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f the 2 million Iraqi refugees, it is estimated

that at least 700,000 are in Jordan, an enor-

mous figure for a country of less than 6
million.! Officials from the Jordanian Ministry of the
Interior put the number around 500,000 but point
out that it can fluctuate in either direction because
of the large number of Iragis who move in and out
of Iraq conducting business.” Aid officials, however,
give estimates as high as 1 million.> Most Iraqis in
Jordan live in urban centers rather than in rural areas
or refugee camps, but despite having been moder-
ately integrated into Jordanian society, their lives are
diverse and increasingly complicated.* For Jordan,
their arrival has magnified internal security concerns,
strained social services, and aggravated economic and
environmental problems.

Background
Jordan has received two primary waves of Iraqi refu-

gees; the first arrived after the 1991 Gulf War. Many of
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these Iragis were middle class, including doctors, intel-
lectuals, and teachers.’ Between 250,000 and 300,000
were thought to have been already living in Jordan at
the start of the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.® This
figure is typically included in estimates of Iraqis cur-
rently residing in Jordan, many of whom are not tra-
ditional refugees but long-term residents who had
remained in Jordan to work, often doing business in
Iraq. The 1991 Gulf War initially sent between 1 mil-
lion and 2 million Iraqi refugees into Jordan, largely in
response to Saddam’s brutal repression of Iragi Shiites
and Kurds.” Throughout the 1990s and into the early
years of this decade, many were resettled in Iraq and
other Arab countries, but a large number claimed asy-
lum and settled in Europe, Australia, and Canada.?

In addition to Iragis who fled Iraq in the wake of
the Gulf War, about 360,000 Jordanian citizens—
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mostly Palestinians who had been living in Kuwait,
Iraq, and other Gulf countries—were involuntarily
returned to Jordan.” Their emigration was, in part, tied
to the war itself, but it was also the result of persecu-
tion, insecurity, and the enforcement of new residence
regulations in Kuwait. About 60,000 of those who
left moved on to the West Bank, immigrated to third
countries, or went to work elsewhere in the Gulf, leav-
ing approximately 300,000 who settled permanently
in Jordan. Although evidence exists that the arrival of
a large number of skilled professionals and an inflow
of financial resources may have had a net positive
effect on the Jordanian economy, these Palestinian
returnees also created economic and social problems.
Heavy burdens were placed on water resources, and
demand for educational, health, and other social
services greatly increased.'® The unemployment rate
also rose, which helped fuel resentment toward the
newcomers."! Along with Jordan’s economic troubles
of the late 1980s, the mass arrival led to a decline in
living standards among the poorer sectors of society.
Even though the majority of the Palestinians had
lived in the Gulf for more than a decade, they were
still Jordanian citizens with rights and status not
afforded Iragis."

After the American invasion of Iraq in March
2003, the demographics of those fleeing Iraq for Jor-
dan were similar to those of the first wave. They were
businessmen and former government officials who
brought with them billions of dollars in investments."?
This influx of cash helped boost the Jordanian econ-
omy, but it also fueled inflation and shortages, which
aggravated existing inequalities.’* As violence in Iraq
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grew worse and poorer Iraqis began to stream into
Jordan, rising prices began to be an issue not only for
poor Jordanians but also for Iragis who were unable
to sustain themselves in Jordan.

Many of Iraq’s political and business elite have
found sanctuary in Jordan. 4/-Sabi/, a Jordanian
Islamic weekly, reported in January 2007 that Amman
has become home to a number of political and party
leaders, parliamentarians, tribal leaders, and even cur-
rent ministers in Maliki’s government.’® According
to this report, the first president of the republic after
Saddam, Ghazi Ajil al-Yawar, settled in Amman after
leaving Iraq. Ayad Allawi, the head of the interim
government and leader of the Iraqi National Accord
party, spends a great deal of time in Amman, where
he holds meetings and runs his business and the party.
Amman has also become home to Sheikh Harith al-
Dhari, president of the Muslim Scholars Association,
and Sheikh Adman al-Dulaymi, former head of the
Sunni Endowment. The current Iraqi interior minis-
ter, Jawad al-Bulani, has frequented Amman since he
purchased a villa there and transferred his family to
the city. Two of Saddam Hussein’s daughters, Rana
and Raghad, also settled in Jordan and used the coun-
try as a base to organize their father’s defense team.'®

In the immediate aftermath of the invasion, con-
trary to initial expectations, Iraqis left Iraq at no more
than a trickle. Nevertheless, media attention focused
on several thousand ethnic and religious minorities
who were stuck in three camps near the Jordanian
border and in a “no-man’s land” between Jordan and
Iraq."” Those carrying Palestinian documents in addi-
tion to a number of Kurds, Iranians, and Sudanese
found themselves with nowhere to go. Many of those
refugees have been resettled, but a group of Iranian
Kurds is still trapped between Jordan and Iraq and, as
of January 2007, 119 were living in the al-Ruweished
camp about fifty kilometers from the Iraqi border.'®
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However, these groups are a fraction of those fleeing
Iraq, who are found overwhelmingly in urban centers.
As sectarian violence in Iraq escalated, and particu-
larly after the February 2006 Samarra bombing, Iraqis
began fleeing en masse.”

Legal Status and Jordanian Openness

'The question of who would assume responsibility for
refugees fleeing Iraq in the event of a U.S.-led inva-
sion created tension between the office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
and the government of Jordan. In the months leading
up to the war, Jordanian officials made clear that Iraqi
refugees would not be permitted to remain in Jordan.*
Jordan has not signed the 1951 UN Refugee Conven-
tion or the 1967 Protocol, the major international
agreements governing the status of refugees.”* Fur-
thermore, Jordan has provided no legal definition of
refugees and has not established domestic policies for
the determination of refugee status.?” The Jordanian
Interior Ministry divides Iraqis into categories such
as guests, investors, residents, and refugees, although
the term “refugee” is seldom used.

Despite this lack of legal clarity, UNHCR has
been operating in Jordan since October 1991, when
its Amman office was opened to deal with asylum
seckers in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War.** In
a memorandum of understanding between UNHCR
and the government of Jordan signed in April 1998,
Jordan accepted UNHCR’s operations under the

stipulation that refugees would be repatriated or
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resettled and that individuals recognized as refugees
would not stay in Jordan more than six months.?
Formal asylum seekers who register with UNHCR
are given registration cards, and the Jordanian
authorities grant them temporary protection as well
as valid residence permits.”® But Jordan has rejected
the principle of local integration.

The vast majority of Iraqi refugees in Jordan are not
recognized as such by UNHCR. In fact, as of March
2007, UNHCR had officially granted refugee status to
only 1,300 Iraqis.?” Roughly 22,000 are seeking asy-
lum, but no official records exist on the total number
of Iraqis who have entered Jordan or have remained.?®
'The number of those seeking asylum and the number
granted refugee status have been increasing, especially
since the United States announced it would accept
many more refugees in fiscal year 2007.

One reason so few refugees register with UNHCR
is that many are unfamiliar with the process required
to attain refugee status. Others are fearful of being
denied asylum. Although registering entails secur-
ing one’s residence in Jordan in the near term, neither
asylum seekers nor unclassified refugees are entitled
to work permits or public assistance.”” Though many
Iraqis are already working in the gray sector, most are
doing so on expired residency permits.*® Registered
asylum seekers and refugees would be much more vis-
ible and therefore more likely to be harassed or denied
work. According to Jordanian residency laws, Iraqis
are entitled to stay in Jordan for a period of three
to six months, after which a person either exits the
country or applies for annual residency.*" In practice,
however, very few Iraqis are actually deported for
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exceeding their visa eligibility or for reasons other
than criminal activity.** And, until now, working ille-
gally has not been sufficient cause for deporting large
numbers of refugees.

From 2003 to 2006, Jordan admitted Iraqis with
few restrictions, and authorities looked the other
way when they overstayed their visas.*® But this pol-
icy may be changing. In recent months, a number of
new reports have surfaced indicating a rise in depor-
tation and incarceration. Human Rights Watch
reported in November 2006 that Jordan refuses entry
to Iraqi men between seventeen and thirty-five years
of age; yet other reports suggest this practice is only
sporadically enforced, and the government denies
a blanket ban.** At the same time, the government
has taken clear steps to hinder the flow of refugees.
On January 2, 2006, Jordan imposed new border
restrictions that prohibit vehicles with Iraqi license
plates from entering the country.>> And on February
28,2007, Iraqis seeking entrance into Jordan were
informed they must carry a new type of passport,
which was only made available in April 2006 and
which the Iraqi embassy in Amman only began issu-
ing on April 8,2007.%¢ Still, Jordanian spokesman
Nasser Judeh has insisted that the border with Iraq

has “remained open.”’

Internal Security and Economic Concerns

The flow of refugees into Jordan has caused alarm
in the country’s security establishment, resulting in
the imposition of stricter border conditions on Iraqi
nationals. Two events in particular raised security
concerns throughout the kingdom. On August 19,
2005, a group of Syrian, Iraqi, and Jordanian affiliates
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33. “The Silent Treatment,” Human Rights Watch, p. 20.

34. Bill Frelick, “Iraq’s Other Surge,” Wall Street Journal, February 15,
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of al-Qaeda in Iraq carried out rocket attacks on two
U.S. warships docked in Aqaba Bay.*® This attack was
followed by the bombing of three hotels in Amman
by Iragi nationals on November 9, 2005, which killed
sixty people.*” Fearing the growth of Sunni Islamic
militancy, the government began to prevent more
Iragis from entering Jordan and has made renewing
residency permits more difficult.** Although Amman
acknowledges that it is becoming more restrictive
about entry and residency permit renewal, it refuses
to give details.*! In addition to responsibilities to
its own people, the Jordanian government is under
immense pressure to keep its 335-kilometer border
with Israel and the West Bank secure. In January
2007, King Abdullah II said that the influx of Iraqgis
has put “pressure on infrastructure” but that Iragis
were welcome as long as they abide by the law.** He
also issued a stern warning, saying, “We will never
allow Jordan to be used as a staging post to foment
any problems against Iraq.”*

Although Jordanians are undoubtedly concerned
about Sunni militants, some Iraqi refugees in Jordan
claim that the official crackdown is taking on sectar-
ian dimensions.* They point to King Abdullah’s 2004
warning of a “Shiite crescent” spreading from Iran to
Lebanon as well as to the fact that authorities have
paid more attention to Shiites, fearing sectarian spill-
over from Iraq.45 In November 2006, Agence France-
Presse reported that the government had deported a
group of Iraqi Shiites the previous month, apparently
for practicing self-flagellation rituals at a Shiite shrine
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outside Amman.*® In at least one instance, Jordanian
authorities have rejected requests to establish a Shiite
mosque, and in 2005, Jordan barred Shiite Iraqis from
holding rites at a local shrine.*” However, Nasser
Judeh, in an interview with the 7%mes of London in
December 2006, insisted that Jordan does not exclude
Iragis except on security grounds, saying, “We don’t
have a Sunni-Shia problem.”*® Of Iraqis in Jordan, the
percentage of Shiites is unknown, and estimates vary
widely. Figures of up to 50 percent have appeared in
media reports, but Jordanian officials have expressed
disbelief that the number is nearly that high.*’ Over
90 percent of Jordanians are Sunni Muslim.”® Most
of the remainder are Christian, and Shiites account
for less than 1 percent of the country’s population.
Despite so few native Shiites, public support for Hiz-
ballah is high, particularly among Jordanians of Pales-
tinian origin.”* Most Jordanians, however, insist that
their support is political rather than sectarian.
Security concerns are compounded by economic
vulnerabilities. Although many of the Iraqi refugees
initially entering Jordan were relatively wealthy, as
the conflict in Iraq continues, many Iragis are arriv-
ing without the means to sustain themselves. They are
often unable to find work, given government restric-
tions on employment and an unemployment rate hov-
ering around 20 percent. The official unemployment
rate in early 2006 was 14.4 percent, but independent

analysts put the number between 20 and 25 percent.>

46. Shafika Mattar, “Respect for Hezbollah, Influx of Iraqgi Shiites
Fuel Fears of Shiite Influence in Jordan,” Associated Press Online,
November 17, 2006.

47. Tbid.

48. Stephen Farrell and Nicholas Blanford, “Religious Split That
Could Set Region on Fire,” Times (London), December 8, 2006,
Overseas News, p. 50.

49. Faiza Saleh Ambah, “Arab Leaders, Unlike Much of Public,
Uneasy about Hezbollah,” Washington Post, July 24, 2006, p. A12;
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Growing Sunni-Shiite Divide: Attitudes in Jordan,” Bitterlemons-
international.org, ed. 4, vol. 5, January 25, 2007 (available online at
www.bitterlemons-international.org/previous.phpropt=1&id=165);
author interview with Jordanian official, Washington, D.C., Feb-
ruary 22, 2007.

50. Mattar, “Respect for Hezbollah.”

51. Mattar, “Respect for Hezbollah”; Neil MacFarquhar, “Tide of Arab
Opinion Turns to Support for Hezbollah,” New York Times, July 28,
2006, p. AS.

52. Philip McCrum (ed.) and Robert Powell (consulting ed.), Jordan:
Country Profile 2006 (Economist Intelligence Unit annual country
report, 2006).

The cost of basic goods has also risen dramatically.
Government efforts to eliminate fuel subsidies have
played a part, but Iraqis have increased demand and
provide an easy scapegoat for Jordanians looking for
someone to blame.*

Real estate prices have likewise skyrocketed since
2004, making housing unaffordable for Iraqis and
Jordanians alike. According to recent reports, in some
cases housing costs in affluent areas have tripled.”*
And as the cost of living has risen, wages for unskilled
(often illegal) labor have been driven down.> At the
same time, Jordan’s administrative capacity has been
strained. Even when Iragis can overcome the bureau-
cratic and legal confusion of sending their children to
school, classrooms are overcrowded and ill equipped.
Only after a bout of bureaucratic wrangling and the
subsequent intervention of the king were Iraqi chil-
dren admitted to private schools.’® They are now
admitted to Jordanian public schools for the fee of
$60 per year per child, which barely covers books and
study materials.’’

The flow of refugees into Jordan has also strained
the kingdom’s ability to deliver water to its population.
Jordan is one of the most water-poor countries in the
world. With per capita renewable water resources
of less than 200 cubic meters per year, Jordan falls
far short of the 1,000 cubic meters per year recom-
mended by the World Bank.® Jordan faces the peren-
nial challenges of water shortages, and the entry of
nearly 1 million refugees hampers the government’s
ability to manage the crisis.

53. Solomon, “Trouble Next Door”; Peter, “Iragi Refugees Spill into
Jordan.”

54. “Patience with Iraqi Refugees Running Thin,” Agence France-
Presse; Ian Black, “Guardian Weekly: Review: Iraqi Exodus Strains
Jordan’s Hospitality: Rich or Poor, the Newcomers Have Become
a Sensitive Issue,” Guardian Weekly, February 2, 2007, p. 18; Omar
Fekeiki and Yasmine Mousa, “Living in Jordan, Longing for Iraq:
Amman Becomes Primary Destination for Those Escaping War,’
Washington Post, August 5,2006, p. A15.

55. “The Silent Treatment,” Human Rights Watch, pp. 4-5; Ingrid
McDonald, “The War Next Door,” The American Scholar (Spring
2006), pp. 9-10.

56. Gillespie, “Limbo Land.”

57. Author interview with Jordanian official, Washington, D.C., Feb-
ruary 22, 2007.

58. Shobha Shetty, Water, Food Security and Agricultural Policy in the
Middle East and North Africa Region, Middle East and North
Africa Working Paper Series no. 47, Office of the Chief Economist,
World Bank, Washington, D.C., July 2006, p. 2.

4

www.washingtoninstitute.org



RESEARCH NOTES #13

Increased crowding is also an issue. The number
of new vehicles in Amman has resulted in thicker
traffic and longer commutes.’® When coupled with
rising housing and fuel costs and the difficulty
of finding employment, these developments have
contributed to growing resentment toward Iraqis.®°
Although this resentment has not yet manifested
itself in overt tensions, large refugee flows could
eventually weaken the state and undermine Jordan’s
political and economic stability.

U.S., Jordanian, and
International Responses
In January 2007, UNHCR made an emergency
request for $60 million, which is more than double
its $29 million budget in 2006.°' The Jordanian gov-
ernment, too, has taken steps toward recognizing and
alleviating the problem. On January 22, the govern-
ment called for an international conference to discuss
the current exodus of Iragis fleeing to neighboring
countries.®” Responding to similar calls through-
out the region and to elevated international pressure,
UNHCR planned such a conference for April 17-18,
2007, in Geneva to “mobilize much bigger support,
especially for the countries that are paying the price
of being generous in hosting refugees.”®

'The Jordanian government’s relative silence on the
refugee issue through 2006 prevented adequate inter-
national aid resources from reaching Iraqis, which left
valuable opportunities untapped. Only since Febru-
ary 2007, as the issue gained increased international
attention, has the government begun to speak more
openly about the problem. Seeking to determine
numbers and residency status, Jordan has contracted
the Norwegian research foundation and aid agency

Fafo to conduct a survey of Iragis in the kingdom.**
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Still, according to Joost Hiltermann of the Interna-
tional Crisis Group, “Jordan wants assistance but
doesn’t want to create an additional pull factor.”®®

The United States is also paying more attention
to the refugee issue. On February 5, 2007, U.S. Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice announced the
creation of a high-level task force to look into the
issue of Iraqi refugees.®® Still, the administration
has been accused of not doing enough to ameliorate
the Iraqi refugee crisis. From the start of the war in
2003 through September 2006, the United States
absorbed only 466 Iraqi refugees.®” The Depart-
ment of State did announce in February 2007 that
it would expand its capacity to receive referrals from
UNHCR and process about 7,000 of them in the
near term, up from 202 in fiscal year 2006.°® But
even if the United States were to use its 20,000
emergency refugee slots for Iragis, that action would
still do little to reduce the pressure on Jordan and
other countries in the region.

Given its small scale, resettlement will relieve only
a fraction of the pressures on Jordanian infrastruc-
ture. In this regard, protection and assistance to refu-
gees who remain in Jordan are at least as important.
In 2006, the United States provided $7.9 million of
UNHCR’s operational budget for Iraq, Jordan, Syria,
and Lebanon.®” This figure represented 27.5 percent
of the total but was less than half of the $19.9 million
provided in 2005.7° The fiscal year 2007 request for
migration and refugee assistance included $20 mil-
lion for Iraqi humanitarian needs.”
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An outflow of Iraqi refugees was one of the few con-
tingencies the administration actually anticipated and
planned for prior to the war. Although no large refugee
flows occurred during the fighting of 2003, predictions
made before the war are now proving correct. Given
the proportions of the refugee problem, Washington
needs to take a lead role in helping to improve con-
ditions for Iraqi refugees in neighboring countries
and particularly in Jordan. The United States should
encourage regional governments to continue to accept
refugees and help these states to better cope with the
security and stability challenges they pose. Simultane-
ously, the administration should lead an international
donor effort to help alleviate the financial burden of
this endeavor. Providing funding to bolster educational

and health care programs would help relieve some
of the strains on the Jordanian economy. The United
States has worked closely with the Jordanian govern-
ment as well as UNHCR, the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross, and a variety of nongovernmental
organizations. It should continue to engage local and
international partners to ensure that the situation does
not become unmanageable.

Jordan has traditionally been and continues to be
one of the region’s most welcoming countries toward
refugees. Nevertheless, unless the international com-
munity takes steps to help counter problems resulting
from the influx of Iragi refugees, the kingdom, long
known for its stability and openness, may soon be
compelled by self-interest to shut its borders. i
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