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In early 2003 in preparation for an expected influx of refugees in the event of a U.S.-led war in Iraq, 
the government of Jordan, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the Jordanian Red 
Crescent (JRC), the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Jordan 
Hashemite Charity Organization (JHCO), together with other humanitarian organizations, were 
working day and night to prepare for an anticipated flood of Iraqi and other refugees. Muin Qassis, 
ICRC’s spokesman in Amman, told the Jordan Times that the organization had been making 
preparations in the region to provide immediate assistance and protection to those fleeing the conflict 
and that they were “ready to meet the needs of those would-be refugees in the first phase from 5,000 to 
10,000 persons”. (Ad-Dustour Arabic Newspaper, March, 2005). 

Historically, Jordan has been playing a positive role in dealing with forced migrants and refugees, 
since World War I, be it in receiving Cirassians, Chichmians and Armenians as well as Bahaies. 

Jordan also hosts over 1.7 million Palestinian refugees covered by the mandate of the UN Relief 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Jordan has traditionally 
demonstrated a high level of tolerance towards Iraqis refugees and migrants, and currently hosts an 
estimated 400,000 Iraqis, most of whom arrived before the 2003 war, and who are now covered by the 
temporary protection regime and UNHCR Mandate. The UNHCR representative in Jordan anticipated 
cooperation from the Jordanian government because of the country’s strong humanitarian tradition and 
stated that he was “absolutely convinced Jordan will not allow people to stay and die on the borders 
without providing them with help and shelter, but I do not know on which side of the border that will 
be", he further emphasized "that out of humanitarian sprite will not send back any persons expressing 
possible fear of persecution to their original countries. At the same time, however, Jordan repeatedly 
stated that it was not in a position to absorb large numbers of refugees and in 2003 the Minister of 
Interior, Samir Habashneh, declared that "Our ability to absorb any number of refugees is non-
existing. That is why we are coordinating our efforts with the international community and hope to get 
international assistance". (Ad-Dustour, March, 1, 2005) and (Jordan Times, March, 10, 2003 also). 

In February 2003, the Prime Minister of Jordan, ………., declared that as a result of the recent 
developments in Iraq, the government was planning two camps: one for transit migrants and one for 
temporary refugees. After continuous negotiations with international relief agencies, in particular the 
UNHCR, an agreement was reached to establish two camps, one for nationals of third countries in 
transit to their countries of origin, such as Egyptians, in Jordan 60 kilometers east of Ruweished city 
(Ruweished camp), and one in no-man's land inside Iraq near the Iraq-Jordan border (Al-Karameh) for 
Iraqi refugees and asylum seekers. The UNHCR expected to work closely with NGOs including the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent and UN bodies, as well as the Jordanian government. It is important to 
note that the two camps are located in a desert area where there are violent sandstorms and 
temperatures can reach 50 degrees Celsius in summer, and the conditions are bitterly cold in winter.  

In the short period from the beginning of the war in mid-March 2003 until 2 April 2003, a total of 
2,558 persons of various nationalities arrived at Al-Karameh camp on the Iraq-Jordan border. On the 
other hand, and rather unexpectedly, a total of 5,628 persons, primarily Iraqis, left Jordan for Iraq 
across the Karameh border. These were mainly shiates, single, young males religiously motivated. 
(Ad-Dustour Newspaper, May, 15, 2003) 

Ruweished 

The Ruweished camp (closed now) is under the control of Jordanian authorities and is run by the 
Jordanian Hashemite Charity Organization (JHCO) in coordination with the UNHCR. The Jordanian 
Red Crescent reported that the camp had: 
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[…] a field hospital, in addition to a children’s clinic. We cooperate with Al-Ruweished 
hospital and Al Noor hospital in Al Mafraq. Three meals are provided daily. […] We are 
ready to serve up to 5,000 persons in this camp. (Ad-Dustour Newspaper, Dec, 2003) 

Ruweished is basically a transit camp hosting temporary Arab evacuees, for those holding a valid visa 
or residence permit or who have been granted asylum in a third country who plan to leave as soon as 
the International Organization of Migration (IOM) finalizes their departure procedures. Consequently 
the total number of its inhabitants fluctuates as people come and go. For example, a total of 458 
evacuees left Ruweished by 2 April 2003, of whom 2 were members of the Palestinian Authority. Of 
the remaining 264, 8 held Palestinian documents, 9 were from Dejibouti, and 38 from Morocco. The 
total number of arrivals was around 765 up to that date, including 105 from Somalia, 2 from [Eritrea] 
and 1 from Mali. The remaining were largely Iranian Kurds with visas to European countries. 

Ruweished has become a camp primarily for Arabs, mainly Palestinians with travel documents and 
foreigners. Palestinians residing in Iraq since 1948 were not covered by the UNRWA mandate, but 
according to many of those supporting the post-Saddam administration in Iraq were commonly 
believed to enjoy preferential conditions in Iraq, especially under Saddam Hussein and his drive for 
Arab nationalism. This subsequently backfired on the Palestinians, and some were evicted from their 
rented housing, either because their rent was low or because they were considered loyal to the 
collapsing regime of Saddam Hussein, whilst others were harassed or even killed. As a result many 
sought refuge in Jordan. Those Palestinians who ended up in Ruweished carried Palestinian travel 
documents from Iraq, Egypt, Lebanon and Syria. Some of these travel documents had expired but the 
countries that had issued them refused to grant entry to their holders.  

[…] the countries that issued such travel documents should signal their intention 
to take these people back as refugees, which they have not. (Jordan Times)  

Returning to Iraq was impossible and the UNHCR worked hard with all countries to find asylum for 
these Palestinians, but with little success. Many of them were married to Jordanian women with 
Jordanian nationality and were thus entitled to leave Ruweished and join their relatives, whereas under 
Jordanian law their children and husbands were not. UNHCR officials expressed frustration as their 
appeals to national governments to allow entry to these refugees went unheeded and on some 
occasions indicated that the Jordanian government was dragging its feet on allowing Iraqi refugees in 
Al-Karameh to enter Jordan, or not allowing the husbands and children of Jordanian women to leave 
the Ruweished camp. 

The Jordanian media, both Arabic and English, raised the issue several times, blaming either the 
UNHCR or the international community, for not paying sufficient attention to the plight of the 
refugees in the Ruweished and Al-Karameh camps and the Jordanian press such as the Jordan Times, 
printed articles about the plight of the refugees in the two camps.   

[…] In these days' weather, with sandstorms sweeping the desert, the living conditions of those 
in the three-kilometer wide no-man's-land are extremely poor: no water, no food, no shelter, no 
healthcare. UN officials have said these people had to flee Iraq to save their lives  […] 

Prime Minister Ali Abul Ragheb has […] good foolproof reasons for denying entry to some 600 
Iranian Kurds and several dozen of the Iranian opposition group “the People's Mujahedeen”. 
Firstly, many of the Iranian Kurds have travel documents issued by France, Germany, other 
European countries and the US. In some cases, such travel documents are said to be expired. 
[…] Secondly, the People's Mujahedeen [… ] has been classified as a terrorist group by both the 
US and the European Union. By not letting them in, Jordan risks to be accused of insensitivity 
towards the plight of refugees-Jordan, of all countries.(Jordan Times, 2003) 

B.M. Wardam wrote in Arabic Ad-Dustour Newspaper April, 2006:  
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"It is difficult for the media silence to continue about the suffering of about (130) Palestinians 
refugees from Iraq, who live in a very bad conditions on the Iraqi-Jordanian border, after they 
had escaped the continuous hill in Iraq. Jordan prevent them from entering Jordanian Lands on 
the principle of not allowing any refugees, either from Iraq or the Palestinian territories, and 
have permanent settlement in it. At the twenty-first Century, we cannot keep our eyes closed 
about the miserable situation that these refugees live in it, at the Jordanian borders, which does 
not satisfy Jordanian honor and basic human rights". 

The lower house of representatives, the Jordanian government and the National Center for Human 
Rights (NHCR) were all involved in solving the problem of these refugees.  

Palestine Committee in the lower house of representatives, made a visit to the camp and presented a 
fact finding report to the House, (UNHCR) representative made a visit to the camp and presented a 
report to the prime Minister about the situation also. 

In the camps there were repeated reports of self-inflicted injuries such as cutting, refusal to eat, 
telephoning striking and writing to the Jordanian and international press about their situation. 

During the last two years there have been several serious accidents in the two camps. […] tents 
collapsed either because of sandstorms, or heavy winds. In one case a fire erupted in a tent in 
which a 3-year-old child died, while the rest of the family were burnt or injured.  

This was not the first time a fire had broken out at Ruweished (others have been caused by overturned 
stoves or kerosene lamps), but it was the first time there had been a death, and the death of a child, and 
it brought the existing tension among the camp residents to a climax.  

In April 2005 the Daily Jordan Times reported that: 

senior UNHCR staff have traveled to Ruweished camp to hold talks with the refugees who have 
been stranded there for almost two years after fleeing Iraq in the aftermath of the war. i (closed 
now) 

The UNHCR representative in Jordan, Sten Bronee, declared that: 

They're bitter about what they see as a lack of support from governments in the region. […] they 
think they're the victims of all governments outside the region. […] they think they're the 
victims of all the wider issues relating to Palestinian refugees in the Middle East, which  have 
made it so hard to find a solution for them. They feel that if their situation here had been 
resolved, as it should have been by now, this little girl would still be alive. 

Aya Lowai Awni Wahdan, though born in Baghdad, had spent the majority of her short life in 
Ruweished, a bleak tent camp some 60 km inside Jordan that is currently housing 123 
Palestinians who were formerly refugees in Iraq. The camp is frequently buffeted by violent 
winds and sandstorms. It also suffers from savage heat in the summer months and extreme cold 
at night and sometimes, in winter, during the day as well. The Jordanian authorities, UNHCR 
and other agencies provide basic services, including food, but it is no place to bring up a child. 

At 8 am last Saturday, a fire-believed to have been caused by an electrical short-circuit-broke 
out in neighbouring tent and swept by a strong wind, in a matter of seconds engulfed three other 
tents, including the tent housing Aya's family. 

All four tents were completely destroyed by the brief inferno, leaving Aya dead, her mother 
Salafah and one of their neighbours suffering from severe burns, and three others, including 
Aya's five-old brother, suffering from the effects of smoke inhalation. 

[…] it's our job to find solutions for refugees. Bur we are dependent on a state, or states, to 
break the ideological and political deadlock here. (UNHCR News Stories, April, 15, 2005) 



Analytical and Synthetic Notes – Political and Social Module   CARIM-AS 2006/08 
 

© 2006 IUE-RSCAS 5 

Bronee added,  

We've tried hard, particularly with the states in the region, we've pleaded the humanitarian case. 
But the issues and politics surrounding Palestinian refugees are so entrenched. They asked me 
why can't they be treated more like other, non-Palestinian refugees? (The same source) 

The refugees were unwilling to return to Baghdad, where they feared reprisals following the collapse 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime. Finally, upon the recommendation of the Minister of the Interior, His 
Majesty King Abdullah II, issued a Royal Decree allowing the Palestinian children and husbands of 
Jordanian women to join their relatives in Jordan until a final solution was found. The first batch was 
13 persons, followed by a much larger group of 370 who were allowed to leave Ruweished and join 
their relatives in Jordan. During this period, and until the Royal Decree allowing Palestinians to enter 
Jordan, the press reported several humanitarian cases involving the children and husbands of Jordanian 
women married to Palestinians. In June 2005 the Jordan Times reported the case of the Abu Hanan 
family: 

The family had been among many Palestinians living in Iraq when the war started in March 
2003. They fled towards neighbouring Jordan, fearing insecurity during the conflict, and 
discrimination after the fall of Saddam Hussein's government in Baghdad. Some of them were 
allowed to enter Jordan, but others who arrived later were stuck in the no man's land between 
the two countries. 

Abu Hanan's sons, Bahaa and Safaa, arrived in April 2003 and were admitted into Ruweished 
camp […]. Abu Hanan, his wife and two daughters followed a month later, but were unable to 
enter Jordan because […] the border was closed. Unable to proceed, but unwilling to return to 
this insecurity in Iraq, they chose to stay in Al-Karameh, an unofficial camp in no man's land 
that was under no state's jurisdiction […] 

[…]that separation ended on 29 May when the JHCO and the UN refugee agency transferred all 
743 people from Al-Karameh camp to Ruweished camp in Jordan. 

As a result, several visits to Ruweished were made by journalists, Jordanian officials, parliamentary 
representatives and NGOs, to see the living conditions and demands of the refugees first hand. 

Al-Karameh 

The Al-Karameh camp in Iraq is close to the Iraq-Jordan border in a no-man's-land and often called 
Al-Azila. It is under the auspices of the UNHCR, and services are provided by Jordanian NGOs, 
mainly the JHCO. It became predominantly a refuge for Iranian Kurds from the Al Tash camp in 
central Iraq. Officially it is under the authority of the UNHCR, but services are provided by the 
Jordanian Hashemite Charity Organization (JHCO) and other NGOs. Initially, it hosted 1,054 persons, 
49 of whom were Palestinians. For over 20 years until the start of the 2003 war Al Tash had been 
home to some 12,000 Iranian refugees. As a result of instability in the Ramadi area, many refugees left 
the camp. Around 4,500 are thought to have returned home to Iran, another 3,000 move to northern 
Iraq (where most settled in the Suleimaniyah area), and around 1,200 headed for Jordan. 
Approximately 3,500 remained in Al Tash. 

In late 2004 a total of 386 were resettled, in two groups, from Al-Karameh camp to Sweden and 
another 23 to Ireland. To date, and apart from Jordan itself, Sweden and Ireland are the only countries 
that have come to the aid of those stranded on the Iraq-Jordan border. A third group, consisting of 206 
Iranian Kurds, mostly from Al Tash, are living in even more difficult conditions on the Iraqi side of 
the border. This group, which includes around 85 women and at least 14 children under the age of 
three, most of whom arrived in January ….. have been permitted, upon UNHCR's requests, to enter the 
no man's land camp (Al-Azila, or Al-Karameh). 
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At the beginning, [and subsequently?] this group was not granted entry to Jordan because they did not 
meet requirements set by Jordan, i.e. a transit visa, residency in a third country or a guarantee of 
repatriation by their home governments. The Iranian Kurds in the Al-Karameh camp belong to the 
Peoples Mujahedeen, the movement opposed to the Iranian regime that moved to Iraq in the mid-
1980s under an agreement with Saddam Hussein, and which has been classified as a terrorist group by 
both the US and the European Union. 

The harsh environmental conditions and the presumed neglect of the refugees at Al-Karameh camp by 
the UNHCR sparked off hunger strikes by the refugees in an attempt to draw international attention to 
their plight. In one case the UNHCR office in the camp was destroyed, and a UN vehicle was seriously 
damaged.   

The case of Hassan Barazaniii is indicative of the suffering of these refugees. Barazani, a 50-year-old 
Iranian refugee who had been on hunger strike for 36 days in protest against a delay in processing his 
political asylum request, claimed was that the UNHCR was causing “a deliberate delay […] in 
studying his application for political asylum”, but announced an end to his hunger strike and told the 
Jordan Times, “I decided to end my hunger strike after the UNHCR contacted me today to inform me 
that the representative from the Geneva office will be meeting with me on 10 March to finalize my 
application process”. A UNHCR official confirmed that the representative from the agency's 
headquarters in Geneva, would meet Barazani on the specified date to finalize his case. 

He claims to be a political and human rights activist and a former Mujahedeen en Khalq 
Organization (MKO)iii member and says it would be impossible for him to return to Iran as he 
“would be killed on return”. 

As a result of intense negotiations between Jordan and the UNHCR, in May 2005 Jordan 
agreed to allow all residents of the Al-Karameh camp to enter the Ruweished camp in Jordan 
temporarily until the UNHCR found a third country to accept them. The Al-Karameh camp has now 
been closed, and as of 31 May 2005 the UNHCR has welcomed a series of recent breakthroughs that 
should make significant improvements in the safety and living conditions of thousands of refugees 
living in Iraq at the time of the 2003 war. 

The UNHCR Acting Representative in Jordan, James Lynch, declared that, 

On Sunday, all 743 refugees who had fled the conflict in Iraq and settled in an unofficial camp 
in the no man's land between Iraq and Jordan for the last two years were transferred to 
Ruweished camp 60 km inside Jordan. 

"Although conditions in Ruweished are far from perfect, it is nevertheless distinctly preferable 
to the no man's land camp, which was difficult to access, potentially presented a considerable 
physical risk, and was under no state's jurisdiction," said UNHCR's Acting Representative in 
Jordan, James Lynch. 

Among those relocated were some 50 Palestinians, many of whom were joining family 
members already living in Ruweished camp. 

"UNHCR will now redouble its efforts to persuade -either within the region or elsewhere- to 
provide solutions for all the people relocated from the no man's land and for the 127 people –
mostly Palestinians- who were already housed in Ruweished," said Lynch. 

A total of 643 of those relocated on Sunday are Iranian Kurds who had fled Al Tash camp near 
Ramadi in central Iraq. Al Tash hosted some 12,000 Iranian Kurds for more than 20 years, but 
since the 2003 conflict, residents have been facing security incidents, frequent water shortages, 
and reduced or interrupted services. Located in one of the most insecure areas of Iraq, the camp 
can only be visited sporadically by aid agencies including UNHCR. 

A further 209 Iranian Kurds from Al Tash are still stranded in another unofficial encampment 
on the Iraqi side of no man's land. 
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However, in another very significant breakthrough, the Iraqi government has just informed 
UNHCR that it has approved a proposal to relocate Al- Tash's remaining population some3,100 
people- to a much safer location near Suleimaniyah in northern Iraq. Another 3,200 former Al 
Tash residents have already moved there on their own, and have been helped by local authorities 
(which provided land), UNHCR and its partners to settle in. (UNHCR News Stories, May 31, 
2005)  
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Table 4: Current financial situation of households (current financial situation and welfare index) 
by remittances and household migration status 

 
 Curren

t  
Recent 
current 

Non-
recent 
current 

Return Recent 
return 

Non- 
recen
t 
retur
n 

Non-
migra
nt 

 
 
Total 

         
Receive remittances         
More than sufficient 1,1 1,3 0,0 8,6 15,0 0,0 0,0 2,1 
Sufficient 34,4 27,3 68,8 31,4 55,0 0,0 22,7 29,9 
Barely sufficient 51,6 55,8 31,3 45,7 20,0 80,0 43,9 47,9 
Insufficient 12,9 15,6 0,0 14,3 10,0 20,0 33,3 20,1 
         
No remittances         
More than sufficient 1,1 0,0 0,0 2,5 0,0 3,6 7,3 6,2 
Sufficient 22,2 19,0 80,0 24,2 15,5 27,9 15,7 17,3 
Barely sufficient 33,3 34,5 20,0 37,9 36,2 38,6 44,2 42,7 
Insufficient 43,3 46,4 0,0 35,4 48,3 30,0 32,8 33,8 
         
All households         

More than sufficient 0,5 0,6 0,0 3,8 3,8 3,2 6,9 5,7 
Sufficient 29,0 23,1 69,6 25,2 25,6 25,2 16,0 18,8 
Barely sufficient 42,6 45,0 26,1 38,9 32,1 42,6 44,2 43,3 
Insufficient 27,9 31,3 4,3 32,1 38,5 29,0 32,8 32,2 
         
Receive remittances         
Poor 21,7 25,0 5,6 31,4 10,0 60,0 13,6 20,5 
Middle 56,5 60,5 38,9 42,9 65,0 13,3 56,1 53,8 
Rich 21,7 14,5 55,6 25,7 25,0 26,7 30,3 25,6 
         
No remittances         
Poor 48,4 47,6 66,7 24,7 35,6 20,0 46,4 43,5 
Middle 38,5 39,3 16,7 53,5 45,8 56,4 34,0 36,9 
Rich 13,2 13,1 16,7 21,7 18,6 23,6 19,6 19,6 
         
All households         

Poor 35,0 36,9 21,7 25,8 28,2 24,5 44,6 40,0 
Middle 47,5 49,4 34,8 51,9 51,3 52,3 35,2 30,0 
Rich 17,5 13,8 43,5 22,3 20,5 23,2 20,2 20,0 
         

 
Source: Ismet Koc and Isil Onan (2004) “International Migrants’ Remittances and Welfare Status of the Left-Behind 
Families in Turkey”, International Migration Review, .38(1), pp. 78-112. 
 
                                                

i April 15 2005 
ii Hassan Al-Basri, a pharmacy worker, declared that “political asylum in Australia is a […] chance to complete 

my graduate studies, whether the situation in Iraq improves or not.” whereas an Iraqi working as a French 
translator in Amman, reported that "My country is better than any country, whether there is a government in it or 

not.”). 
iii The MKO is the largest Iranian opposition group and its military wing in Iraq is known as the National 
Liberation Army. 

 


