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Preface 
The Survey of Palestinian Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons has been published by BADIL Resource Center 
since 2002. The Survey provides an overview of the case of Palestinian refugees and IDPs, which constitutes the 
largest and longest-standing unresolved case of refugees and displaced persons in the world today. 

The Survey endeavors to address the lack of information or misinformation about Palestinian refugees and 
internally displaced persons, and to counter political arguments that suggest that the issue of Palestinian refugees 
and internally displaced persons can be resolved outside the realm of international law and practice applicable to 
all other refugee and displaced populations.

The Survey: 

(1) provides basic information about Palestinian displacement – i.e., the circumstances of displacement, the size 
and characteristics of the refugee and displaced population, as well as the living conditions of Palestinian refugees 
and internally displaced persons;

 
(2) clarifies the framework governing protection and assistance for this displaced population;

(3) sets out the basic principles for crafting durable solutions for Palestinian refugees and internally displaced persons 
which are consistent with international law, relevant United Nations Resolutions and best practice; and,

(4) presents an overview of past and current political initiatives aimed at resolving the Palestinian refugee question, 
including official diplomacy and civil society efforts.

 
This issue of the Survey (Volume V) highlights the situation of Palestinian refugees and internally displaced 
persons on the eve of the 60th anniversary of the Palestinian Nakba (Catastrophe) of 1948 and 40 years into Israel’s 
belligerent occupation of the West Bank, including eastern Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip. New information and 
data presented here cover the period between 2006 and mid-2007. A professional review of the methodology 
used for calculating estimates of the current Palestinian refugee and IDP population was undertaken, in order to 
guarantee data accuracy and reliability. 

The Survey examines the status of Palestinian refugees and internally displaced persons on a thematic basis. Chapter 
One provides a short historical background to the root causes of Palestinian mass displacement and ongoing 
displacement. Chapter Two examines the demographic characteristics and living conditions of the Palestinian refugee 
and displaced population. Chapters Three and Four examine international assistance and protection. Chapter Five 
provides a political analysis of the negotiations and the positions of the stakeholders. Each chapter includes basic 
background information and highlights from the previous year.

The Survey also provides a list of recommendations concerning implementation of the rights of Palestinian refugees 
and internally displaced persons in the context of a just and comprehensive solution to the conflict in the Middle
East.

The Survey complements other information and advocacy materials prepared for BADIL’s Campaign for Palestinian 
Refugee Rights and for the Global Coalition for the Right of Return. Many of the specific issues raised in the Survey 
are addressed in more detail in other BADIL publications.   

BADIL Resource Center
June 2007
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Executive Summary
Palestinian refugees and internally displaced Palestinians represent the largest and longest-standing case of 
displacement in the world today. On the eve of the 60th anniversary of the Nakba, the massive displacement of 
Palestinians by Israel in 1948, two out of every five refugees in the world are Palestinian. At the beginning of 2007,
there were approximately 7 million Palestinian refugees and 450,000 internally displaced Palestinians, representing 
70% of the entire Palestinian population worldwide (10.1 million). 

Palestinian refugees include those who became refugees following the first Arab-Israeli war in 1948 (the Nakba) 
and the second Arab-Israeli war in 1967, as well as those who are neither 1948 nor 1967 refugees but outside 
the area of former Palestine and unable or unwilling to return owing to a well-founded fear of persecution.  The
largest group of Palestinian refugees is made up of those who were displaced or expelled from their places of origin 
as a result of the Nakba. Internally displaced Palestinians include those who were displaced within Israel and the 
occupied Palestinian territory.

Internal displacement continued unabated in the occupied Palestinian territory (OPT) in 2006. Israeli military 
operations in the occupied Gaza Strip in the summer of 2006,  for example, caused the internal displacement of 
5,100 persons. The Wall and its associated regime in the occupied West Bank is also forcibly displacing Palestinian
communities, including in occupied eastern Jerusalem, where it was cited as the main reason for the relocation 
of 17% of the people. Thousands may also have been forcibly displaced in the Jordan Valley as a result of closure,
home demolition and eviction orders. 

Similar patterns of displacement are also found in Israel, where urban development plans for the exclusive benefit
of Jewish communities have displaced indigenous Palestinian communities in the Naqab (Negev) and Galilee.

Palestinian refugees in host countries are also vulnerable to forced displacement. For instance, as a result of the 
US-led aggression and occupation of Iraq since 2003, persecution has forced over half of the approximately 34,000 
Palestinian refugees residing in Iraq to leave the country.  During Israel’s war on Lebanon in the summer of 2006, 
approximately 16,000 Palestinian refugees were displaced within Lebanon and to neighboring countries. 

The living conditions of Palestinian refugees in the OPT have declined dramatically in 2006 due to the ongoing
conflict, Israel’s withholding of Palestinian Authority taxes, sanctions imposed by the international community,
continued shortfall in donor contribution to refugee assistance, and unresolved gaps in the international protection 
regime. In 2006, for instance, 39% of Palestinian refugees in the OPT were poor while the health conditions of 
the population and educational achievement of children decreased. The living conditions of Palestinian refugees
in Lebanon have also deteriorated because of Israel’s war in the summer of 2006.

In the aftermath of the Nakba, a special protection and assistance regime was set up for Palestinian refugees. The
regime was composed of the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP), the UN Relief and Work 
Agency in the Near East (UNRWA) and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The UNCCP was
mandated to provide protection to Palestinian refugees, including the search for durable solutions (i.e. voluntary 
repatriation, resettlement or local integration), but effectively ceased to operate in the mid-1950s. UNRWA
is mandated to provide assistance to 1948 and 1967 Palestinian refugees and to those displaced as a result of 
subsequent hostilities. Although UNRWA has enhanced its protection activities by means of a rights-based approach 
to assistance and emergency operations, there still is a protection gap for Palestinian refugees, especially for those  
living in UNRWA’s area of operations. Outside UNRWA’s area of operations, UNHCR is the international agency 
responsible for providing both assistance and protection to Palestinian refugees.

UNRWA faces many difficulties in the implementation of its mandate in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and the OPT as
a result of lack of funding and conflicts in the region. The political and humanitarian crisis in the 1967-occupied
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Palestinian territory, brought about by Israeli military siege and assaults on civilian areas, including refugee camps, 
and international sanctions since 2006, as well as Israel’s war on Lebanon, have placed further strain on the capacity 
of the Agency to provide adequate assistance for Palestinian refugees.

Outside UNRWA’s area of operations, Palestinian refugees are often denied the rights guaranteed under the 1951 
Refugee Convention when they seek asylum. National protection of Palestinian refugees in particular has been 
ineffective as a result of non-application or misinterpretation of Article 1D of the 1951 Refugee Convention by 
national authorities and courts. This has given rise to a “protection gap” in violation of the rights of Palestinian
refugees. 

Moreover, no international agency is actively searching for durable solutions for Palestinian refugees in accordance 
with UN Resolutions 194 and 237. Unlike most refugees and displaced persons elsewhere in the world, who usu-
ally seek protection against refoulement, the primary problem facing Palestinian refugees is Israel’s denial of their 
right to return (i.e. repatriation) to their homes of origin.

No international agency has a mandate to provide assistance and protection for internally displaced Palestinians in 
Israel. In the occupied Palestinian territory, UNRWA and other international organizations may provide temporary 
emergency assistance to internally displaced persons (IDP) but no protection is available. The UN Collaborative
Response to Situations of Internal Displacement has not yet been applied to Palestinian IDPs.  

The performance-based Roadmap to a Permanent Two-State Solution to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict has remained 
the official political framework for international peacemaking, although Israel is implementing unilateral measures,
which include components of colonialism and apartheid, in violation of both the Road Map and international law. 
These unilateral measures are applied in order to annex de facto the main Jewish colonies (“settlements’’) and large 
areas of Palestinian land in the occupied West Bank, while a Jewish demographic majority in Israel is maintained 
through an increasingly restrictive regime of separation on national grounds. 

There was no change in the fundamental positions of Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
regarding the parameters for durable solutions for Palestinian refugees and internally displaced Palestinians, and 
official political negotiations remained frozen. Israel continued to advocate for a politically-driven and pragmatic
solution of the refugee question which excludes recognition of the right of return, arguing that Palestinian 
refugees should be resettled in Arab states or third countries outside the region. Israeli official and public debate
concerning Palestinian refugees focused on demography (i.e., how to maintain a Jewish majority) and separation 
(i.e., how to separate from the Palestinian population while keeping control of its land). Official statements by the
PLO continued to promote a rights-based approach to the refugee question, including a solution in accordance 
with UN Resolution 194 and the rights to return, property restitution and financial compensation of Palestinian
refugees and IPDs.

The United States and Israel continued to vote against UN resolutions that reaffirmed the applicability of 
international law to the solution of the Palestinian refugee question.  The European Union has not formulated a 
clear policy regarding Palestinian refugees and IDPs, and has not explicitly recognized the right of return, or rights 
to restitution and compensation of Palestinian refugees.

In the absence of effective protection of their rights to return, restitution and compensation on the part of much
of the international community and the United Nations, Palestinian refugees and IDPs have attempted to effect
these rights by themselves. In 2006-7, for instance, public participation in annual commemorations of the Nakba 
of 1948 continued to expand. Palestinian citizens of Israel published four interrelated proposals for reform of Israel’s 
political and legal system, including demands for democratisation of the state of Israel and Israel’s recognition of 
its responsibility for the Nakba.
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Campaigns for boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) against Israel are increasingly applied by civil society in 
order to pressure state actors and companies to enforce international law, in particular after the 2004 ruling of the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ). On 9 July 2005, on the first anniversary of the ICJ ruling on Israel’s Wall in
the occupied Palestinian territory, over 170 Palestinian networks and organizations issued the Palestinian Civil 
Society Call for boycott-divestment-sanction (BDS) until such time as Israel abides by international law. Inspired 
by the campaign against apartheid in South Africa, numerous BDS motions and activities have been launched 
since 2006 by churches, unions, political parties, student bodies, community organizations and solidarity commit-
tees in various countries, including Belgium, Canada, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Scotland, South Africa, 
Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States, as well as in Israel.

The number of civil society initiatives, supporting or working towards a rights-based solution for Palestinian
refugees and internally displaced persons has continued to grow in 2006. This includes a small but growing number
of Israeli-Jewish initiatives to educate and raise awareness inside Israel about Palestinian refugees and the role of 
international law in finding durable solutions.

International and local human rights organizations also continued to remind state parties that excluding rights 
from the political process for reasons of expediency would have terrible consequences, as human rights violations 
and lack of respect for the rule of law in general would effectively undermine any political process.
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Recommendations
General Recommendations

1. Strengthen the rule of law: The current and future status of Palestinian refugees and internally displaced persons
should be addressed by a framework consistent with international law, relevant United Nations resolutions (UNGA 
194(III) and UNSC 237), and best practice. Fundamental principles include the rights of refugees and IDPs to 
return to their homes of origin, repossess their homes, lands and properties, and be compensated for losses and 
damages. Robust mechanisms should be developed to investigate human rights violations, determine responsibility 
and accountability for the injuries, loss of life and property violations, ensure reparations from those responsible, 
and prosecute those guilty of serious violations of international law.

2. Facilitate refugee/IDP participation: The process of clarifying protection gaps and crafting durable solutions
should include the refugee and IDP communities in order to strengthen democratic principles and structures, 
expand the range of solutions and lend greater legitimacy to any future peace agreement. Special emphasis should be 
accorded to the inclusion of Palestinians outside the 1967-occupied Palestinian territory and Israeli civil society as 
well as women, children and the elderly. 

3. In light of the 60th anniversary of the Palestinian Nakba in 2008: A strong effort should be undertaken by civil
society and official parties for more awareness, recognition and accountability pertaining to the rights of Palestinian
refugees and IDPs. States and the United Nations are called upon to reaffirm the rights of return and restitution of
Palestinian refugees and to activate mechanisms and resources, in order to re-examine the obstacles to the return, 
restitution and compensation of all displaced Palestinians, in particular the 1948 Palestinian refugees.

International Community

1. Support rights-based durable solutions: The Quartet (US, Russia, EU and UN) and other members of the
international community should support and facilitate solutions for Palestinian refugees and IDPs consistent with 
international law, relevant UN resolutions and best practice.

2. Adopt and apply proper interpretation of Article 1D (Refugee Convention): States signatories to the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees should incorporate Article 1D into national legislation and apply Article 
1D to asylun cases involving  Palestinian Refugees. States should not return-deport Palestinian refugees unless asylum 
authorities are able to establish that effective protection is guaranteed in the country s/he is to be removed to.

3. Implement the protection standards of the Statelessness Convention: States signatories should adopt and 
apply provisions of the 1954 Statelessness Convention in line with the proper interpretation of Article 1D (Refugee 
Convention) and develop appropriate procedures for the assessment of protection claims under the Convention. 

4. Strengthen regional instruments and mechanisms for refugee protection and durable solutions: Members 
states of the League of Arab States should develop the 1965 Protocol on the Treatment of Palestinians in line with 
the 1992 Cairo Declaration and regional refugee instruments such as the 1969 Convention Governing the Specific
Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa with the aim of increasing the scope of protection and clarifying the applicable 
framework for durable solutions. States members should also strengthen regional mechanisms to monitor the 
implementation of relevant regional standards.

5. Increase donor assistance to UNRWA: States should increase contributions for refugee assistance in line with 
the average annual growth rate of the refugee population and the annual weighted average rate of inflation in
UNRWA’s areas of operation. Arab states should bring contributions in line with the commitment set forth in 
LAS Resolution 4645 (1987) (i.e. 7.8 percent of UNRWA’s total regular budget).
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6. Not to recognize the illegal situation resulting from the construction of the wall and its associated regime: 
States should not recognize the fait accompli resulting from the construction of the Wall and not render assistance 
in maintaining the situation created by such construction. States olso should ensure compliance by Israel with 
international human rights and humanitarian law.

United Nations

1. Identify agency responsibility to search for and implement durable solutions: UNHCR, UNRWA, UNCCP 
and other relevant bodies should continue inter-agency consultation and coordination with the aim of clarifying 
respective mandates and identifying agency responsibilities for the search for and implementation of durable 
solutions. The appropriate body or bodies should draft a framework for durable solutions based on international
law, relevant UN resolutions and best practice and make clear to all stakeholders that an agreement should be 
consistent with the consensus of voluntary repatriation, restitution and compensation based on the free and 
informed choice of each individual. 

2. Identify agency responsibility to protect Palestinian refugees and IDPs in UNRWA areas of operation: 
Effective remedy of the protection gap for Palestinian refugees in UNRWA areas of operation and IDPs requires
clarification of mandates (i.e. division of protection and assistance roles) and increased inter-agency coordination
between UNHCR, UNRWA, UNCCP and other relevant bodies. These three agencies, having been accorded a
lead role in the provision of protection and assistance for Palestinian refugees/IDPs should take the initiative to 
establish a coordination mechanism or secretariat for the exchange of documents, information, data and reports 
regarding their respective policies and operations.

3. Establish comprehensive registration system for Palestinian refugees and IDPs: The United Nations should
coordinate action to establish a comprehensive registration system for Palestinian refugees and IDPs for the purpose 
of international protection and crafting of durable solutions. A comprehensive registration system should include 
all categories of Palestinian refugees and internally displaced persons.

4. Ensure that the Register of Damage as a result of the Construction of the Wall and its associated regime 
registers forced displacement: The United Nations Register of Damage should include within its scope of damages 
forced displacement and the number of internally displaced persons caused by the construction of the Wall and 
its associated regime. Immediate action should be taken in order to ensure that meaningful and comprehensive 
registration of damages becomes available for Palestinian victims in the OPT at the earliest possible date and to 
prevent destruction of valuable evidence over time. 

Government of Israel

1. Comply with international law standards for durable solutions: The government of Israel should repeal
or revise nationality and property legislation to bring relevant laws into compliance with international human 
rights obligations, as recommended by various United Nations Human Rights Treaty Bodies, so that Palestinian 
refugees may re-establish domicile in their homeland and repossess their homes and properties. The government
of Israel should also implement without further delay the 1951 High Court decisions regarding the return of IDPs 
from the villages of Iqrit and Bir’im in the context of implementing durable solutions for all IDPs inside Israel. 
The government of Israel should provide access to all archives containing 1948-related documentation and other
documentation related to the displacement and dispossession of Palestinians since that time. 

2. Implement protection standards in the 1967 occupied Palestinian territory: The government of Israel
should apply international human rights instruments and the Fourth Geneva Convention in their entirety in the 
1967 occupied Palestinian territory and end its occupation of the West Bank, including eastern Jerusalem, and 
the Gaza Strip. 
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3. Implement the ruling of the International Court of Justice regarding the legality of the construction of 
the Wall in the occupied West Bank
The government of Israel should implement the ruling of 9 July, 2004 from the International Court of Justice and
the UN General Assembly Resolution (A/RES/ES-10/15, 2 August 2004).  The government of Israel should stop
the construction of the Wall and dismantle the associated administrative regime, which is causing a new wave of 
forced displacement and dispossession.  It should also make reparation for all damages incurred. 

4. Dismantle discriminatory para-statal institutions: The government of Israel should review its relationship
with the World Zionist Organization/Jewish Agency and its subsidiaries, including the Jewish National Fund, as 
recommended by UN Human Rights Treaty Bodies, and dismantle those institutions which discriminate against 
Palestinians by providing preferential public services to Jews which are not available to Palestinians.

Palestine Liberation Organization

1. Develop a draft framework and mechanisms for durable solutions: The PLO should draft a framework for
durable solutions for Palestinian refugees and IDPs in consultation with refugee and IDP communities consistent 
with international law, relevant UN resolutions and best practice. The PLO should also design a model for
mechanisms to implement durable solutions, including return and housing and property restitution. 

2. Strengthen the Department of Refugee Affairs: The PLO should strengthen the capacity of the Department
of Refugee Affairs as the Palestinian body mandated to oversee the refugee issue. The PLO should strengthen, and
where applicable, establish PLO offices where Palestinian refugees can seek the assistance and protection of their
representatives.

3. Rebuild the representative structures of the PLO: The PLO should reform and re-build structures which
represent Palestinians of all political-ideological affiliations so that all Palestinians, including refugees and IDPs, can
fully participate in the search for a solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and the refugee issue in particular,
and so that elected officials can more effectively represent their constituency.

Civil Society

1. Raise awareness about refugee rights and build political vision for a rights-based solution of the protracted 
conflict between Israel and the Palestinian people: Palestinian, Israeli-Jewish and international civil society 
organizations should raise awareness about refugee rights and the framework for durable solutions for refugees 
and displaced persons worldwide that is also applicable to Palestinian refugees. Joint efforts should be undertaken
for a political vision that can offer alternatives to the existing official models based on separation of the land and
the people, which violate refugee rights and have been politically ineffective.

2. Lobby and campaign for a solution consistent with international law, relevant UN resolutions and best 
practice: Palestinian, Israeli-Jewish and international civil society organizations should lobby and campaign States and  
international organizations to adopt a rights-based approach to durable solutions for Palestinian refugees and internally 
displaced persons. Boycotts, divestments and sanctions should be considered as legitimate means of pressure.
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Glossary
Absentee A person who, at any time during the period between 29 November 1947 

and the day on which the state of emergency (declared on 19 May 1948) 
ceased to exist, was a legal owner of any property situated in the area of 
Israel or enjoyed or held it, by himself or through another, and who, at 
any time during the same period: (1) was a national or citizen of Lebanon, 
Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iraq or Yemen; (2) was in one of these 
countries or in any part of Palestine outside the area of Israel; or (3) was a 
Palestinian citizen and left his ordinary place of residence in Palestine for a 
place outside Palestine before 1 September 1948 or for a place in Palestine 
held at the time by forces which sought to prevent the establishment of the 
state of Israel or which fought against its establishment (as defined by Israel’s
1950 Absentees’ Property Law).

Area of UNRWA operations

Armistice Line

A state or territory where the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (see UNRWA below) provides international 
assistance to Palestine refugees (see Palestine refugees below). These currently
include Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the occupied West Bank and the occupied 
Gaza Strip.

The 1949 ceasefire line delineating the boundary between Israel and the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. The armistice line is not an international border.

Assistance Aid provided to address physical and material needs. This may include
food items, medical supplies, clothing and shelter, as well as the provision 
of infrastructure, such as schools, services, education and health care. In 
UNHCR practice, assistance supports and complements the achievement 
of protection objectives.

Asylum

Balfour Declaration

Admission to residence and last protection against the exercise of jurisdiction 
by the state of origin (temporary or permanently). A refugee does not have 
a right to be granted asylum. States still maintain the discretionary power to 
grant asylum to refugees and to prescribe the conditions under which asylum 
is to be enjoyed.  However, many states have adopted the refugee definition
as the criterion for the grant of asylum.

One-page letter from Arthur Balfour from 1917, the British Secretary of 
Foreign Affairs to Lord Rothschild, head of the British Zionist Federation,
granting explicit recognition of and support for the idea of establishing a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine through immigration and colonization. 

Convention refugee A person recognized as a refugee by states under the criteria of Article 1A 
of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and entitled to 
the enjoyment of a variety of rights under that Convention.

Displaced person A Palestinian displaced within and from the West Bank and Gaza Strip in the context 
of the 1967 Arab-Israeli conflict and falling within the scope of UNSC Resolution
237 (1967). The term includes persons displaced externally and internally at that 
time, as well as their descendants. The term is also used by UNRWA in reference
to persons falling under its mandate in accordance with UNGA Resolution 2252 
(1967). The term does not include Palestine refugees (see below) displaced to the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip during the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict.
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Durable solutions The means by which the situation of refugees can be satisfactorily and
permanently resolved to enable them to live normal lives. The three durable
solutions are voluntary repatriation (i.e., return), host country integration 
and third country resettlement. Voluntary repatriation in safety and dignity, 
based on the refugee’s free and informed decision, is the preferred option and 
an independent right enshrined in human rights law. Housing and property 
restitution is an integral component of repatriation.

Ex-Gazan A Palestinian who left the Gaza Strip and went to Jordan as a result of the 
1967 Arab-Israeli conflict. This includes Palestine refugees (see below) who 
came to the Gaza Strip in 1948 and persons whose home of origin is the 
Gaza Strip, and their descendants.

IDF Israeli Defence Force

Internally Displaced Persons Internally displaced persons are persons or groups of persons who have been forced 
or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular
as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized
violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who 
have not crossed an internationally recognized state border. The term includes:
(1) Palestinians displaced during the first Israeli-Arab conflict in 1947-48 from
their homes in that part of Palestine which became Israel on 15 May 1948, and 
who are unable to return to their homes.
(2) Palestinians who were (and continue to be) displaced from their homes inside 
Israel after 1948, and who are unable to return to their homes.
(3) Palestinians originating from the West Bank or the Gaza Strip, who were 
internally displaced for the first time during the 1967 Israeli-Arab conflict, and
who are unable to return to their homes. 
(4) Palestinians originating from the West Bank or the Gaza Strip who were (and 
continue to be) internally displaced for the first time as a result of human rights
violations by the Israeli occupation regime occurring after the 1967 Israeli-Arab 
conflict (e.g., home demolition, land confiscation, “separation wall”).

Intifada Popular Palestinian uprisings against the Israeli occupation of the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip. The first intifada began in 1987 and ended in 
1991 (Madrid Conference). The second intifada began in September 2000 
following the collapse of the Oslo Peace Process and is still ongoing.

Green Line

Integration

See “Armistice Line” above.

One of three durable solutions afforded to refugees and displaced persons.
Unlike repatriation (see below), refugees do not have a fundamental right to 
voluntarily integrate into the host state.

Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemeth LeIsrael) A quasi-public Jewish institution established in 
1901 to purchase land in Palestine and Syria for Jewish colonization and the 
creation of a Jewish state. The fund was incorporated as an Israeli company
in 1953. The fund holds and develops land exclusively for the benefit of
Jews. In the 1950s, the state of Israel sold more than 2 million dunums of 
absentee Palestinian refugee property to the JNF. The JNF holds nine of
nineteen seats in the governing body of the Israel Lands Administration, 
the government body responsible land policy, development, planning and 
land acquisition for public purposes.  
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Jewish State A term used by Israel to define the character of the state. Israel’s High Court
(Ben-Shalom vs. Central Election Committee) states that the Jewish character 
of the state is defined by three inter-related components: (1) that Jews form
the majority of the state; (2) that Jews are entitled to preferential treatment 
including the Law of Return; and (3) that a reciprocal relationship exists 
between the state and Jews outside of Israel.

Mandate for Palestine A type of international trusteeship entrusted by the League of Nations in 
1920 to Great Britain. The purpose of the Mandate system was to facilitate
the independence of non-self-governing territory. The Mandate for Palestine,
however, aimed to facilitate the colonization of the country through Jewish 
immigration and settlement in order to secure the establishment of a Jewish 
national home.

Nakba An Arabic term meaning “catastrophe”, referring to the mass displacement 
and dispossession of Arab Palestinians in 1948.
 

National A person recognized as having the status of a legal bond with a state as 
provided for in law. Some states use the word “nationality” to refer to this 
legal bond, while others use the word “citizenship”.

Nationality The status of being a citizen of a particular nation or country.
 

Non-refoulement A core principle of refugee law that prohibits states from returning refugees 
in any manner whatsoever to countries or territory in which their lives or 
freedom may be threatened. The principle of non-refoulement is a part of 
customary international law and is therefore binding on all states, whether 
or not they are parties to the 1951 Refugee Convention. 

Occupied Palestinian Territory That part of former Palestine (22%) occupied by Israeli military forces in
1967. 

Palestine Liberation Organization The body formed in January 1964 to represent the Palestinian people and
restitute their rights in their historic homeland as set forth in the Palestine 
National Charter. The two most important institutions of the PLO are
the 669-member parliament and the 15-member executive committee. 
Economic institutions of the PLO include the Palestinian National Fund 
and the Palestine Martyrs’ Works Society. Major social institutions include 
the Palestinian Red Crescent Society, the Department of Education, the 
Institute for Social Affairs and the multiple unions into which Palestinians
have organized themselves. The PLO holds a permanent observer seat in the
UN General Assembly.

Palestine Refugee The term used by UNRWA (see below) in its registration system to refer 
to any person whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the 
period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means 
of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict.

Palestinian Authority The body established under the 1993 Declaration of Principles on Interim
Self-Government Arrangements and the 1994 Agreement on the Gaza Strip 
and Jericho Area to administer those parts of the 1967-occupied Palestinian 
territory evacuated by Israel pending the negotiation of a final settlement.
The Palestinian Authority is an organ of the PLO (see above).
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Palestinian refugee Common language used to designate all those Palestinians who have become 
(and continue to be) externally displaced (with regard to 1948 refugees, 
outside the area that became the state of Israel, and with regard to 1967 
displaced persons, outside the OPT) in the context of the ongoing Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, as well as their descendants. The term refers to the
following three groups:
(1) 1948 refugees under UNGA Resolution 194(III)  (“Palestine Refugees” 
in UNRWA terminology, including both registered and non-registered 
refugees); 
(2) 1967 refugees under UNSC Resolution 237 (“Displaced Persons” in 
UN terminology and used by UNRWA with particular reference to UNGA 
Resolution 2252);
(3) Other Palestinians originating from the West Bank and the Gaza Strip 
who have been forced to leave these areas owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, and who are unable or, owing 
to such fear, unwilling to return to these areas.

Population transfer The systematic, coercive and deliberate movement of a population into
or out of an area with the effect or purpose of altering the demographic
composition of a territory, particularly when that ideology or policy asserts 
the dominance of a certain group over another.

Present absentee

Protection

Palestinian who is regarded as an absentee under Israel’s 1950 Absentees’ 
Property Law, but who remained in that part of former Palestine that became 
the state of Israel in 1948.

Interventions by UNHCR or international organizations on behalf of 
asylum-seekers and refugees to ensure that their rights, security and welfare 
are recognized and safeguarded in accordance with international standards. 
Such interventions include: ensuring respect for the right of non-refoulement; 
admission to safety; access to fair procedures for the determination of 
refugee status; human standards of treatment; and the implementation 
of durable solutions. Some important rights are mentioned in the 1951 
Refugee Convention, including non-discrimination (Article 3); the right to 
work (Article 17); the right to housing (article 21); the right to education 
(Article 22); and the right to be protected against forcible return (Article 33). 
In addition to these rights, refugees enjoy basic human rights as enshrined 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966); the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966); and the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (1989). The search for durable solutions is also
an important component of protection (see durable solutions).

Quadripartite Committee A committee established under the Interim Agreements (see above) between 
the PLO and Israel to discuss the modalities of admission of persons displaced 
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967. The committee is composed
of Israel, the Palestinians, Jordan and Egypt.

Refugee camp A plot of land placed at the disposal of the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine refugees (see below) by a host government in order to accommodate 
Palestinian refugees and set up facilities to cater to their needs. 
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Refugee Office A sub-office established in 1950 by the UN Conciliation Commission for
Palestine (see below) to identify property ownership inside Israel and examine 
various interim measures by which refugees could derive income from their 
properties.

Refugee Working Group A body established in 1992 to improve the living conditions of Palestinian 
refugees and displaced persons without prejudicing the final status deliberations
on the refugee issue, to ease and extend access to family reunification, and
to support the process of achieving a viable and comprehensive solution of 
the refugee issue. The body is comprised of Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon,
the Palestinians and Syria, although Lebanon and Syria have boycotted the 
Group. The Refugee Working Group is headed by Canada.

Registered refugee See Palestine refugee above. The term does not indicate refugee status, but
rather eligibility for assistance from the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees (see below)

Repatriation or right of return

Resettlement

Repatriation is one of three durable solutions afforded to refugees and
displaced persons. Voluntary repatriation in safety and dignity, based on 
the fundamental right to return to one’s home and country, is recognized 
as the most appropriate solution to refugee flows. It is the right of refugees
to return to their country of origin. The right of return is independent from 
the acquisition of citizenship or any other legal status. It is a fundamental 
human right enshrined in human rights and humanitarian law. At any time, 
even if locally integrated or resettled in a third country, refugees may decide 
to return to their homes spontaneously or as part of a repatriation program. 
UNHCR stresses these fundamental points: (1) refugees are free and have 
the right to return to their country of origin at any time; (2) the decision by 
a refugee to return should be voluntary; (3) refugees must be provided with 
objective and up-to-date information about the situation in their country 
of origin in order to make an informed decision about repatriation; and 
(4) the level of assistance and protection provided in the country of refuge 
should not be the determining factor for refugees to decide whether or not 
to return.

One of three durable solutions afforded to refugees and displaced persons.
Unlike repatriation (see above) refugees do not have a fundamental right to 
resettle in a third state.

Restitution The legal remedy designed to correct the illegal taking of property from its
rightful, original owner through the restoration of wrongfully taken property 
to the original owner. Restitution is an integral component of voluntary 
repatriation. Compensation may be used when restitution is not physically 
possible, or when the injured party knowingly and voluntarily accepts 
compensation in lieu of restitution.

Road Map An international framework adopted by the United States, Russia, the 
European Union and the United Nations in 2003 and setting out a three-
stage process based on UN Security Council resolutions 242 (1967), 338 
(1973) and 1397 (2002) for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict.
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RRA Refugee Rehabilitation Authority. Israeli agency that operated during the early 
1950s primarily in official and semi-official “shelter villages.” The number
of IDPs handled by the RRA was small.

SHC Special Hardship Case. UNRWA term denoting households in special need 
of assistance. SHCs are defined as households having no male adult medically
fit to earn an income and no other identifiable means of financial support
above a defined level. UNRWA began to offer special assistance to refugee
households qualifying as special hardship cases in 1978. Eligibility criteria 
for the special hardship programme have traditionally been based on status 
rather than needs. 

Stateless person A person who is not considered a national by any state under the operation 
of its law.

Statelessness The condition of not being considered as a national by any state under the
operation of its law.

Temporary Protection An arrangement or device developed by states to offer protection of a
temporary nature to persons arriving en masse from situations of conflict or
generalized violence, without prior individual status determination. 

Unofficial camp Camps established to provide additional accommodation for Palestinian 
refugees. Official and unofficial camps have equal access to services provided
by the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (see below), except 
for solid waste collection.

UN Mediator The special representative of the United Nations mandated to facilitate a
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 1948. The Mediator, Count
Folke Bernadotte, was assassinated by Zionist militia in September 1948 
shortly after releasing his recommendations. These became the basis for
UN General Assembly Resolution 194(III) calling upon Israel to permit the 
return of refugees displaced during the war to their homes. 

UNCCP United Nations Conciliation Commission for Palestine. The international
organ established by the United Nations in 1948 to protect and facilitate 
solutions for all persons displaced during the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict and
to facilitate a solution to all outstanding issues between the parties.

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. The international organ
established by the United Nations in 1949 to protect and seek solutions for 
refugees worldwide.

UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East. The international organ established by the United Nations in 1949 to
provide assistance to persons displaced during the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict.
The United Nations later requested the Agency to provide assistance to
persons displaced during the 1967 Arab-Israeli conflict.
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Voluntariness

The Wall and its Associated
Regime

A key factor governing durable solutions. Voluntariness means not only the 
absence of measures that push or coerce the refugee to repatriate, but also 
that he or she should not be prevented from returning. 

The Wall in the occupied West Bank is either a concrete wall approximately
8-9 metres high with watchtower and sniper positions, or an electric 
barrier approximately 3-5 meters high with a buffer zone, ditches, razor
wire, electronic sensors and cameras. The Associated Regime is a set of 
administrative decisions composed of military orders (land, property 
confiscation), closed areas, a new permit system and new regulations at
checkpoints (or terminals) and gates.      

Zionism A political movement established in the late 19th century in response to the 
persecution of European Jewry. The movement’s Basle Program (1897) states
that the aim of Zionism is to create for the Jewish people a home in Palestine 
secured by public international law. 
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Abbreviations
ADRID  National Society for the Rights of the Internally Displaced 
CAC   Civil Affairs Committee of the Palestinian Authority
CAP  Consolidated Appeals Process 
CoE  Council of Europe
DCO   District Coordination Office
ECOSOC Economic and Social Council of the United Nations
EP  European Parliament 
EU  European Union
FAFO  Institute for Applied Social Science
GA  General Assembly of the United Nations
GCC  Gulf Cooperation Council
ICJ  International Court of Justice
ICRC  International Committee of the Red Cross
IDP  Internally displaced person 
ILA  Israel Lands Administration
IUED   Graduate Institute of Development Studies/University of Geneva
JNF  Jewish National Fund 
LACC  Local Aid Coordination Committee
LAS  League of Arab States
LASC  Council of the League of Arab States
NAM  Non-Aligned Movement
NGO  Non-governmental organization
OAU  Organization of African Unity
OCHA  Office of the Coordinator of Humanitarian Affairs
OIC  Organization of Islamic Conferences
OPT  Occupied Palestinian Territory
PCBS  Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
PLO  Palestine Liberation Organization 
RRA  Refugee Rehabilitation Authority
RWG  Refugee Working Group
SC  Security Council of the United Nations 
SHC  Special Hardship Case
UK  United Kingdom
UN  United Nations
UNCCP  United Nations Conciliation Commission for Palestine
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme
UNHCR  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNRPR  UN Relief for Palestine Refugees
UNRWA  United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
UNTSO  United Nations Truce Supervision Organization 
US  United States
USAID  US Agency for International Development
WFP  World Food Programme
WHO  World Health Programme
WJC  World Jewish Congress 
WWI  World War One
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Palestinian villages and towns were shelled by 
Israeli forces to encourage flight, especially in
those areas where there was local resistance, or in 
those parts of Palestine deemed to be of strategic 
importance to the new state. Palestinian men, 
women and children, fleeing their villages in
search of temporary refuge, were fired on to
ensure their departure. Incidents like these 
occurred in major cities throughout the country, 
including Haifa, Jaffa, Akka, Ramle, Lydda and
Jerusalem, as well as in many villages.37 

Many sought temporary refuge elsewhere after 
hearing news of atrocities against the civilian 
population.38 This included a spate of nine
reported massacres in October 1948, in which 

Palestinian Arab villagers were raped, bound, executed and dumped in mass graves.39 In the village of Dawayima, for example, 
Israeli forces killed 80–100 men, women and children. The children were killed by blows to their heads with sticks. Several
elderly women were put in a house which was then blown up.40

Palestinians were also physically expelled from their villages and towns.41 In early July 1948, for example, then Lt. Colonel 
Yitzhak Rabin issued orders to expel the inhabitants of Ramle and Lydda.42 In late October 1948, an official cable was issued
to all Israeli division and district commanders in the north: “Do all you can to immediately and quickly purge the conquered 
territory of all hostile elements in accordance with the orders issued. The residents should be helped to leave the areas that have
been conquered.”43 

Israeli military forces systematically destroyed hundreds of Palestinian villages during the war, as one of six measures included 
in a “Retroactive Transfer” plan approved in June 1948 by the Israeli Finance Minister and Prime Minister to prevent 
Palestinian Arab refugees from returning to their homes.44 The destruction of homes and entire villages was accompanied
by large-scale looting.45 In the city of Jaffa, for example, it was estimated that the Israeli military removed 30,000 Pounds
worth of Palestinian moveable property daily.46

By the time the first Arab-Israeli war ended in early 1949, 85% of the indigenous Palestinian population who had been 
living in the territory that became the state of Israel had been displaced.47 Most refugees found refuge in those parts of 
Palestine (22% of the total area) not under the control of Israeli military forces following the cessation of hostilities. In total, 

750–900,000 Palestinians were displaced 
between the end of 1947 and early 1949.48 

In several of the sub-districts of former 
Palestine that were wholly incorporated into 
Israel – Jaffa, Ramla and Beersheba – not
one Palestinian village was left standing. In 
total, more than 500 Palestinian villages, 
with a land base of more than 17,000 
km2, were depopulated and destroyed.49 
An estimated two-thirds of Palestinian 
refugee homes inside the new state of Israel 
were destroyed; the remaining third were 
expropriated and occupied by Jews.50

The war of 1948 (Nakba), Zionist forces explode Palestinian houses in the village of Deir 
Aban, West Jerusalem, 15 October 1948. © Israeli Government Press Office.

Palestinian refugee families near the city of Tulkarem, summer 1948. © ICRC Archives.




