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Navigating 
‘Survivelihood’:  
Why refugees in Jordan 
plateau in their financial 
journeys too soon

Finance in Displacement – Jordan
“I have trust in God. Allah will help us”, “We rely on whatever [work] God sends us”. 
These were common reactions from refugees when we asked how they cope with 
the uncertainty of their incomes as they struggle to build their livelihoods in Jordan. 
Many turn to God as they struggle with the everyday stress of putting food on the 
table, buying medicine for their elderly parents, meeting the needs of their children, 
and most of all paying the rent at the end of every month. They dread the time when 
the landlord knocks on the door for the rent and they try to take a detour on their 
way to home to avoid the corner shop where they have outstanding debt from buying 
groceries on credit.

This essay brings together early insights from the research conducted under the Fi-
nance in Displacement (FIND) project in Jordan1. Between September 2019 to Decem-
ber 2020, we completed three rounds of in-depth interviews with over seventy refu-
gees and asylum seekers in Jordan (a total 234 individual interviews2) to understand 
their financial lives in displacement (see Figure 1 below with an overview of sample). 
These interviews have tried to capture the strategies that participants use to perform 
various financial tasks during different stages of displacement, especially after they 
arrived in Jordan, probing on their financial stressors, coping strategies, approach-

1 Finance in Displacement (FIND) is a project to understand and strengthen the financial lives of refugees and migrants in 
Jordan, Kenya, Uganda, Mexico, and Ethiopia. It seeks to understand how refugees and migrants manage their financial and 
economic lives in the context of protracted displacement, their financial challenges, and strategies or resources they can use 
to overcome the same. Read more on the microsite https://find.substack.com/about. 

2 Each of the participant was interviewed three times over a period of 15 months. However, in each of these rounds some 
participants dropped out. In the end the number of participants in each round were 89, 75, and 70. Thus, the total number 
of interviews were 234. Each interview lasted on average for one and a half hour.
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es to household financial management, and access 
to and use of financial services. It also explores the 
ecosystem of refugees to better understand their 
access to services, relationship with organisations, 
and the role of social networks and friendships. 

Diving deeper into financial journeys
The most powerful exercise that we did with partici-
pants was to map their financial journeys since their 
arrival in Jordan. We asked them to plot their finan-
cial ups and downs on a graph (see Figure 2 below), 
with the two axes representing the time since their 
displacement and their corresponding financial sit-
uation. Referring to their graphs we then discussed 
their livelihood stories, financial challenges, and 
coping strategies with the purpose of understanding 
the factors that constrained or bolstered their finan-
cial outcomes.

The financial journeys differ based on gender, 
household configuration, access to cash assistance, 
strength of social networks, and most importantly 

3 The term “non-Syrian refugee” is used for the sake of simplicity. In doing so, the authors in no way dismiss the unique challenges that each nationality faces. This 
will be elaborated upon further on. As of September 15th 2020, there are 66,835 Iraqis, 14,640 Yemeni, 6098 Sudanese, 749 Somalis, and 1,611 from other nation-
alities. In the research we focus on the first four with the majority population. UNHCR Jordan. Factsheet Jordan. PDF. UNHCR September 2020. https://tinyurl.com/
y6t4jg77. 

on nationality, where the non-Syrians3 (the research 
covers Iraqi, Yemeni, Sudanese, and Somali) face 
further challenges as they are excluded from hu-
manitarian programming and face difficulties in ac-
cessing labour markets. Each participant’s journey 
and their challenges are unique. Looking at the big 
picture, we can see that four types of journeys are 
most common (as illustrated in Figure 2, on page 3).

Cases 1, 2, and 3 in the illustration above belong to 
the majority who are stuck in what we can call the 
“survivelihood phase” where income from most-
ly menial work is not enough to cover basic needs 
and has to be supplemented by handouts (from 
humanitarian organisations or private donors) and 
borrowings from friends and families. The notion of 
survivelihood refers to the situation or phase of high 
external (financial) dependence for marginalised 
groups such as forcibly displaced persons, where 
they experience no or slow progress in their liveli-
hoods for a relatively long period of time. 

Figure 1: Brief overview of the sample

https://tinyurl.com/y6t4jg77
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For most, this phase has lasted for longer than the 
initial stage after arrival. They face difficulties in 
finding stable jobs or starting businesses, and ex-
perience rising costs of living, increasing family 
size, rising childcare and health expenses. Some-
times there are incremental gains with a better job 
or some aid, and they might be able to meet their 
financial needs, pay off debts, and even save a little. 
However, these gains are not sustainable as jobs re-
main unstable and those gains are lost in the event 
of an external shock. Many respondents said how 
2019 had been a difficult year for them and how they  
 
 

4 A positive deviant is someone “whose uncommon behaviour and strategies enable them to find better solutions to the same problems facing their peers”. 
Herrington, M., and Fliert, E. Positive Deviance in Theory and Practice: A Conceptual Review. Deviant Behaviour. 2017

5 Dhawan, Swati M., and Zademach, Hans-Martin, “Entrepreneurship Amidst Displacement: Why some respondents adjust better than others”. Fresh FINDings. 8 October 
2020. Accessed on 2 December 2020. https://find.substack.com/p/fresh-findings-october-8-2020 

see things going from bad to worse. Their financial 
situation has deteriorated further as they struggle 
with finding jobs amidst rising unemployment and 
growing new debts while remaining unable to afford 
basic needs of food and housing.

Case 4 in Figure 3 below shows “positive devi-
ance”4, where we see a gradual “ratcheting up” of 
livelihoods. Overtime, these respondents found bet-
ter-paying jobs, started profitable businesses, im-
proved their professional capacities, and leveraged 
their strong social networks.5 However, as we see in  

Figure 2: Financial journeys mapped by the participants who remain in the survivelihood phase

Figure 3: Financial journey for respondents who exhibit positive deviance
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the graph, there can be dips as they face legal issues or 
losses in their business, job loss, or they can see their 
livelihoods plateau due to their uncertain legal status 
and future in Jordan. Before we could see the impact 
of Covid-19, around nineteen of our participants were 
experiencing progress of varying degrees. This means 
that they were able to grow their business or move to 
better paying jobs, save aside money to provide the 
much-needed cushion for financial shocks, and accu-
mulate small amounts of lump-sums to make invest-
ments in business or capacity building. 

We noticed that these participants were highly en-
trepreneurial, taking the risk to invest in new busi-
nesses or capacity building, diversified their income 
streams, built strong networks with co-nationals and 
Jordanians, and exhibited financial prudence within 
the household. Despite all these positive traits, these 
entrepreneurs are met with many roadblocks on their 
way to self-reliance. For Syrians, this could be due to 
the inability to work in certain “closed” sectors, the 
need to have Jordanian partners to start a business, 
or the inability to access certain documents such as 
the driver’s license (the ability the drive can greatly 
improve their mobility which is a major constraint 
in Jordan given the high transportation costs). The 
non-Syrian refugees, on the other hand, suffer as 
they are excluded at the foundational level where 
they face challenges in accessing legal work permits 
in Jordan and are excluded from refugee focused 
programmes such as for vocational training. 

Refugees in a perpetual loop of 
survivelihood
Even after being in Jordan for many years, nearly 85 
percent of Syrian refugees remain under poverty line 
(USD 96 per individual monthly)6. Though similar 
figures are not available for refugees from other na-
tionalities (i.e. “non-Syrian” refugees), they are likely 
to be even more vulnerable as they receive little aid 
from humanitarian organisations and are not able to 
access work permits, are mostly engaged in unstable 
informal work, often under exploitative conditions.7 
We see that the financial journeys of refugees are 

6 UNHCR Jordan. Factsheet Jordan. PDF. UNHCR October 2018. https://tinyurl.com/y2dfscg2 
7 Mennonite Central Committee. “On the Basis of Nationality: Access to Assistance for Iraqi and Other Asylum-Seekers and Refugees in Jordan”. 2017. Pages 4-5.
8 UNHCR. “Guidance Note: Minimum Expenditure Basket 2019”. UNHCR Jordan. 2019. 
9 Brown, H., Giordano, N., Maughan, C., and Wadeson, A. “Vulnerability Assessment Framework: Population Study 2019”. UNHCR. 2019, Pages 8-9; As noted in the 

report, for all sectors of the economy, the median income from employment is below the level required to maintain the MEB. For certain sectors such as agriculture, 
services, and mining, median earnings are below the Survival MEB (SMEB). For construction, food and beverage industry, and manufacturing, the average income is 
between MEB and SMEB.

most prominently affected by their nationality, and 
therefore, it is important to look participants from dif-
ferent nationalities separately, largely grouping them 
into Syrians and non-Syrian groups. It is important to 
note that there are significant differences even among 
Iraqis, Yemeni, Sudanese and Somali refugees.

Syrians: The ‘privileged’ refugee group, yet failing 
to ratchet up their livelihoods

Even after many years of support we observe that 
Syrian refugees are still struggling to establish ro-
bust livelihoods (see Figure 4). Families that receive 
monthly assistance (multi-purpose cash assistance 
or food coupons or both) are heavily dependent on it 
to meet the basic needs of rent and food. All or most 
of the monthly cash assistance goes into paying the 
rent, which could be anywhere between 100 to 150 
JOD (roughly 140 to 210 USD). 

“Seriously, we don’t know where the money goes. 
I hate the end and beginning of the month, the first 
10 days of the month, I hate them. It is all about 
repaying debt, rent, and bills. The moment we get 
the money, nothing is left.” - Female (head of HH), 
36-year-old, Amman

The remaining costs are either covered by debts or 
through informal work which brings in only a mi-
nor income. The FIND interviews and other research 
show that income and expenditure is below the min-
imum expenditure basket (MEB)8 needed for refugees 
to live a dignified life.9 Consider this in a family with 
large number of dependents (older members or chil-
dren) or where family members suffer from chronic 

Figure 4: Financial journey of refugees during different phases of 
displacement

Arrival Phase
Year 1-2
Income from handouts

“Survivelihood” Phase
Year 3-5 (or more)
Income from very 
meager livelihoods and 
unstable informal work

Livelihoods Ratcheting 
Phase
Year 6-Eternity
Income from multiple 
and improving sources

The “Positive Deviant”
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diseases (diabetes and heart diseases being extreme-
ly common) or are differently abled—the pressure of 
child care and health costs depletes family finances. 

Iman is one our most outspoken Syrian female par-
ticipants and we have learnt so much from her. Iman 
is 45 years old and lives with her family of seven in 
a small town in Jordan. She lives with her husband, 
three sons – Mohammad (25), Ashraf (19), and Sami 
(22) who is differently abled, one daughter (16), and 
Sara (who is married to Mohammad). Sara and Mo-
hammad recently had a baby. The presence of three 
men of working age might indicate that the pros-
pects of the household are moving towards some 
degree of self-sufficiency, however, this is mislead-
ing. After three rounds of interviews (each lasting 
two hours) with Iman to understand their livelihood 
and financial situation, it is clear that they remain 
stuck in the “survivelihood” phase even after eight 
years in Jordan (they arrived in 2012). They feel 
comfortable socially in the small town, where they 
have managed to make good friendships with both 
Syrians and Jordanians. But Iman is not happy with 
their financial situation – “As long as we still need 
to keep borrowing money to meet basic needs, the 
situation is not improving for us.”

Iman’s husband works as a painter (painting houses 
and buildings) on an irregular basis. He worked in 
the same sector in Syria as well, even employing oth-
er workers. His work was regular until the war. They 
had their own house, a motorcycle, and some savings 
which they used when their income stopped when 
the war started. In Jordan he only finds intermittent 
work during the summers and construction work 
stops in the winter. Iman estimated that in the sum-
mer of 2019 he earned around 400 JOD (~560 USD) 
and almost nothing during the winter. She described 
winter months as “very tough” when expenses rise 
and income is low and they are unable to meet even 
the basic needs, piling on more and more debts. 

Iman says, “We feel 80 percent comfortable here. 
The remaining 20 percent shortfall is because 
finding work is really hard here. The payment is 
not good. This is a small area and there are no job 
opportunities for my husband and children. There 
are workers... from outside... Egyptian workers who 
take over work. My husband and sons get tired. My 
husband is old. He cannot open a shop - he does 
not have the money for it, and if he does open one, 

there will be complaints [to the labour department] 
as he needs a licence and a work permit, and a lot of 
extra expenses. This why I am upset.”

Mohammad, the eldest son, works in a car repair 
shop earning only 4-5 JOD a day for only three days a 
week, making barely enough to support his new baby. 
He had started to help his father so that they did not 
have to hire another person but recently had to stop 
because he suffers from joint pain. Iman’s other son, 
Ashraf, used to work at a car wash in the area, but 
he hated his job and quit. He signed up for informal 
education for dropouts, but did not attend his online 
classes and quit that too. Iman worryingly shared that 
Ashraf is going through a very tough time, as he is not 
able to finish his education or find an appropriate job. 
Iman’s daughter recently received a scholarship to 
study at an academy, so she is attending classes now. 
The scholarship covers transportation, and once she 
completes her training in hospitality and nutrition, 
she will receive a certificate. 

Her youngest son, Sami, is differently abled and 
Iman cares for him. Because of this she cannot work 
full-time. There are additional expenses because 
Sami needs adult diapers. She usually buys them on 
credit from a nearby mini market run by a Jordanian 
who has been understanding of her situation. Last 
time we spoke to her in November she had 420 JOD 
or around 590 USD outstanding (the highest ever) to 
the shop for diapers and groceries.

At different times Iman has tried to contribute to 
the household income. She cannot work full time 
because she has to care for Sami. When her hus-
band suffered an injury in 2014-2015, she worked as 
a house cleaner for six months and described this 
as her “lowest phase” because she never imagined 
she would work as a maid. But her work helped to 
buy food for her family, and she hid her tears from 
her children. In 2018, she worked a short stint as a 
researcher where she received 10 JOD for each home 
visit and earned 50 JOD (~70 USD) in total for the 
assignment. The most well paying job has been the 
Cash for Work (CfW) projects with the municipality, 
which she has benefited from twice in the last few 
years. Her wages on these projects have been higher 
than average, around 350 JOD a month (~490 USD). 
Iman tried to apply again in 2020, but things were 
delayed and then Covid-19 happened. 
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When we spoke to her in October 2019, she had start-
ed working on the CfW project and was planning to 
use the extra money to buy food. 

“Ever since we started using WFP food assistance 
to pay for rent, we all had iron deficiency and 
anaemia. Both my daughters and Sami have anae-
mia. I get them iron from the health centre.” 

But her salary of 700 JOD (~990 USD) instead went 
into repaying debts. After the first salary of 350 JOD 
(~490 USD), she had only 50 JOD remaining after 
paying back debts. When she had her second sala-
ry, it was the eggplant season, which is when peo-
ple buy large quantities of eggplants and store them 
at home. So, she bought them. She also gave her 
daughter-in-law 50 JOD to pay for one of the instal-
ments for her teeth braces and gave her son 50 JOD 
to pay for yet another instalment on a phone he had 
bought.

Considering everything described so far, a rough es-
timate of their income (including the WFP coupons 
and charity food boxes during Covid crisis) amount-
ed to approximately 3800 JOD for the year between 
July 2019 and 2020. That amounts to only around 40 
JOD (~USD 50) per month per capita. A little more 
than half of their monthly income goes into paying 
for rent and utilities, leaving little wiggle room for 
groceries, medical bills, internet, and phone re-

charge. As a result, at any given point they are un-
der debt to meet these basic monthly needs. At the 
time of our third interview with her, she still had 920 
JOD of outstanding debt to eleven different sources, 
which is a little less than three months of income! 
And remember that none of the income sources, 
apart from WFP assistance, is consistent throughout 
the year, winter being the leanest season. Moreover, 
only 245 JOD of these loans are from friends and 
family, the remaining is from shops (mini-market, 
phone shop, dentist, bakery) or for rent, all of which 
come with a pressure to repay shortly.

“I always make it a point to save two JOD every 
time my husband gives me an amount like 10 JOD 
from his daily wage for house expenses. I don’t tell 
anyone and keep it in an old purse in the closet. 
This way I save up to pay electricity and water 
bills. It doesn’t always work, as we have many un-
paid bills”.

In our last interview with Iman, she gave a very clear 
idea of what she “dreams” to achieve. Here is her 
wish list:
• She wants to own property so that they do not have 

to pay rent anymore and so that they feel stable 
in Jordan. They could sell their land in Syria, but 
her in-laws still want them to return. She wants 
to make a decision regarding this in the next few 
years because going back to Syria is not an option. 

Iman’s financials
A look at the family’s income and expenses shows why they must depend on debt every month
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Lean winter season when income is low and heating 
expenses rise. Her husband and son worked in 

painting houses and there was hardly any work.

Base 135 JOD worth of WFP 
food assistance goes directly to 
pay rent = 140 JOD (increased 
from 120 JOD since Jun’20)

Only time of the year when the income was higher 
and Iman could pay back some debts and buy 
aubergines in bulk to pickle for rest of the year. 
Iman worked on a Cash for Work programme for 2 
months earning 350 JOD each month.

With Covid things became difficult - received WFP 
assistance during lockdown but had to borrow to stock 
on basics. Husband found some work, but it is getting 
harder these days. Son works 3 days a week at a car 
workshop for a very low income of 5 JDs a day. He had a 
baby which increased expenses. The daughter received 
20 JDs for attending an online session, and could buy a 
pair of glasses and help the family with food. 

920 JOD debt 
outstanding (~3 months 
income) to 11 different 
sources

Figure 5: Income and expenses of a Syrian participant to illustrate their dependence on informal debt
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She is open to being resettled to a third country 
which could give them better opportunities.

• She wants her son to open his own car shop, 
where he can also let his younger brother work. if 
she manages to work at the municipality on the 
CfW project again, she can use that money to 
open a shop for her son. 

• She wants her daughter to study and work and 
mentioned that marriage is not a priority for 
them. 

• She wishes for her husband and sons to find per-
manent jobs, so they feel more stable financially 
and psychologically.

• She hopes the Jordanian government would allow 
them to access work in other sectors, and says 
“don’t give me fish, teach me how to fish”. 

• She wishes that some entity could cover the ex-
penses of her differently abled son, as was the 
case in Syria, but understands that it is difficult 
for Jordanians as well.

• Lastly, she wants to have a better outlook for their 
future, and to have a secure legal status in Jordan 
so that they do not fear deportation. 

Many of these wishes might not come true in the near 
future, for instance, Syrian refugees are not allowed to 
own property in Jordan. The government has commit-
ted to open new sectors of work for Syrian refugees, 
but only gradually10. Starting a business for Syrian 
refugees, especially when it is not a home based one 
(which will be the case of a car shop for her son) en-
tails its own challenges, most importantly finding a 

10 Based on key informant interview conducted with organisations supporting refugee programmes.
11 Bayram, Ahmad S., “One Year Later: Entrepreneurship in Exile Insights into Syrian Refugees Startups – Jordan”. January 2020. Accessed on 2 December 2020. https://

ahmadsb.com/syrian-refugees-startups-jordan/. 
12  Harris, L. “2017 marks historic drop in refugee resettlement”. ABC News. 8 July 2018. Accessed on 2 December 2020. https://tinyurl.com/ybew89lk. 

Jordanian partner for legal registration.11 Covid has set 
everything back and the economic growth in Jordan 
has greatly suffered. Many research participants re-
ported being laid off as Jordanian nationals are being 
prioritised for existing jobs. We hope most of Iman’s 
wishes are fulfilled and new possibilities open up for 
them to find peace and stability, wherever she lives.

There are many such stories of Syrian refugee fam-
ilies, struggling to find their financial foothold in 
Jordan despite being supported through various 
programmes since last eight years. Women-headed 
households with children face similar or even great-
er challenges. Many of them depend on aid from 
humanitarian organisations, but yet there are some 
who do not receive any regular cash assistance and 
depend on informal debts, help from natal kin to 
meet basic needs, or charity as income from work 
remains unsustainable.

Non-Syrians: The ‘unwelcomed guests’ are in a state 
of limbo as all doors to self-sufficiency remain closed

While Syrians are allowed access to work under the 
Jordan Compact, other nationalities mainly Iraqi, Ye-
meni, Sudanese, and Somali that we cover in our re-
search are not included in the compact. They are not 
allowed to work to earn a living and support them-
selves. An overwhelming majority does not qualify 
for resettlement or their resettlement has been on 
hold for years (especially after Trump slashed re-
settlement quotas in 201712). With majority of donor 
funding reserved for Syrians and Jordanians, most of 

Figure 6: Comfortable Silence” by Liyou Zewide

https://ahmadsb.com/syrian-refugees-startups-jordan/
https://ahmadsb.com/syrian-refugees-startups-jordan/
https://tinyurl.com/ybew89lk
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the international NGOs continue to shut their doors 
to these refugees. 

Non-Syrian refugees live with the constant fear of 
being arrested by the police or being deported back 
to their home countries, which remain unsafe. They 
continue to work illegally, in exploitative condi-
tions, and in fear of being detained for what a par-
ticipant described as “stealing their own living”. 
They cannot apply for formal work permits because 
this means they must give up their UNHCR recog-
nition (and the protection it offers, which is highly 
valued). In addition, Yemeni and Somali’s cases are 
further complicated by their uncertain legal status 
(explained further below). For Sudanese refugees, 
things have changed since the 2015 protests13 and 
they are perceived as troublemakers. Our Sudanese 
participants shared how they know others who went 
to the ministry to apply for work permits and were 
deported back to Sudan after security checks. More-
over, many of the non-Syrian refugees arrived in Jor-
dan on medical visas and this prevents them from 
working, even with UNHCR recognition. 

Abbas, the 33-year-old Yemeni living in Sahab (the 
industrial hub close to Amman), shared the chal-
lenges he faces in Jordan without the right to work.

“It does not matter for me. If we found a ticket to 
Turkey, we would have gone illegally. Better than 
staying here in Jordan. Because there is no attention 
from organisations for us, the Yemenis. They care 
about the Syrians, and resettlement is for them. 
There is everything for them - visits, salaries (cash 
assistance). But we, the Yemenis are forgotten.” 

With no support and no possibility of integration, the 
only feasible plan in the view of these unwelcomed 
refugees is to travel to a country which offers them 
protection, and where they could work to support 
their family and educate their children for a better fu-
ture. That is their Plan A and for most the only plan 
possible. On more probing, some said that the last 
resort is to move to another country like Turkey or 
Egypt where they can work. But that requires money, 
which they do not have. Plus, they would sacrifice all 
the waiting they have already done in Jordan in the 
hope of being resettled. They do not seem to have the 
courage to undertake the risk given the uncertainty of 
success. A world of possibilities lies outside of their 
host country and is far from accessible.

13  Human Rights Watch. “Jordan: Deporting Sudanese Asylum Seekers”. HRW. 16 December 2015. Accessed on 2 December 2020. https://tinyurl.com/y5b4jajk. 

For the Iraqi participants that we interviewed, 
most of whom arrived after 2014, their only plan is 
resettlement. Many of them came to Jordan with the 
intention of applying for resettlement, often encour-
aged by relatives living abroad (e.g. Australia). Fate-
ma, for instance, is a 65-year-old widow who lives 
with her four daughters (who are all in their 30s and 
40s). They faced financial challenges in Iraq since 
her husband died in 2002. She had a small, home-
based business and her daughters worked as teach-
ers and engineers. However, with the clashes in Erbil 
and the financial crisis in the country they stopped 
receiving their salaries. They came to Jordan on a 
visa and had to sell their gold to finance their jour-
ney and support themselves during their initial 
months in Jordan. They came directly to the Marka 
area where they had a cousin and he helped them 
understand the neighbourhood. They were able to 
adjust quickly because they spoke Arabic. During 
their first few months in Jordan they would go to 
church—a lot—which has been a constant source 
of support since their arrival. One of her daughters 
even works at the church factory, which is their only 
source of income. They are comfortable where they 
live and feel that people are nice to them. However, 
the only challenge is financial, especially because 
they cannot obtain work permits and can only get 
jobs in the “black market” with long working hours 
and little earnings. 

Another one of her daughters, who is a computer 
engineer, has applied for many jobs without success 
because there is no demand for qualified refugees 
given the high unemployment among Jordanian 
youth. They are waiting for resettlement to Australia 
where they have relatives. They have been rejected 
once and when asked if she has a plan in case the 
resettlement does not work out, she said “No. We 
might have to apply through UN. Wherever it is, we 
go.” They do not want to go back to Iraq, where they 
do not feel safe in the “masculine society” that is 
hostile to Christians. Like many others, they perceive 
the resettlement process as unfair because they see 
other families being resettled while they feel they 
need it just as much, if not more. 

Similar to Fatima, all Iraqi participants without ex-
ception are stressed by the low level of economic 
activity in Jordan and the lack of opportunities for 

https://tinyurl.com/y5b4jajk
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Iraqis who generally have a high level of education. 
This reinforces their wish to resettle.

Yemeni, Somali, and Sudanese refugees face an 
even more precarious situation because of their le-
gal status. Many of them entered Jordan on medical 
visas and are not recognised as refugees by the gov-
ernment. To add to this, many Somalis arrived on Ye-
meni passports and are registered with the UNHCR 
as Somalis. Due to this ‘dual nationality’ issue they 
fear approaching the government to access any ser-
vices and prefer to live hidden lives avoiding any in-
teraction with the authorities. Many of the Yemenis, 
on the other hand, have stayed in Jordan for years 
with a pending decision on their refugee status by 
the UNHCR. Their appointment for UNHCR refugee 
status determination (RSD) process or renewal of 
UNHCR certificate remains pending. This means that 
many of them do not have UNHCR protection in case 
they get caught by the police for working illegally. 

Jakeem, a Yemeni refugee, is one of our youngest 
participants at 22 years old. He was in high school 
when the war started in the Sadah governate (a 
stronghold of Houthis) where they lived. In 2014, 
they had to move to the capital city of Sana but 
could not continue with school as the war started. 
The Houthis asked him to join the army, but he did 
not want to join and was desperate to leave. His step-
mother had thyroid cancer and they decided to take 
her to Jordan for treatment. They got a medical visa 
and tickets for her and Jakeem, who accompanied 
her to Jordan in 2016. They thought that they would 
stay for a month or two. But situation in Yemen got 
worse with killings and airstrikes. His father called 
him and told him not to come back. At some point 
the airport in Sana was also closed and they could 
not go back. Jakeem’s father was killed in the war 
and his brothers escaped to south Yemen.

They ran out of money in a few months and Jakeem 
had to look for work. He worked at a bakery but was 
arrested when the labour ministry officials came for 
inspection and he was forced to sign a ‘pledge’ to 
not work again in Jordan. That is when other Yeme-
nis in the area recommended that they register with 
UNHCR. They depended on Jakeem’s income from 
informal jobs and support from other Yemenis. In 

14 In October 2020, there was a gruesome violent attack on a 16-year-old boy who was beaten and his arms were amputated. In the weeks following the incident the police 
surveillance was intensified. The heavy presence of police on the streets left an impact on the non-Syrian participants who constantly fear detention as they work illegally. 
For more on the incident refer - Roya News. “New details on Zarqa’s crime”. 14 October 2020. https://en.royanews.tv/news/22803/New-details-on-Zarqa-s-crime 

2017, his stepmother who was registered as a sepa-
rate case with UNHCR, started to receive the monthly 
assistance. Ever since then, she has helped with rent 
and food expenses. Jakeem travelled back to Yemen 
after that to get married and because of this, the UN-
HCR did not renew his certificate. His appointment 
for the renewal has been pending ever since. 

His expenses have increased since he got married. 
Earlier when he worked for a few months, he could 
save some money. He could live closer to the facto-
ries, sharing house with other Yemeni men. But now 
he cannot do this. And finding work has become 
harder due to the stricter work permit requirements 
and frequent inspections. When we met him in June 
2020, he told us that he found work in a juice facto-
ry for four months. He stayed in Sahab. His income 
was 180 JOD a month and rent was 100 JOD. But after 
work permit restrictions became stricter, he was laid 
off in February 2020 because he did not have a work 
permit. They had to move back in with his stepmoth-
er because they could no longer afford their rent. 

With Covid-19 movement restrictions in place since 
March 2020 and the resulting economic impact, find-
ing work has become impossible. A month before we 
met Jakeem, he and his Yemeni friend were arrested 
by the anti-narcotics bureau when he went to visit 
the friend looking for a job opportunity cleaning 
apartments. As they were cleaning one of the apart-
ments in the building the police came and arrested 
them. They were interrogated for two days and beat-
en during the questioning. They were released only 
after their drug tests came back negative.

“This was the first time such a thing happened 
to me. I have not left my house since then. I was 
not psychologically well. I stopped going out. Es-
pecially after the crime in Zarqa, the police are 
on the streets all time conducting ID checks and 
looking for people.14 I have been home since then. 
I do not leave unless I need to go to the supermar-
ket to buy things for the house.”

Jakeem has no savings after months of unemploy-
ment. He and his wife depend completely on his 
stepmother’s UNHCR and WFP assistance, a total of 
200 JOD or 280 USD for a family of five (at some point 
the two children of the stepmother had joined them 

https://en.royanews.tv/news/22803/New-details-on-Zarqa-s-crime
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in Amman). The financial help from a Yemeni lady 
who was supporting her mother has also declined. 
Her stepmother had an interview with the Canadian 
Embassy for resettlement but there has been no news 
on that. Once her stepmother is there, he hopes that 
he can join her in two or three years. His plans are 
already based on the very slim chances of being re-
settled in Canada:

“I do some research on Canada online. I try to learn 
more about its cities, borders, and type of work 
available there.   First thing I want to do there is 
study. After a year, I would try securing a job, and 
after that look for better jobs.”

He knows that there is only a 50 percent chance that 
this dream will come true, but he has faith that God 
will provide.

“I think I waited a lot, but I always say Inshallah 
(God willing), in a year or two things will get better. 
I was patient all this time, I can wait more. Even if I 
have been waiting, I still have to patient.” 

We hope that his wait ends soon, and that he can 
achieve his dreams. Here is a wish list from Jakeem, 
none of which seems unreasonable:
• He would love to study again at the universi-

ty, but one of the requirements to do so is to 
provide the educational certificates that he 
left behind in Yemen. He likes programming  
and gaming, like any other young boy his age. But 
he does not have the resources to learn.

• He would like to gain new skills. So far, he has only 
had jobs where the supervisor would tell him ex-
actly what to do, like operate some machines in the 
factory or cleaning a restaurant. 

• He would love to learn a new language. English 
would help him when he resettles, hopefully to 
Canada.

• Most importantly he wishes to be able to secure a 
monthly income for paying for things like the rent, 
which is his most difficult financial burden.

• He hopes to have more access to jobs and to have a 
permit to work so that he does not have to constant-
ly worry about Ministry of Labour inspections.

15  Center for Financial Inclusion. “Beyond Financial Inclusion: Financial Health as a Global Framework”. Accion. March 2017.

• And last, he would like to have clear information 
about his UNHCR file; when his documents will be 
renewed and why his wife cannot be added to his 
file. This clarity will help him make decisions for 
his future, because if he will not be recognised in 
the end then he should try to obtain a work permit 
as a ‘migrant’ worker and give up on receiving refu-
gee protection.

Conclusion
No matter what nationality a refugee belongs to, they 
find it difficult to expand their planning horizons giv-
en the uncertainty that they face. Looking through 
these stories, we see that there are more factors con-
straining their “financial health” than those that are 
enabling.15 Non-Syrian refugees in Jordan face is-
sues at the very basic level where they do not have 
basic right to work, face discrimination, and have 
little support from the NGOs. Syrians on the other 
hand face meso-level challenges where they have 
only restricted access to certain labour market areas, 
struggle with getting work permits or registered busi-
nesses, and lack access to basic enabling documents 
such as a driver’s license. As a result, the organisa-
tions supporting them are working in a small, con-
strained space and the result is evident – despite so 
many years of programming to build resilience, ref-
ugees in Jordan are still far from this goal and from 
their dreams. 
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