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Note by the. Commiss'ioner-General of' 
the United Nations Relief' and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in 
· . the Near East @RwA) 

. "The . Commissioner.:.aeneral has· the honour t_o submit to the Conference . the 

attac~ed Note entitled "Human Right~ and the Palqstine. Refugees 11 • -

Whilst no report was requested from him by the Preparatory Committee· for the . 
I • . · ·• 

Conferonoe, the Secretariat of .the Conference had reoeived indications -that various 

delegations have expressed a desire to · have a Note or Statement by the Commissioner­

The Commissioner- General is glad to avail 
. •. . : 

himself of the opportunity afforded by this w;i.sll of the_ delegations oonoerned to 

submit for the consideration of the Conference the attached Note . The Conference 

will be aware that the details of tho .Agency 1 s work are fully reported, annually, 

to tho General Assembly (m0st recently in A/6713) and, in addition, in 1967, were 

made the subjeot of two special reports to the Assembly by the Commissioner-General 

on the humanitarian aspects vf the situati1..1n in the Middle East (A/6787 ·a~d A/6723 

and Add. l), and of a Report by tho· Secretary-General, based on information provided 

by the Commissioner-General and the Secreta:ry-General 1s Special Representative, 

:Mr. Gussing, dated 18 August 1967 (s/8124). The Conference · will also recall that 

the Secretary-General of the United Nations, in a note dated 2 Mar~h 1968 (A/7060), 

circulated a further reiort by the Commissioner-General on the exodus from the 

Jordan Valley. · 

HUI .... UT RIGHTS .AN] THE PALESTD.""IB REFUGEES 

~enty years ago, on lU December 1948, the United Nations General Asscnibly 

adopted the Universal ·Doolnratiun of , Human· Rights. It was also ' twenty years ago 

that nearly three quarters of a million Palestinians became ref'ugees. On 

8 December 1949, in resolution 302(IV) the . Ge:r,eral Assembly conferred on UNRWA 

a mandate which envisaged a programme of assistance to the Palestine refugees . 

Th is resolution did not specifically use the phrase "human rights" or overtly 

express any connexion bet,rnen ·this mandate and the basic ooncepts - of' human rights 

adopted by the Assem·bly in the Universal Declarat ion of Human . Rights: · ·but the 

connexion between the two resolutions, both in the period f'or which they have 

endured a."'td iri their humanitarian aims , is nevertheless clear. 
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The ,·tragic ciroumst-art(;~s ·.hi . which the '·Palestine refugees :found thems elves, 

and the h~~sb.-·"cond.i ~~-O~S ·'.'t:h.ei'hri.v~ he.d t o £2cce •' over ' the l ast twenty years raise 

inc~it .~bly t}10 g_~~S.ti~n. wh~tne:r:. ·.their status can be re,;onr;iled with the precept 

. of Article ·1 · -0:f th.0 :·u:uiv~·rsa.l Decl~°i-ati;ri of' Human Rights , that 

"All h~11,1an ' beings lire born freo and equal in dignity and rights ••• 11 

The . Pales tin;' :r~fug~es ~ve ·:faced ·th~ir hardships with courage and., in a very 

real scnse, .it has been 'part of U1ifRWA 1 s task to assist, as best i t r;uuld within 

the lim.ited resouroos available to tt, in preserving for m0re than one and a 

quarter mill ,iun •. Palestine · refugees some semblan,10 o:f human dignity, withou"~ whfoh 

human rights .aro moa.11.:i.ngl~ss. This task has boon discha~god b:ir tho Agon·oy· :fur 
. ' 

nearly tvicmty years and the details··· IJf the execution o:f this task have been· a ma.tte:r 

of annual repor·t t~ the General Assembly·~ · · However; in tho most summary terms it 

may be s_tated that, siw.Je · its inception; UNRWA has provided basic rat ions o:f about 

1,500 calories a day for about ·850,ooo persons · in a refugee population which, by . . 

May 1967, numbered 1,300,000 persons. rt·has a:fforded ·supplenientary feod:i.ng 

to specially vulnerable gr,Jups, such as infants·, s~hoolohildreri and pregnant 

women;. It · has dist.ributed m~r·o 'thart 10 ,ovu tons of -~luthing and built· oamp 

shelter for more than half-a~million people. 

'l1he Agency has al&o pr,>vided' a simple but effoct iv0 C:)mmunity heal th serrioe, 

with technical guidn.rioe fr;~•m the 1Lrld .I.Iealth Organizati:.m, c.nd there has never 

been a maj_·r epidemic am.mgst the refugees in UNRWA 1 s oare . Ms:revver , f0lluwing 

up-..m th~ o;,.ents ,._,:f Jun·e 1967·; the Agonoy has ·, pursmmt t0 Genera: Assembly 

ros ,.;lutL-n 2252(Es...:v) uf 4 July 1967; , extended · its assistance :t) tons uf · th0usandB 

uf newly-displaoed pcrs0ns, in add~tiun t0 the previuusly-rogistorod ro:fugecs. It 

has · ~co~mmudatod~- sub.o 7o' 000 pe,;plo in emcrgew.::y, tented ryamps set :up in Ecst ' .. 
. ·. ··•; . ,. A- b R.. bl.' .. · Tho . in.,.::reascd burd.ens imp,:-scd upun 'the ' J ,)rdari and the Syrici.n .t-1 • .1.:a opu 10. 

A. · · · :f +u·ho cvc·nts . ,:f Tun6 1967, burdons which sh,/W no sign u:f genoy as a oonsoqucnoo ·0 - t.J 

1 · h b ' f. u11· X""P' :r· ted ·t,, tho General Assembly in t 1,c · Commissi . .mcr-essen:u:ig , ~ave . ocn . y - ~ .., ..., 

'Geric:ral J s -last .Annual ·:acpurt Ut/6713 ' ·· paras 24-49 . and 59). 
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• No one can pretend -that 'tho: :st
1

a'naai-d (if i1~:fu~ '.thus pruv i dea.: 00:riformo~ t u_ "the 

right tu a standard cf' living' adequat·e ' f0; the' health and, w~1i~be:irig of himself and . . . . ' . , . . . .. . .., 

0:f his i'amily, including f0 ud; clothing, _huusing. and medical ~are .-:and nooossar; 
- . .,.. . ,. . . 

s0cial services" referred t u in Article 25 of the Universal Declaration . Equally, 

with an expondituro 0f liJ U.S. ·cents, per_ day per person f.,>r :fu0d , clothing, shel tor, 

heal th and edu.cn.tLm, n 0 0ne -00uld oxpcot that UNRWA. cvuld .d0 s ,, . 

There remained :.::no pruspoct 0f material · -impruvemont in the welfare of the 
-.• ( ~ 

refugees which, even in tho absence 0f massive financial afd. 0:f'fered · some . , 

possibility of restoring a : measure_ uf human dignity . - This lay -~ seeking tu enlarge 

and impruve the oducat:i.vnal 0pportu..'11ities ·uf the r0fu~ees. in. ao6_0;danco :with the·. 

aims · envisaged in Artfolc 26 vf the Universal Deolar3tion and the spe cial emphas-is 

placed up0n the rights of the child in the General As~embly 1s Declo.ration on the 

Rights vf tho Child of 20 N,JVombe:r 1959. This ,IDffiWA has done , within the financial 
. ., . 

limitatLns uf its limited budgot. A whole oducati.:.mal system has been devel0ped 

sin•Jo 1948, with technical advice and guidanoe fr,.>_m mmsco, _and the:re are today 

m.;ro tha.n 25u ,ouo children rocoiving full-time e ducat ion in 440 acho0ls oonstru<?ted 

0r rentod by UlffiWA, in temporary tented, schools in th0 emer~onoy camps _ created since 

last June, tJr in government or private schuols subsid~ed by UNRWA. It may be 

add.od that by 1966·; 45% c,f _this · schovl population cvnsisted of girls, and · that, 

every off;.;rt wo.s mn.dc tu recugnize tho principl~ uf_ -equality of th~ sexes, affirmed 

in the Preamble t 0 the U~ivorsal Declarati0n. /In addition to this Elementary 
. . 

and ProparatJry sohu-.::ling 5 _ ten woll-equipc~, residential centres f or v ocational 

and teacher trn.ining have been established, fr0m which already mure than 10,000 
. ·-

y 0ung refugee men and w-,)mon have graduo.ted t o apply their skills through0ut tho 

Arab World and, in additiuri, t o ·c0n_tributo tJ tho living standards v:f thoir· __ f~milies . 

Over 4o% of TnffiWA I s b~dgo't is n uw spent on eduoatiori mid, vwing to · the eff\:,rts of 
. , 

tho y0ung refugees themselves and their innate intelligence and ability, a gradual 

but evident pr0ooss of • rehabilitat:G:m has boon at w0rk. Tho value of this 

education t -~ _ tho young :re:fugees oannJt be denied, wherever their future may lie . 

_ In f'inal analys•is, however, all thes~ endeav ;.:u.rs are palliatives : t hey have 

helped_ to maintain minimum standards ,:)f living·_ for the refugee populatLm, ,they 

have rest0red some of their oonfidonco ·and, pJssibly, __ preserved something of their 
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1fuat they have n0t done is to put an end .tu thoir rofugee status 

and aoourd tu therri the f'ull .measure of human rights _which tho _Universal Declarc1ti0n 

and the International Covenants , req_uire. . Tho larger problem, whioh is buth 

pol i tical ··arid human, has remained and f'alls largely outside UNRWA 1 s mandate and its 

capabilities. 

It ·will be rocia-llcd that it was - in relation tu this larger probl0m that, in _ 

December 1948 , only a _few±nonths af'ter the refugees had f'.led from their humes, 

the General Assembly adupted resGlution 194 (III), in p~agraph 11 of which · it 
. . . ,, ' ., 

res0lved "that the r0fugees .·wishin3 to return to their homos and live in peace with 

their neigh 1>0urs sh..:mld be permitted t;:> do so at the oarliost practicable date, and 

that oompensati;~ should be· paid __ for the property of_ those chJosing not to return 

and for loss of' or damage tb property which, under principles 0f int:nnati0nal law 

or in eq_ui ty, should be made good by the . Governments 0r <_1uthori tics responsible". 

In the same paragraph, the Assembly instructed the Conciliation Commission "to 

facilitate the repatriation, resettlement and ec0nomic and social rehabilitation of 

the refugees and the payment of compensation, and to maintai1~ oloso . ~elations with 

the Director of tho United Nations Relief' a,nd Works Agency ~or Palest.ine Ref'ugeos 

n.nd, through him, with the appropriate 0rgans and agencies of' the United Nati0ns 11
• 

Paragraph 11 has been rea:f:firmod year after year by tho Assembly but has remained 

unimplemented. ~liter nineteen years the refugees have still had neither an opportunity 

of returning tv their homos n0r compensation :for their property. Since the two 

issues uf repatriation and compensation are -linked together as alternatives in tho 

resol:a.tion, the continuing deadiorJk .. -vcr repatria.t'ion has had tho rosul t of' denying 

the refugees o:f any benefit from the property they left behind in -1948. It wo~ld 

h3.rdly seem that this -can hi:l.ve been _tho intention of the Assembly ' in adopting its 

resolution nineteen years ago. Suggestions have been made f'r-_im time to time f'or 

measures to enable the re:fugees to receive oomponsation, irrospootive of' whether they 

would have tho opp-..,,rtunity o:f returning to their homos and without prej-11.dice t0 this 

t h but th~se suggAst1·-,ns h~~rc not boen or any other pol i tical claims hoy may ave; ~ - v ~• 

pursued. 
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The . importance of ·tho 1948 Resolti._tfon_· remairis undiminshed at the. pre.sent time, 

arid . this for tvio · rea;t.ins'. In tho ' first case it is now· widely . accepted ~hat; Without 

s0mo sulution to th6 ·:i:-°E}fugco :p:robleni, pea~e within. the Middle E~'st . is ,unlikely to 

be achieved;; ;rt ·: may · be recalled th~t- the }foourity C,mnoil, in ro.soi~~ion 242(1967) 

of 22 November 1967 . n.:ffirmed _the neoossity · 0:f "a just ··s13ttle~mont of _tho -refugee 

pro'blem" as an ingredient 0:f any just and lasting poaoo in the area, Th~ Seor~tary-. 

Gonc~nJ., · in ·his Introduction to the Annual Report on the work vf the Orga.n~ation 

for the por1ud i6 · Juno ·1966 ... 15 Juno 1967 had earlier 'stated that: 

"It · ·~eems :t(.; me also 'that tho't'O . aro ljQ~_tain fur+darncfri.tal_: prinoiplos 
_. ; whioh have application to tho, .issues uf the Mid.dle. East and which 

nv ,lmo w0~d be disposed to dispute as t i> thoir.·intrinsic worth, · 
S•.)tllldnoas : and justness, at least when taken separately • ••• people 
everywhere, and this certainly applies tu .tho Palestine refugees, 

- . have a natural, right t •..> be in thoir homeland and t o have a future ~ .-. 
(A/6701/Add.l; pn.ra.49). ·. , .- · '. · · • · · ·· · 

ln the soc0nd case, without a just soluti,.m to . the refugee problem tl'.l.e human 

rights vihfoh . are onshr~od ~ · these .in torna t i 0mil .inst;uments cannot -l;>o achieved 

·for tho ialostine refugees; thoy ·will remain a people .to . whom the fu,11 J:eal:izg.tion 

vf those, ·rights ":is denied. It may thus be appropriate - to search :f,ir a s0lution not 

vnly as a political settlement but as a means of -impl3menting human rights~ Perhaps 

a s -Jlution to this s.:i.d intractable pr0blem may bG ··more ·. affectively and· hopefully 

pursued by ·tempc;ing r)onsidorati-.::ns vf a p0litioal oha.raotor with simple humane 

c;;_,ncern f :.:;,r rost0ring human rights to tho Palestine rofugoes~ 

Ponding tho sulutibn to . this larger problem there .is· an immediate-: problem to . 
• • • A • 

whfoh the Sc~~ity Council · mado rof'o:renoo 'in its · :resolution 237(1967) of 14· .June 1~_~7, 

and which· is roferrod to under th:o ·.hoading "Respect for human rights and for . • 

humanitarian ·prin~-iplos :in 'time of miliiniry ·.o·onfliot" frl. :tho study . submi.ttod by 

the Secrot~ry-Gen'eral as c'onfe;enoe Document A/CONF. 32/5/Add.l •. · Thi;s :i,s no:f; a . 

problem which any, organ of tli·o 'United Nations has placed within UNRWA 1s i:;,impotence,_ 

~~ . I nius~ ~-tres~ that ~ in· conscg_uenoo, the. 'Agonoy 1 s concern with this p:i:,qblem hp.s_ . 

'p.e9~ssarily·\-~eh' limited f v tho im~lications which this problem has for ,-its 
-· 

prvgrammcs of a.~sistanrJE) and its pr0por int·orost .in tlle general vvelfarc :Of the 

pcrsvns entitled to 'that assistanc0, whothor ·undor its nvrmal mandat~ or thq 

extended mandate conferred by General Assembly resolution 2252(Es-vY of 4 · .July 1967. 
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One aap°Eio~ 0f · this· probt0m Concerns those rof'ugoos arid other ·displaced persuns 

w.tio· .inhabited .'tho aroas where '' inilitary oporatioris t0ok place m .Tune 1967 and who 

Thcse · numrror over 400,000 parsons, 

mn.ny o:r · ·whom ar0 now oxis't:ing in cr.o'Wdod,'. ;tomporo.ry habitation, deprived o:f means 

of livelihood ', of. their · :tiro~erty and homes·, and u:ften sopurO:tod from ·their families. 

For all these pers0ns tho Security Council called upon tho G0v0rnment uf Is:ra~l to 

facilitate · their :ro tur.n, .and this . call· we,s endorsed by tho Generai Assembly. In ., 

practice · ·-as I' :ropor.tod to ·-tJ:ie :'. As~embly ' in my>·la.st .Annual Ropo;t (A/6713 , para,36), 

the number who act'i::tally ·roturned prior t0 tho · ond of August 1967 was a little over 

14,00u. : Since then a further small number have been able to :return under· ; 

arrangomehts :fur ·reuniting families . · .The period since 'August has also seen a 

continuing movement of ' pe0plo 0ut of tho o6oupiod areas. 

· Tho Age1?-cy 1s ·position has · bee:n consistent and porloctly clear ·on this quostiun, 

and that is that, ·on grounds of c cmmon humanity, these :people· shoul4 be permitted t0 

return~ In a statement I issued ori 3 .July 1967, · I said: 

"Otn- mission· is J)tr.r'ely humanitarian and it is· on grounds 'of comm;ni-, 
_huma11:i-ty that I ~go tnis ac tiun ~ the return. of ~.he displ.acod 
pors0ns · ;_ on ali . oonoc:rned. For this is a situat ion where tho 
obligations· of Ll.tiinani tY muSt, I boli.evE?, ·prevail tt. ·· · · 

' ' .. 

It may bo added that, in torms of UNRWA 1s capacity 'to help those unfurtunato 

people, a return tu whore they were living bcfvro the reoont hostilities w0uld 

increase that capacity precisely because it is thoro that UNRWA has tho installo.tkns 

and facil ities nooossary t0 ma.kc i ts sorviuos offoctivo: the tented camps and 

emergency facilities now prov~-dod on tho East Bank of J0rdan and in Syria and tho 

united Arab Republic offer no adequate subst itute, 

Tho other aspect of this problem concerns that part of the population who 

now find themselves in occup;ied territory. It was on this aspect of tho problem . 

that the Security C0unoil made to tho Governments concerned the recommendation that 

they scrupulously respect tho humanitarian pr:inoiplcs govorn:ing the protection of 

civilian persons m time of war, · contained in the (foneva 0-.)nvcntion of 12 August 1949• 

The Civilians Convention uf 1949, as ;my reading uf it will disclose, has an intimate 

connexion · with considorati0ns of human rights, for its essential purpose is to 
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safe guard minimum human rights in times of military occupation. It must be in the 

inte r e st of all· the· Gov or nments concornod _to ensure full compliance with this 

Convention and to demonstrate to world opinion.· that full compliance is achieved. 
' · .. 
It may be recalled that, following upon the Security Council 1 s request t o the 

Socrotnry-Genoral in ros 0lution 237 (1967) of 14 .Juno 1967 that ho f ollow tho 

affective implementation of that resolution, the Secretary-General appointed to · 

Mr. Hils-Goran Gussing as his Special Representative t ,J obtain for him, · on the spot, 

tho informatiun required f or · the pr,Jpor discharge of his · responsibilities. In due 

'JJurso, un 15 Septorilber 1967, tho Secretary-Gonoral published a report based upon 

tho inf'ormc.tion submitted to him by Mr. ·aussing (A/6797). UNRWA 1s role, . du.ring 

Mr. Cussing I s · missLn and thoroaftor, has boon confined t o lending such assistance 

and furnishing such informatiun to tho Secrotary-Gonoral and his Representatives as 

they might require and as wuuld f ollow from tho Agoncy 1 s limited connexion with 

those matters, c:..s described above. It Jnly r emains t o be adde d tha:t, iri a series 

uf Notes exchanged with tho Guvornments of Israel, tho Syrian Arab ·Ropublic, 

.J()rd2.n and tho Uni tod Arab Ropublic during tho past throe months (S/8553, dated 

19 April 1908) tho So(?rota ry-Gonoral has s ou ght tho odncurronco of tho Gov'Orhments 
. . . . : . 

concornod to tho despatch of a reprosontative to tho area who, once again, will 

assist tho Socrctary-Gcnerai in meeting his reporting obligations under the r elevant 

Security Council and General Assembly R~s olutions. 




