 000 Iraqi refugees. Like that of refugees in Syria, the situation of 
refugees in Jordan was deteriorating. Many refugees were short of money 
and were experiencing great difficulty in accessing healthcare, education and 
employment. The healthcare system could not keep up with needs. Charities 
were trying to provide treatment but they were located in towns and it was 
expensive to get there. The problem of the psychological trauma of refugees 
also needed to be addressed. There had been improvements in the area of 
education, since refugees’ children were now admitted to Jordanian schools, 
but some legal obstacles still remained: if a child had been out of the 
education system for three years, they would not be admitted. Another 
explanation for the large number of refugees’ children not going to school 
was their families’ fear that enrolling them would lead to their registration 
by the authorities, making them easy to locate and expel. Finally, access to 
employment was very difficult: it was necessary to be ‘resident’ in Jordan, 
which was a difficult status to obtain.
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As regards financial assistance and technical support, Ms Meehan called for 
the reallocation of a large portion of the funds from the EU and the 
international community to health, education and basic services. She added 
that Jordan was waiting for responsibilities to be shared out, which would 
mean a rise in the relocation of refugees to other countries and in the number 
of asylum seekers accepted. The level of openness of countries in the 
international community on this score was very unequal: Sweden was by far 
the leading host country, followed by Canada, the United States and 
Australia.

 Amnesty International, Carsten Jürgensen

Carsten Jürgensen presented the report entitled Millions in flight: the Iraqi 
refugee crisis, published in September 2007 by Amnesty International. He 
underlined the urgent need for international aid and support to ensure in 
particular that the most vulnerable received protection. Amnesty 
International was very concerned about access restrictions in neighbouring 
countries, which were the result of these countries’ problems in managing 
the flows, and he therefore appealed to the international community to 
support infrastructure projects to help them cope with the presence of 
refugees. 

Using a number of individual examples of people Amnesty International had 
met, Mr Jürgensen then highlighted the plight of the most vulnerable 
refugees, i.e. torture survivors and other victims of the violence within Iraq, 
as well as minorities such as Palestinians who had previously taken refuge in 
Iraq and religious minorities such as Christians.

 Contribution by Mr Haddad, Chairman of the Syrian Parliament’s
Foreign Affairs Committee

Mr Haddad stressed the seriousness of the problem, asserting in particular
that the number of Iraqi refugees in Syria was not 1.5 million but 2 
million, which represented a sudden population increase of 20%. 
Addressing Lisbeth Pilegaard, whose presentation he entirely approved of, 
Mr Haddad declared that Syria was prepared to collaborate fully with the 
international community and NGOs.

 Contributions and questions from members of the delegation

Paulo Casaca first praised Syria and Jordan for the aid given to Iraqi 
refugees. He added that the situation of Iraqi refugees was a problem of 
prime importance for the European Union, saying that inaction would be 
inexcusable. He also added that Europe was not in a position to criticise 
anyone over Iraq, and made a point of praising certain NGOs for their work 
on behalf of Iraqi refugees (children in particular). Mr Casaca stressed the 
political nature of this crisis and called for a genuine European policy on 
Iraq, explaining that the Syrian and Jordanian authorities were expecting not 
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only budgetary aid but also assistance. In addition, all the countries 
concerned should meet round one table and find a solution together. 
Mr Casaca also said that the European Union should set up a special agency 
and work directly on the ground in Iraq, particularly in Kurdistan, which had
many displaced persons.

Miguel Portas said that the mismatch between the scale of the problem and 
the resources actually allocated to it was in danger of becoming an 
insuperable gulf. First he pointed out that in Syria the removal of subsidies 
on some products threatened to cause even greater price rises in 2008, which 
could have a major social impact, particularly on relations between Syrians 
and Iraqis. Mr Portas then asked whether it was possible to quantify the 
financial resources required to deal with the problem. Finally, he asked for 
information about what was really happening on the Iraqi/Syrian and 
Iraqi/Jordanian borders, since these were now supposed to be closed: were 
there any camps, for example? 

Jean Lambert asked for the speakers’ opinions on three aspects of the 
policy of the Member States and of the EU itself. The first question was 
whether the security situation in Iraq currently allowed refugees to return: 
some Member States said yes, while others said no. The second concerned 
the means of guaranteeing a more consistent policy among Member States 
regarding the acceptance of refugees. Finally, Ms Lambert asked whether it 
was possible to work out the amount of financial aid required.

Christa Prets also wondered about the amount of financial aid required, 
pointing out that the EU’s capabilities were limited and that it was the duty 
of the whole of the international community to respond. 

 Responses

Judith Kumin (UNHCR) replied to the question about the amount of 
financial aid, stating that needs were so great that it was actually difficult to 
evaluate them. However, it was already clear that the international 
organisations’ appeal targets had not been reached. She mentioned as an 
example the joint UNHCR/UNICEF appeal for education in Jordan, which 
had received only USD 38 million, though the target had been USD 129 
million. 

To Mr Portas’s question on the situation at the borders, Judith Kumin replied 
that apart from one camp of Palestinians (al-Waleed), there were no camps 
near the border between Iraq and Syria or Jordan. However, displaced Iraqis 
in Iraq had a tendency to group together for safety reasons, which led to the 
creation of de facto camps. 

To the question about the coherence of policies for accepting refugees, 
Ms Kumin replied that the Member States should follow the UNHCR’s
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recommendations, which stipulated in particular that Iraqis fleeing their 
country (apart from the three northern provinces under the control of the 
Regional Government of Kurdistan) who were unable or unwilling to return 
home needed international protection. The UNHCR believed that the internal 
situation in Iraq did not permit the involuntary return of refugees to Iraq. 

Lisbeth Pilegaard (NRC) thanked the Chairman of the Syrian Parliament’s
Foreign Affairs Committee for what he had said, adding that she had taken 
note of his wish to work with the NGOs.

Shannon Meehan (IRC) confirmed that it was indeed difficult to assess the 
amount of funds required. She remarked, however, that USD 1.6 billion had 
been allocated for non-humanitarian purposes by the International 
Reconstruction Fund Facility for Iraq. In addition, USD 7.4 billion allocated 
by the United States to a long-term reconstruction programme had not been 
spent. In her view, a larger portion of the aid should be redirected to 
humanitarian programmes. Shannon Meehan underlined the progress made 
in Jordan but also the need to target funding in the areas of health and 
education, taking care not to deal with the problems in isolation, since 
Jordanians also had difficulties accessing these services. 

On the question of the return of refugees to Iraq, Ms Meehan said that the 
IRC’s position was the same as that of the UNHCR. Furthermore, she 
invited the Member States to review together the procedures for granting 
visas, mentioning the cases of the acceptance of refugees from Vietnam and 
the Balkans. 

As regards international aid and how to channel it, Ms Meehan alerted the 
MEPs to the need to avoid creating structures parallel to existing 
administrative structures, because this could in particular create tensions 
with local populations. She also recommended making greater use of 
emergency funds, which were more targeted.

Carsten Jürgensen (Amnesty International) pointed out that enforced 
returns to Iraq were not acceptable given the current state of affairs.

3. How the European Union is currently responding

 Mr Gianluca Grippa, Head of Unit, External Relations DG (RELEX), 
European Commission

Mr Grippa presented the Commission’s initiatives regarding aid to Iraqi 
refugees. He explained that, from the outset, it was apparent that the granting 
of emergency aid would have to be accompanied by a follow-up. That was 
why the Commission had established contacts with local administrations and 
international organisations to analyse needs. This analysis had revealed that 
children and the elderly were the most vulnerable categories of the 
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population and that health and education should be priority areas. The 
challenge for the Commission was to act quickly and, over the long term, to 
find appropriate resources, to ensure the Commission’s help complemented 
that of other programmes and finally to comply with procedures. 

The Commission had established its approach by giving priority to 
strengthening existing projects. This was a response to the appeal by the 
United Nations and the host countries to avoid setting up parallel services. 
One of the Commission’s objectives was therefore to increase the capacity 
of schools. In Jordan the most effective way was to strengthen MEDA. Until 
recently, the children of Iraqi refugees were not admitted to schools, which 
meant that a number of them were going to private schools. Budgetary 
support had been increased to improve the capacities of the Education 
Ministry, and the Jordanian authorities had finally agreed to admit Iraqi 
children. 

Mr Grippa explained that there was a different problem in Syria. Iraqi 
children were guaranteed free access to schools, but uptake of places was 
low. Here, the Stability Instrument was appropriate. The programme had two 
facets: a target of improving absorption capacity and action to improve the 
social integration of children. The anticipated results were a 100% increase
in the enrolment of children in schools and a 50% increase in teachers with a
knowledge of psychosocial support. In addition, the Commission had 
decided to strengthen MEDA in the health sector to supply equipment to 50 
centres in 18 governorates and train healthcare workers. These measures 
would be accompanied by an information campaign to which 
EUR 36 million would be allocated along with a contribution of 
EUR 3 million to the UNICEF programme.

Mr Grippa added that another important aspect of the Commission’s 
approach was external expertise, which was necessary to help develop 
strategies and mechanisms. He said that an expert had been sent to Syria for 
this purpose, and a second would be arriving there soon. Mr Grippa stressed 
the importance of these expert assessments, explaining that reliable data 
were crucial for dealing with the problem. 

In conclusion, Mr Grippa said that the Commission was making 
considerable efforts and that additional budget allocations were planned for 
2008 and beyond, pointing out that it was necessary to look at how the 
various Community instruments could be used. Finally, he mentioned that 
Commissioners Benita Ferrero-Waldner and Louis Michel had sent out 
several clear messages relating to sharing the load in terms of the Iraqi 
refugee problem.
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 Mr Jean-Claude Heyraud, Head of Unit, Humanitarian Aid DG 
(ECHO), European Commission

By way of introduction, Mr Heyraud highlighted a specific feature of the
crisis: that refugees were not in camps but rather dispersed throughout the 
country. This made it difficult to clearly identify the needs of this 
population. The problems in Jordan and Syria were different but the two 
countries’ approaches were comparable. Both wanted to integrate the 
refugees as ‘guests’ and wanted them to be able to use the education and 
healthcare systems.

Mr Heyraud also mentioned the principle of not creating structures parallel 
to those maintained by the authorities. This principle, he explained, also 
guided humanitarian aid to the most vulnerable, namely those who had no 
relations in the host country, children and the elderly. He also spoke of the 
difficulty experienced in Syria because of the fact that ECHO’s eight NGO 
partners were still awaiting authorisation from the authorities. ECHO was 
therefore using four or five partners with local contacts to channel aid.

The amount of humanitarian aid was EUR 6.2 million for 2007, to which 
should be added the EUR 3.8 million currently being considered by the 
European Parliament, so EUR 10 million in total. This sum included
EUR 500 000 for Turkey and contributions to the UNHCR and OCHA. The 
areas of intervention included staple goods, healthcare (primary, 
psychosocial), medical costs and education. Finally, Mr Heyraud pointed out 
that the situation was being closely monitored on the ground by the Amman 
office.

4. Conclusions of the meeting by the Chairwoman of the delegation, 
Mrs Béatrice Patrie

The Chairwoman concluded the meeting by touching on the need to mobilise the 
international community and to challenge the Member States in particular over the 
problem of the status of refugees, the need for greater financial support and the 
reorientation of this support towards emergency humanitarian aid. Mrs Patrie 
announced that the Delegation for relations with the Mashreq countries would do 
what was necessary to inform the Committee on Foreign Affairs so that the 
European Parliament could adopt worthwhile resolutions.
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