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THE PALESTI Nl AN REFUGEES: W LL PEACE BRI NG A SOLUTI ON?
Elias H Tumm

The Pal estinians and Israeli have finally decided to
make peace. The Israelis have al nost withdrawn their forces
fromthe Occupied Territories. The Pal estinians have their
pseudo governnment or Pal estinian National Authority (PNA) in
t he shadow of the Israeli authorities. Sonme Israelis and
Pal estinians in both sides of Palestine are unhappy but the
majority are satisfied and hopeful that the ultimte
solutions will be permanent and mutually favorable. One
maj or segnent, the npjority of the Pal estinians, however,
seens to be left out so far: These are the Pal estinian
refugees. The Israeli-Palestinian agreenments have deferred
negoti ations on the refugees until later. In the nmeantine a
nmultilateral conmittee and several other non-governmental
agencies and institutions are searching for solutions to the
refugee probl em

The refugees are prinmarily of two origins: those
di spl aced as a result of the 1947/8 war and those who were
di spl aced, sone for the second tinme, as a result of the 1967
war. They are disbursed inside and outside canps in Jordan
Syria, Lebanon, the West Bank and Gaza (VWBG). Snmall groups
also live in Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and outside the M ddl e East
region. Those in the WBG probably feel fortunate because they
are already within the boundaries of the Pal estinian
territory. Their grievances center |argely around soci o-
econom ¢ conditions. Those outside the WBG are not as
fortunate. Very little has been said about their future or
political status. Israel has little incentive to deal with
these refugees: they are outside its boundaries; they have
little leverage to influence its policies; and they are no
longer a threat to its security. Palestinian and Arab
| eaders are also dragging their feet. The Pal estinian
| eaders presunably have nmore urgent concerns, while other
Arab | eaders have apparently decided that it is for the
Pal estinians to deal with that matter. The Pal estini an
refugees thus have becone victins of war and | ack of
attention fromtheir |eaders.

The Pal estinian refugees, as recorded by the United
Nati ons Rehabilitati on and Wl fare Agency (UNRWA), are about

3.2 mllion people. About 1.3 million are in Jordan, .346
mllion are in Lebanon, .337 million are in Syria, and the
rest are in the WBG Thus, alnmost 2 million Pal estinians are

recorded as refugees living outside the jurisdiction of the
PNA. About half a mllion live in refugee canps. Wile the
quality of life of those outside the canps is simlar to or
in some cases better than the quality of life of the average
citizen of the host country, living conditions in canmps, are
much worse, especially in the canps of Lebanon. However, al
the refugees, in and out of canps, are deprived of certain
political rights conpared to citizens and permanent
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residents. Even those living in Jordan, who have been
awarded citizenship, are still discrimnated against in
various ways, such as the duration of a passport or treatnent
by the governnent when there is an econonmi c or social crisis.
Until recently the Pal estinian refugees had hopes of
repatriation, fair conpensation, or resettlenent in
i ndependent Pal estine. Now all three options seemto have
evaporated. Few Arab or Israeli |eaders are willing any nore
to entertain the idea of repatriation of the refugees to
homes and | ands they left behind within the state of I|srael
Et hnicity, nationalism |limted econom c capacity, and the
goal s of Zionismare invoked to preclude the return of

Pal estinians to Israel. Suggestions of synbolic nunbers of
returnees are being floated around within the franmework of
reuniting famlies, good will, or as a nechanismto seal the

fate of repatriation for ever. The |oss of hope to return to
home and |l and in Israel has been conpounded by fears that
conpensation al so may be nothing but an enpty proni se.

Vari ous groups working on the refugee i ssue have been hinting
that clainms for conpensation are not |egally warranted, and
are unfeasible to process, verify, or inplenent. Hence, these
groups propose that certain funds be established to
rehabilitate living conditions in the canps, help the PNA to
devel op the econony of Pal estine, or help individual refugee
famlies to resettle and integrate in the rest of society
within or outside the host country.

Probably nost painful is the | oss of hope that these
refugees woul d be able to settle within the Pal estinian
territory and help to build the new Pal estinian nationa
home. Not only is Israel taking a strong stand agai nst an
open door policy for these refugees to resettle in
Pal estine, but the Pal estinian | eadership itself has
pronounced that no nore than 750,000, or less than a third of
the refugees outside the territories, will have a chance to
conme hone. Most probably the returnees will be close to the
PNA, wealthy individuals coming in with [ arge investnent
capital, or people whose famlies are split and a
reuni fication seens justified.

The Pal estinian refugees deserve better treatnment by
Pal estinian and Arab | eaders, by Israel, and by the
i nternational conmunity at large. Israel should pay nore
attention to the legal clains of these refugees. The United
Nations has played the midwife role in the birth of the state
of Israel. That sane agency has resolved that the refugees
shoul d be able to return to their homes or receive
conpensation for their |osses. No denographic, political
econoni ¢ or social argunment shoul d absolve Israel of its
responsibilities toward the refugees. The United Nations and
the Geat powers, the United States, Britain, and France,
whi ch were responsible for the creation of Israel, should see
to that. Even nore serious is the responsibility of the
Pal estinian and Arab | eaders. |f every Jew has the right of
return and is entitled to Israeli citizenship once on Israel
territory or under Israeli authority, should not the
Pal esti ni an refugees be welconme in the new Pal estinian
entity? Should they not have an opportunity to participate
in the building of that econonmy and society? And do they not
deserve to have an opportunity to rebuild their econom c and
soci o-political future anong their own people and in a
country they can call theirs?
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It is unlikely that a majority of the refugees |iving
outside the canps would opt to return to Israel or to the
WBG, given their achievenents in the host countries. Even
those living in canps may choose to stay in their present
countries of residence. The Arab countries, both host and
non- host, have a noral responsibility toward these refugees
to help themcope with the crises that have been crystallized
by the peace process. It is also to their own benefit to do
so since the refugees enbody val uabl e human capital. And
because of their apparent rejection by Israel and by
Pal estine, they are nost likely to beconme loyal citizen of
the country they settle in permanently. By wel conm ng and
hel ping the refugees resettle, these countries would no doubt
benefit the refugees, but they would al so be accunul ati ng

hi ghly val ued hunman capital in their econonies. Per manent

residence or full citizenship are nechani sns of soci al
econonmic, and political integration ampbng people. The United
States has set the exanple for people of different cultures,

| anguages, religions, and cultural backgrounds to live

toget her and has succeeded. Israel has followed that exanple,
even though it has restricted its openness only to Jews, but
Jews have come fromdifferent cultures, backgrounds, with

di fferent | anguages, and it has succeeded. The Arab
countries can do the same with nore ease: the Pal estinians
share their culture, |anguage, and in nobst cases religion
Most Arab countries are also well endowed with resources. Al
these are good reasons to believe that the Arab countries can
absorb and integrate all those who wish to cone and settle,
and that they will also succeed.
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