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Executive Summary
This paper sheds light on and critically discusses a topic that to date has received only scant 
coverage in literature and even less with regard to policymaking. As such, the paper addresses 
a gap in the critical analysis of the intersectionality of green economy, circular economy, and 
humanitarianism. In particular, it challenges the “aid-dependency” narrative on which agen-
cies like UNRWA rely; it analyzes the agency’s potential to become an effective catalyst for 
Palestinian refugees adopting key green economy and circular economy practices in its role 
serving the largest refugee population in the world. 

Concepts and practical aspects concerning green and circular economies are closely interrelat-
ed. Both economies aim at tackling global challenges related to the environment, such as glob-
al warming, excessive waste, pollution, and loss of biodiversity. In light of the impact of climate 
change on already scarce resources, the cost of humanitarian operations will increase signifi-
cantly; green and circular economies represent an unavoidable safe path. “Green economy” 
relates to an idea of economic development that is environmentally sustainable, by offer-
ing low-carbon, resource-efficient and socially inclusive alternatives; “circular economy” 
applies the same model at individual level, regenerating instead of wasting, preserving 
instead of destroying. Interconnected and interdependent, they entail a change of mind-set 
toward promoting sustainable economic growth whilst preserving the environment and improv-
ing lives. While green economy refers to a large(r) scale of actors and actions, circular economy 
hinges on the weight and power of each individual.  

Green economy and circular economy have become popular concepts in development but 
have not yet fully made their way to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. 
UNRWA’s agenda and activity give the agency an opportunity to further its involvement in the 
green/circular economy, including as a “test lab” and a catalyst for change. By incorporating 
green/circular economy concepts in its practices, the agency will gradually earn a different, more 
progressive image and reputation of, simultaneously, a supporter of refugees and of a deeply 
engaged stakeholder that strives to alleviate the impact of climate change on the planet. As a 
result, UNRWA could act as an important catalyst for change in the Middle East and beyond.

In the places where UNRWA operates (the Gaza Strip, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem), environmental preservation is not at the centre of individual 
and public awareness. There are, however, concerns about water scarcity, food security, elec-
tricity, and infrastructure, as well as public health, which is often related to environmental de-
terioration. Additionally, the management of the COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant 
damage across the globe, and MENA is no exception. With many countries in the region in 
economic turmoil, adopting a green approach could alleviate both hardships and environmental 
concerns, and encourage sustainable economic development and job creation. 

Existing literature on the subject demonstrates that when green practices are adopted, 
positive change happens within the field of humanitarianism and sustainable develop-
ment, including with respect to United Nation (UN) involvement. The humanitarian sector 
promotes a “do no harm” approach to protection that today must extend to the environment; 
humanitarian assistance should not cause environmental degradation but promote, instead, 
preservation measures. To this effect, all humanitarian actors – including those part of the UN 
– can be catalysts for change.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Green_economy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circular_economy
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Green and circular economies have potential benefits in the refugee context. Often viewed 
as a burden on the host country, a “drain” on the economy, and as individuals who take job op-
portunities away from nationals of host countries, many Palestinian refugees continue to expe-
rience patterns of discrimination. Investing in their capabilities to contribute to green and circu-
lar economics could lead UNRWA and refugees to save resources and even create new ones, to 
become promoters of environmental preservation strategies, and create new job sectors and 
opportunities. 

UNRWA, as an operational, direct-implementation agency, has the ability and power to 
initiate pilot schemes and implement green and circular approaches promptly and effi-
ciently, in line with the needs of the refugees. Concrete actions could include developing 
partnerships with relevant local green and circular economy institutions. Partnering with the 
private sector could also be beneficial, specifically with regard to expanding the job-creation 
program beyond emergency. Investing in active and responsive individual refugees through its 
education programmes, UNRWA could contribute to creating agents of change. Rethinking 
vocational trainings to incorporate green and circular economy-relevant activities could result 
in improved job opportunities. Adopting green and circular economies within camps, health 
centres and schools, and waste management could contribute to better living conditions. Final-
ly, UNRWA should consider establishing a goodwill ambassador to give visibility to the initia-
tive.

While the MENA region is vast and complex, and UNRWA contribution, as that of the UN at 
large, could be seen as just “a drop in the ocean”, the idea proposed in this paper – that UNRWA 
could act as a “catalyst for change” – also suggests that UN agencies, together with engaged 
civil society, can and should play a pioneering role in promoting an effective environment 
culture, and governments with which they work can learn from, participate in and benefit 
from it. 
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1.  Introduction
There are many different definitions of green economy, but they all encompass the idea of eco-
nomic development in a more environmentally sustainable way.1 The United Nations Environ-
mental Programme (UNEP) defines green economy as an economy that is, “low-carbon, re-
source-efficient and socially inclusive.”2 In its most effective form, a green economy should 
provide a “practical and flexible approach for achieving concrete, measurable progress across 
its economic and environmental pillars, while taking full account of the social consequences of 
greening the growth dynamic of economies.”3 The concept of circular economy is somewhat 
less defined.4 In this paper, circular economy is referred to as a regenerative model of produc-
tion and consumption, centred on “sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing, refurbishing and recy-
cling existing materials and products as long as possible.”5 It essentially means using resources 
responsibly, reusing products and other materials and removing the linear supply chain.6

By their nature, concepts and operational thinking underpinning green and circular economies 
aim at tackling global challenges related to the environment, such as global warming, excessive 
waste, pollution, and loss of biodiversity. According to a 2020 UN report on the state of the 
planet, climate change is going to have a severe impact on the environment and already scarce 
resources7 (e.g., water, a scarce resource in the Middle East). This implies higher costs for hu-
manitarian operations, such as maintenance costs and disaster responses. 

UNRWA has committed to embark on a “green(er) agenda”, but in its areas of operations there 
is some cultural resistance to environmentally sustainable practices. However, at national level, 
Lebanon and Jordan have already integrated the idea of green growth into their national strate-
gic frameworks; to date, there is no evidence that green economy and circular economy ap-
proaches have been integrated into national strategic plan(s) in occupied Palestine (Gaza Strip 
and the West Bank). However, circular economy has been mentioned in the Sustainable Con

1  Merino-Saum, A., Clement, J., Wyss, R. and Baldi, M.G., 2020. Unpacking the Green Economy concept: A 
quantitative analysis of 140 definitions. Journal of cleaner production, 242. Georgeson, L., Maslin, M. and 
Poessinouw, M., 2017. The global green economy: a review of concepts, definitions, measurement methodologies 
and their interactions. Geo: Geography and Environment, 4(1).
2  Sustainabledevelopment.un.org (2011). Towards a Green Economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development 
and Poverty Eradication. <https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=400&n-
r=126&menu=35> [Accessed 15 October 2021].
3  Oecd.org. n.d. Green growth and sustainable development - OECD. [online] Available at: <https://www.oecd.
org/greengrowth/> [Accessed 23 November 2021].
4  Alhawari, O., Awan, U., Bhutta, M.K.S. and Ülkü, M.A., 2021. Insights from circular economy literature: A 
review of extant definitions and unravelling paths to future research. Sustainability, 13(2), p. 859.
5  Circular economy - Overview, n.d./Stahel, W.R., 2016. The circular economy. Nature News, 531(7595), p. 435./ 
Kirchherr, J., Reike, D. and Hekkert, M., 2017. Conceptualizing the circular economy: An analysis of 114 defini-
tions. Resources, conservation and recycling, 127, pp.221-232.
6  Moraga, G., Huysveld, S., Mathieux, F., Blengini, G.A., Alaerts, L., Van Acker, K., De Meester, S. and Dewulf, 
J., 2019. Circular economy indicators: What do they measure?. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 146, pp. 
452-461.
7  World Meteorological Organization. 2020. The UN Secretary-General speaks on the state of the planet/WMO 
Provisional report: State of the Global Climate 2020. [online] Available at: <https://public.wmo.int/en/events/
events-of-interest/un-secretary-general-speaks-state-of-planet-wmo-provisional-report-state> [Accessed 18 No-
vember 2021].
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sumption and Production National Action Plan in Palestine (EQA and UNEP 2016).8 These 
national commitments, as well as the aforementioned action plan in Palestine, create an entry 
point for UNRWA and Palestinian refugees to engage. 

With the dignity of Palestinian refugees at the centre of this model, can UNRWA support the 
refugees in becoming a leading force of green and circular economies in the Near East? Addi-
tionally, in this endeavour, can UNRWA attract countries not only as donors, but also as partners 
for the refugees in developing more environmentally sustainable patterns of growth and better 
livelihoods? These research questions are explored by the paper, which advocates for green 
methods as a way to support livelihoods in a sustainable fashion whilst putting the protection of 
Palestinian rights at the centre of the agency’s concern. It should be noted that this would not, 
nor should, require a change of UNRWA’s mandate.

Following the introduction, the paper briefly explains the main concepts and origins of green 
and circular economies. It highlights the seriousness of environmental degradation in the Mid-
dle East and the impact this is having on society. Section 1 also analyses the impact COVID-19 
has had on the environment, highlighting the need to urgently engage with a new economic 
model. This section concludes with emphasis on the seriousness of the situation and how green 
and circular economies need to become a priority in the Middle East. Section 2 emphasizes the 
responsibility of the humanitarian and development sector, including the UN, to engage in more 
environmentally friendly approaches. It also delves into UNRWA’s earlier and current engage-
ment with green and circular economies, providing an overview of the projects and investigat-
ing possible entry points for innovation. Section 3 serves as a contextualisation for the methods 
that the paper is advocating and provides some recommendations for UNRWA to truly inject a 
“green reflex” into the veins of the agency 

1.1  Green and circular economies: origin, main concepts, definition

The Green Economy Coalition (GEC) stresses five essential principles that must accompany a 
green economy, drawing on valuable parts of international policy that can provide guidance for 
amendments to the current economic structures.9 The five principles hinge on  the positive ef-
fects green economy can have on the wellbeing of society. Firstly, GEC believes that a green 
economy “enables all people to create and enjoy prosperity.”10 Secondly, the justice principle, 
which emphasises the equality that green economy can create not only in the context of gender 
but also generationally. Thirdly, the planetary boundaries principle, which refers to the positive 
impact green economy can have on the planet and how it “safeguards, restores and invests in 
nature.”11 Fourthly, the efficiency and sufficiency principle, which is the recognition of the 
highly unsustainable consumption habits currently in place and the need for a transition to sup

8  Caniato, M. and Thöni, V., 2021. REFUGEE CAMPS AND CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN PALESTINIAN 
WEST BANK: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES.
9  Green Economy Coalition. 2020. The 5 Principles of Green Economy. [online] Available at: <https://www.
greeneconomycoalition.org/news-and-resources/the-5-principles-of-green-economy> [Accessed 23 November 
2021].
10  Green Economy Coalition, 2020
11  Ibid
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porting “sustainable consumption and production.”12 Lastly, the good governance principle, 
which states that the implementation of green practices should be “guided by integrated, ac-
countable and resilient institutions.”13

Within these principles, there is a strong focus on integrated, bottom-up approaches, encom-
passed by the concept of social justice to create the most sustainable and relevant practices. The 
significance of circular and green economies must trickle down at all levels - individuals, fam-
ilies, communities, and institutions - for a collective mindset shift. An individual, bottom-up 
revolution is indeed necessary for a true shift in the way the planet’s resources are used. 

The circular economy is designed to help direct approaches towards sustainably meeting peo-
ple’s needs whilst simultaneously aiming to relieve pressure on natural resources and ecosys-
tems.”14 The aim is to create a closed-loop system, minimizing the use of resource inputs and 
the creation of waste, pollution, and carbon emissions. The circular economy relies on preserv-
ing material resources (including products, materials, equipment and infrastructure) as long as 
possible and enhancing the productivity of these resources. Any output of the process (e.g., 
waste materials) is considered a precious energy component that can become an input for other 
processes as a recovered or regenerative resource. This can then be used in the industrial or 
natural process (e.g., compost). As a commentator on this paper advised, “it must not be just 
about solar panels”15 but there must be an extension to these classical green processes. 

The distinct focus of the circular economy is placed on reusing items, which is where the “5R” 
approach comes in: 1) respect (resources and their value); 2) reduce (consumption); 3) refuse 
(anything that can be incompatible with environment preservation, such as single use plastic); 
4) repurpose (use for another purpose; and 5) recycle (as the last part of the cycle, and a last 
resort as well, as the transformative process of recycling has an important impact on the envi-
ronment). Above all and overarching, is the “6th R”, restoring the environment, and trying to 
recreate what humankind has already destroyed in terms of biodiversity, richness, and purity of 
natural resources.

All this forms the foundation of the circular economy and incorporates the spectrum of sustain-
able development. There is a real sense of urgency with regard to climate action, and a consid-
erable reduction in linear consumption is necessary as the earth resources reach their limits; 
adopting a circular economy “has benefits that are operational as well as strategic… This is a 
trillion-dollar opportunity.”16 The graph below highlights the social value, GDP, and jobs that 
can be positively impacted by implementing a circular economy, including economic develop-
ment and job creation. 

12  Ibid
13  Ibid
14  Brangeon, S. and Cowley, F., 2020. Environmental footprint of humanitarian assistance-scoping review - 
World. [online] ReliefWeb. Available at: <https://reliefweb.int/report/world/environmental-footprint-humanitari-
an-assistance-scoping-review> [Accessed 19 August 2021]. p. 33
15  Lembo, P., ARDD meeting August 2021 
16  Earth5R. 2021. 5 Crucial Reasons for Implementing a Circular Economy for Sustainable Development. [on-
line] Available at: <https://earth5r.org/crucial-reasons-implementing-circular-economy> [Accessed 19 August 
2021].
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Figure 1: The potential value of the circular economy in GDP growth and job employment within the 
economy (RaboResearch – Economic Research)

1.2  Environmental concerns in the Middle East

1.2.1  Water scarcity

Water scarcity is a huge problem in the Middle East, and considered of a high hazard level in 
all UNRWA areas of operations. In the context of occupied Palestine and Syria, this issue is 
further exacerbated by years of conflicts and destruction, resulting in inadequate infrastructure: 
“By the year 2025, if current trends continue, per capita water supply will fall from the current 
145 m3/yr to only 91 m3/yr, putting Jordan in the category of having an absolute water short-
age.”17

In the West Bank, water scarcity is not purely an environmental issue, but also a political one. 
According to EcoMENA, “Israel is using 85% of the water from the aquifers within West Bank 
territory while Palestinians are receiving a pitiful 15%.... This has led to per capita water con-
sumption in the West Bank to be approximately 73 litres, whereas Israel’s per capita water 
consumption is approximately 242 litres.”18  In the Gaza Strip, just like in the West Bank, the 
political situation plays a role in water scarcity, if even more so due to the blockade and violent 
conflicts, which cause damage to the waste infrastructure as well as to the water supply, causing 
severe health risks: “Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip has pushed the already ailing water and 
[sewerage] system to a ‘crisis point’ and the Gaza Strip water aquifer has become 95% contam-
inated with corresponding unfit for human consumption. 19

17  Nidal Hadadin, Maher Qaqish, Emad Akawwi, Ahmed Bdour, Water shortage in Jordan — Sustainable solu-
tions, Desalination, Volume 250, Issue 1, 2010, Pages 197-202, ISSN 0011-9164, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.de-
sal.2009.01.026. (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001191640900811X)
18  Dakkak, A., 2021. Water Woes in Palestine | EcoMENA. [online] EcoMENA. Available at: <https://www.
ecomena.org/water-palestine/> [Accessed 18 November 2021].
19  Ibid

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.desal.2009.01.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.desal.2009.01.026
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In Syria, the lower amount of rainfall in 2020 and 2021, led to drought-like conditions. As the 
impact of climate change increases, Syria ranks “seventh on a global risk index of 191 coun-
tries most at risk of a humanitarian or natural disaster event that could overwhelm response 
capacity.”20 The water situation in Lebanon is also critical. UNICEF Executive Director 
Henrietta Fore cautioned at the end of August 2021 that “unless urgent action is taken, more 
than four million people across Lebanon – predominantly vulnerable children and families – 
face the prospect of critical water shortages or being completely cut off from safe water supply 
in the coming days.”21

1.2.2  Plastic usage

Plastic usage and water scarcity are two major issues in the Middle East. The impact plastic has 
on the environment is catastrophic and production has been increasing dramatically from “2.3 
tonnes in 1940 to 448 million tonnes by 2015”. To make matters worse, this is “expected to 
double by 2050.”22 Evidently, urgent action is needed; there is no second planet where human-
ity could move; not just yet, anyway. Furthermore, out of the 448 million tonnes around 8 mil-
lion tonnes make their way into the ocean, which is the equivalent of putting five bags of rub-
bish “on every foot of coastline around the world.”23 This has a dramatic impact on marine life 
and releases microplastics into the water, which cause have impact on health for many across 
the globe. The figures below show the amount of plastic produced in each country where UN-
RWA operates and each country’s population in 2021, to provide a scale for the plastic con-
sumption. 

Country Tons of Plastic Waste Population 2021

Jordan 377,506 10,269,021

Lebanon 148,807 6,769,146

Syria 1,365,594 18,275,702

Palestine 87,636 5,222,748

Figure 2: Plastic Pollution by Country 2021

20  ReliefWeb. 2021. Syrian Arab Republic: Euphrates water crisis & drought outlook, as of 17 June 2021 - Syr-
ian Arab Republic. [online] Available at: <https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/syrian-arab-repub-
lic-euphrates-water-crisis-drought-outlook-17-june-2021> [Accessed 11 October 2021]
21  Unicef UK. 2021. Lebanon in danger of losing critical access to water - Unicef UK. [online] Available at: 
<https://www.unicef.org.uk/press-releases/lebanon-water/> [Accessed 13 October 2021]
22  Parker, L., 2019. Plastic pollution facts and information. [online] Environment. Available at: <https://www.
nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/plastic-pollution> [Accessed 11 October 2021].
23  Parker, 2019. Plastic pollution 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/jordan-population
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/lebanon-population
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/syria-population
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/palestine-population
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1.3	 Impact of COVID-19

COVID-19 has had a colossal impact, mostly negative, but also some positive, on the planet. 
The diagram below shows some short-term environmental effects triggered by the pandemic.
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Figure 3: Positive and negative effects of COVID-19 on the environment (Rume and Islam, 2020) 24

The pandemic had some positive impacts on the environment, as it brought about an immediate 
contraction of industrialized countries’ production -- “[i]n 2020, world real GDP fell by 3.6%, 
the volume of world merchandise trade declined by 5.3%, and foreign direct investment (FDI) 
flows dropped by 42%.”25 -- and indirectly contributed “towards the UN 2030 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (namely, 11, 12, 13 and 15) by increasing overall health and safety of cities”.26 
However, the assessment of the medium- and long(er)-term impact is all but reassuring. Silva 
et al demystify the common misconception that COVID-19 has been beneficial for the environ-
ment even in the short term, underscoring that limited consideration is given to areas such as 
increased plastic use through PPE or “shifted priority on waste management”27 resulting in 

24  Rume, T. and Islam, S., 2020. Environmental effects of COVID-19 pandemic and potential strategies of sus-
tainability. Heliyon, 6(9), p. e04965.
25  Zhang, H., 2021. The impact of COVID-19 on global production | VOX, CEPR Policy Portal. [online] Voxeu.
org. Available at: <https://voxeu.org/article/impact-covid-19-global-production> [Accessed 1 November 2021].
26  Patrício Silva, A., Prata, J., Walker, T., Duarte, A., Ouyang, W., Barcelò, D. and Rocha-Santos, T., 2021. 
Increased plastic pollution due to COVID-19 pandemic: Challenges and recommendations. Chemical Engi-
neering Journal, 405, p. 126683. p. 2
27   Silva et al, 2021. Increased plastic pollution, p. 2



11

contradictory behaviour for “environmental sustainability (including green and circular econo-
mies).”28 The Middle East is no exception, as the pandemic has “led to a remarkable increase in 
plastic production and a strengthened norm of plastic dependency.”29 To solve these issues in an 
environmentally sustainable way, governments must shift their focus and move toward green 
and circular economies, whilst simultaneously moving away from the traditional high-pollutant 
practices.

Some countries have shown commitment to refocusing on the imperatives of green and circular 
economies. South Korea, for example, has initiated its response plan for the post-COVID-19 
era, with the “promise to build back better”.30 Its three-pillared approach has an entire section 
dedicated to the “Green New Deal”. The South Korean government’s initial plan is to “trans-
form public urban areas into green, zero-energy spaces” and “increase the usage of decentral-
ized low-carbon energy by introducing 1.13 million electric vehicles and 200,000 hydrogen 
fuel cell cars into the market.”31 France has also launched a post-COVID “big green recov-
ery plan” in an attempt to boost the economy and allow for an “ecological transition and 
greening the economy.”32 This green plan involves around one-third of France’s post-COVID 
stimulus, however climate activists and scientists argue that this is not enough as France 
continues to invest in fossil fuels.33 The World Economic Forum (WEF) stressed that “job 
creation and training programmes for young people must address the immediate aftermath and 
systemic, long-term challenges faced by young people, including climate change and inequi-
ty.”34 Evidently, it is necessary to invest in youth to improve the economic situation after the 
pandemic. 

1.4  Green economy as a priority in the Middle East

Green economy has yet to become an integral part of many economic and national agendas in 
the Middle East. The Middle East is known for its production of and reliance on fossil fuels; 
however, in recent years, some countries in the region have recognised the positive impact of 
switching to green economic policies. The remainder of this section offers a synopsis of how 
host countries position themselves vis-à-vis environmental concern and priorities, water scarci-
ty, and plastic pollution. 

28  Ibid, p. 2
29  Makki, F., Lamb, A. and Moukaddem, R., 2020. Plastics and the coronavirus pandemic: a behavioral 
science perspective. Mind & Society,.
30  UNDP. 2020. Korean New Deal for the post-COVID-19 era. [online] Available at: <https://www1.undp.
org/content/seoul_policy_center/en/home/presscenter/articles/2019/Collection_of_Examples_from_the_
Republic_of_Korea/korean-new-deal-for-the-post-covid-19-era/> [Accessed 18 August 2021].
31  UNDP. 2020. Korean New Deal. 
32  Henley, J., 2020. France’s ‘big green recovery plan’ not big enough for campaigners. [online] the Guard-
ian. Available at: <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/03/france-launches-big-green-recovery-
plan-part-100bn-stimulus-covid> [Accessed 19 August 2021].
33  Henley, 2020. France’s ‘big green recovery plan’ 
34  Thind, P., Benson, G., Pico, D., Souris, D., Gonzalez Guerrero, A., Steele, R. and McDonald, A., 2020. COVID-19: 
Investing in youth will future-proof the economy. [online] World Economic Forum. Available at: <https://www.
weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/covid-19-why-investing-in-youth-will-future-proof-the-economy/> [Accessed 19 
August 2021].
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Jordan
In Jordan, the Ministry of Environment and the Global Green Growth Institution (GGGI)35  re-
cently launched the National Green Growth Plan 2021-2025.36 This ambitious plan aims at re-
ducing water waste, particularly, underground water and improving its management processes 
and reducing costs, while meeting the high national demand.37 The danger of water shortages is 
a crucial policy concern for national economic development, as illustrated in the Jordan Eco-
nomic Plan 2018-202238 and the National Plan for 2025.39 As such, a great deal of attention is 
given to creating sustainable methods of maintaining water resources and improving national 
facilities and infrastructures.40 The Jordan Economic Growth Plan 2018-2022 also focuses on 
key sectors such as energy, transportation, and agriculture. With regards to energy, the plan 
envisions a path toward energy sustainability and diversification, in accordance with best glob-
al practices.41 However, there is no indication of switching to renewable sources as a major 
energy supply. Reliance on oil remains significant (as indicated by funding dedicated to the 
strengthening of the reserves of crude oil and oil derivatives, and expanding the use of natural 
gas).42

The transportation sector is also considered a key area, but no engagement in sustaining and 
enhancing electric cars and transportation is found, mostly because the government’s major 
interests concern the essential completion and upgrade of the transportation networks infra-
structure.43 Lastly, another crucial element of the plan is represented by the enhancement of the 
agricultural sector,44 with a focus on improving the food security capacity through raising pro-
ductivity and optimal use of resources.45 Overall, the Jordanian agenda could  be used as a 
template and incentive for other Middle Eastern countries to shift toward the implementation of 
greener and more sustainable policies, however, its blueprint still maintains or increases current 
GHG (greenhouse gas) pollution levels, particularly in the energy industry.

35  GGGI was established in 2012 as a result of the Rio +20 summit. It is an international intergovernmental or-
ganisation that supports members in transitioning to a green economy. https://gggi.org
36  The National Green Growth Plan is a framework that will help Jordan achieve economic objectives in line with 
green economy.  https://gggi.org/country/jordan/
37  Anon, 2020. Jordan. [online] GGGI - Global Green Growth Institute. Available at: https://gggi.org/coun-
try/jordan/ [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021].
38  See http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/jor170691.pdf
39  See https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/national-documents/jordan-2025-national-vision-and-strategy
40  Extwprlegs1.fao.org. n.d. JORDAN ECONOMIC GROWTH PLAN 2018 - 2022. [online] Available at: <http://
extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/jor170691.pdf> [Accessed 24 November 2021]. p. 52
41  Jordan Economic Growth Plan, p. 56
42  Ibid
43  Ibid, p. 61
44  Ibid, p. 93
45  Ibid

https://gggi.org
https://gggi.org/country/jordan/
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Lebanon
In 2018, a Capital Investment Programme was designed to establish the short-term priorities for 
the country’s economic growth.46 In this document, there is recognition of the lack of sustain-
able access to water and proper national infrastructure, which are deemed as the deepest causes 
of loss of investment and are also reasons for health concerns. Due to this, the report gives a 
great deal of attention to the role of key infrastructure reforms. First and foremost, the country 
has not yet secured an adequate water resource management system for public use and irriga-
tion.47 Furthermore, there is high concern about the stress caused by the inflow of Syrian refu-
gees, which has increased the shortage of water supplies.48 The same can be said of the power 
sector, where the presence of a high number of Syrian refugees has reportedly impacted an al-
ready-deteriorated electricity network as a result of the increased demand.49 In a country where 
the economic capital has been dismantled, it is no wonder that refugees are seen under this 
perspective rather than as an untapped potential for economic growth and job creation.50 The 
report recognises the need to focus on more urgent matters with a strategy designed for the short 
and long term development needs.It is expected that the international donor community will 
secure funding for the both type of development programs. 

West Bank and Gaza 
The Palestinian Authority has designed a National Development Plan 2021-2023 that outlines 
a new development paradigm for the Palestinian people, based on cluster development and 
disengagement from the Israeli occupation.51 The document states that sustainable development 
is one of the main pillars of the agenda, and pleads for improving environmental quality in order 
to make Palestine greener through alternative energy sources.52 However, the plan does not in-
clude a programmatic framework or concrete policies. Although the energy sector is only one 
of many others that make up a green economy, it is a step in the right direction. In 2016, the 
World Bank Group and the Energy Sector Management Assistance Program in partnership with 
the Palestinian Energy and Natural Resources Authority (PENRA) published a document called 
“West Bank and Gaza: Energy Efficiency Plan 2020-2030” which focuses on reaching energy 
efficiency targets mostly related to electricity.53 PENRA also published a document, in collabo-
ration with the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), 

46  Pcm.gov.lb. 2018. Government of Lebanon: Capital Investment Program. [online] Available at: <http://www.
pcm.gov.lb/Admin/DynamicFile.aspx?PHName=Document&PageID=11231&published=1> [Accessed 18 No-
vember 2021].
47  See http://www.pcm.gov.lb/Admin/DynamicFile.aspx?PHName=Document&PageID=11231&published=1 p. 
49
48  Pcm.gov.lb. 2018. Government of Lebanon
49  Ibid, p. 102
50  See https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/refugees_as_assets_not_burdens_final.pdf
51  See https://andp.unescwa.org/plans/1293
52  Palgov.ps. n.d. National Development Plan Steadfast Resilience, Disengagement, and Cluster Development 
Towards Independence. [online] Available at: <http://www.palgov.ps/files/server/mother-5.pdf> [Accessed 24 No-
vember 2021] .p. 17
53  Documents1.worldbank.org. 2016. WEST BANK & GAZA ENERGY EFFICIENCY ACTION PLAN 2020-
2030. [online] Available at: <https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/851371475046203328/pdf/
ACS19044-REPLACEMENT-PUBLIC-FINAL-REPORT-P147961-WBGaza-Energy-Efficiency-Action-Plan.
pdf> [Accessed 18 November 2021].

http://www.pcm.gov.lb/Admin/DynamicFile.aspx?PHName=Document&PageID=11231&published=1
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offering an insight into the “current situation, future strategy and samples of executed and on-
going projects”54 hinging on the importance of “‘energy independence”, in which renewable 
energy plays a role..55 By integrating renewable energy into the energy sector and removing the 
reliance on very expensive power from Israel,56not only would the lives of Palestinians im-
prove, in a practical sense, but it could be also considered as a way of expressing self-determi-
nation.

Syria 
There is limited information on green economic development in Syria and the progress made 
toward a green transition. Due to the country being ravaged by war, it is likely that there has 
been a postponement of development agendas. 

Along with UN agencies, the World Bank has launched an ambitious agenda to support a green-
er path for developing countries. The World Bank’s Environment Strategy 2012-202257 aims at 
reconciling the elimination of poverty with environmental sustainability. For the MENA region, 
the long-term goal is to maximize wealth creation from fragile natural resources. Water scarcity, 
high population densities, and population growth are common issues across this area as they are 
putting pressure on natural resources. The proposed solutions entail a desert ecosystem and 
livelihood program that aims to improve the cultivation of desert ecosystems in a [why social-
ly??] sustainable manner and boost renewable energy options, with a focus on solar power. 
Envisioning solar power as a major alternative to offset current carbon emissions seems an es-
pecially viable solution, as demonstrated by the MENA SCP Knowledge and Innovation pro-
gram; this three-year programme addresses knowledge gaps and promotes innovation to en-
hance CSP (Concentrating Solar thermal Power) investments across the MENA region.58

2.  Harnessing refugee assistance towards green and
      circular economies
There is a mutually beneficial relationship between integrating refugees in environmental prac-
tices and fostering the green economy principles.59 For countries that have a high population of 
refugees, their integration in green economy is crucial not only for improving their quality of 
life, but also for meeting national environmental targets. Additionally, it provides employment 
opportunities, furthering green growth through sustainable practices.

54  Ibid, p.2
55  Ismail, A., 2017. Sustainable Energy Policy in Palestine. [online] Archive.unescwa.org. Available from: 
https://archive.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/events/files/palestine_1.pdf [Accessed 20 Aug. 
2021].
56  Ismail, 2017. Sustainable Energy Policy in Palestine
57  See https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/environment/publication/environment-strategy-to-
ward-clean-green-resilient-world
58  See https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documenttail/676601593174366120/
final-report-in-depth-technical-support
59  Dupire, C., 2020. Green Centre in Azraq refugee camp: Syrian refugees clear the streets for a brighter future | 
EU Neighbours. [online] Euneighbours.eu. Available from: https://www.euneighbours.eu/en/south/eu-in-action/
stories/green-centre-azraq-refugee-camp-syrian-refugees-clear-streets-brighter [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021].
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UNHCR has recently launched a four-year Global Strategy for Sustainable Energy, in an at-
tempt to boost refugees’ safe access to sustainable energy.60 Its goal is to promote the use of 
renewable energy in refugee camps and at hosting sites. The program requires partners and lo-
cal actors to expand its implementation so that minimising environmental degradation becomes 
a viable solution, in accordance with humanitarian action and the protection of the livelihoods 
of host communities. UNHCR has received support from the International Renewable Energy 
Agency (IRENA) to improve access to electricity for refugees living in camps. 

Successful examples of renewable energy integration can be seen in Jordan’s camps for Syrian 
refugees. Azraq camp is “the world’s first refugee camp powered by renewable energy. …. this 
project, funded by IKEA, will contribute to Jordan’s national strategy to achieve a green econ-
omy.”61 The camp has also implemented an approach to the management of waste and recy-
cling; rubbish that is created every day in the camp has become a source of positive change and 
impact, providing economic opportunities for the refugees and the host communities. For ex-
ample, a solar project in Jordan’s Za’atari refugee camp, funded by the government of Germa-
ny, has saved UNHCR “5.5 million dollars a year, which it was able to reinvest in other forms 
of humanitarian assistance.”62 Investment in green economic practices can have a very positive 
impact on refugee, humanitarian organizations and the environment. It is important to note the 
power collaboration between “humanitarian organisations such as UNHCR and specialised 
agencies on renewable energy such as IRENA [can have] in improving the access to sustainable 
energy for refugees.”63

Other successful green initiatives can be observed in Cameroon and Kenya. The Minawao ref-
ugee camp in Cameroon is leading the way in building a green refugee camp. UNHCR has 
linked with “Land Life Company”, an organization dedicated to reforestation.64 For the refor-
estation to be sustainable, an alternative fuel and more environment-friendly fuel source was 
found. In addition to this, the people of Minawao replaced the standard tent with “sustainable, 
locally sourced shelters.”65 Not only did this contribute positively to the environment, it also 
resulted in the creation of 175 local jobs.66 This is a significant model for refugee involvement 
in green economy. As for Kenya, prior to 2015, in the Dadaab complex, home to over 200,000 
Somali refugees,67 the people living in the camps were facing major issues concerning waste 

60  Anon, 2019. UNHCR launches sustainable energy strategy, strengthens climate action. [online] UNHCR. 
Available at: https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2019/10/5db156d64/unhcr-launches-sustainable-energy-strate-
gy-strengthens-climate-action.html [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021].
61  Anon, 2018. Harnessing the power of renewables in refugee camps. [online] Irena.org. Available at: https://
www.irena.org/newsroom/articles/2018/Aug/Harnessing-the-power-of-renewables-in-refugee-camps [Accessed 
20 Aug. 2021].
62  Harnessing the power of renewables in refugee camps, 2018
63  Anon, 2019. Renewables for refugee settlements: Sustainable energy access in humanitarian situations. 
[online] Irena.org. Available at: https://irena.org/-/media/Files/IRENA/Agency/Publication/2019/Dec/IRE-
NA_Refugee_settlements_2019.pdf [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021]. p. 47
64  Tsimenis, G., n.d. Building a Green Refugee Camp with UNHCR. [online] landlifecompany. Available at: 
<https://landlifecompany.com/case/building-a-green-refugee-camp-with-unhcr/> [Accessed 18 November 2021].
65  Tsimenis, n.d. Building a Green Refugee Camp
66  Ibid
67  Anon, 2018. Kenya: Can a refugee camp recycling project improve livelihoods?. [online] International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross. Available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/document/kenya-dadaab-refugee-camp-recy-
cle-plastic-income-livelihoods [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021].
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management. In 2016, the Kenya Red Cross Society launched a community-based plastic waste 
recycling project in the hope of improving the living environment and community health.68 The 
result has been positive and from 2016 to 2018, “more than eight tonnes of plastic have been 
recycled, improving living conditions, generating income and a sense of purpose.”69

In Jordan, organizations and individuals have embraced green and circular economy initiatives. 
An NGO called “Greening the Camps” recognises that farming in Palestinian culture is “seen 
as an integral component of peoples’ communal, cultural, economic and social life” and as 
such, has invested in sustainable urban architecture.70 Greening the Camps aims to engage with 
the most vulnerable refugees, such as youth, familiarizing them with green practices and en-
abling them to learn more about environment-friendly forms of agriculture. The NGO has been 
instrumental in the creation of rooftop gardens which enable Palestinian refugees living in Gaza 
Camp to be food-sufficient; this promotes the ideas of green and circular economies, as well as 
providing refugees an opportunity to learn new skills. The garden not only provides food but is 
also designed to be a “green oasis”71 where refugees can find solace. Green spaces and time in 
nature are frequently associated with better mental and physical health. Moreover, Greening the 
Camps promotes working “with recycled material, to make use of biological compost to fertil-
ize and permanently reusing wastewater” as part of a bigger vision “to contribute to environ-
mental sustainability.”72

It should be noted that Palestinian refugees have been engaging in rooftop gardening on their 
own initiative. For example, in Aida Camp, Shatha Alazza has been creating rooftop gardens 
and established an environment unit in the camp promoting circular economy through creating 
gardens making use of recycled waste, such as car tyres and plastic containers.73

Young Palestinian refugees are finding more and more innovative, and green, solutions to their 
issues. For example, Majd Mashharawi, an engineer from Gaza, created an environment-friend-
ly approach to re-building war-torn Gaza, where roughly 82% of residents are UNRWA-regis-
tered refugees,74 by inventing eco bricks called Green Cakes. She uses the rubble from demol-
ished buildings, which “creates major environmental problems, damages the air quality and 
also causes health problems to the population”, to produce the bricks that can in turn be used to 
rebuild Gaza.75 The bricks weigh and cost less than half a normal brick. Mashharawi identified 
another environmentally friendly solution to the energy crisis in Gaza. In 2017, she established 
SunBox, an organisation that creates affordable smart solar kits that are “self-installable and 

68  Kenya: Can a refugee camp recycling project improve livelihoods?, 2018
69   Ibid
70  Anon, n.d. Greening The Camps - Urban Agriculture in Jordan. [online] Greening The Camps. Available at: 
https://greeningthecamps.com/portfolio_page/vision/ [Accessed 20 Aug. 2021].
71  Greening the Camps
72  Ibid
73  Fayyad, H. and Al-Waara, A., 2020. Turning rooftops into gardens in a Palestinian refugee camp. [on-
line] Middle East Eye. Available at: <https://www.middleeasteye.net/video/turning-rooftops-gardens-pales-
tinian-refugee-camp> [Accessed 20 August 2021].
74  UNRWA. 2021. Gaza Strip | UNRWA. [online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/
gaza-strip> [Accessed 11 October 2021].
75  Ideassonline.org. n.d. GREEN CAKE NEW BRICKS MADE FROM RUBBLE AND COAL DUST IN PALES-
TINE. [online] Available at: <http://www.ideassonline.org/public/pdf/GreenCakeGaza-ENG.pdf> [Accessed 30 
September 2021].



17

can be used as either an on or off-grid system.”76 Green Cakes and SunBox are not only protect-
ing the environment, they also contribute to positively affecting Gazans’ quality of life through 
affordable and accessible opportunities for people to engage in circular and green economies 
through sustainable practices. 

Lastly, the Jerusalem Center for Women has been helping spread awareness about waste sepa-
ration and its benefits. The Head of the board, Fadwah Khawjah, talked recently at the confer-
ence “Circular economy in conflict areas: opportunities for Israel, Palestine and Gaza Strip”, 
about the work the centre is doing to incorporate circular economy into its programmes. She 
highlighted the bread-recycling project that uses leftover bread to produce animal feed at a re-
duced price.77 With organic waste making up around 55% of all waste in the occupied Palestin-
ian territory, this is an innovative and beneficial way to engage in environment-friendly practic-
es and to emphasise the benefits of engaging women in such projects. Simple projects that 
require little to no initial investment such as the bread-recycling project makes engaging in 
circular economy accessible. Evidently, there are opportunities to incorporate green and circu-
lar economies into refugee assistance through many different means, as outlined above, provid-
ing low-cost opportunities, and stimulating refugees to engage in green practices that help them 
increase their level of self-sufficiency.

2.1  Humanitarian and development organisations commitments

The humanitarian sector promotes a “do no harm” approach to environment protection; howev-
er, assistance can cause significant environmental degradation.78 Migrant Offshore Aid Station 
(MOAS) states that environmental sustainability and humanitarian work have long been con-
sidered independent from one another.79 However, MOAS examines the negative environmen-
tal impact of humanitarian action and the different areas of this work that lead to environmental 
degradation. An example of this can be seen in Bangladesh: the camps built in Cox Bazar  
“blocked the migration route of endangered Asian elephants”80 which led to a land-use change, 
increasing the “risk of landslides in the region, and has caused tension with local communities 
who depend on the forests.”81 This highlights the necessity to adopt a bottom-up approach and 
integrate local knowledge into green practices to promote a green economy to counteract and 
adapt to the problems communities are facing, not contribute to them. 

76  Farraj, L., 2019. SunBox - Founder and CEO Majd Mashharawi. [online] MENACatalyst. Available at: 
<https://www.menacatalyst.ps/startups/3413.html> [Accessed 30 September 2021]
77  Bruno, F., 2021. Circular economy in conflict areas: opportunities for Israel, Palestine and Gaza Strip - Envi.
info. [online] Envi.info. Available at: <https://www.envi.info/2021/07/02/circular-economy-in-conflict-areas-op-
portunities-for-israel-palestine-and-gaza-strip/> [Accessed 30 September 2021].
78  Humanitarianresponse.info. 2014. Environment and Humanitarian Action Increasing Effectiveness, Sustain-
ability and Accountability. [online] Available at: <https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitari-
anresponse.info/files/documents/files/EHA%20Study_summary_version1.1_web_2_0.pdf> [Accessed 15 Octo-
ber 2021].
79  MOAS. 2020. Humanitarian work and environmental sustainability | MOAS. [online] Available at: <https://
www.moas.eu/humanitarian-work-and-environmental-sustainability/> [Accessed 20 August 2021].
80  Humanitarian work and environmental sustainability | MOAS, 2020
81  Ibid
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The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) and the Global Protection Working Group 
(GPWG), given their high-level guiding and coordinating functions, can play an important role 
in advancing a common practical agenda on how to translate green and circular economy con-
cepts into the operations of humanitarian action. IASC already recognises the need to harmoni-
ously consider climate change and humanitarian action, maintaining that “environmental pro-
tection, as well as climate change mitigation and adaptation are critical for the prevention of 
infectious diseases” and encourages governments to “not let crucial climate action become an-
other victim of the pandemic. Instead, they should seize the opportunity of the COVID-19 crisis 
to transition and transform through building economic recovery on green, resilient, and sustain-
able foundations that align with global frameworks such as the Paris Agreement, the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the Sustainable Development Goals.”82 While the 
Global Protection Working Group does not have a strong focus on environmental policies and 
engaging in green and circular economies, their cash and voucher assistance and protection 
“can be a flexible and cost-effective mechanism for delivery of assistance to help vulnerable 
populations meet their most pressing needs and reduce negative coping mechanisms such as 
child labour, transactional sex, or early marriage.” This is the perfect platform to consider em-
ployment in green and circular economy sectors, not only providing decent employment oppor-
tunities but also positively impacting the environment.83

International humanitarian organizations have also recognized the need for more environmen-
tally sustainable responses and started a movement to minimize the damage caused by a human-
itarian response. For example, the International Committee of the Red Cross has enacted a 
“Green Response”, which aims to focus on “improving practices before a disaster strikes, whilst 
also advising and improving practices during response operations.”84 The ICRC Green Re-
sponse plan was designed to extend the ‘do no harm’ principle not only to society but also to the 
environment. 

In order to assist humanitarian organisations to adapt to a greener response, French organization 
Groupe URD (Urgence, Réhabilitation, Développement) published a report looking at the ‘En-
vironmental footprint of humanitarian assistance.’85 The report breaks down the humanitarian 
cluster groups and analyzes the most environmentally sound ways to deliver assistance. The 
report also explains the common mistake organizations make by associating environmental 
protection and sustainable development solely with climate resilience. Although this is an inte

82  Interagencystandingcommittee.org. 2020. Climate Change, Humanitarian Action and COVID-19. [online] 
Available at: <https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-11/IASC%20Key%20Messages%20
on%20Climate%20Change%20Humanitarian%20Action%20and%20COVID-19.pdf> [Accessed 15 October 
2021].
83  Globalprotectioncluster.org. n.d. Cash and Voucher Assistance and Protection | Global Protection Cluster. [on-
line] Available at: <https://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/cash-and-voucher-assistance-and-protection/> [Ac-
cessed 15 October 2021].
84 Media.ifrc.org. 2018. Green Response. [online] Available at: <https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/08/Green-Response-Snapshot-March-2018.pdf> [Accessed 20 August 2021].
85  Brangeon, S. and Cowley, F., 2020. Environmental footprint of humanitarian assistance-scoping review 
- World. [online] ReliefWeb. Available at: <https://reliefweb.int/report/world/environmental-footprint-hu-
manitarian-assistance-scoping-review> [Accessed 19 August 2021].
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gral aspect, it is not the sole way to limit the environmental impact. For example, URD consid-
ers “biodiversity protection, regeneration and nature-based solutions”86 as important aspects of 
environmental protection. Taking into consideration all these aspects is key to abiding by the 
main principle of the humanitarian industry: “do no harm”, which should be integrated in UN-
RWA’s approach. This report is fundamental to providing guidance on environmental reform, 
and therefore green economic development in the context of the global south.

2.2  UNRWA’s engagement with green/circular economy

UNRWA ranks among the bottom 25 percent of 53 UN agencies regarding the carbon footprint 
per capita.87 This suggests that the environmental mindset has to a certain extent integrated it-
self into the agency already. In UNRWA’s Mid-Term Strategies, there is growing interest in and 
engagement with green economy. Additionally, UNRWA’s “Strategy for sustainability manage-
ment in the United Nations system, 2020-2030 Phase II: Towards leadership in environmental 
and social sustainability” recognises the need to protect the planet. It highlights three areas: 
prevent loss, protect, and restore biodiversity and ecosystems; prevent pollution, and maximize 
resource efficiency; and take action on climate change.88 Although all are positive and neces-
sary steps, the commitment entails a quite broad and vague overview. In fact, the strategy fails 
to give any sense of direction or specificity regarding practical implementation. All UNRWA 
services and programs have the potential to be relevant for and engage refugees in green and 
circular economies through education, job creation, vocational training, microfinance, and 
camp improvement, and this must be specified.

UNRWA’s mid-term strategies have noted an increasing interest in and focus on the green econ-
omy. For example, in the Mid-Term Strategy 2010-2015, there is clear reference to UNRWA’s 
commitment to the environment: 

“Responding to UN commitments on climate change, UNRWA is putting in 
place an Environmental Management Framework (EMF) that will guide 
intensified effort to both minimise the negative environmental impacts 
caused by the Agency and optimise - as far as possible - opportunities to 
create environmental benefits. UNRWA’s interventions in relation to 
strategic objective three (safe drinking water, adequate sanitation, water 
drainage, and solid waste management) are most relevant here.”

(UNRWA Medium-Term Strategy 2010-2015, n.d.)

86  Brangeon, and Cowley, 2020. Environmental footprint of humanitarian assistance, p. 5
87  Anon, 2017. Greening the Blue report 2017 :. [online] United Nations Digital Library System. Available 
at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3852658 [Accessed 27 Aug. 2021].
88  Unemg.org. 2021. Strategy for sustainability management in the United Nations system, 2020-2030 Phase II: 
Towards leadership in environmental and social sustainability. [online] Available at: <https://unemg.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2021/09/EMGSOM.27_INF_3_UN-Sustainability-Strategy-II__version-of-2021.09.15-for-SOM.
pdf> [Accessed 15 October 2021].
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In the 2016-2021 report, there was more emphasis on a “green approach” that would improve 
Palestinian refugees’ quality of life:

“UNRWA will gradually implement the ‘Green approach‘, which is 
expected to improve the comfort of refugees… and have a positive 
impact on the environment as part of the Agency’s commitment 
towards sustainable environmental management... UNRWA will 
gradually streamline the Green approach in the design and upgrading 
of its facilities.”

(Medium-Term Strategy 2016-2021 | UNRWA, 2016)

In recent annual operational reports, there has been reference to the role of UNRWA in address-
ing environmental concerns. For example, the 2019 Annual Operational Report states that: 

“UNRWA acknowledges that it has a key role to play in addressing 
environmental issues within the Palestine refugee community and an 
obligation to minimise the negative environmental impact of its own 
operations…Severe funding restrictions caused funds diversion and 
focus shift …from the development of an Agency-wide approach to 
environmental protection and climate change and onto more 
existential challenges.”

(Annual Operational Report 2019, n.d.)

The 2020 Annual Operational Report states that: 

“UNRWA [is]… committed to developing an Environmental 
Management and Policy Framework (EMPF); ‘a draft policy had 
been formulated which will mainstream environmental management 
into the Agency’s construction, reconstruction, shelter rehabilitation, 
camp improvement, sanitation, solid waste management (SWM) and 
infrastructure works.”

(Annual operational report 2020 | UNRWA, 2021)

It emerges that UNRWA has progressively realized the necessity to embrace a “green approach”. 

2.2.1  UNRWA’s practices to date

The table below (Fig. 3) offers a synopsis of the range of projects UNRWA has been involved 
in with regards to green and circular economies, as mentioned in the agency’s annual reports in 
the past two decades.89

89  It gives an overview, however, there is limited data and information on these projects and their progress.
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Measures taken
Field

HQ Gaza strip Jordan Lebanon Syria West Bank

Solar panels ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Shift to LED ✓ ✓ ✓

TEVT on solar panel
instalments ✓

In-office waste reduction ✓
✓

(paper) ✓

Development of a solid 
waste management strategy ✓ ✓ ✓

Cleaning campaign* ✓
✓

(JCP)

Education outdoor event ✓
(1/10)

Awarenessraising in schools* ✓
(8)

Recycling in camps* ✓
(Burj Shemali)

Greening neighbourhood ✓
(tree planting)

✓
(tree planting)

Roof gardens* ✓

Disposal of hazardous 
medical waste ✓

Figure 4: Overview of UNRWA Annual Reports 2016-2020

UNRWA’s most relevant and practical engagement in green and circular economies took place 
in technical and vocational education training (TVET). Through this program, UNRWA has 
historically ensured that Palestinian refugees (particularly youths willing to enter the labour 
market) were adequately equipped and qualified to enter the Middle Eastern labour market. The 
agency offers semi-professional, trade, and short-term courses.90

TVET is one of the main channels through which green economic concepts have pervaded UN-
RWA’s system by training Palestinian refugees on the installation of photovoltaic panels/cells.91

	 In 2015, learning how to install solar panels was integrated in the curriculum for Palestin-
ian refugees in Jordan.92 Providing young people with the skills and knowledge of green 
technologies can help initiate a mind-set shift with regard to the environment and engag-
ing in green and circular economies.

90  UNRWA. n.d. Vocational training | UNRWA. [online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/what-we-do/voca-
tional-training> [Accessed 19 August 2021].
91  Photovoltaic: converts light into electricity. 
92  UNRWA. 2017. Preparing Palestine Refugee Youth in Jordan to Work with Sustainable Energy | UNRWA. 
[online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/features/preparing-palestine-refugee-youth-jor-
dan-work-sustainable-energy> [Accessed 19 August 2021].
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	 The Gaza Training Centre (GTC) trained young people to install solar photovoltaic sys-
tems.93 The introduction of renewable energy sources is necessary in Gaza to increase the 
possibility of having a steady source of electricity.94 Through the GTC, students devel-
oped water solar heating units for displaced families; “ACF and Mercy Corps … bought 
two of them to be reproduced in the local market and installed in mobile latrines for dis-
placed persons in Gaza City and Khan Younis, southern Gaza.”95

	 Training centres across UNRWA’s area of operations have also enabled women to get 
involved in the renewable energy vocational training program and train in a “niche re-
newable energy field… breaking barriers in a field dominated globally by men.”96

In Gaza, UNRWA  also established the first green school; however, this kind of intervention has 
not been replicated elsewhere besides the first experiment.97 Other refugee-led activities have 
not been studied, let alone incorporated or mainstreamed into UNRWA practices.

3.  Recommendations: opportunities for UNRWA to further engage in
     green and circular economies
UNRWA’s own commitment to green economy is an important entry point to advocate for the 
development of a concrete and result-oriented plan of action which takes into consideration 
global shifts, refugee needs, and local contexts. The two latter considerations are crucial to en-
hance UNRWA’s action on green and circular economies. Unemployment is rampant in Gaza 
Strip, with the World Bank announcing that it has the highest unemployment rate in the world.98 

In 2020, the unemployment rate stood at 49%, meaning that many Palestinians are heavily reli-
ant on humanitarian assistance.99 In the West Bank, the situation is only marginally better, with 
unemployment in 2020 “among individuals aged 20-29 years with an intermediate diploma or 
bachelor’s degree (BA) reaching 35%.”100 In Lebanon, coinciding with the strict labour market 
93  UNRWA. 2021. Solar Power & Empowerment: Gaza’s First Women Technicians in Renewable Energy 
Take the Field by Storm | UNRWA. [online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/features/so-
lar-power-empowerment-gaza%E2%80%99s-first-women-technicians-renewable-energy-take-field> [Ac-
cessed 19 August 2021].
94  UNRWA. 2021. Solar Power & Empowerment
95  UNRWA. 2015. UNRWA Gaza Training Centre students develop water solar heating system units to be used 
by internally displaced families | UNRWA. [online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/features/un-
rwa-gaza-training-centre-students-develop-water-solar-heating-system-units-be> [Accessed 19 August 2021].
96  UNRWA Gaza Training Centre students develop water solar heating system units to be used by internally dis-
placed families | UNRWA, 2015
97  UNRWA. 2014. UNRWA Leads the Way with Region’s First ‘Green School’ | UNRWA. [online] Available 
at: <https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/press-releases/unrwa-leads-way-region’s-first-‘green-school’> [Ac-
cessed 19 August 2021].
98  Yassine, M., 2015. World Bank: Gaza’s Unemployment Rate the Highest Globally | Mission of Palestine. 
[online] Palestine.dk. Available at: <http://palestine.dk/world-bank-gazas-unemployment-rate-the-highest-
globally/> [Accessed 11 October 2021].
99  UNRWA. 2021. Gaza Strip | UNRWA. [online] Available at: <https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/
gaza-strip> [Accessed 11 October 2021].
100  Unemployment rate among Palestinian university graduates exceeded 50% in 2020 – PCBS - PNN, 2021
Badil.org. 2019. Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) The International Day of Refugees 2019. 
[online] Available at: <https://www.badil.org/phocadownloadpap/Statistics/%28PCBS%29The-Internation-
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access for Palestinian refugees, the rate of unemployment “among young (15-19 years) reached 
44%, while the unemployment rate was 29% for the individuals (20-29 years).”101

The disastrous economic situation of many Palestinian refugees in most UNRWA’s area of op-
erations, matched with the opportunities that could be seized, connected to the environment, 
and the lack of expertise in the region on how to preserve, protect and restore it, offers a unique 
opportunity for UNRWA to intervene and become a catalyst for change in the Middle East and 
beyond.   

Based on UNRWA strategic commitments stemming from the Agency Environmental Manage-
ment Policy and Framework (EMPF), these are clear entry points for UNRWA:

	 Commitment to use executive leadership on environmental sustainability

	 Use of 700+ schools, 140 health centres, 55 registration offices, 20 microfinance offices 
and extensive procurement contracts as conduits for environmental sustainability

	 Green planning, design and construction 

	 Stimulation of private sector businesses active in environmental sustainability

	 Internal office practice: ban on single use plastics, paperless environment, green meet-
ings, IT efficiency

	 Building staff skills to implement sustainable green practices

	 Effective monitoring system as part of the next MTS

As a next step, UNRWA should consider practical ways forward that are sustainable and pro-
portional to meet [“appropriate to” or “meet”] Palestinian refugees’ needs and strive to pre-
serve, protect and restore the environment. As an operational, direct-implementation agency, 
UNRWA has the ability and power to initiate pilot schemes and implement green and circular 
approaches promptly and efficiently, in line with the needs of the refugees and opportunities in 
the host country/territory. However, caution should be exercised when implementing pilot 
schemes, as often they can lead to unfulfilled expectations and disappointment for the refugees. 
Such a shift, if well centred on host countries’ priorities and opportunities, could lead UNRWA 
and the refugees to save resources and even create new ones; to become promoters of environ-
mental preservation strategies; and create new job sectors and opportunities. The regional con-
text, with its blurred bridge between problem identification and operational solutions, offers a 
significant area for UNRWA to engage. Each of UNRWA’s programs and areas of engagement 
with the refugees has great potential to translate the opportunities provided by green and circu-
lar economies into education, job creation, vocational training, microfinance, and camp im-
provement.

It cannot be stressed enough that at every stage of action, it is critical to involve Palestinian 
refugees, to take into consideration their wishes and integrate them in plans of action. Localiza-
tion is key to bringing about effective change; therefore, the knowledge and wisdom of the 
Palestinian people must be recognized taken into account. 

al-Day-of-Refugees-2019-eng.pdf> [Accessed 11 October 2021].
101  Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) The International Day of Refugees 2019, 2019.
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Step zero
The agency needs to develop a “green reflex” in every staff member, premise, relationship with 
refugees, donors, partners and vendors [not so sure what they could be, in this context, but if 
you know it’s right...contractors, but UNRWA calls them vendors]. Investing in a “preserve, 
protect, and restore” agenda makes it incumbent on the agency to interpret each of its pro-
grammes and services according to these three questions: 1) Is what we are doing preserving or 
wasting natural resources? 2) Does it protect the environment from abuse? 3) Does it help re-
generate and instigate a positive cycle? The societal view on the environment also needs to 
change, helped by engagement in green and circular practices that result not in improved 
well-being for the Palestinian refugees and help the environment. 

Short term
In the short term, a workshop to reflect on what UNRWA has done to date in relation to green 
and circular economies may help provide a starting point to build upon and align further with 
the Green Economy movement recommendations. 

Additionally, partnerships should be developed with regional and international green and circu-
lar economy bodies. For example, regarding the increasing single-use plastic consumption in 
the MENA countries and the Mediterranean, there should be discussions at the Euro-Mediterra-
nean level. The involvement of refugees and other leading Palestinian thinkers, businessper-
sons, and young entrepreneurs, such as Majd Mashharawi, (e.g., as a role model and as an am-
bassador) in the green and circular economies may help build on existing projects and implement 
other relevant and effective projects. A taskforce should be established that can help UNRWA 
develop a plan across the agency, as well as advise the agency throughout the process. 

Medium term 

One of the first areas in which UNRWA should invest is education. In the context of education, 
green economic development can address social injustices and advance a more rights-based 
approach to the environment; from better resources in education facilities (for example, a 
steadier electricity supply) to increased job opportunities in an innovative field. Through the 
agency, there is potential for curriculum enrichment, expanding green education and awareness 
about green and circular economies. UNRWA schools provide the perfect outlet to create and 
experiment with a 5R curriculum, mobilise the youth to take the lead in promoting a new sus-
tainable culture and pave the way toward a green economy in a cost-efficient way. 

In the medium term, vocational training should be rethought and modified to make all activi-
ties relate to green or circular economies. Vocational training programs should provide the 
youth with specialized skills that could help them develop and implement green projects that 
preserve and restore nature. Training programs are to be tailored to future job prospects and 
help increase employability. Partnership with the private sector is encouraged, but UNRWA 
should engage with the youth first and foremost. The Job Creation Program (JCP) has the 
potential to be expanded beyond emergencies, in a way that encourages more active and respon-
sive individuals to green economy, and develops ideas and projects in the form of start-ups, 
which help address knowledge gaps and promote innovation.
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Among UNRWA’s programmes, microfinance projects also offer extraordinary entry points 
for sustaining the green and circular economies, and they could be adapted to encompass a 
green approach. As one of UNRWA’s former directors of the Microfinance Program, Alex Pol-
lock, wrote, “the ethos of microfinance puts subaltern economic agency, self-determination, and 
self-help at the core of its vision…. Microfinance is a sustainable – operationally and financial-
ly self-sufficient – market-based approach to providing financial resources to subalterns to as-
sist them realise their own self-reliance.”102 Indeed, bringing in new technologies and approach-
es works best when it happens from the bottom up. To implement a greener circular economy, 
local knowledge and willingness must be borne in mind. Green loans could be used as a way of 
combating climate change and increasing employment. It is important that green finance be 
available for local society, including refugees, as this will have a positive impact on employ-
ment and willingness to get involved in green growth.

Camp improvement is another area that can implement green approaches; however, any efforts 
must consider and build on the work and initiatives of the refugees and local partners. For ex-
ample, Palestinian Shatha Alazza teaches refugees in Aida camp, “where residents are exposed 
to more tear gas than any other population in the world, impacting the people and the environ-
ment,”103 how to create rooftop gardens using old car tyres, plastic containers, etc. This is an 
example of circular and green practice implemented in a localized way. However, as roughly 
two-thirds of Palestinian refugees do not live in camps, it is important to also consider life for 
refugees or displaced people who perhaps live in urban settings or for locals that live near or 
beside high refugee populations when making camp improvements. A report by Chatham House 
emphasized that “refugee camps’ energy needs [need] to be aligned with host governments’ 
existing policies and ambitions so that projects can benefit both displaced people and locals…. 
It’s much better to invest in something that leaves a legacy for the country and builds better 
social relations.”104 Clearly, camp improvements do not need to benefit solely the refugees living 
in them; investing in green technology or implementing more circular practices can improve 
relations between displaced people and the host country and can alleviate the stereotype that 
refugees are a burden on society. However, green and circular economies cannot just be about 
implementing projects (albeit an important aspect); they must also be a concept that is internal-
ized by UNRWA as a whole in its endeavor to help the agency progress and assist refugees.
Lastly, waste management provides a unique opportunity for UNRWA to change how waste is 
viewed and to encourage a circular economy mindset toward waste. The integrated sustainable 
waste management (ISWM) approach should be considered when dealing with waste, as it pro-
motes “environmental effectiveness, social acceptability and economic affordability,”105 which 
align with the principles of green and circular economies. 

102  Hanafi, S., Hilal, L. and Takkenberg, L., 2014. UNRWA and Palestinian refugees: From relief and works to 
human development. Routledge 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN. p. 32
103  Fayyad, H. and Al-Waara, A., 2020. Turning rooftops into gardens in a Palestinian refugee camp. [on-
line] Middle East Eye. Available at: <https://www.middleeasteye.net/video/turning-rooftops-gardens-pales-
tinian-refugee-camp> [Accessed 20 August 2021].
104  Leach, A., 2015. Clean energy in refugee camps could save millions of dollars. [online] the Guardian. 
Available at: <https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/nov/17/
clean-energy-in-refugee-camps-could-save-millions-of-pounds> [Accessed 20 August 2021].
105  Caniato, M. and Thöni, V., 2021. REFUGEE CAMPS AND CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN PALESTINIAN 
WEST BANK: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES.
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Long term 

In the long term, there should be investment in green technologies and, alongside this, monitor-
ing and evaluation (M&E) on green and circular projects. Increased M&E enables UNRWA to 
observe what works effectively and, subsequently, what projects should be invested in, as well 
as track what does not work. 

Donors could foster a two-pronged discussion: one among main humanitarian/development 
agencies and one involving a variety of entities/experts who have gained significant expertise 
in best practices in the field of green and circular economies, i.e., how individuals, families, 
schools, health centres should change their habits so as to transform a conception and waste 
production into a conservationist/preserving life style. Host countries’ authorities should also 
be closely involved as the agency enforces the strategy on the ground.

3.  Conclusion
The paper argues that UNRWA must consider a new environment-conscious approach to run-
ning its operations. UNRWA assists refugees throughout their life cycle, which is an immense 
service.

In the future, UNRWA should fully embrace becoming a “‘green agency” and this change could 
help change the societal view on the environment, through engagement in green and circular 
practices that enhance the well-being of the Palestinian refugees and also help the environment. 
It may create a new profile for UNRWA as it becomes a catalyst for positive and innovative 
change. At every stage of action, it is critical that Palestinian refugees be involved, including 
through civil society organizations and CBOs, and that their desires be considered and integrat-
ed. Localization is key to bringing about effective change; therefore, the knowledge and wis-
dom of the Palestinian people must be acknowledged and integrated in any action plans. If na-
tional green initiatives are aligned with international initiatives, they will provide a new drive 
for funding and resources, all whilst protecting the environment (UNDP Seoul Policy Centre, 
2020). The purpose of this research is to highlight the possibility of a green future, with Pales-
tinian refugees at the forefront of this innovative development. Such an approach, if proven 
successful, goes beyond UNRWA and Palestinian refugees, touching, more broadly, the MENA 
region and helping it deal with its now endemic environment problems, like waste reduction 
and reduction of environmental hazards in civic spaces. UNRWA, which is already one of the 
greener UN agencies, can play a pioneering role so that other development agencies and gov-
ernments with which it works can learn from it. 
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