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Amman

J 

ordan is grappling with its 
refugee crisis, mulling what 
to do with the large number 
of people who continue to 
flee the war in Syria, which 

started more than six years ago.
Convened under the theme “Hu-

man Security: International Com-
munity Obligations and Hosting 
Communities’ Role,” the Second In-
ternational Conference for Refugees 
in the Middle East met in Amman.

Organised by the Refugees, Dis-
placed Persons and Forced Migra-
tion Studies Centre at northern Jor-
dan’s Yarmouk University, which 
conducts research and studies on 
issues related to refugees and dis-
placed persons, the conference fo-
cused on the need to continue sup-
port for Jordan as it carries on with 
its humanitarian mission of hosting 
refugees.

Jordanian Minister of Planning 
and International Cooperation 
Imad Fakhoury opened the event 
by stressing that the refugees’ cri-
sis has been a critical issue for six 
years.

“Jordan’s population is 9.5 mil-
lion, in which 6.6 million are Jor-
danians,” he said. “The kingdom’s 
population grew tenfold in the last 
55 years and the last six years put 
a lot of pressure on the various key 
sectors in Jordan due to the refu-
gees’ crisis, as hosting them costs 
25% of the total budget of Jordan.”

Fakhoury said there were approx-
imately 1.3 million Syrian refugees 
in Jordan, which also hosts Pales-
tinian and Iraqi refugees.

Data indicate that 657,000 Syrian 
refugees are registered with the UN 
refugee agency. About 177,070 are in 
Amman, 158,585 in Mafraq, 108,826 
in Zarqa and 135,535 in Irbid.

Yarmouk University President Re-
fat al-Faouri said Jordan was doing 
what it can despite the country’s 
small size and limited resources.

“As part of the Yarmouk Univer-
sity social responsibility we have 
signed an agreement with the UN-
ESCO to cover the education of 175 
Syrian refugee students,” he said.

Fawaz Momani, director of the 
Refugees, Displaced Persons and 
Forced Migration Studies Centre, 
said: “The convening of this con-
ference came as a warning sign at a 
time when the number of refugees 
in the world reached 65 million, 
who were forced to leave their coun-
tries due to persecution, torture and 
abuse.”

“Europe receives 6% of them, 
while 86% are still in low-income 
countries, which is an indication of 
the fragility of the global system in 
dealing with asylum issues and their 
consequences,” Momani added.

He stated that the centre recently 
completed three pilot projects to 
improve the quality of life for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan.

“We have the smart electronic 
platforms that employ e-guidance 
that will provide social and mental 
health services to refugees through 
smart phones, e-learning and the 
third related to the launch of the Sa-
hel Horan FM radio station for Syr-
ian refugees,” he said.

Maram Ababneh, from Jordan’s 
Ministry of Awqaf Islamic Affairs 
and Holy Places, said conferences 
give hope to a humanitarian issue 
that has been troubling the region, 
especially Jordan, for a long time.

“For years now, government and 
public have been involved in such 
a huge issue, and most of us have 
been contributing time and effort 
based on ‘helping each other’ be-
cause we cannot watch the crisis 
and just stand still,” said Ababneh, 
who led a charity campaign in her 
hometown of Irbid.

“We have assisted around 30 Syr-

ian families who escaped the atroci-
ties and killings in their country and 
provided them with blankets, food, 
heaters and necessary items and we 
at the ministry have been involved 
in teaching and training refugees for 
such a long time,” she added.

The UNHCR said that, of the total 
number of registered Syrian refu-
gees who live outside camps, about 
49% are aged 18-59. Those aged 5-11 
years total about 19% of those reg-
istered Syrians. About 80 children 
are born in the Zaatari, the oldest of 
the Jordan-based camps, each week, 
and 57% of the population is under 
the age of 18.

Among those attending the con-
ference were Jordanians who were 
not happy with the presence of refu-
gees in their country.

“We don’t want financial support. 
We want the refugees to leave the 
country,” said Abu Khaled, who re-
fused to give his full name.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.
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Destination unknown.  Young 
Syrian refugees are seen at 
Jordan’s Zaatari camp, last 
month.                                     (AFP)
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Syrian refugees 
represent almost 
20% of Jordan’s total 
population.
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J 

ordan appears to be taking 
steps in support of women’s 
rights following protests 
against its policies but crit-
ics say the new moves are not 

enough.
The Jordanian government 

scraped a law that allows rapists to 
marry their victims to avoid being 
sentenced to prison.

“This is a great achievement that 
came following thorough delibera-
tions by legal experts and activists 
for over a year,” Jordanian Justice 
Minister Bassam Talhouni told the 
Jordan Times.

Jordan’s women’s rights advoca-
cy group Tadhamun welcomed the 
changes to Article 308 of the penal 
code. The move was viewed as an 
achievement by civil society, which 
has pressured the government.

Critics, however, called for scrap-
ping the entire provision, which in-
cludes a clause suspending criminal 
prosecution if the sexual activity 

with females aged 15-18 was con-
sensual.

Talhouni said: “We kept this 
clause to protect the victim, espe-
cially since it is consensual and she 
willingly accepted to get married.”

In another significant develop-
ment for women’s rights, Jordan’s 
Cassation Court toughened sen-
tences by a criminal court against 
two men convicted of killing their 
sister in a so-called honour killing.

The initial sentences were seven-
and-a-half years for one brother 
and ten years in prison for the other 
but they were changed to 15 and 20 
years, respectively.

“What the defendants did vio-
lates religious teachings that forbid 
taking the life of any human being,” 
the Cassation Court ruled.

The move was an explicit mes-
sage that the court would be taking 
tougher measures against similar 
crimes.

“We want to send a strong mes-
sage to the people that killing wom-
en in the name of family honour will 
no longer be tolerated by our court,” 
Judge Mohammad Tarawneh, one 
of the five justices at the Cassation 
Court, told the Jordan Times.

The ruling “will set a precedent 
and will become the rule in line of 
which other verdicts in similar cir-
cumstances will be handled in the 
future,” he added.

Rothna Begum, a researcher in 

Women’s Rights Division at Human 
Rights Watch (HRW), said the ruling 
was “a hugely important move for 
fighting impunity for ‘honour’ kill-
ings.”

Begum urged more action: “Jor-
danian authorities should work 
with activists, local women’s rights 
organisations, religious and com-
munity leaders, police officials, so-
cial workers, teachers and health 
workers to protect potential victims 
and to help combat discriminatory 
attitudes.”

“The Jordanian authorities 
should follow through on penal 
code reforms, provide victim-cen-
tred protection including shelter 
for those at risk, and combat harm-
ful norms and gender discrimi-
nation that drive such violence 
through education and public 
awareness,” she said in a statement 
from HRW.

Rights activists have stepped up 
campaigns against “honour kill-
ings,” increasing pressure on the 
government.

Last September, a petition ini-
tiated by the Jordanian National 
Commission for Women (JNCW) 
to “stop murder crimes commit-
ted against women and girls” 
called for the revision of the pe-
nal code that allows judges to 
reduce sentences for “honour” 
crimes.

Last December, Jordan’s Iftaa 
Department issued a fatwa stat-
ing that “honour killings” are 
against Islamic law.

“Anyone who kills his relative 
claiming that he wants to cleanse 
the [family] honour is committing 
an act against sharia and should 
be held accountable,” it said.

“There should be no reduced 
sentences for a relative [who 
commits the crime] or if he based 
his actions on suspicions… be-
cause the judiciary is the only 
authority that is entitled to issue 
verdicts and enact them.”

In February, around 25-30 pro-
testers gathered in front of the 
Jordanian Parliament to call for 
the repeal of the article of the 
Jordanian Penal Code that allows 
for perpetrators of “‘honour kill-
ings” to benefit from mitigation, 
Nora Baksh wrote on the website 
GlobalVoices.org.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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‘Not enough’. Jordanian women take part in a demonstration in 
Amman to press for reforms.                   (AFP)

Local and international 
rights activists have 
stepped up their 
campaigns against 
“honour killings.”


