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3 UNHCR, Syrian Refugees; Inter-Agency Regional Update 25 April 2015.
4 MOPIC, Jordan Response Plan for the Syria Crisis 2015, Report of the Jordan Response Platform (2014). 
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lack of available housing and the strains created on public services led to a change of Government policy whereby new 
arrivals were directed into camps.
6 UNHCR, Syrian Regional Refugee Response, Inter-agency Information Sharing Portal (2015) <http://data.unhcr.org/
syrianrefugees/country.php?id=107> at 3 June 2015.

Introduction
The civil conflict in Syria poses the most complex and immediate humanitarian challenge to the West 
Asia-North Africa (WANA) region. It is estimated that over half of the Syrian population has now 
been forcibly displaced, with several million having fled across the borders into neighbouring states. 
More than 1.7 million Syrians are currently registered in Turkey and Lebanon has become the highest 
ranking country globally in terms of numbers of refugees per capita, closely followed by Jordan. There 
are over 249,000 Syrian refugees in the Kurdistan region of Iraq, representing just one of myriad 
displacement challenges affecting this country, and over 134,000 in Egypt.1 The scale of displacement 
and the increasingly protracted nature of the Syrian crisis are having a dramatic impact on the ability of 
host states and international actors alike to respond effectively. Jordan, with its long history of refugee 
hosting, represents a topical starting point for beginning to understand some of these impacts in greater 
detail and for conceptualising more effective policy measures.     	
   
Jordan has repeatedly played host to large numbers of displaced people, as reflected in its contemporary 
demographic composition. Circassian, Chechen and Armenian communities left the Caucasus region in 
the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries and settled in the Ottoman vilayet that would become 
part of the Emirate of Transjordan in 1921.2 Palestinians fled to Jordan following the Arab-Israeli war of 
1948, the June war of 1967, and then again from Kuwait after the Second Gulf War in 1991. This same 
war caused a huge outflow of Iraqi citizens to Jordan as refugees, followed by an additional several 
hundred thousand following the sectarian violence of 2006-2007. Today, the most salient refugee 
population in the Kingdom is the Syrian population; there are approximately 630,000 Syrians registered 
with UNHCR in Jordan.3 The Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation (MOPIC) estimate the 
total number of Syrians in the country to be closer to 1.4 million.4 The Government has established 
refugee camps in Zaatari, Azraq and Zarqa, which accommodate approximately 83,000, 18,000 and 5,700 
refugees respectively.5 However, the majority (around 84 percent) of Syrians reside in host communities: 
approximately 175,000 in Amman, 143,000 in Irbid and 158,000 in Mafraq.6 This situation means the 
country has one of the highest refugee-to-citizen ratios in the world.

The history of refugee hosting in Jordan elaborates the orthodox approach under which refugee crises 
are managed around the globe: host states, overwhelmingly in the so-called ‘global south’ provide a 
protection space while the costs of refugee hosting are borne by the international community. There is a 
serious flaw with this model, namely: whereas the existence of the peremptory norm of non-refoulement 
obliges host states not to return a refugee to territory where they fear a genuine threat of persecution, 
there is no equivalent onus of responsibility on the international community in the processes of 
burden-sharing. When a crisis becomes protracted, host states and humanitarian agencies routinely 
face the difficult situation of having to continue to support a displaced population but in a context of 
diminishing donor contributions. This dynamic is being witnessed in Jordan today. The Government’s 
Jordan Response Plan has received around 34 percent of the required funding and UNHCR’s 2015 appeal 
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7 UNHCR internal data; email from H Daubelcour to S Thomas, 22nd June 2015. 

has received just 20 percent.7 Similarly, the World Food Programme had to reduce its levels of service 
in April by removing 34,000 refugees from its food voucher program and continues to struggle with 
chronic uncertainty over the longevity of its funding. 

This imbalance between protection and burden-sharing is compounded by the fact that, in most host 
states in the global south, there are restrictions on refugees’ ability to enter the workforce, except in very 
specific cases. Refugees predominantly rely on savings and assistance from humanitarian agencies. As 
these resources wain, more refugees may seek work in the informal sector, where they are exposed to 
exploitation, unsafe working conditions and other risks. Growth of the informal sector also has negative 
implications on the economic development of the host state, by undermining the tax base, distorting 
spending and compromising the rule of law. This situation feeds the perception of refugees as inherently 
burdensome on host states. In recognising these factors, the WANA Institute has sought to re-frame 
the problem and propose new, more innovative approaches to refugee management. For instance, how 
might the presence of a large refugee population come to be reconceived as a genuine opportunity for 
the host state? What scope is there for greater inclusion of refugees in the economic development of host 
states in ways that would also yield tangible benefits to refugees themselves?  Might it even be possible 
to harness refugees’ skills and expertise on a larger scale to effect transformational change vis-à-vis the 
host state’s macroeconomic development goals?

In the following three chapters, we provide an overview of the Jordanian economy and an analysis of 
the impacts of Syrian refugees on Jordan, and proposals for conceptualising new ways of approaching 
protracted refugee crises.
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1: An Overview of Jordan’s Economy
Jordan is an upper-middle income economy with a population of 6.5 million and a per-capita GDP of US$ 
5,214 as of 2013.8 Jordan’s economy is among the smallest in the Middle East, meaning that it has to rely 
on limited sources of income. Inadequate supplies of water, oil and other natural resources mean that 
Jordan has traditionally relied on foreign aid, public debt, remittances and — more recently — foreign 
direct investment to support its finances and generate productive economic activity. This reliance on 
what is known as ‘external rents’, has led some economists to argue that Jordan’s economy is more rent-
oriented than growth-oriented. Resource scarcity, and consequent dependence on imports, also means 
that the economy is highly shaped by exogenous events. 

In response, under the patronage of His Majesty King Hussein, the Government commenced vigorous 
liberalisation reforms aimed at overhauling the economy in the early 1990s, many of which continue 
today. Such efforts started with a series of structural adjustments to open up strategic sectors to 
private investors and move away from Jordan’s rentierist legacy. Like many of its Arab counterparts, 
the Government was traditionally a central source of employment, welfare, and subsidies on basic 
consumer goods. However, the oil recession and massive budget deficit that ensued in the late 1980s 
provided the impetus to significantly cut back social spending and subsidies on consumer goods, and 
state-owned enterprises were opened up to private ownership. Jordan’s economic reforms created 
previously unattainable business opportunities in the country, which marked a serious intent to leap 
away from the rentier model and into a productive, more economically viable future. Such moves have 
placed Jordan at the forefront of many regional indicators including human capital, market-friendly 
policies and innovation. These strengths are an important aspect of Jordan’s development-friendly ethos 
that reflects a push towards a knowledge-based economy. However, a combination of factors including 
repeated cycles of economic slowdown, high poverty rates, and a bloated public sector have left Jordan’s 
economic liberalisation project incomplete. Economic realities such as a chronic dependency on foreign 
aid and remittances, vulnerability to external shocks, a large informal economy and staggering public 
debt have necessitated State interference, complicating efforts to withdraw from its role as a main driver 
of economic outcomes.

Today, Jordan’s principal economic challenge is 
leveraging adequate economic activity to cover 
spending in the context of the country’s weak natural 
resources, small size and proximity to neighbours 
in conflict. The difficulty is that Jordan’s primary 
sources of economic activity are either economically 
problematic (rents), in decline (tourism) or inadequate 
(taxation), whereas there is little mobility in spending 
patterns because they are driven by factors (natural 
endowments and neighbourhood) largely outside 
of Jordan’s control. These dynamics are explored in 
greater detail below.

Today, Jordan’s principal economic 
challenge is leveraging adequate 
economic activity to cover spending 
in the context of the country’s weak 
natural resources, small size and 
proximity to neighbours in conflict.
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11 R Callaway and E Mathews, Strategic US Foreign Assistance: The Battle Between Human Rights and National Security (2008) 
145. 
12 O Obeidat, ‘Jordan Receives JD 1.2 billion foreign aid in 11 months’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 8 December 2014.  
13 For example, during the years between 1967-1986, GCC aid flows came to represent 82.5 percent of the total aid received by 
Jordan; F Khatib, ‘Foreign aid and economic development in Jordan: an empirical investigation,’ in R Wilson (ed), Politics and 
the Economy in Jordan (1991) 65. 
14 P Collier, The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries are Failing and What Can Be Done About It (2007), 39-40.
15 ibid 121, 162.
16 K Mohaddes and M Raissi, above n 10, 6.  
17 Jordan is targeting US$ 3.5 billion worth of tourism revenues in 2015; The Jordan Times, ‘Kingdom Eyeing JD3.5 billion in 
Tourism Revenues this Year’, The Jordan Times (Amman), 5 May 2015.
18 Jordan Inbound Tour Operators Association, Visit Jordan; Land of Treasures (2011) JITOA <http://ww w.jitoa.org/application/
uploads/assets/file_1296722012_1538.pdf> at 1 May 2015.  
19 The Arab Spring was linked to a 17 percent decline in tourist numbers in 2011, and further drop of 7 percent in 2012; World 
Bank, Moderate Economic Activity with Significant Downside Risk, Jordan Economic Monitor (2013) 7.
20 K Melkawi, ‘Jordan Remains Medical Tourism Hub Despite Regional Unrest’, The Jordan Times (Amman)   18 March 2012.

1.1 Insufficient drivers of economic activity

1.1.1 Remittances and Aid

Foreign aid and remittances, especially from Gulf States, are among the most significant contributors 
to Jordan’s economy. Remittances averaged JOD 469.93 million from 2000-20159 and are expected to 
reach JOD 2.6 billion or 10 percent of Jordan’s GDP by the end of 2015.10 Jordan is also one of the world’s 
top aid recipients on a per capita basis.11 In 2014, Jordan received JOD 1.2 billion worth of foreign 
aid, accounting for 9-10 percent of GDP.12 Jordan’s traditional and most significant aid donors (both 
in the form of grants and soft loans) are the United States, Gulf States, European Union, International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Both historically and today, Jordan’s relationship with members 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) has resulted in extensive aid flows.13 This relationship became 
more prominent in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. In 2012, when Jordan was at a point of financial 
‘distress’ due to the fuel crisis and the sudden and massive influx of Syrian refugees, the GCC intervened 
with a US$ 5 billion aid package. The aim of this grant, as well as the aid provided to Jordan in general, 
has been to spur economic activity, ease fiscal pressures, and finance infrastructure and development 
projects. It is critical to highlight that remittances and aid operate in the same way as ‘rents’; they cause 
local currency appreciations, making other exports uncompetitive (as the money earned is worth less in 
terms of local currency).14 This retards the growth of labour intensive exports that otherwise have the 
potential to grow rapidly and further technological progress.15

Figure 1: Jordan’s External Income and Remittances in relation to GDP16
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21 A Awad, ‘Jordan’s Economy in 2015: Challenges and Opportunities’, Phenix Center for Economic and Informatics Studies (2015). 
It should be highlighted, however, that the data is conflicting. For example, the World Bank indicates that 15 percent of GDP is 
related to taxes in 2013. http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/GC.tax.TOTL.GD.ZS  
22 ibid.	
23 ibid.
24 Military spending accounts for approximately 4.65 percent of GDP, significantly higher than the global average of 2 percent; 
The World Factbook, Country Comparison: Military Expenditures <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/rankorder/2034rank.html> at 5 May 2015. 
25 Oxford Business Group, Into the limelight: Reducing Energy Dependence by Tapping into Oil Shale Reserves (2013) <http://www.
oxfordbusiness group.com/overview/limelight-reducing-energy-dependence-tapping-oil-shale-reserves> at 10 May 2015.
26 The Jordan Times, ‘Jordan Imports 87 percent of its Food’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 8 July 2013. 
27 Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, National Strategic Plan for Dealing with NEPCO’s Losses (2013) <http://www.
memr.gov.jo> at 5 May 2015. 
28 P Collier, above n 14, 40. 
29 International Monetary Fund, Costly Mideast Subsidies Need Better Targeting (2012) IMF Survey Online <http://www.imf.org/
external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2012/car051412b.htm> at 19 August 2015. 

1.1.3 Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)

The negative impact of rents is somewhat offset by increasing FDIs, which represented 5.3 percent 
of GDP at the end of 2013. Besides supporting the balance sheet, they facilitate technology and skills 
transfer, create employment opportunities and finance development projects. Jordan’s top investors are 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, non-resident Jordanians, Syria, France, the United Kingdom and the United States.

1.1.4 Taxation

Tax system deficiency is among the major challenges facing the Jordanian economy. International 
benchmarks suggest that collected tax revenues should account for at least 8 percent of GDP; Jordan’s 
have never exceeded 4 percent.21 This deficiency stems from weak tax collection and enforcement 
mechanisms. It is estimated that around JOD 1 billion worth of Government revenue is foregone due 
to tax evasion.22 Evasion has prompted Jordan to impose higher consumer taxes including a 16 percent 
general sales tax on a wide range of items including basic commodities and services, a ‘special state tax’ 
of 50 percent on mobile and telecommunications services and 23 percent and 46 percent on 90-Octan 
gasoline and 95-Octan gasoline respectively.23 High tax rates lower sales and elevate prices, leading 
to higher living costs. Moreover, because such taxes are mildly regressive, vulnerable groups living in 
persistent or transient poverty are particularly affected.

1.2 Over-Reliance on Volatile Imports 

Jordan’s financial resources are strained, not only because it has limited sources of income, but because 
of a large list of imported items that appear on its balance sheet. The country’s weak natural resources 
base (principally a lack of oil and water) necessitates high spending on energy and food imports, and 
chronic regional instability makes Jordan a high military spender.24

In 2011, Jordan’s primary energy consumption stood at 7.46 tonnes of oil equivalent (toe), 7 million 
toe of which (97 percent) was imported.25 Similarly, Jordan imports around 87 percent of its food 
requirements; in 2012, the Kingdom’s food import bill stood at JOD 2.2 billion.26 Energy consumption 
and food imports thus account for 20 percent and 17.5 percent of GDP respectively.27

Such heavy reliance on food and energy imports has several negative economic impacts. Principally, 
volatility in commodities prices distorts public investment,28 inhibits proper fiscal planning and renders 
the economy vulnerable to external shocks. It also drives prices upwards. In some cases, these costs are 
passed on to consumers — on average Jordanians spend 41 percent of their income on food. In other 
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30 C Sdralevich et al, Subsidy Reform in the Middle East and North Africa: Recent Progress and Challenges Ahead, Report of the 
International Monetary Fund (2014) 14.
31 Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, above n 27; The Jordan Times, ‘Cost of bread estimated at 290 million’, The Jordan 
Times, (Amman) 7 March 2013.  
32 ‘Cabinet endorses draft 2015 budget with JOD 688m deficit’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 1 November 2014
33 Further borrowing has been a common mechanism used to ‘close’ the deficit leading to a public debt that stood at around 
US$32.6 billon (90.6 percent) at the end of 2014 compared to US$29.1 billion (86.7 percent) at the end of 2013, surpassing the 
legal 60 percent mark. This has meant that Jordan’s broader public sector has continued to register deficits. Instances when 
the deficit has relatively eased have been attributable to a reduced energy bill or a surge in grants from members of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC); Obeidat, above n 12, 3.
34 Trading Economics (2015) < http://www.tradingeconomics.com/jordan/gdp-growth-annual> at 17 April 2015.
35 World Bank, Jordan Economic Monitor: Steady and Moderate Growth Continues, (2014) 1.
36 Figures were compiled from Al-Wazani’s (go to n 73) and announcements made by Jordan’s central bank and the World Bank.

cases, the Government absorbs the cost through subsidisation. At around 8 percent of GDP, subsidies 
have been identified as a principal cause of Jordan’s high and persistent budget deficit.29 Subsidies also 
drive overconsumption and are broadly ineffective: subsidy benefits ‘leak’ to rich households whereby 
the wealthy benefit more than the poor.30 Jordan has now halted all fuel subsidies, electricity subsidies are 
set to be eliminated by 2017 and the only significant food commodity supported by the State today is flour 
for bread.31 In terms of non-food products, Jordan provides subsides for water and cooking gas cylinders.  

3.1 Macroeconomic Implications 

1.3.1 Budget deficit

Jordan’s inability to generate sufficient value-added economic activity to cover its local spending and 
imports has resulted a ‘twin deficit’ composed of a long-running budget deficit and consequent public 
debt — the country’s most frequently cited and politicised economic indicator. Having widened over the 
last seven years, the budget deficit is projected to stand at JOD 688 million for 2015.32 An accumulating 
public debt is dangerous to the economy because it means that the state often has to direct its financial 
resources towards closing the deficit, usually at high interest rates, creating a drag on growth.33

1.3.2 Volatile growth

 The GDP annual growth rate, reported by the Central Bank, averaged 4.86 percent between 1994-2014.34 
As shown in Figure 2, Jordan consistently outperforms other (non-oil producing) WANA economies.35 
The problem is that Jordan’s growth is volatile and vulnerable to external shocks. Table 1 and Figure 2 
highlight the dip in economic performance around the time of the Arab Spring and Syria refugee crisis, 
and the fall in real growth from a high of 10.58 percent in the first quarter of 2007 to 5 percent in the 

Period/Year Real growth rate (in percent)

2005-2007 8.24 (period average)
2008-2010 4.96 (period average)
2011 2.6 
2012 2.7
2013 2.8
2014 3
2015 3.4 (projected)
2016 3.6 (projected)
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37 World Bank Global Economic Prospects, June 2014. 
38 ‘Unemployment Rate Drops to 11.4% in Third Quarter’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 1 November 2014; Note however that 
these figures might be artificially high as pushed up by the informal economy and those who choose to be unemployed
39 N Mryyan, Demographics, Labor Force Participation and Unemployment in Jordan, Economic Research Forum (2012), 4.
40 O Karasapan, ‘Jordan’s Syrian Refugees’,  Brookings (2015)  <http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/future-development/
posts/2015/02/25-syrian-refugees-jordan-karasapan> at 7 April 2015.
41 United Nations Development Program, The Panoramic Study of the Informal Economy in Jordan (2012), 4. 
42 A Abuqudairi, ‘Youth Unemployment Remains a Major Challenge for Jordan’, The Jordan Times (Amman) 22 April 2015.
43 ibid. 

Figure 2: Jordan’s economic growth in relation to MENA37

1.3.3. Unemployment

The Jordanian economy does not generate sufficient internal productive capacity to keep all those able 
and willing to work employed. By the end of 2014, unemployment stood at around 11.4 percent, reaching 
9.2 percent among men and 22 percent among women.38 Jordan also experiences a low labour force 
participation rate at 32.4 percent in 2013 (50 percent for males and 14 percent for females) resulting in 
a large intellectual capital loss.39 This has been attributed to a mismatch between education and labour 
market needs and cultural stigma surrounding certain vocational and male-dominated professions.

High unemployment has resulted into two distinct trends. First, the State has shouldered the burden by 
acting as a major job provider, further draining its limited financing and inflating the public sector; over 
60 percent of Jordan’s formal employment is in the public sector.40 Second, widespread unemployment 
has created a fertile environment for the growth of informal employment, with the informal economy 
representing 44 percent of total economic activity in 2010.41

The country’s unemployed are mostly youth and women; in 2010, unemployment affected over 
22 percent of young men and 45 percent of young women.42 Youth unemployment is particularly 
pronounced in the southern part of the Kingdom: Tafileh, Karak, Maan and Aqaba.43 The problem also 
appears to disproportionately affect the educated; over half of unemployed Jordanians in their early 20s 
have completed at least secondary education. High post-secondary education rates have translated into 
a shortage in vocational and technical training participation, where enrolment stands at around 8-10 
percent, leaving a shortage in low-skilled labour.
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44 According to a recent World Bank study, 18.6 percent of Jordan’s population live below the poverty line at least one quarter of 
the year, experiencing what is known as ‘transient poverty’ while 6.3 percent live in permanent poverty: N Mryyan, Demographics, 
Labor Force Participation and Unemployment in Jordan, Economic Research Forum (2012), 4. Based on an “actual food pattern” 
calculation, Jordan’s poverty line is set at JOD 468 per capita per year, or JOD 39 per month. An actual food pattern calculation is 
based on an amount of spending one requires to achieve a certain level of calories intake: United Nations Economic and Social 
Council for Western Asia (ESCWA), Measurement and Analysis of Poverty in Jordan (2014), 8.Transient poverty, as opposed to 
persistent or chronic poverty, is temporary in the sense that those affected are impoverished for at least one quarter of the year, 
despite being officially considered as non-poor because their annual per capita consumption exceeds the annual poverty line on 
average, as opposed to those experiencing persistent poverty: Obeidat, Omar. ‘Third of Jordan’s population lives below poverty 
line at some point of one year’, The Jordan Times (Amman), 2 July 2014.
45 As at 2013, Jordan’s Gini coefficient (which measures and assesses income distribution) stood at 36 percent.(United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency, Jordan at a Glance (2015) < http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan> at 7 May 2015.) The 
Gini coefficient is the most commonly used measure of income inequality, measures and assesses income distribution in a 
population. The closer the coefficient is to 1 (or 100 percent), the more pronounced economic inequality. Across the globe 
the Gini Coefficient is commonly found in the range of 0.3 to 0.5 for per capita expenditures. It has been suggested, however, 
that the Gini coefficient may understate income inequality in Jordan due to a failure to fully capture the wealthiest households 
in surveys: UNDP above n 2, 40. Besides its grave social consequences, economic inequality is also problematic because it is 
proven to have a negative effect on economic growth: Organization for Economic and Social Development, ‘Inequality hurts 
economic growth, finds OECD research’ (Press Release, 12 September 2014) < http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/inequality-
hurts-economic-growth.htm> at 8 May 2015.
46 ibid. 
47 D Roy and W Ireland, ‘Educational Policy and Human Resource Development in Jordan’ Middle Eastern Studies, 28(1) (1992) 
178.
48 International Labour Organization, Jordan’s country profile, <http://www.ilo.org/beirut/countries/ jordan/lang--en/index.
htm> at 15 March, 2015.
49 R Husseini ‘Amost 90% of women over 15 educated’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 4 March, 2015. 
50 INSEAD, The Global Innovation Index 2011: Accelerating Growth and Development (2011) 55.

1.4 Jordan’s Economy: The Way Forward

Jordan’s economic shortcomings are well documented. Its small size, weak natural resource base and 
neighbourhood all complicate steady economic growth and full employment, which today are driving 
increases in poverty44 and inequality.45 The more difficult task lies in viewing the economy through a 
positive lens that can identify where avenues for growth lie and the means to pursue it.

Jordan’s potential might be best likened to Singapore — also a small state with no natural resources, but 
one that has made the leap to become a highly prosperous, technology-driven innovation leader. Jordan’s 
first step has been steady and high levels of investment in education.46 Structural reforms buttressed 
the development of a high-quality, comprehensive and accessible education sector and the country is 
now identified as having “one of the most advanced and sophisticated educational systems in the Middle 
East.”47 Today, Jordan’s human capital endowment consists of a young and educated workforce, where 
more than 70 percent of the population under the age of 3048 and 89.9 percent of women aged 15 and 
above are educated.49

This modern human resource base, coupled with investor-friendly policies, in addition to relative stability 
and a functioning Government and administration, seem to have provided Jordan with the beginnings of 
an economic competitive edge. The 2011 Global Innovation Index (GII) ranked Jordan 41st worldwide 
(out of 125 countries) and 4th among the regional countries covered by the index. Its place in the chart 
is particularly noteworthy because it is more than 25 positions ahead of its closest competitor in the 
region and income group, Tunisia, which came 66th. Although Jordan ranked only 8th in the region on 
innovation inputs, it was 3rd in terms of output. Jordan’s strengths come from its creative output base, 
with a strong dynamism at the level of residents’ trademark registrations (where it is placed first in 
the region) and a relatively high level of exports of creative goods.50 Information and Communication 
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51 World Bank, above n 28, 27.
52 K Melkawi, ‘Young Jordanians look Abroad for Better Jobs, Higher Pay,’ The Jordan Times (Amman) 12 August, 2013.
53 A Awad, above n 21, 23.
54 ibid 24.  
55 Global Detention Project, Jordan Detention Profile (2015)  <http://www.globaldetentionproject.org/ countries/middle-east/
jordan/introduction.html ction.html> at 23 August 2015. 
56 World Bank, Labor Force (2014) <http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.IN> at 23 August 2015. 
57 S Michael, The Next Convergence: The Future of Economic Growth in a Multispeed World (2012), 100.
58 United Nations Economic and Social Council for Western Asia (ESCWA), Measurement and Analysis of Poverty in Jordan (2014), 
25.
59 United Nations Development Program. Jordan Poverty Reduction Strategy, Final Report (2013), 31.  

Technology (ICT)-based industries such as business process outsourcing and call centres are also areas 
in which Jordan has a comparative advantage due to the widespread use of English and history of links 
with foreign investors.51

The challenge has been to match Jordan’s young and educated workforce to the needs of the economy. At 
present there are insufficient jobs at the level that educated workers aspire to hold; it is well established 
that more than 100,000 jobs need to be created annually to accommodate newcomers to the market.52 
Moreover, despite Jordan’s research and development infrastructure and scientific research production 
being relatively high, the competencies available in the Jordanian economy do not link closely enough to 
the needs of the labour market. In some cases companies still need to reach to the international market 
to find managers with the required skill sets and experience.

Another ramification of the skill-job incongruity has been a net outflow of talent. A World Bank survey 
found that 13,000 young Jordanians studying abroad (mostly in the United Kingdom or the United 
States) do not plan to repatriate after completing their studies.53 In the same survey, only five percent of 
Jordanian academics abroad intended to return given the low availability of good job opportunities and 
poor salary competitiveness on the part of Jordanian universities.54

This combination of an outflow of the country’s educated, poor labor force participation and the inflow 
of low-skilled labour, constitute a serious setback for advancing a knowledge-based and technology-
driven economy. In short, there are too many educated people, and insufficient jobs to employ them. 
At the same time, the absence of a labor force willing to undertake low and semi-skilled jobs has led 
to a reliance on imported foreign labor. According to the Ministry of Labour, by the end of 2014, there 
were nearly 325,000 migrant workers with labour permits55 or 19 percent of Jordan’s 1.7 million total 
workforce.56

Jordan’s dilemma has been described by some economists as a manifestation of the ‘middle-income trap’. 
This term was coined by Michael Spence to describe economies — usually latecomers to development 
— that “grow to middle-income levels [then] slow down, and […] even stop growing.”57 Like Jordan, they 
are unable to compete with low-income countries in terms of providing low-wage labour for producing 
labour-intensive products, but have not developed the capabilities to compete with advanced economies 
in terms of exporting technological know-how and knowledge-based goods and services.

The way forward for such economies, Jordan included, is taking the “high road to economic development 
[that] involves a process of structural change where production shifts increasingly towards activities with 
greater value added and knowledge-intensity”.58 Jordan must move away from services (which currently 
account for over 70 percent of GDP and more than 75 percent of jobs)59 and towards activities that 
generate value-added economic activity. At the same time Jordan needs to navigate a positive shift in the 
economic landscape by attracting large-scale capital investments. Jordan needs to identify the sectors and 
projects in which this developmental potential lies and direct factors of production toward it. 
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60 ‘Investment Promotion Law’,  Jordan Investment Board (2013) <http://www.jib.jo/AboutJIB/InvestmentPromotionLaw/
tabid/207/language/en-US/Default.aspx> at March 10 2015.  
61 B Al-Zu’bi, ‘Investment Mapping and SMEs attraction’ Jordan Investment Board (2013), 4.
62 ‘Free Zones’, Jordan Investment Board 2015 at <http://www.jib.jo/BusinessandInvestment/WheretoInvest/FreeZones/
tabid/270/language/en-US/Default.aspx?SkinSrc=%5BL%5DSkins/jiben/printableSkin&ContainerSrc=%5BG%5DContaine
rs/_default/No%20Container> at 20 April 2015.

One sector that holds long-term developmental potential, and 
currently suffers from underinvestment, is manufacturing. 
Establishing and operating a productive, sustainable 
industrial base has been long hailed for creating jobs, 
transferring developmental know-how, expanding a state’s 
export base, and offering an invitation into the competitive 
global economy.

As discussed above, Jordan already enjoys many of the comparative advantages needed to attract foreign 
capital investment, including in manufacturing. The country has also taken deliberate steps to open 
up this sector. Jordan’s Investment Promotion Law (IPL), passed in 1995, was specifically designed to 
attract investors to 13 ‘vital’ sectors, including agriculture, education, pharmaceuticals and tourism. 
Incentives are provided to reduce the asset costs incurred by investors, while also supporting sector 
growth through cross industry links and clustering.60 The Kingdom’s national investment promotion 
agency, the Jordan Investment Board (JIB), offers a ‘one-stop-shop’ that enables investors to carry out all 
licensing and registration services under one roof and in an expedited manner.

A critical part of Jordan’s investment promotion framework has been the allocation of public land to 
create Qualified Industrial Zones, Development Areas, Free Zones and the Aqaba Special Economic Zone. 
Again, the aim is to attract foreign investment, increase employment, advance high-value economies like 
manufacturing, and facilitate the transfer of technology and skills. A further aim is to more equitably 
distribute economic activity; around 80 percent of Jordan’s economic activity is concentrated in Amman 
despite it housing only 40 percent of population, creating skewed opportunities and living standards.61 
Special laws and regulations are applied in these zones, including exemptions (alleviating customs and 
taxes) and incentives relating to capital ownership and facilities (see further Table 2).62 The laws also 
offer equal treatment to both Jordanian and non-Jordanian investors, thus allowing foreign investors to 
own any project in full or part, or to engage in any economic activity in the Kingdom, with the exception 
of some trade and contracting services which require a Jordanian partner.

Table 2:  Exemptions provided by Jordan’s Development Areas Law

Jordan needs to navigate a 
positive shift in the economic 
landscape by attracting large-
scale capital investments.
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63 The northern industrial parks have also suffered as a result of the remoteness of site locations, high costs of production (such 
as expensive electricity bills) and red tape concerning the legal aspects of investment.
64 Collier, above n 14, 82. 
65 ibid, 83.
66 The MoP and the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) jointly launched in 2011 the National Employment Strategy (NES) with the 
aim of setting practical strategies for the development of Jordanian human resources to eventually create jobs for nationals.

Despite these serious attempts to open up Jordan as a manufacturing hub, the gains anticipated have not 
come to fruition. While the Aqaba Special Economic Zone has enjoyed fast and steady growth, the other 
industrial parks — particularly in the north of the country — operate well below capacity. There are 
several explanations for weak foreign capital investment, including the conflicts in neighbouring Syria 
and Iraq, Jordan’s small coastal access, and lack of access to fresh water. Another reason is the absence 
of a large, willing and low-cost labor force.63 As explained above, Jordan’s education investments have 
resulted in a workforce that is not inclined to engage in low and semi-skilled labor. Even if it was, Jordanian 
labour costs may be too high to make manufacturing sufficiently competitive to attract investment.

At this point, it is important to highlight the enormity of the challenge faced. To develop a manufacturing 
hub, Jordan must be able to compete with Asian economies, which enjoy stability, plentiful natural 
resources, coastal access and, most importantly, a very large, appropriately skilled and low-cost 
workforce. On top of this, in the globalised market, manufacturing clusters geographically (a process 
called spatial economies of scale in manufacturing, or economies of agglomeration). Once businesses are 
established, there is a range of economic incentives for other businesses locate proximately. This process 
leads to large manufacturing ‘clusters’, such as the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong province, China.

.... if other firms are  producing manufactures in the same location, that tends to lower the cost 
for your firm. For example, with lots of firms doing the same thing, there will be a pool of workers 
with the skills that your firm needs. And there will be plenty of firms producing the services and 
inputs that you need to function efficiently. Try moving to someplace where there are no other 
firms, and these costs are going to be much higher even if the raw labour is much cheaper.64

The flipside is that establishing a new manufacturing cluster is very difficult. The cost on investors to 
enter a new geographic space are extremely high; these costs relate to risk, establishing new market 
access, workforce and access to business chain support. Jordan needs to offer investors something more 
or something different. However, if such markets can be tapped into, the possibilities are enormous:

.... in order to break into global markets for manufactures, it is necessary  to get over a threshold 
of cost-competitiveness. If only a country can get over the threshold, it enjoys virtually 
infinite possibilities of expansion: if the first firm is profitable, so are its imitators. This expansion 
creates jobs, especially for youth.65

Jordan thus finds itself at a cross-road. Its aspiration to become a tech-led innovation hub is logical given 
its asset base. But its heavy investment in education, coupled with other factors beyond its control, 
has blocked another potential opportunity to break free of the middle income trap. There is also some 
degree of policies operating at cross-purposes that further complicates the rise of a manufacturing sector. 
Reducing unemployment is at the top of the Government’s policy agenda. This is understandable — 
high unemployment drives reduced living standards, civic discontent and imposes a huge cost in terms 
of national productivity potential. One of the aims of the National Employment Strategy66 is to reduce 
unemployment by replacing migrant workers with Jordanians in key sectors. This does not bode well 
for the manufacturing sector as it cuts off the main labour stream currently suitable to feed this market. 
The transformation in norms and values needed for Jordanians to be receptive to such employment, 
and the development of a pool of workers with vocational expertise, will take time and be complicated. 
Even then, it is unlikely that Jordanians would accept the wage levels needed to make manufacturing 
sufficiently competitive to break into the international market; living costs are simply too high. This 
dilemma will be revisited in chapter three, where a set of policy recommendations for how Jordan might 
solve these multi-faceted challenges will be presented.
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67 S E Stave and S Hillesund, Impact of Syrian refugees on the Jordanian labour market, International Labour Organisation & FAFO 
(2015).  
68 MOPIC, Needs Assessment Review of the Impact of the Syrian Crisis on Jordan, Report of the Host Community Support Platform 
(2013).    
69 ‘Cabinet endorses draft 2015 budget with JOD 688m deficit’, The Jordan Times, (Amman) 1 November 2014.
70 T al-Samadi, Jordan Shuts Down Border Crossings From Syria (2013), Al Monitor <http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/
security/2013/06/jordan-closes-border-crossings-syria.html> at 10 May 2015.

2: Economic and Security Impacts of Hosting 
Syrian Refugees
The impact of the Syrian refugee crisis on the Jordanian economy has become a politically charged 
question at both the domestic and foreign policy levels. While it seems reasonable to surmise that the 
Syrian crisis and consequent refugee influx has contributed to weakened macroeconomic performance, 
such a conclusion is difficult to draw from an evidential base due to primary data shortages and the 
methodological difficulties establishing causation. Some proxy indicators reveal negative changes to the 
national economy since 2011. For example, labour participation rates among Jordanians have remained 
constant, but the rate of unemployment has increased from 14.5 percent in 2011 to 22.1 percent in 
2015.67 Second, rising imports — mainly foodstuffs and oil products (the latter principally due to the 
break in the Egyptian gas pipeline) — have contributed to a worsened trade balance deficit; the deficit 
grew from JOD6.8 billion in 2010 to JOD11.6 billion in the 2014 forecast.68 Likewise, net public debt 
has grown from around US$ 32.6 billon (90.6 percent) at the end of 2014 compared to US$ 29.1 billion 
(86.7 percent) at the end of 2013, surpassing the legal 60 percent mark.69 In June 2013, the ratings 
agency Moody’s downgraded Jordan’s credit rating to B1, an action largely driven by Jordan’s increased 
sovereign debt to GDP ratio. Other indicators are more positive. Jordan enjoyed 3.5 percent GDP growth 
in 2014, despite a decreased competitive rating, wars on two borders and cuts to major trade routes.

The extent to which these indicators can be attributed to the deterioration in regional security, regional 
economic performance in the wake of the global financial crisis or specifically to the increased presence 
of Syrians requires specific correlation-regression analysis beyond the scope of this paper. In what 
follows, we outline the most salient direct and indirect costs related to hosting Syrian refugees before 
analyzing the key economic and security challenges facing the Kingdom in the context of the Syria crisis.

2.1 Direct and Indirect Costs of Hosting 

The Syrian presence in host communities has become synonymous with terms like overcrowding, stolen 
jobs, and unequal burden sharing. Such statements are not necessarily misplaced; however, they almost 
certainly obscure the full reality of certain benefits as well as costs. It is not contested that Jordan’s 
policy to greatly stem the flow of refugees into the country since mid-May 2013 is at least somewhat 
connected to the costs assumed by the local economy, public discontent and security concerns.70 But 
from the perspective of the thousands of displaced Syrians facing violence, poverty and rights abrogation, 
there is an urgent need to shift the debate away from rhetoric and towards an objective, evidence-based 
investigation that can facilitate informed policy-making, targeted programming and requisite donor 
support. This discussion must be grounded in an objective and comprehensive analysis that takes into 
account both the costs and benefits associated with the refugee population.

As noted previously, Jordan is currently home to around 628,000 Syrian refugees registered with the 
United Nations. After taking into account Syrian guest workers who were living and working in Jordan 
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72 The World Bank, Jordan Economic Monitor, Spring 2013.
73 O Obeidat, Syrian refugees costs Jordan JOD590 million up to last November (2013), The Jordan Times <http://jordantimes.
com/article/syrian-refugees-cost-jordan-jd590-million-up-to-last-november> at 20 April 2015. 
74 Al Wazani, above n 36. 
75 Issnaad Consultancy, The Impact of Popular Movement in the Region and in Jordan on Macroeconomic Indicators in Jordan 
(2012) (Arabic only).
76 The World Bank, Jordan Economic Monitor, Spring 2013. 

Refugees contribute to local 
economies by bringing new 
skills and resources, as well as 
increasing production capacity 
and consumption demand.

prior to 2011, the total number may be as high as 1.4 million.71 The bourgeoning population has cost the 
Government and the international community an unprecedented amount in direct monetary payments, 
food and non-food items, and essential infrastructure. But the refugee crisis has raised other important 
externalities, or spillover effects, that are more difficult to quantify. The crisis has had a significant impact 
on the demographic makeup of the State, compounding existing pressures such as high unemployment, 
weak institutions and natural resource deficits, as well as modifying social norms and customs. 
Overcrowding is a serious problem in hospitals and schools, and the pressure on public resources such 
as water, electricity and waste management may have long-term implications on food and water security.

Existential direct costs are relatively simple to articulate and calculate. What is more complex is the 
indirect costs; quantifying the increased pressure on public service provision and infrastructure, such as 
roads, telecommunications and sanitation.72 And even more difficult is the intangible social factors: the 
cost to a child of having their lesson time reduced to accommodate a split shift of class time, increased 
tension at the community level, or the impact of demographic shifts that challenge social norms.

At the same time, it must be acknowledged that refugees 
contribute to local economies by bringing new skills 
and resources, as well as increasing production capacity 
and consumption demand. Such forces can stimulate 
an expansion of the host economy. Hence any accurate 
calculation of the refugee impact must take into account 
the positive impacts at both the macro-economic level 
(GDP growth, public revenues, foreign assistance, foreign reserves and the flow of Syrian investments to 
Jordan) and the micro-economic level (changes in retail, trade and other consumer sectors).

There have been few serious attempts to quantify the costs of the refugee influx. This has not, however, 
prevented speculation that has been widely reported in the media. In 2012, the Jordan Times reported 
that each refugee was costing the Government JOD2,500 a year in terms of social, educational, and 
medical care.73 Another international study estimated the financial burden on Jordan at around US$ 2.1 
billion in 2013, and predicted this to rise to US$ 3.2 billion in 2014.74  Yet another study estimated the cost 
at over JOD 4 billion.75 These studies stand in contrast to a World Bank report from 2013 that assessed 
the aggregate impact of Syria’s conflict as having been modest.76 But quantification is important and no 
entity — the Government, host communities nor refugees themselves — benefits from exaggeration or 
underestimation. In response, this paper provides a framework for conceptualising the impacts arising 
from the refugee influx comprising direct and indirect costs and benefits in four areas: economics, 
environment, social justice and human security (see Annexes 1 and 2). It also considers the efficacy of 
studies that have attempted quantification, where the gaps lie and what methodologies might provide 
appropriate responses (see Annex 3). Below, we analyse some of the key economic and security challenges 
extending from the Syria crisis as a platform from which to conceptualise the kinds of policy approaches 
required to buttress the current situation.
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2.2 Risk Implications of the Status Quo

2.2.1 The expanding informal economy

The ‘informal economy’ is often taken to be synonymous with terms such as: underground economy, 
informal sector, hidden economy, parallel economy and shadow economy, to name but a few.77 Such an 
abundance of terms can lead to obfuscation in the discourse, making a clear definition somewhat elusive. 
This paper employs the term informal economy78 and follows the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) definition: “all economic activities by workers and economic units that are — in law or in practice 
— not covered or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements.”79 

It is almost impossible to provide an accurate quantification of the size of the informal economy in Jordan 
or the wider region. In 2010, Jordan’s informal economy was estimated to constitute 20-25 percent of 
total economic activity in the country.80  What can be discerned with greater certainty is that the informal 
economy in Jordan is growing; moreover, there is a direct connection between this growth and the 
current approach to refugee working rights at the policy level. Jordan is not party to the 1951 Refugee 
Convention and its 1998 Memorandum of Understanding with UNHCR, while highlighting the need for 
refugees to be able to work, does not include provisions for the protection of formal working rights. The 
implication is that “only about 10 percent of employed Syrians have obtained formal work permits, and 
practically all Syrian refugees working outside camps do not have work permits and are as such employed 
in the informal economy and outside the bounds of Jordanian labour law.”81 This situation is likely to be 
further exacerbated as the onset of international donor fatigue becomes more pronounced and refugees 
have no alternative but to resort to informal income-generating activities.

Syrians working in Jordan prior to the onset of 
conflict were mainly engaged in construction, 
wholesale and retail trade, manufacturing, agriculture, 
forestry and fishing and transportation and 
storage. Employment of Jordanian workers in these 
sectors in 2011 was low, with approximately seven 
percent working in construction and two percent 
in agriculture, forestry and fishing, for example.
Most Jordanians were employed in public administration and defence (see Figure 1). This is supported 
by survey evidence that shows higher levels of unemployment among Jordanian youth, who are able to 
afford to wait until the right type of position (in public administration or defence) arises.82 Today, the 
distribution of employment of Jordanian nationals across the same industries is almost exactly the same 
as in early 2011. For Syrians living outside of camps, however, employment in the construction sector 
has risen significantly and now represents the principal location of employment for this demographic 
(see Figure 2). 

The informal economy in Jordan is 
growing; moreover, there is a direct 
connection between this growth 
and the current approach to refugee 
working rights at the policy level.

77 F. Schneider and D. H. Enste, The Shadow Economy; An International Survey (2003), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
78 Ministry of Planning & International Cooperation, The Informal Sector in the Jordanian Economy (2010), <http://www.mop.
gov.jo/echobusv3.0/SystemAssets/pdf/Reports/informal percent20sector percent20 study.pdf> At 13 May 2015.
79 There are a number of justifications for this usage; for example, “informal economy” is more accurate than “informal sector” 
because the businesses and employees under scrutiny do not necessarily correspond to any particular sector of economic 
activity; indeed they often cut across many sectors. Likewise, “informal economy” is preferable to “illicit sector” because the 
legality or illegality of the activity can be highly case-specific. Additionally, we find “informal economy” more appropriate than 
“parallel economy” since the latter implies that the formal and the informal economies can be more or less clearly separated. In 
fact, the complexity of overlap and interaction between them means that we can only really refer to them as distinct categories 
for the sake of analysis; ILO, Resolution concerning decent work and the informal economy, Meeting Report (2002) <http://www.
ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc90/pdf/pr-25res.pdf> At 4 April 2015
80 UNDP, The Panoramic Study of the Informal Economy in Jordan (2013), <http://www.jo.undp.org/ content/dam/jordan/docs/
Governance> at 18 November 2014. 
81 S Stave and S Hillesund, above n. 67.
82 ibid, p. 53.  
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Figure 2: Current employment by industry by community85

83 ibid, p 6. 
84 ibid.
85 ibid.

Employment of Syrian refugees has also increased in other areas, such as accommodation and food 
services. Such increased economic activity has prompted accusations that Syrians are filling positions 
that would otherwise have gone to Jordanian nationals. A recent report conducted by the ILO and Fafo 
suggests that there may be some truth to this:

[T]he share of total Syrian refugee workers in the construction industry has increased quite 
substantially, indicating that Jordanians might have been crowded out of this industry by 
Syrians to some extent. Similar signs of out-crowing can be found in the wholesale and retail 
trade industry […].83

On the other hand, it is important to recognise that other factors, for example reduced cross-border 
trade owing to the difficulties around former trade routes through Syria, have also impacted the labour 
market in complex ways. Causality, therefore, cannot be attributed to refugees without further research.

Figure 1: Employment by industry in March 2011 by community84
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87 ibid, 160. 
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89 G Loescher et al (eds.), Protracted Refugee Situations; Political, Human Rights and Security Implications (2008); J Milner, 
Refugees, the State and the Politics of Asylum in Africa (2009). 
90 UNDP, Municipal Needs Assessment Report (2014).  
91 UNHCR, Vulnerability Assessment Framework; Baseline Survey (2015), 15.

It is important to recognize that the informal economy is not simply a site of illegal activity. There are 
positive features of an informal economy that can be overlooked for reasons of political interest or social 
stigma. For example, the additional supply of goods and services and intensified competition can be a 
positive factor from the perspective of the consumer.86 Equally, the informal economy is a site of vital 
livelihood activities for many of the poorest and most disadvantaged people in wealthy and developing 
states alike. However, there are also significant risks for individuals, businesses and the state that are 
associated with a large informal economy, some of which are already visible in Jordan. Moreover, there 
are serious implications for the state, a decreased tax yield and the concomitant effects on social welfare 
systems being among the most salient. As Schneider puts it: 

The fact that necessary public investment (e.g., infrastructure) cannot be carried out because 
of a lack of finances resulting from tax evasion, results in negative official economic growth. 
Public goods cannot be supplied to the desired quantity, and the aggregate supply of the 
economy falls. As the financial situation deteriorates, [informal] economic activity is viewed 
increasingly negatively.87

A further risk associated with an expanding informal economy is the impact it can have on public 
sector spending. This can lead to a situation where the level of welfare expenditure cannot be upheld 
without raising taxes, thereby resulting in further increases in the informal economy because such work 
becomes more attractive. This can create a “vicious circle of further increase in the budget deficit or 
tax rates, additional growth of the shadow economy, and gradual weakening of the economic and social 
foundation of collective arrangements.”88 

2.2.2 Threats to inter-community relations 

The potential for increased competition over resources (broadly defined) to undermine refugee-host 
community relations is a risk associated with all large scale, protracted displacement situations.89 The 
geography of Syrian displacement means that host communities in Jordan’s northern governorates, 
particularly in Mafraq and Irbid, have been disproportionately affected by the presence of large numbers 
of refugees. Many municipalities in these governorates were struggling to provide basic services such 
as solid waste management and water and sanitation services prior to the onset of the Syrian crisis. The 
arrival of refugees has exacerbated these challenges: in some cases the number of Syrian refugees now 
living in the municipality is equal to the number of Jordanian residents.90 Further, the north of Jordan is 
characterised by a prevalence of ‘high’ and ‘severe’ levels of vulnerability among refugee households.91 

This, in combination with the fact that many locals are also living in vulnerable circumstances, has put 
relations between Syrians and Jordanians under considerable strain.

There have been no significant instances of violence 
or social unrest between Syrian refugees and their 
host communities in Jordan and this is testament to 
both communities’ stoicism and generosity. There 
is, however, evidence of tensions between the two

The north of Jordan is characterised 
by a prevalence of ‘high’ and ‘severe’ 
levels of vulnerability among refugee 
households.
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94 REACH, Social Cohesion in Host Communities in Northern Jordan, Assessment Report (May 2015).  
95 S Stave and S Hillesund, above n 69, 110 – 112.  
96 MercyCorps, Mapping of Host Community-Refugee Tensions in Mafraq and Ramtha, Jordan (May 2013); REACH, Understanding 
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While there is some indication that 
Syrian refugees are ‘crowding out’ 
Jordanian workers in certain sectors, 
although there is also evidence that 
Syrians are competing more with 
other migrant workers as opposed to 
nationals.

communities and on occasion this has led to isolated incidents; for example, street protests and tire 
burnings by Jordanians in Mafraq.92 In Lebanon, stigma has occasionally given way to threats, such as in 
the form of posters warning Syrians to leave the area, and violent attacks against refugees.93 As the crisis 
becomes more protracted it is important to acknowledge the possibility of security risks emerging in the 
context of increasing social discontent, as explored below.94

2.2.3 Employment competition

As discussed earlier, there is some indication that Syrian refugees are ‘crowding out’ Jordanian workers 
in certain sectors, although there is also evidence that Syrians are competing more with other migrant 
workers as opposed to nationals. Nonetheless, the perception that Syrians are taking jobs from 
Jordanians is widespread, and this is particularly pertinent in the context of social cohesion; 95 percent 
of Jordanian workers surveyed by ILO-Fafo deemed that either to some extent or to a great extent 
Syrians are engaging in work that would otherwise have gone to Jordanians.95 This is complemented 
by the widely held perception, among both refugees and nationals, that Syrian refugee workers are 
being exploited by their employers because they have little choice but to accept longer hours and 
lower wages. This is perceived by a majority of Jordanians to be exerting downward pressure on wage 
levels, thus undermining refugee-host community trust.96 For example, 29 percent of Syrian refugees 
in employment outside of the camps feel that they have to ‘watch out’ for Jordanians. Likewise, over 40 
percent of Jordanian workers believe that Syrians do not contribute to the Jordanian economy or to local 
communities, and 80 percent perceive Syrian refugees as a “threat to national security and stability”.97 In 
a study conducted by REACH, a majority of respondents (from both Syrian and Jordanian communities) 
agreed or strongly agreed that access to livelihoods was causing tension in the community.98

2.2.4 Increased cost of living

Alongside intensified competition for jobs, increases 
in living costs has been identified as one of the most 
prominent changes in the northern governorates 
since the onset of the Syrian crisis.99 In particular, 
there is a significant shortfall in available housing 
units; the Norwegian Refugee Council estimates 
that 90,000 new housing units are required
to adequately accommodate Syrian refugees outside of camps  and that 78 percent of unmet shelter 
demand is located in the Irbid, Mafraq and Amman governorates.100 This shortage has led to competition 
for affordable housing between vulnerable Syrians and Jordanians; the price of rented accommodation 
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community”; REACH, above n 27, 3-4; S Stave and S Hillesund, above n 69, 112.
104 REACH, above n 28, 3-4.  
105 UNDP, above n 90, 31.  
106 A large majority of households surveyed (69 percent) agreed or strongly agreed that the build-up of municipal waste has 
caused discontent in their community; REACH, above n 94, 4.
107 Discussions with municipal representatives during Chatham House consultation meetings in Amman, Jordan, entitled: The 
Role of Local Government in Addressing the Impact of Syrian Refugees, subject to the Chatham House Rule (2-3 June 2015).     
108 REACH, above n 94. 
109 S Stave and S Hillesund, above n 67, 112-113. 
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has increased by up to 200 percent in areas hosting large numbers of refugees.101  According to the 
REACH survey, 95 percent of Syrian and 87 percent of Jordanian households agreed or strongly agreed 
that rises in housing costs had led to discontent in their community.102

2.2.5 Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

Although Jordan was experiencing difficulties relating to the availability of water prior to 2011, the 
presence of Syrian refugees has undoubtedly exacerbated the situation. Ninety-four percent of Jordanians 
surveyed by ILO-Fafo believed that Syrian refugees exert pressure on Jordan’s water and energy 
resources.103 In the case of water at least, there is some evidence to support this. REACH reports that 40 
percent of Jordanian households and 29 percent of Syrian households identified increased shortages in 
water as the most prominent change experienced in the community since the beginning of the crisis.104

Water shortages are compounded by a lack of capacity at the municipal level to deal with the increased 
demand for sanitation and hygiene services. Solid waste management is a principal concern for local 
municipalities. Shortages of and quality depreciation in vital equipment, such as garbage trucks and 
compressors, are preventing authorities from providing acceptable levels of service. In parts of Irbid, daily 
waste collection was approximately 300 tonnes prior to the Syria conflict, increasing to approximately 
500 tonnes daily today. In Mafraq, the municipality was forced to request assistance from the army to 
deal with additional waste.105 This has had a negative impact on the frequency of waste collection in 
municipalities, which in turn poses risks to public health and community relations.106

Other sources of stress on refugee-host community 
relations include diminishing levels of healthcare 
service provision and the spread of new diseases, as 
well as those previously eradicated.107 Perceptions 
relating to disease are connected to other vectors 
of social tension, such as overcrowded schools, 
water shortages and insufficient municipal capacity 
to deal with increases in solid waste.108 Similarly,
the emphasis on refugees in the early stages of the operation, rather than approaching assistance in 
parallel with the needs of vulnerable Jordanians, had a divisive effect that can still be seen today.109 
The implication is that although many of the challenges outlined above pre-date the Syrian crisis, it is 
easy to connect the refugee population with hardships currently being experiences — a feeling that is 
particularly discernible among young Jordanian men.110

Water shortages are compounded by 
a lack of capacity at the municipal 
level to deal with the increased 
demand for sanitation and hygiene 
services.
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of the Hopeless: Refugee Flows and Transnational Terrorism’ (2013), International Interactions: Empirical and Theoretical 
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115 M Abou Zeid, A Time Bomb in Lebanon: The Syrian Refugee Crisis (2014), Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
<http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=56857> at 5 August 2015.
116 In 2014, Daesh was forecasted to be mobilising up to US$ 6 million per day from oil sales, other criminal enterprise (including 
the sale of artefacts) and private donations. ‘Jihadis with money to burn; inside the Isis financial empire’, Newsweek, 14 
November 2014, vol. 162 (46); the Economist, Where Islamic State gets its money (2015), <http://www.economist.com /blogs/
economist-explains/2015/01/economist-explains> at 10 August 2015. 
117 D Sterman, ‘Don’t Dismiss Poverty’s Role in Terrorism Yet’, Time, 4 February 2015; D Milton, M Spence and M Findley, 
‘Radicalism of the Hopeless: Refugee Flows and Transnational Terrorism’ (2013), International Interactions: Empirical and 
Theoretical Research in International Relations, 39 (5), 621-645.   
118 Letter from the Permanent Representative of Jordan to the United Nations to the Secretary General of the United Nations 
Security Council, 27 March 2015<http://www.refworld.org/docid/552b706c4. html> At 1 June 2015; K Shaheen, ‘Food aid cuts 
‘making refugees targets for Isis recruitment’’, The Guardian, (London) 13 August 2015.

It is also important to reference the linkages made by some commentators between refugee scenarios 
and a higher risk of conflict in the host state.111 For Jordan and Lebanon, the historical experience of 
Palestinian militias cannot be ignored, if only insofar as this feeds into the perception of risk. At least 
in the case of Jordan, this must be balanced against anecdotal evidence suggesting that the likelihood 
of conflict contagion may be lower because of the tribal and familial connections between refugees in 
communities in the north of Jordan and south of Syria.112

2.3 Violent Extremism in the Context of the Syrian Crisis

There is an emerging body of literature highlighting the risk that terrorist organisations may seek to 
exploit (particularly protracted) refugee situations.113 The rise of violent extremist groups, such as the 
so-called Islamic State organisation (hereafter Daesh) and Jabhat al-Nusra, amidst the turmoil in Syria 
and Western Iraq is generating fears of radicalisation in neighbouring states, both among nationals 
and displaced populations. Such organisations often have access to significant resources that they can 
mobilise to gain the trust and support of vulnerable communities. For example, in Lebanon, Jabhat al-
Nusra provided aid and support to refugees in response to shortfalls in international aid, which resulted 
in increased interaction between refugees and violent extremists, and an increase in radicalisation 
amongst the former.114 In August 2014, there was a battle between the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) 
and Jabhat al-Nusra, also supported by Daesh fighters. During the battle several hundred refugees were 
mobilised and fought against the LAF alongside Jabhat al-Nusra.115

It is clear that one of the principal ways Daesh has been able to recruit so heavily and quickly is because it 
can afford to pay generous salaries.116 While there is no inherent link between poverty and radicalisation, 
it is important to acknowledge that destitution can be a factor in certain contexts.117 Limited socio-
economic opportunities, combined with trauma, personal and community grievances and isolationism 
are established push factors, all of which can be discerned to varying degrees within Syrian refugee 
communities.118
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2.4 Conclusion  

In summary, Jordan faces a complex mix of economic and security challenges related to the increasingly 
protracted refugee situation. Increased growth of the informal economy undermines Jordan’s economic 
resilience and poses risks to both Jordanians and Syrians. While it is unlikely that tensions between Syrian 
and Jordanian communities in the northern governorates will lead to any kind of widespread violence 
in the immediate term, there is evidence that inter-community relations are deteriorating as a result 
of competition for employment and affordable housing, and diminished levels of basic services such as 
waste management. Likewise, it is important to acknowledge the discourse that links displacement with 
domestic and regional instability, and with broader risks of extremist violence. Against these challenges, 
it is clear that bold and innovative policy measures need to be developed. Such thinking must take into 
account Jordan’s need to bolster economic development, the protection needs of the Syrian refugee 
population, as well as the imperative of domestic conflict containment and peace consolidation at the 
regional level. How to begin to conceptualise such policy measures is the subject of the third chapter. 
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123 A Betts, Forced Migration and Global Politics (2009), 87.  
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3: Forging New Strategies in Protracted Host 
Situations 
The year 2014 saw the number of asylum-seekers, refugees and internally displaced persons exceed 50 
million globally — more than at any point since the end of the Second World War.119 The international 
refugee regime (the norms and institutions that have evolved to coordinate international responses to 
refugee crises) is arguably not equipped to deal with the scale and complexity of such displacement. 
This regime was established in the wake of the Second World War as states grappled to address mass 
displacement in Europe. Likewise, the UN refugee agency was created with a temporary and short-term 
mandate “to address the situation of a particular group of people at a particular juncture of history.”120 
While UNHCR will no doubt continue to exist for the foreseeable future, it is increasingly recognised that 
certain norms and practices will need to evolve to address displacement in the world today.

The framework for addressing refugee crises can largely be seen as a partnership whereby “[d]onors 
write cheques to support humanitarian relief and host countries of first asylum are expected to provide 
the territory on the refugees are hosted.”121 In practice, however, the lack of binding rules on burden 
sharing to balance the peremptory norm of non-refoulement means that this model is inadequate, 
particularly in protracted situations.122

In the case of asylum, the refugee regime sets out a strong normative and legal framework, 
underpinned by the principle of non-refoulement, whereby states must refrain from sending 
a refugee back to a state in which he or she faces a well-founded fear of persecution. In 
contrast, in the case of burden-sharing, the regime provides a very weak normative and legal 
framework, setting out few clear norms, rules, principles, or decision-making procedures.123

The situation might be best understood as host 
states proving a global public good.124 Like 
other public goods, some states are able to ‘free 
ride’ on the provision of refugee protection 
by host countries, but are not compelled to 
adequately share the associated burdens. 
Today, this is manifesting in a “north-south 
impasse”,125 whereby wealthy developed states 
(predominantly in the so-called ‘global north’) 
are inclined to scale-back aid once the urgency of
an emergency situation has worn off. Host states (in the so-called ‘global south’) are left to struggle on 
alone as the crisis becomes more entrenched. 

The situation might be best understood 
as host states proving a global public 
good.Like other public goods, some states 
are able to ‘free ride’ on the provision of 
refugee protection by host countries, but 
are not compelled to adequately share the 
associated burdens.
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3.1 Broadening the Protection-Centric Policy Framework

Today, more than half of refugees globally live in protracted refugee situations.126 In the WANA region, the 
Afghan, Iraqi and Palestinian refugee crises in particular remain without durable solutions, posing long-
term challenges for host states, donors, the wider region, but particularly for the displaced themselves. 
It is looking increasingly likely that the Syrian refugee crisis will also develop into a protracted refugee 
situation as the five-year anniversary approaches. The prevalence of protracted refugee situaitons is 
testing the resolve of international donors and host states around the world, as well as the capacity of 
humanitarian agencies to respond effectively. Funding shortfalls are increasingly common. The Jordan 
Response Plan (JRP) has received approximately 34 percent of its required funding,127 while UNHCR is 
also experiencing a notable shortfall with just US$ 58 million, or 20 percent, of its US$ 289 million 2015 
appeal having been received.128

It is clear that new ways of conceptualising refugee management need to be devised that respond to 
the priorities of host states, the international community and refugees. Countries such as Jordan are 
conspicuously aware of the importance of offering shelter to individuals fleeing conflict ---- it is a bedrock 
principle of the Hashemite tradition that they have exercised for more than 65 years, accommodating 
large numbers of Palestinians, Iraqis and most recently, Syrians. Host states need more and better 
options to encourage them to keep their borders open. Phrased another way, if refugees are unable to 
return home, and the international community is unwilling to host them in large numbers or finance the 
cost of hosting (at least over the long-term), then states must be offered solutions that work for, or are at 
minimum not contrary to their national interest. This implores a transition to approaches that look more 
closely at host state needs and priorities in the first instance, and that create space to craft responsive 
solutions.

In the case of Jordan, these interests include 
maintaining security, offsetting the cost of refugee 
hosting born by the Government and other sectors, 
and ensuring that existing economic challenges are 
not exacerbated. Moreover, if the starting point is 
host state interest, refugee management must be
approached through the lens of future repatriation. Jordan’s economic and demographic profile means 
that long-term integration is not a policy option, save in exceptional circumstances. From a practical 
standpoint, this is also the most likely scenario. Statistically, conflicts in middle-income countries (like 
pre-war Syria) do not last much longer than a decade and the Syrian conflict is now in its fifth year.129 
The evidence indicates that a minority of refugees locally integrate, and even fewer are resettled; the 
vast majority return. Between 1998-2008, for every one resettled refugee, fourteen were repatriated. 
This is also consistent with the aspirations of the displaced; data indicates that refugees overwhelmingly 
preference returning to Syria when security conditions improve.130 

There might even be scenarios under which a large 
refugee population can contribute to national interests. 

New thinking is crucial to give way 
to more sustainable responses that 
draw upon refugees’ capacities for 
self-sufficiency.

Policy initiatives should be evaluated 
on their potential to respond 
to chronic as well as existential 
challenges.
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It is often taken for granted that refugees are, by definition, dependent on the host state and international 
humanitarian aid, which in turn drives the perception of them as a burden. The debate over the 
phenomenon of dependency and whether refugees constitute a burden or a boon is not new.131 But 
political discourse in host states is typically inclined towards the burden narrative. As a result, policies 
that restrict refugees’ freedom of movement and freedom to seek employment, based on fears for 
national security and stability, is the norm rather than the exception. In the WANA region in particular, 
the Palestinian experience has led to considerable social stigma and sensitivity concerning the label 
of ‘refugee’. But this relationship of dependency between refugees and their host state and donors is 
not necessarily accurate or inevitable. While all require protection, and some do need comprehensive 
material and other forms of support, refugee communities also bring with them a diversity of education, 
wealth, skills and expertise and entrepreneurship, which is often neglected under traditional responses 
to refugee crises.132 The question thus becomes: how might Jordan raise policies to mitigate the negative 
impacts associated with refugee hosting, whilst simultaneously supporting its long-term security and 
economic policy goals, as articulated in the Jordan 2025 National Vision and Strategy? 

One clear option is to view refugees as a structural economic opportunity; to harness their skills and 
expertise as an asset for private sector growth, with a view to creating both a self-sufficient population 
and effecting macroeconomic policy goals.

3.2 Towards New Opportunities 

In Chapter 1, it was explained that Jordan’s economic strategy has been to invest in a strong education 
sector geared towards it becoming a hub for technology-driven innovation. Having become caught 
in what is known as the ‘middle income trap’, economists have proffered the establishment of large-
scale manufacturing. Significant progress has been made; economic and industrial zones have been 
established throughout the country, complemented by investment-friendly policies and a clear legislative 
and regulatory framework. There are still, however, obstacles to overcoming the entry barriers to global 
trade markets. Jordan must compete, for example, with Asia, which enjoys stability, market access 
(through its coastlines), plentiful natural resources and a large, low-cost labour force. Jordan cannot 
do much to improve its geographic market access (although this is becoming less important in the 
globalised economy), the stability of its neighbours, or its natural resource base. It needs something 
more or something different to generate the conditions to establish a manufacturing cluster. But 
Jordan does have two important assets. First, the country represents a beacon of stability in a very 
unfriendly neighbourhood. The strategic importance of this, both to the region and the West, cannot be 
understated. There are great incentives in play to promote Jordan’s stability, and these include investing 
in its economic potential. Second, Jordan is providing a global public good in terms of refugee hosting. 
No country wants to see refugees suffering; donor Governments do not, however, want to have refugees 
on their soil in large numbers.

From a humanitarian perspective and in terms 
of global stability, this state of affairs is highly 
disconcerting. But it does bode well for Jordan 
breaking into and establishing a manufacturing 
cluster. As discussed in chapter 1, a principal 
reason attributed to the under-utilisation of 
some of Jordan’s development areas is the lack
of complementarity between the labour force required and local labour market dynamics. The refugee 

The refugee population, which is 
concentrated in Mafraq, constitutes an 
immediately available, affordable and 
appropriate skilled set of workers.
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population, which is concentrated in Mafraq, constitutes an immediately available, affordable and 
appropriate skilled set of workers. UNHCR registration data indicates at least 21,208 Syrian refugee 
builders and the ILO has identified that around 25 percent of refugees residing outside of camps are 
working in the Jordanian construction industry.133 Within the Syrian refugee community there is also 
a range of transferable skillsets that could be attractive to light manufacturing and related industries, 
including electronics, mechanics, mechanised construction, handicrafts and carpentry.

Would this overcome the issues of neighbourhood, 
natural resources and market access for businesses 
to invest in Jordan? The answer is possibly yes, 
if it was perceived as a sufficiently good profit 
opportunity. Returning to the idea of Jordan 
providing a global public good by hosting refugees, 
there may be a strong market for the sale of ‘safe’ 
products — products that are manufactured
by refugees, therefore providing them with a livelihood while they are sheltering from conflict. Effective 
marketing would capitalise on consumers’ complex feelings towards refugees — their desire to assist, 
but at the same time not wanting to host them at the same rates as countries like Jordan.

Investing in Jordan may also be seen as a profit opportunity to companies looking to position themselves 
prior to a reconstruction boom in a post-conflict Syria, or for companies forced to leave Syria and that 
wish to resume operations, as elaborated in the box below.

Investing in Jordan may also be seen 
as a profit opportunity to companies 
looking to position themselves prior to 
a reconstruction boom in a post-conflict 
Syria.

 Manufacturing companies that identify a marketing opportunity in goods produced using ‘safe’ 
Syrian refugee and host community labour. Such opportunity is most likely to resonate with 
companies with active Corporate Social Responsibility programming (such as IKEA, UNIQLO, 
Benneton, and French Bel Group) and with markets in European countries where public 
dissatisfaction towards Government refugee containment policies is rising (annex 4).

 Energy, manufacturing and pharmaceutical companies forced to leave Syria that might view re-
establishing in a similar but stable operating environment as strategically attractive (annex 4)

 Reconstruction industries seeking to secure a foothold in a post-conflict Syria. This particularly 
relates to semi-refined and refined raw materials industry, but may extend to research and 
development; the scale of Syria’s reconstructive needs coupled with water and energy scarcity 
will call for new technologies
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If such incentives were still not sufficient to 
encourage firms to establish operations in Jordan, 
others vested stakeholders might be encouraged to 
play a role. Donor Governments need to address the 
humanitarian situation, but would prefer for this 
to be in the form of something more constructive 
and sustainable than continuing aid. As part of a 
renegotiated aid package, they might offer more 
attractive free trade or market access agreements, increasing the appeal of Jordan to investors.134 Europe, 
who is battling its own refugee crisis, is an obvious stakeholder in this regard.135

International financial institutions (IFI) — the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund — might also 
play a role through loans to offset manufacturing 
development or subsidise plant establishment costs. 
Accessing such loans and financial development 
assistance has long been problematic for Jordan 
due to its middle-income status. There is increasing 
recognition among donors, however, of pursuing 
links between development support for peace-
building and post-conflict peace maintenance. 
It is empirically well established that conflicts
reoccur at alarming regularity; around 40 percent of countries relapse into conflict within the first 
decade of post-conflict peace.136 Conflict economists have positively linked a lower risk of post-conflict 
relapse to sustained economic recovery in the years immediately following a cessation of hostilities.137 
Efforts to foster a post-conflict Syrian economy, including by supporting the establishment of industrial 
and manufacturing plants that could easily and quickly decant into Syria with a trained workforce of 
repatriating refugees, is thus likely to be seen by IFIs as strategic investment.138

As part of a renegotiated aid package, 
they might offer more attractive free 
trade or market access agreements, 
increasing the appeal of Jordan to 
investors.134

Efforts to foster a post-conflict Syrian 
economy, including by supporting 
the establishment of industrial and 
manufacturing plants that could easily 
and quickly decant into Syria with 
a trained workforce of repatriating 
refugees, is thus likely to be seen by IFIs 
as strategic investment.
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alike. Moreover, the Jordan 2025 national vision states that the “private sector must be the primary engine for growth and job 
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It is important to highlight what this would mean for host states in terms of broader manifestations 
of regional instability. Investing in the economic stability of a post-conflict Syria not only serves the 
interests of Syrians, it also reduces its neighbors’ risk of future conflict. That the presence of a civil war in 
an adjacent country increases the probability of conflict outbreak domestically is well known: “conflicts 
cluster geographically, possibly suggesting a diffusion mechanism or a spatial contagion effect”.139 
This ‘neighborhood’ impact may even be more acute in Arab states, because of their shared history, 
the multiplicity and intensity of transmission channels, and the regional dimension of contemporary 
events.140 In constructive terms, this positive correlation between continuing instability in Syria and 
host state conflict vulnerability means that all states in the region have a vested interest in supporting 
economic stability in Syria.

While the economics of the situation may appear simple, there are still important questions that need to 
be answered, mainly of a political nature.

First, how can such a strategy be reconciled with the imperative of creating jobs for Jordanians, and 
specifically the goal of the National Employment Strategy (2012) to replace migrant workers with 
Jordanians in key sectors?141 In fact, this scheme would create jobs for both Syrians and Jordanians, 
particularly workers in host communities. Moreover, manufacturing and industrial opportunities would 
establish new white-collar positions — the kinds of jobs to which Jordanian workers are more likely 
to aspire. Such opportunities might hence begin to address a longstanding tension in the Jordanian 
economy: the disconnect between the skills sets and ambitions of the bourgeoning youth population, 
and the number and type of available jobs. It must also be recognised that Syrians are currently operating 
in the informal labour market. Providing a means to transfer from the informal to the formal labour 
market responds to the externalities stemming from a large informal economy, increases worker safety 
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by curtailing opportunities for exploitation, and creates revenues for the Government by way of work 
permits and income tax. Humanitarian agencies might also find it more constructive and economic to 
offset the cost of work permits for refugees rather than provide food and non-food items. Livelihoods 
opportunities also provide dignity and autonomy, eliminating some of the criticisms associated with 
food vouchers and direct assistance.

A second question is whether such opportunities 
would increase the likelihood of Syrians remaining 
in-country indefinitely, or encourage more to seek 
refuge. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, 
any policy decision that will support the sheltering 
of refugees needs to be consistent with Jordan’s 
national interests, including the imperative of 
protection being seen as temporary. A critical element 
of the model proposed is that investment would 
come from so-called ‘footloose industry’ (denoting 
industry where the costs of production remain unchanged regardless of location). Following a cessation 
in hostilities, such companies would have the opportunity to expand their operations to Syria, taking 
advantage of a new market and utilising an existing, trained repatriating worker population.142 Existing 
plants, however, would remain in Jordan, the country having established itself as a safe and profitable 
business environment. A parallel logic might also be seen to be in play; if the priority for Jordan is to 
see the eventual return of refugees to Syria, a principal way to contribute to this is by ensuring that 
refugees have the skills and expertise in key industries to support reconstruction, namely in building, 
manufacturing, electricity and ICT.

A final question is whether bestowing on refugees greater rights and autonomy creates a security risk. 
The tensions between refugees, host communities and the population more broadly, have been elaborated 
chapter 2. Would the issuance of working rights in the context of existing unemployment tip this fragile 
balance? It is difficult to answer this question definitively. One theory is that working rights for refugees 
would relieve pressure on local Jordanian livelihoods too. As illustrated in chapter 2, large numbers of 
Syrians are working informally and there is some evidence of them ‘crowding out’ Jordanians. Anecdotal 
evidence from site visits in and around Mafraq suggests that local Jordanians would approve of Syrians 
working in economic zones because this would mitigate Syrian competition with Jordanian businesses.  
However, it is clear that any move in support of refugee working rights would need to be accompanied 
by an extensive public sensitisation campaign, clearly outlining the opportunities that would accrue to 
the Jordanian economy and to Jordanians more generally. 

It is also important to reference the emerging 
literature examining potential linkages between 
refugees and extremist groups. Some of this derives 
from events in Lebanon, and some from theoretical 
(yet logical) connections between the economic 
opportunities provided by extremist groups vis-à-
vis the financial strain and hopelessness felt by a 
refugee population that is unable to work and in 
the context of cutbacks in humanitarian assistance. 
Because of the strong and negative impact such
associations can have on the protection space, any linkages must be made cautiously and based on strong 
evidence. But there is little doubt that Jordan’s best protection against instability, and against extremism 
more broadly, lies in generating conditions to support opportunity and raise living standards and hope 
for all. The best strategy to achieve this might be by capitalising on the refugee labour force to attract 
needed investment.

Providing a means to transfer from 
the informal to the formal labour 
market responds to the externalities 
stemming from a large informal 
economy, increases worker safety 
by curtailing opportunities for 
exploitation, and creates revenues 
for the Government by way of work 
permits and income tax.

Jordan’s best protection against 
instability, and against extremism 
more broadly, lies in generating 
conditions to support opportunity 
and raise living standards and hope 
for all. The best strategy to achieve 
this might be by capitalising on 
the refugee labour force to attract 
needed investment.
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3.3 Conclusion

This paper has proposed that the Syrian refugee population and refugees per se could be better 
conceptualised as embodying new opportunities, rather than hardships, for host states. It details one 
example of how this might materialise; encouraging large-scale industrial investment in existing special 
economic zones, utilising both Jordanian and Syrian labour at pre-established ratios. This model has 
the potential to reduce hosting costs by increasing refugees’ self-sufficiency in the context of severe 
shortfalls in international humanitarian assistance. Moreover, it would constitute an important step 
towards Jordan’s longer-term economic resilience by promoting strategic investment in underdeveloped 
areas of the economy and by facilitating increased tax revenues. These ideas are not entirely novel. The 
use of ‘zonal development’ for the inclusion of refugees in states’ economic development goals in ways 
that also promote their self-sufficiency has historical precedent.143

This is a time-bound opportunity, contingent on investors identifying a marketing opportunity in the 
refugee hosting situation. This opportunity is erased if refugees return, or greatly compromised if 
another country, such as Lebanon, seeks to exploit the same idea. There is also a time limit concerning 
the requisite support of external parties; as European authorities begin to formulate policies to address 
their own migrant crisis, models such as this should be at the forefront of their thinking. 

Given the time sensitive nature of this opportunity and one that is not without precedent, why has 
Jordan, or another host state, not acted faster? 

One key issue is how refugee management is approached and conceptualised. As outlined at the beginning 
of this chapter, there is currently an inadequate balancing of the obligations of host states against that 
of other stakeholders. The right to seek refuge and to be protected against refoulement is enshrined in 
international law, however reciprocal obligations to ease the burden this creates in host states are not. 
This becomes particularly problematic when a situation becomes protracted. Host states are well aware 
of these inequities, and are increasingly hesitant to adopt liberal approaches without greater assurance 
that they will not be left to foot the bill over the long-term.

In response, this paper has advocated a need to elaborate new ways of approaching refugee management. 
It suggests that, in the context of inadequate rules on burden-sharing, a more constructive place to start 
might be the needs and interests of host states, or at least a better balancing of protection with host state 
imperatives. This nuance is important. What has been seen in many refugee situations is that an over-
emphasis on protection can quickly descend into an exercise of boxing ring-type posturing between the 
host state and humanitarian agencies. Where it is perceived that priorities are not being met, both sides 
fall back on the only tools they have: financial resources and appeals for the protection of rights on the 
part of donors and agencies, and closing borders and tightening restrictions on refugees on the part of 
hosts.

The idea that refugee actors should broaden a ‘protection-centric’ to include ‘host state interests’ is 
imbued with risk. Refugee protection, in its traditional top-down format, is vital and it is UNHCR’s role to 
maintain this advocacy standpoint. But livelihoods and autonomy are also important and there need to 
be actors — within UNHCR or in other agencies — investigating, evaluating and proposing these options 
in a timely manner. This should not be construed as ruthless capitalisation on a vulnerable population. It 
should be understood as a necessary transition to more sustainable models for refugee hosting at a time 
when the frequency, depth and protracted nature of displacement means that traditional responses are 
no longer sufficient.
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The question could be how to mitigate against and address associated risks. For instance, if the start point 
moves more towards state-interest, will this further dis-incentivise donor community assistance? What 
checks and balances need to be set in place to ensure refugee populations are not exploited, particularly 
in the context of gross inadequacies in the international regulatory framework concerning migrant 
workers? And how might the ethical implications of refugee hosting becoming an object of state interest 
be addressed? In short, strong safeguards need to be set in place to ensure that economic rationalism 
does not undermine humanitarian imperatives. But where such solutions do make sense and can work, 
as this paper proposes is the case in Jordan, support from international, humanitarian and governmental 
actors should be forthcoming.

In summary, this paper has proposed that if host states are expected to a provide global public goods 
by offering a protection space for displaced communities, then state interest could be part of the 
conversation from the beginning. When the imperative shifts to how donors can help host states continue 
to provide these global public goods, a wider range of options can evolve.  The model outlined here is 
by no means the only alternative. The main ‘take away’ is that the three orthodox durable solutions for 
addressing mass displacement, local integration, third country resettlement and repatriation, are failing 
to meet the challenges posed by global displacement and that new modalities need to evolve. A further 
alternative is a broader paradigm shift towards a fourth solution of a ‘holding pattern’ arrangement for 
refugees. Scenarios where refugees could have more autonomy to continue their lives and livelihoods, 
businesses could continue to operate, and the labour force could retain their skill-sets until a return 
scenario is possible. Likewise, while the emphasis of this paper was on special economic zones (owing 
to the particulars of Jordan’s economic development strategy), other forms of zonal development, such 
as agricultural areas and buffer zones, deserve further consideration. To conclude, refugees’ skills and 
expertise represent opportunities that host states, humanitarian agencies and donors ignore to their 
detriment. Moreover, there are broader imperatives of security and stability in the post-conflict context 
that demand more inclusive planning in the management of refugee crises. Such planning will only be 
successful if bold and innovative new solutions are tried and tested to push the international refugee 
regime forward and out of its stalling traditional framework.
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Annex 1: Identifying Direct and Indirect Costs and Benefits of Housing Syrian 
Refugees in Jordan 

Direct costs Indirect costs Direct benefits Indirect benefits
Water and 
sanitation

Water provision, 
subsidy losses, 
sanitation services 
and waste 
collection.

Reserve depletion, pollution 
(water and soil), water 
quality deterioration, water 
reliability and availability,
Less frequent waste removal.

Infrastructure, reuse and 
extension projects that 
would not otherwise 
have taken place,
environmental planning 
studies/research.

Energy Energy provision, 
subsidy losses.

Reserve depletion, pollution, 
changes in energy quality, 
reliability and availability

Security Police, gendarme, 
prisons, courts, 
military, border 
security.

Cost of crime to individuals 
involved; community 
perceptions of security, 
stability, and trust in 
Government; increased 
radicalisation, intra-
community disputes, 
increased risk of terrorism 
(external and internal).

International support 
coping with threats, 
Improved relations 
with allies, improved 
intelligence sharing and 
training, new security 
assets.

Education Facility, teacher 
and administration 
costs

Decreased quality of 
education, number of 
children not in education

New curricula, teachers 
trained, new /improved 
schools

Cash 
assistance

Provided by the 
Government, 
international 
organsiations, 
religious charities 
and local NGOs.

Diversion of charity 
assistance that may have 
benefited Jordanians.

Food and non-
food items

Food and non-food 
item provision, food 
subsidy losses.

Changes in price of food and 
services, availability and 
quality of food, food reserve 
depletion.

Greater purchasing 
power of Syrians

Infrastructure 
(including 
housing and 
shelter)

New infrastructure 
(housing, roads, 
energy, water and 
sanitation, schools 
and other public 
facilities)

Change in price of rent and 
real estate, infrastructure 
depreciation (roads, energy, 
water and sanitation, schools 
and other public facilities).

Expansion in rental 
market, housing 
upgrades, new and 
improved pubic 
infrastructure

Health Health care 
provision in 
hospitals, clinics, 
ambulances, 
medication, 
vaccination 
programs.

New/recurrence of disease, 
psycho-social health/
mental illness, availability 
of medicine, waiting time to 
receive health care, cost of 
health care, availability and 
cost of medicine.

Medical equipment, 
new/improved facilities, 
trained health workers, 
new mental health 
workers and psycho-
social health programs.

Employment Increased social 
security payments 
for Jordanians 
displaced from 
labour market.

Downward pressure on 
wages, income tax losses 
due to operation of informal 
economy, costs of rise in 
informal economy

New jobs created, 
vocational training 
programs, new markets/
businesses opened.

Tourism Estimated losses International workers 
avail of touristic sites
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Direct costs Indirect costs Direct benefits Indirect benefits
Social 
indicators

Transactional sex, child 
marriage, child labor, 
undocumented persons, 
children vulnerable to 
statelessness, substance 
abuse, domestic violence, 
divorce, attitudes towards 
Government on refugee 
policy, attitudes towards 
refugees, increased social 
and economic inequality, 
demographic changes (youth 
bulge), sense of dignity, 
sense of Arab affinity, sense 
of hope for the future, sense 
of national identity.

Public and 
trade deficit

Foreign and public 
debt, trade deficit

Poverty rates, negative 
economic growth, GDP, 
inflation

Expanded consumer and 
tax base,
GDP and overall 
economic activity,
Syrian company 
investments,
foreign direct 
investiment, increased 
consumption of goods 
and services, increased 
capital inflows.

Expanded services 
and manufacturing 
sector, increased 
demand for work 
(source of Government 
revenues), increased 
entrepreneurship
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145 M Al-Daameh, Jordan’s Finance Minister: We will eliminate electricity subisidies by 2017 (2014), Asharq Al-Awsat, <http://
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accessed 20 April 2015.
146 K Malkawi, Gov’t had no other choice but to stop providing free healthcare to Syrians – Hiasat (2014), The Jordan Times 
<http://jordantimes.com/govt-had-no-other-choice-but-to-stop-providing-free-healthcare-to-syrians----hiasat> accessed 25 
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148 L Hamai et al, Integrated Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Host Communities – Jordan (2013), Oxfam Great Britain. 

Annex 2: Detailed Examination of Direct and 
Indirect Costs and Benefits
2.1 Direct and indirect costs 

2.1.1 Water and sanitation

Jordan is the third most water scarce country in the world, with a per capita water resource availability 
per capita of 145 MCM, compared to the regional average of 800 MCM. Water may be delivered once per 
week in larger cities such as Amman, but as infrequently as every 12 days in some rural areas. Up to 60 
percent of piped water does not reach the end user; a problem attributable to both aged infrastructure 
and illegal syphoning. Water scarcity has deteriorated due to the abnormal increase in the population 
since 2011. Za’atari and Azraq camps use around 4,000 cubic meters and 930 cubic meters of water per 
day respectively.144 In addition to this direct cost, there is a loss born by the Government in terms of water 
subsidies, deterioration of water and sanitation infrastructure, as well as the costs of sanitation services 
and waste removal and disposal in urban areas. More difficult to calculate is the long-term, adverse 
impact on the country’s meager water resources, such as potential pollution to the Za’atri water basin, 
soil pollution, and changes in water quality and availability

2.1.2 Energy

As a non-oil producing State, Jordan imports oil at a cost of JOD 4 billion per year (17 percent of GDP). 
While the country lifted oil subsidies in November 2012, it still subsidizes electricity generation, 
accounting for an annual net loss to the National Electric Power Company (NEPCO) of USD $3.5 billion 
at the end of 2013.145 The subsidy cost resulting from heightened electricity use, both in the camps and 
by urban refugees, is born by the Government. Any calculation must also take account of new required 
infrastructure, pollution due to increased emissions, and changes in energy quality, reliability and 
availability.

2.1.3 Health

Until December 2014, Syrians were afforded access to healthcare on the same terms as Jordanians with 
health insurance, in other words without charge, provided they had registered with UNHCR. But the 
burgeoning direct financial costs of providing such services, which had reached approximately JOD 34 
million by the end of 2014, coupled with the depreciation of infrastructure, forced the Ministry of Health 
to impose a fee at the point of service for all Syrians.146 Indirect costs include recurrence of disease, such 
as polio, and the costs of associated vaccination programs. To the extent that Syrians are affected by 
post-traumatic psycho-social or mental disorders, this has consequences for the individual and broader 
society. Other indirect costs relate to increased waiting time to receive health care, the cost of health 
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151 ARDD-Legal Aid, ARDD-Legal Aid in Zaatari: Protecting Human Rights Through National Law (2014)  <http://ardd-jo.org/
node/389> accessed 14 March 2015.  

care, and the availability and the cost of medicine. 

2.1.4 Labor market

 Under the Labour Code, in order to work, refugees must obtain a work permit from the Ministry of Labor, 
the requirements for which are onerous.147 As a result, many refugees are employed in the informal 
labour market (see chapter 4). Some reports suggest that up to half of Syrian refugees in urban settings 
have at least one family member employed.148 Syrians have competitive advantages over Jordanians; 
they accept lower wages both due to necessity and greater flexibility; they can supplement their 
income with cash and non-cash humanitarian assistance. Syrians also have skill sets, including in some 
trades and crafts, not possessed by Jordanians. They may also be more active and entrepreneurial; the 
economic activity rate of Syrians (48.5 percent) is higher than Jordanians (36.5 percent). Thus while the 
numbers are unclear, given that the Jordanian economy is characterized by small informal enterprises, 
the expectation is that Syrian refugees will, over time, develop more contacts and relationships with 
Jordanian employers, and progressively encroach on the informal employment sector. Moreover, that 
enterprising and resourceful Syrian refugees, driven by difficult livelihood conditions, will inexorably be 
pulled into the orbit of the Jordanian economy.149

The data, however, are not straightforward. The largest numbers of employed Syrians — an estimated 
160,000 according to the U.N. International Labor Organization — are low-skilled workers who take 
jobs that Jordanians tend to avoid. Such jobs are in the construction, agriculture and retail sectors. 
Thus if Syrians have displaced employees, these are not principally Jordanians but instead some of the 
estimated 500,000 migrant workers from Asia and other Arab countries who work these low-wage jobs. 
Approximately half of these immigrants do not hold work permits. The implication is that Syrians are 
entering a labor market already familiar with informal employment and that the extent to which Syrians 
have displaced Jordanians has been limited. This is supported by unemployment not having increased in 
the Governorates that host most of the Syrian refugees. 

This is not to imply that there are no negative implications. Syrians entering the market has placed 
downward pressure on wages. This harms other migrant workers and the 14 percent of the Jordanian 
population who live in permanent poverty. The situation also complicates Government policy initiatives. 
To the extent that Syrians are working in the informal labor market, this deprives them of revenue in 
the form of taxation and permits, a portion of which is channeled to national occupational programs 
intended to equip Jordanians with the skills needed to meet the demands of the local market. Moreover, 
the skill sets of Syrians and their willingness to work for lower wages undermines policies to create jobs 
for Jordanians or replace migrant workers with Jordanians. Finally, to the extent that Syrians have taken 
jobs away from Jordanians, this has created direct costs for the Government in terms of increased social 
security payments, and indirect costs in the form of them being deprived of insurance subscription to 
the Social Security Corporation’s social safety network.150

2.1.5 Security

 The costs to the security sector brought on by the Syria crisis are significant. Border and military security 
has increased, both to facilitate the processing of refugees and provide increased security in response 
to increased threats of terrorism and conflict-related boarder incursions. Police work in the camps, and 
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155 MOPIC, Jordan Response Plan for the Syria Crisis 2015, Report of the Jordan Response Platform (2014), pp. 12.    
156 It has improved school enrolment to prestigious rates: as high as 91 percent in primary education and 94 percent in 
secondary education. Such achievements are at risk, given that the drop-out rates of Syrians are adding to the magnitude of 
social challenges.
157 The total number of Jordanian dropouts in primary and secondary schools, according to some statistics, was 150,000, a 
figure that will be doubled by 120 percent if the 180,000 Syrian dropouts are added. In addition, the earlier figures do not 
account for those unregistered with the UNHCR, who number more than half a million with the same demographic distribution. 
Accordingly, not less than 250,000 of those unregistered Syrians are of school age, with drop-out rates expected to be no less 
than those of the registered refugees. In the most conservative scenarios, Jordan is facing an additional 100,000 dropouts, 
bringing the total Syrian dropouts to in excess of 280,000, almost double the Jordanian figures for all educational levels.
158 MoE had adopted a strategy to abolish the two shift system, which burdened the ministry’s resources and school infrastructure 
and caused inconvenience for the children, families and educational and administrative staff.

in 2014 the Government established both a Personal Status Department and Shari’a court in Zaatari 
camp, which facilitates the registration of marriages, deaths and issuance of birth certificates. A local 
non-Government organisation, ARDD-Legal Aid, has an office in the camp to support the Government 
in dealing with legal issues faced by the Syrian population; the office employs four full-time lawyers.151 
Outside of the camps, Syrians avail of police and court services like other Jordanians. While numbers 
are difficult to obtain, it is clear that Syrians are detained in Jordanian facilities. Indirect security costs 
are more difficult to quantify. These include the cost of crime to the individuals involved; community 
perceptions of security, stability, and trust in Government; intra-community disputes; and the increased 
risk of radicalization and terrorism (external and internal).

2.1.6 Education

At the beginning of the refugee crisis, the Ministry of Education established temporary tented schools 
which were replaced by four school buildings for 4,000 students in 2012, coordinated by the Royal Charity 
Organisation of Bahrain.152 The Jordanian Ministry of Education also rented other buildings for the same 
purpose and refurbished existing buildings to make better use of space. Today, 12,000 are attending 
schools in the Za’atri camp and over 1,000 in the United Arab Emirates sponsored Marheeb Al Fuhood 
Camp, and 1,390 in Azraq camp.153 Outside of the camps, refugees can access public schools if they are 
registered with UNHCR and have a card from the Ministry of Interior.154 By the end of October 2012, 
14,000 boys and girls were enrolled in (mainly) public schools; this increased to more than 110,000 by 
the end of 2013. At the end of the 2013/14 academic year, more than 120,000 refugee children were 
enrolled in schools throughout Jordan (100,000 in host communities and 20,000 in camps).155

The indirect costs are again more difficult to calculate. The significant number of children out of 
school implies an increased risk that they are vulnerable to child labour and crime; it also threatens to 
compromise Jordan’s high standing in the Arab region in terms of literacy.156 Communities, whether in 
Jordan or Syria, will have to absorb these under-educated children.157 Finally, there are costs in terms 
of decreased education quality. In many areas, schools have adopted a two-shift system, which involves 
reduced lesson times from 45 to 35 minutes and worsened student-teacher ratios.158 
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2.1.7 Cash assistance

UNHCR provides cash assistance to at-risk families; the number of Syrian families being provided with 
cash assistance was 21,000 in December 2014. In the second half of 2014 the Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) began piloting a market-based cash denominated voucher approach in place of centralised non-
food item distributions called Paper Plus. They have expanded the programme to camp-wide voucher 
distributions. On the one hand such payments add to Syrian’s purchasing power, but it also has negative 
implications in terms of their ability to work for lower wages and rent accommodation at lower prices. 
Higher purchasing power also increases subsidy losses to the Government in terms of imported food, 
electricity generation and water. 

2.1.8 Food and non-food items 

Food and non-food items are provided in camps by UNHCR, the World Food Programme (WFP) and 
NRC. A fully functioning voucher-redemption system now operates in the Za’atari camp for both food 
and non-food items. The scale of markets and supermarkets now in existence in the camp means that 
quite sophisticated distribution techniques have been developed. For example, NRC uses a combined 
cloud-database-and-smartphone-app service, called CodeREADr, to manage its voucher system for 
non-food items.159 Outside the camps, WFP and UNHCR are the two principal distributors of food items. 
Since 2014, WFP assistance to Syrian refugees living in host communities160 has been carried out via 
electronic food vouchers. The programme is implemented by way of a partnership with MasterCard 
and Jordan Ahli Bank (JAB). These e-vouchers function like a pre-paid debit card. WFP transfers the 
value of the voucher directly to the e-voucher each month via the partner bank. By February 2014 the 
number of beneficiaries of WFP’s voucher programme had reached some 537,000 Syrians living in host 
communities. However, towards the end of 2014 and into 2015, WFP has seen a significant shortfall in 
its donor funding, resulting in cuts to the amount of assistance provided to thousands of families. From 
April 2015, 34,000 people have no longer been able to receive food vouchers and a further 239,000 
people have had the value of their vouchers reduced.161

The main impact for the Government is on food security and subsidy losses. Jordan, due to water scarcity 
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168 UNHCR, Syria Regional Refugee Response (2014)  <http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country .php?id=107> accessed 
March 2015.
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authority responsible, denied any abnormal increase in marriages with Syrians since the outbreak of the crisis. Statistics, for 
example, show that SJD issued less than 200 marriage contracts with Syrian women in 2012 compared with 270 in 2011. It 
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and the high volume of arid land, has an existing food security problem. The Kingdom imported 87 
percent of its food requirements in 2012 at a total annual cost of US$ 3.1 billion (14 percent of GDP).162 
This has been exacerbated by population-driven increased demand from camps and urban areas.163 A 
report by the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) estimated that the Government’s six-month 
supply of strategic food reserves would be depleted within four months if the number of refugees 
continued to grow at the then-existing rate. Moreover, as in the case of water and electricity generation, 
the cost of food subsidization is passed on to the Government, where pre-Syrian food subsidization cost 
the equivalent of 1 percent of GDP annually, and JOD 290 million in 2013.164165 It is also important to take 
into account upward pressure on food prices (between 2011 and 2012, overall food prices in Jordan 
increased by 5 percent),166 and changes to availability and quality of food in communities.

2.1.9 Infrastructure and capital costs (including shelter and housing)

Registered refugees benefit from Government services and infrastructure in the same way as Jordanians; 
this includes roads, parks, libraries and other public facilities. Any assessment of costs must take into 
account depreciation on such infrastructure and increased maintenance costs. In terms of shelter, the 
largest camps are Zaatari, the Emirates Jordanian Camp in Zarqa and the 3respectively.167 The vast 
majority of refugees, therefore, reside in communities, mainly in Amman (approximately 172,791), Irbid 
(approximately 144,214) and Mafraq (approximately 158,000).168 Most urban refugees (around 90 per 
cent) rent private apartments.169 Syrian demand for urban housing totaled 44,000 families in 2012 and 
448,000 families in 2014, pushing prices up by 100 percent.170 Again, it is important to highlight that 
Syrians compete with Jordanians in the rental market because they are willing to stay in lower quality 
housing and have more price flexibility due to cash grants from the humanitarian community.

NRC’s integrated urban shelter programme provides financial and technical support to Jordanian 
landowners to bring new housing units on the market. It supports poor host communities by providing 
technical support and financial incentives to finish apartments and houses that they otherwise cannot 
complete. In exchange, Syrian refugee families are able to live in such units for at least 12 months rent-
free.

2.1.10 Tourism

 Given that Jordan has long-been considered part of a multi-country tourist package, the onset of the 
Arab Spring led to a 17 percent decline in tourist numbers in 2011, and further drop of 7 percent in 
2012.171 While not as significant a cause, the influx of refugees is likely to have exacerbated or protracted 
this decline. 
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2.1.11 Social indicators

These include the externalities that result from a relatively homogeneous society accommodating 
a large and unexpected increase of people with different socio-cultural mores, a different dialect and 
different political views. The impacts of Syrians living in poverty, sexual and economic exploitation, 
increased child marriage and child labour, and undocumented marriage extend to all society.172 Hostility 
due to the perception of Syrians taking jobs and using infrastructure has been documented, and to 
the extent that this has contributed to social tensions and community disputes, has tangible as well 
as intangible implications. Hostility extends to perceptions that the international community and local 
charitable organizations have favored Syrians over Jordanians by diverting aid programs, detracting 
from their contribution to combatting poverty. Such sentiments are not necessarily misplaced; poverty 
pockets increased from 22 in 2006 to over 36 by the end of 2012.173 A final area of tension is towards 
the Government regarding their policy of accommodating refugees, and how this feeds into general 
discontent and fragility. In a study by the Centre for Strategic Studies in October 2013, 76 percent 
of Jordanians stated that the existence of Syrians in their locales has had adverse impacts including 
competition for local jobs (41 percent of respondents) and rising prices (30 percent of respondents).174 
Another study conducted in April 2013 found that 71 percent of the study population and 43 percent of 
the opinion leaders would refuse entry to any new waves of Syrian refugees to Jordan. In June 2013, the 
rate increased to 73.5 percent of the study population and 55 percent of opinion leaders. Of these, 87 
percent said it would be better to keep Syrians in refugee camps and not allow them to move into the local 
communities, while 92 percent claimed that the existence of Syrians had compromised job opportunities 
for Jordanians.175 One month later, in July 2013, tensions rose further when the Government lifted fuel 
subsidies and raised the tax on telecommunications.

2.1.12 Public debt and trade deficit

While less visible, refugees also have impacts at the macro-economic level in terms of the overall 
performance of the economy. In the case of Jordan, refugees have caused rising imports, mainly foodstuffs 
and oil products, which has been attributed to a worsened trade balance deficit (the trade balance deficit 
grew from JOD 6.8 billion in 2010 to JOD 11.6 billion in the 2014 forecast).176177  Between 2011-2012, 
net public debt grew by JOD 3.4 billion, and by JOD 3 billion in 2013 and between 2000 and 2015. 
Debt topped JOD 20.8 billion in the first quarter of 2015.178 Jordan’s GDP growth averaged 8.24 percent 
between 2005-2007, contracting to 3 percent in 2014.179 The extent to which this can be attributed to 
refugee influxes, however, requires specific correlation-regression analysis.

2.2 Direct and indirect benefits

2.2.1 Water, sanitation and energy

The value of new infrastructure, infrastructure repairs and upgrades, and investments in water-energy 
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reuse and extension, that would not have taken place but for the Syrian crisis, but will have a long-term 
benefit, must be taken into account. Research and studies conducted in these fields are also goods with 
a tangible value.

2.2.2 Health

 Benefits include new equipment at hospitals and clinics, trained doctors, additional mental health 
workers, and an increased number of psycho-social health programs.

2.2.3 Employment

New jobs were created for Jordanians by way of Syrian investment in the country, and through expanded 
United Nations, INGO and local NGO programs.

2.2.4 Security

The Syria crisis has facilitated increased international support with respect to Jordan’s resilience to 
new threats (internal and external), improved relations with allies, improved intelligence sharing, new 
security assets, and training provided to security sector staff.

2.2.5 Education

Benefits might include new curricula, training provided to teachers and new or improved schools.

2.2.6 Cash assistance, food and non-food items

The purchasing power of Syrians on the Jordanian market, in addition to purchases made by the 
international community from the local economy, are stimulus actions.

2.2.7 Infrastructure and shelter

The Syrians have expanded the market to those leasing accommodation.180

2.2.8 Tourism

Tourism is arguably one dimension of where the conflict in Syria had positive spillovers on Jordan. 
Jordan’s tourism sector witnessed a V-shaped recovery in 2012 that can be attributable to growth 
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Annex 3: Quantifying Direct and Indirect 
Costs and Benefits 
Quantifying the costs of the Syrian crisis is complicated by the shortage and reliability of data, the 
intangibility of some costs, and the complexity of attributing causality. There have, however, been 
attempts to overcome these challenge by various groups. 

3.1 Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung

In 2012, Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung released “The Socio-Economic Implications of Syrian Refugees in 
Jordan”, marking the first serious attempt to audit the economic implications of the refugee influx. The 
study, led by Dr. Khaled Al-Wazani, estimates the cost of the Syrian presence in Jordan up until the end 
of 2013 at around JOD 5.8 billion, and benefit as JOD 4.1 billion (an aggregate loss to the economy of JOD 
1.7 billion). He sets out two scenarios for predicting future costs. The first scenario (a daily influx of 400 
refugees per day) sets out a cost of net losses of JOD 2.6 billion for the year 2014, and under a second 
scenario (a daily influx of 1500/day), this cost reaches JOD 3.5 billion. This accounts for 16 percent and 
20 percent of expected 2014 GDP respectively and for at least 20 percent of Jordan’s public debt and over 
60 percent of estimated 2014 public spending.188 The methodology employed was the development of a 
cost-benefit matrix that considered impacts at the macroeconomic and sectorial levels, using available 
official figures and researcher’s estimates.189

3.2 Dr. Odeh al Jayyousi: Environmental Impact Assessment

In 2014, Dr. Odeh al Jayyousi attempted to assess the environmental impact of the refugee influx. His 
report estimates the cost of ecosystem degradations and natural capital at 2-5 percent of GDP.190 This 
impact largely derives from lower water and air quality indicators and pressure on forests, but also 
draws upon direct and indirect, and short and long-term costs.191

Al Jayyousi adopts a methodology derived from the Driver-Pressure-State-Impact-Response (DPSIR) 
framework, which was developed to articulate the causal relationships and interactions between society 
and the environment The framework arranges appropriate environmental indicators into categories 
that can help communicate and illustrate the relationships between indicators: drivers (D) are forces 
that exert pressures (P) on the system and affect the states (S) or measurable conditions. This leads to 
impacts (I) on the social-environmental system that may have societal responses (R) which feedback to 
address drivers, pressures, states and impacts. He adapts the DPIR model to account for three domains 
of impact: reduced water quantity and quality, reduced air quality, and increased use of marginal lands.
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192 The World Bank, Guidelines for Assessing the Impacts and Costs of Forced Displacement (2012).  

3.3 Refugee Study Centre and World Bank

A third methodology was developed by the World Bank and Oxford University’s Refugee Studies 
Centre: Guidelines for Assessing the Impacts and Costs of Forced Displacement. The Guidelines are 
a mixed method assessment tool to assist humanitarian agencies analyse the economic and financial 
consequences of development and humanitarian assistance.192 The Guidelines were pilot tested in 
Jordan in 2013 to assess the fiscal impacts of Syrian refugees.

The methodology covers four stakeholder groups: (i) refugees and IDPs (the cost of displacement on 
the displaced themselves), (ii) host population and state, (iii) area and country of origin and (iv) type of 
assistance provided to the displaced (international humanitarian and development assistance). For the 
purposes of this inquiry, the methodological focus on host communities and state and external assistance 
provided (parameters ii and iv) is most relevant. 

The methodology for assessing host state impact is based on two analytical approaches. The first 
identifies parameter sets and indicators to apply to different affected groups. The second deals with 
macroeconomic outcomes at the national or regional level. The methodology sets out four levels of 
analysis of increasing detail:

1. Two generic parameters for analyzing economic outcomes are identified: micro- and macro-economic. 
These are complemented by two further parameters to assess socio-economic outcomes: social/
welfare and environment.

2. Within each parameter are main indicators, and a set of sub-indicators or variables providing the 
main instruments by which to measure impacts and costs.

3. Interaction indicators need to be identified to enable impacts and costs to be measured for specific 
categories of displaced people, for example: age, marital status, household status, gender, ethnicity, 
education, disability status, family composition and religion.

4. Mediating variables enable further refinements of significance, largely non-economic factors, to be 
incorporated into the methodology. For example: risk-related (security level, perception of security 
and exposure to transitory income shocks), coping mechanisms (child labour, early marriage, 
education interruption, prostitution, transactional sex, other culturally unacceptable activities e.g. 
divorce, substance abuse, criminal activities, household separation, secondary migration, changing 
gender roles) and other factors such as psychological health, political rights and social change).
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Host community and state

Economic parameters Micro economic Macroeconomic

Main indicators Income Household markets
Income/disposable income Housing supply/demand
Consumption levels Costs

Rental markets
Labor markets Prices
Wages Goods and services
Employment
Type of job
Labor force participation
Hours worked
Assets Capital formation
Livestock Construction/infrastructure
Savings GDP

Increase/decrease
Socio economic parameters Social welfare Environment
Main indicators Health conditions

Access to services Natural resources
Children’s health Building materials
Maternal health
Diseases
Nutrition

Education
Attainment
Literacy

A methodology is also provided for assessing international humanitarian and development assistance. 
InterGovernmental agencies, donor Governments and NGOs play a significant role in addressing the 
needs of refugees. While such assistance may not always appear to impact the calculation of the costs 
borne by host states, it often does. For example, international organizations often provide food and non-
food items to refugees. If such goods are then sold by refugees, this has a spillover impact for local 
farmers, producers and retailers, especially if food is sold at below market prices. When food, materials 
or services are purchased for refugee projects from the local economy, this can have both positive 
impacts in terms of economic stimulation and job creation, but also detrimental impacts if imports rise 
or subsidies are involved (as in the case of Jordan). Other injections can have positive impacts for the host 
community, both short term and long term. Improvements to local shelters or schools may be principally 
for the refugee population, but in the long-term such assets will benefit the wider community; likewise, 
a donor provided health clinic that services both the displaced and host community. It is also necessary 
to calculate the macro and micro impacts of international assistance on the overall performance of a 
host country’s economy, in other words, the developmental investment role performed by humanitarian 
programs. At the macro-economic level, this might include changes to the country’s GDP, or the volume 
of gross fixed capital formation, or the economic multiplier impact of programmes.
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International humanitarian assistance

Parameters Program type Economic scale

Main indicators Direct funding of beneficiaries Macroeconomic

Social and welfare programs Microeconomic

Infrastructure

Finally, the guidelines provide some insight into how relevant data might be collected, and the need 
to supplement existing or unreliable datasets through qualitative data collection, surveying or proxy 
indicators. Once data is collected, attribution must be calculated i.e. an assessment of the probability 
that certain impacts are related to increased demand by the displaced population. This can be done 
through correlation and regression analysis. Sometimes, correlation can only be could be only general 
and tentative, which is why qualitative data collection can play an important and complementary role. 
The Guidelines also stress the importance of time series data, which provides insight into changes in 
impacts as a refugee population grows or shrinks.

3.4 Summary 

As articulated by Roger Zetter, former director of the 
Refugees Studies center at Oxford University, there is 
no model to accurately and reliably assess the impact 
and cost of displacement.193 Moreover, in the rare cases 
that evaluation does take place, it is often descriptive 
and incomplete:

It is clear that selectively citing figures on costs does 
little to advance evidence-based policies; moreover, the 
lack of economic analysis to date has severely hampered 
the effort to move from ‘care and maintenance’ towards 
appropriate and targeted economic, migration, 
development and humanitarian responses.195

This chapter has aimed to trigger, not summarize, discussion on the real and measurable impact of the 
Syrian refugee crisis on Jordan and Jordanians. None of the methodological frameworks described above 
is a comprehensive means of calculating such impact. Key constraints include lack of data, the reliability of 
existing data and weak frameworks to calculate the cost of indirect externalities. It is clear, however, that 
the four parameter sets of economics, environment, social justice and human security, require a mixed 
method approach. While some figures exist, it is unclear how to bring them into a tangible assessment 
framework. A further outstanding question is how to deal with cost assessment as it relates to social 
intangibles. Methodologies that have been used to assess the social costs of disability, incarceration and 
mental illness on a community, may prove useful in this regard.

Governments tend to assess the 
impacts and costs for the host 
community, while donors and NGO’s 
focus on the outcomes of their skills 
development and income-generating 
projects or cash and vouchers 
assistance for the refugee livelihood. 
Neither approach provides an 
aggregate account of the macro- 
and micro-economic and fiscal 
impacts and costs and quantitative 
methods and hard empirical data are 
noticeable by their absence.194



44

Forging New Strategies in Protracted Crises: Syrian Refugees and the Host State Economy

www.wanainstitute.org

Jordan Case Study

Cost-benefit analysis parameter sets

Costs Benefits
Macro-economic 
impacts

Methodology Macroeconomic 
revenues

Methodology

Foodstuff 
subsidies196

Application of the subsidization cost per 
capita to Syrian refugees and residents.

Contribution to 
GDP

Changes in GDP relative to increase 
of the population attributed to 
Syrian refugees.

Public debt Per capita cost calculated on the basis of 
the annual increase in the debt (rather than 
on the outstanding debt balance at the end 
of the relevant year).

Contribution to 
public revenues

The ratio of Syrians to the general 
population in each year multiplied 
by the total public tax and non-tax 
revenues.

Trade account and 
Imports

The study calculated the per capital cost 
from the trade deficit balance, which 
necessarily equates with the net per capita 
impact on variances in goods import and 
export items.

Foreign aid Total increased assistance received 
by Jordan for Syrian refugee 
assistance according to Ministry 
figures.

Contribution to 
foreign reserves

Calculation assumes that foreign 
assistance given for the Syrians 
is converted into local currency 
and hence directly affects the 
foreign reserves held with Jordan 
Central Bank (JCB) plus a weighted 
proportion of income flows from 
abroad, by deducing a proportion 
concurrent with the ratio of 
Syrians to the population from 
the total annual income flows 
from abroad. The calculation also 
includes annual increase in foreign 
reserves corresponding to the 
ratio of Syrians to the population, 
multiplied by the annual variance 
of foreign reserves (assuming 
that such an increase is due to the 
presence of Syrians)

Labor market and 
job opportunity 
costs

The calculation estimated 25 percent 
of Syrians entering the labor market 
(including urban refugees and prior 
residents) and assumed that 30 percent 
and 70 percent of those latter two groups 
compete with Jordanians and migrant 
workers, respectively. 
The estimated cost was calculated only 
in relation to those competing with 
Jordanians, with the impact on the labor 
market calculated based on three lost 
opportunities: 1. work permits and 
associated fees (assuming that 30 percent 
of Syrian pay subscriptions), 2. lost social 
insurance deductions, 3. income that 
could have otherwise been generated for 
Jordanian replacements (average wage 
does not exceed JOD 250).

Estimated Syrian 
investments

Adopted the Oxford Business 
Group’s estimate of investment 
for the period 2012-2013 and 
an increase by 3 percent for an 
aggregate impact of the investment 
flows for 2012-2014 of JD900,000 
in either scenario.

196 Pressures created by the GFC, Arab Spring and popular movements inside Jordan, have led to policies of stabilization which 
have included subsidies on foodstuffs, the annual cost of which Wazani estimates to be JOD 200 million. 
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Costs Benefits
Macro-economic 
impacts

Methodology Macroeconomic 
revenues

Methodology

Labor market and 
job opportunity 
costs

The calculation estimated 25 percent 
of Syrians entering the labor market 
(including urban refugees and prior 
residents) and assumed that 30 percent 
and 70 percent of those latter two groups 
compete with Jordanians and migrant 
workers, respectively. 
The estimated cost was calculated only 
in relation to those competing with 
Jordanians, with the impact on the labor 
market calculated based on three lost 
opportunities: 1. work permits and 
associated fees (assuming that 30 percent 
of Syrian pay subscriptions), 2. lost social 
insurance deductions, 3. income that 
could have otherwise been generated for 
Jordanian replacements (average wage 
does not exceed JOD 250).

Estimated Syrian 
investments

Adopted the Oxford Business 
Group’s estimate of investment 
for the period 2012-2013 and 
an increase by 3 percent for an 
aggregate impact of the investment 
flows for 2012-2014 of JD900,000 
in either scenario.

Sectoral impacts Micro-economic 
revenues

Education Based on MoE data, the cost of the 110,000 
Syrian refugee and resident students 
was estimated to be JOD 450 in primary 
education, JOD 850 in secondary education 
and JOD 1,100 in vocational education. 
The calculation reflects that 34 percent of 
UNHCR-registered Syrian refugees are in 
the 5-17 age group, half of whom are girls.

Housing rents Calculation based on rise of Syrians 
in Jordan assuming that 20 percent 
share homes with other families, 
and monthly rents of apartments 
between JOD 150-250.

Health The Ministry of Health estimates the cost 
of medical treatment at JOD 270/patient, 
out of which JOD 132 is a subsidy for non-
Jordanians. Regardless of any amounts 
received by MoH from donors to cover the 
costs, the subsidy per patient is still a direct 
cost included in the real accounts paid by 
the State regardless of nationality (Since 
the figure is the outcome of a division of 
total cost by number of residents, the study 
finds it appropriate for use in estimating 
the costs of medical operational (non-
capital) services incurred by the state. 
The assumption is that capital costs are 
already covered by donations or by the 
field hospital).
The figure was then calculated based on the 
assumption that 10 percent of Syrians go to 
hospitals to receive treatment.

Job opportunities Calculation based on UNDP report 
that assumes 50 percent of a total 
of 2100 jobs created by Syrian 
investments employ Jordanians. 
Such jobs were distributed into 30 
percent and 70 percent in the years 
2012 and 2013, respectively. The 
average monthly wage per worker 
assumed to be JOD 250.

Energy The subsidy shared by Syrian residents per 
capita was based on losses sustained by 
NEPCO.

Retail sector 
revenues

The ratio of Syrian refugees and 
residents after the start of the 
crisis was used to determine their 
contribution to the growth of 
revenues in that sector
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Costs Benefits
Macro-economic 
impacts

Methodology Macroeconomic 
revenues

Methodology

Water The calculation relied on the figure in 
the Joint Jordan-UN Appeal (annual per 
capita share of subsidies spent on water 
is JOD 15.15). This figure does not cover 
sanitation and environment-related costs. 
However, according to USAID estimates, 
such costs incurred by Syrians living 
outside the camps stands at around JOD 
166 million.

Security and 
defense

The calculation is made on a per capita 
basis in light of the estimated cost in the 
budget for the year 2014.

Infrastructure The calculation was derived from a proxy 
coefficient based on consultations with 
experts on infrastructure depreciation 
and renovation costs. The cost of current 
infrastructure is approximately JOD 40 
billion for the last two decades. The proxy 
coefficient deduced was JOD 0.15/ capita 
impact on infrastructure depreciation 
on an annual basis. A per capita share of 
capital expenditure was also calculated in 
terms of capital expenditure in the public 
financial accounts and the General Budget.

Municipal Services The funds allocated to municipalities were 
raised in response to the new burdens of 
the Syrian refugees. The calculation (per 
capita share of municipal expenditure) was 
derived from a proxy coefficient for the 
cost of the Syrian refugees and residents 
Kingdom-wide.

Municipal Services The funds allocated to municipalities were 
raised in response to the new burdens of 
the Syrian refugees. The calculation (per 
capita share of municipal expenditure) was 
derived from a proxy coefficient for the 
cost of the Syrian refugees and residents 
Kingdom-wide.



47

Forging New Strategies in Protracted Crises: Syrian Refugees and the Host State Economy

www.wanainstitute.org

Jordan Case Study

A
nnex 4: M

ajor com
panies forced to leave Syria

O
il and 

Energy
Royal Dutch 
Shell

French Total
Eni (Italian Oil 
Com

pany)
China N

ational 
Petroleum

 
Corporation 
(CN

PC)

Schneider 
Electric

Areva 
(nuclear 
and 
renew

able 
energy)

INA Group 
(Croatian 
oil and gas 
exploration 
enterprise)

Gulfsands 
petroleum

 
(oil and gas 
exploration)

Technology
Sony 
Corporation

IRIDEX 
Corporation 
(lasers for 
retinal surgery)

Italy’s Area 
SPA (drag-net 
surveillance)

France Qosm
os 

SA (netw
ork 

intelligence)

Germ
any’s 

Utim
aco 

Safew
are AG 

(cybersecurity 
solutions)

Banking and 
Finance

Global Exchange 
(biggest 
currency 
exchange 
com

pany in 
Syria, closed 
by Syrian 
authorities)

Am
erican 

Express 
Com

pany

Food and 
Retail

Bel Groupe 
(French Cheese 
Factory)

Kentucky Fried 
Chicken (KFC)

Benneton

Construction
Lafarge Concrete 
(French, now

 in 
Jordan)

Rosch Com
pany

Caterpillar
Veolia 
Environm

ent SA 
(w

ater supply 
and w

ater 
m

anagem
ent)

AECOM
 

Technology 
Corporation
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