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Location 
For more background on Irbid and Jordan, continue to the appendices. 

 

  



refugeesintowns.org 4 

Introduction 
My [Charles’] professional work in Jordan began in 2016, meeting with humanitarian non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) in Amman and conducting field research with refugees. I was struck by the 
discrepancies between the way refugees were portrayed on spreadsheets in air-conditioned offices, 
compared to the actual lived experiences of refugees and Jordanians in the dusty streets outside these 
NGO compounds. 

In 2018 when I met Agyead in an Irbid shisha cafe, I found a co-author who shared my frustrations with 
the international perspective on refugees as distant, unresponsive, and inaccessible to average Syrians 
and Jordanians. I knew from our two positions that we could produce an original report, despite the 
oversaturated body of refugee “research” taking place in Jordan. 

The report we’ve produced fills four gaps: 

1) Build knowledge about refugees in Jordan outside of camps like Za’atari, and away from the capital 
city Amman where researchers have easy access, but also where refugees’ experiences are different 
from other parts of the country. 

2) Present the latest wave of Syrian refugee arrivals as the latest episode in a much longer history of 
migration to Irbid that includes Palestinian arrivals, economic migrants, and the mass urbanization of 
Jordanians beginning with the founding of Yarmouk University in 1976. 

3) Giving spatial context to refugee integration in Jordan. Most studies take data from a few locations in 
Jordan, typically out of convenience, and then generalize conclusions for the whole of the country as if 
dynamics in every neighborhood are the same, ignoring known differences between Jordan’s cities.1 

4) Sharing experiences of both Jordanian host communities, refugees, and other migrants with their 
own voices, rather than the perspectives of key informants from aid agencies or the Jordanian 
government upon whom the vast majority of studies are based. 

A Note on Terminology 
Defining “integration” in the context of Jordan 

“Integration” is a taboo term in Jordan because it carries the assumption that refugees will become 
permanent residents of Jordan, harkening back to challenges integrating Palestinians, reaching a 
boiling point with the 1970 Black September incident when the Palestine Liberation Organization led 
militant action against the ruling Hashemite family. Because of this sensitivity, the term “social 
cohesion,” is often used as a synonymous but politically unweighted term. During interviews, we often 
chose to translate social integration into the term ailaqat or, “relations” between refugees and 
Jordanians, because it was a clearer, less abstract term and did not carry nearly as much political 

 
1 Betts et al., 2018 
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baggage as the literal terms for “integration,” tkamel or twaheed. For this report, we use the term 
“integration,” but acknowledge that all integration in Jordan is “de facto integration,”2 not de jure 
integration as an expressed policy of Jordan or explicit goal of aid agencies working there. 

Defining “refugees” in the context of Jordan 

In Arabic, the literal translation of the term “refugee” is straightforward, but the term carries heavy 
sociopolitical baggage, with associations to particular groups, and particular conflicts, for example 
Palestinians 1948 and 1967, and Syrians 2012-present. Also, the linguistic and moral roots of the 
concept of providing “refuge” in Jordan tend to be rooted more in the Prophet’s experience of taking 
refuge in Medina during conflict on the Arabian Peninsula, rather than being rooted in the 1951 Geneva 
Convention.3 

The term “refugee” also carries widespread emotional baggage; among Syrian refugees, for example, 
the term in Arabic (alajaieen) is often considered demeaning, with refugees preferring to call 
themselves “migrants,” “guests,” or simply the national or sub-national identifier in their country of origin 
(e.g. “Syrian” or “from Hama”). Among INGOs, the term “refugee” is also contentious. For example, 
since the majority of Syrians in Jordan are not registered, UNHCR often refers to “persons of concern” 
rather than strictly “refugees.” 

Therefore, as a working definition for this report the term “refugee” may refer to Syrians, Palestinians, 
Iraqis, Sudanese or others even if we did not explicitly check individuals’ legal status. We will refer to 
southeast Asians, Egyptians, and other foreigners in Irbid simply as “migrants,” even though some may 
have been forcibly displaced. We also refer to aid workers as “migrants” to draw out power imbalances 
imbedded in Jordan’s migration policies between Western, Arab, and other non-Western immigrants.4 

Methods 
The data for this report comes from conversations with refugees, hosts, and other migrants; key 
informant interviews; participant observation; mapping; and a literature desk review: 

1) Interviews & observation 

I [Charles] spent months immersed in Irbid in 2016, and again in the same neighborhoods in 2018. In 
2016 I was part of a research team that interviewed 22 Syrian refugees: 10 females ages 20-60, and 12 
male ages 18-65. In 2018, I chose to rely on Agyead’s dense social network and experiences to provide 
Syrian perspectives, while I focused on collecting data on the perspectives of the wide range of other 
migrants and the diverse host Jordanian population of Irbid. I spoke with 14 Syrian refugees (12 male, 2 
female; ages 25-65), 17 Jordanians of a range of socioeconomic and tribal backgrounds (13 male, 4 
female; ages 20-60), 3 middle-aged Palestinians (all male; middle aged), 2 middle-aged Egyptians 

 
2 Jacobsen, 2001 
3 Brand 2010: 106 
4 For another jarring example of these sorts of terminological and power status problems, see von Koppenfels, A. 
(2014). Migrants or expatriates? US citizens as a migrant group. Migration Policy Practice [Online] IV:16-
19. Available at: http://publications.iom.int/bookstore/free/MPP16_24June2014.pdf. 
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(both male middle aged), 2 young Thai economic migrants (both male middle aged), and 2 young 
Malay students (both male middle aged). Meanwhile, for this report I [Agyaed] spoke with 38 Syrians 
(26 males and 12 females) ages 20 to 55, working in a variety of fields; I am in constant contact with 
many of them in my daily life, and in my line of work as a journalist I [Agyead] also drew on the year 
and a half of time living in Irbid and the nearby city of Jerash also in Irbid Province. I still work regularly 
for aid organizations in Irbid city and governorate, conducting news and academic interviews. Many of 
my friends still live in Irbid, and work in the various refugee aid organizations in the city. 

We both have taken ethnographic notes on life in the city from our own experiences in restaurants, 
sweets shops, gyms, electronics stores, barber shops, soccer fields, cafes, grocery stores, shisha bars, 
video game cafes, language centers, historic sites, the downtown market, food stalls, bus stations, auto 
repair shops, manufacturing sites, shopping malls, aid organization offices, the Yarmouk University 
campus, and the city’s streets and rotaries. 

Between both authors, we have conducted key informant interviews or taken part in meetings with 
practitioners including UNHCR’s Jordan office in Khalda, MENA office in Amman, USAID, the World 
Bank, WANA, UN Women, SWISS Development, ILO, NRC, ACTED, and REACH. We also spoke with 
academics and researchers from Yarmouk University, SOAS, EUI, Northeastern University, Maastricht 
University, NYU Abu Dhabi, and Harvard. 

2) Mapping 

The Humanitarian Data Exchange and Google have fairly well-developed maps of Irbid’s services 
locations for a developing medium-sized city, however we added many points of interest to these maps 
by walking through the city and recording GPS locations. A Yarmouk University urban development 
study from the 1980s provided a time-lapse view of how services and population density have changed 
in the past 30 years. We also identified neighborhoods where refugees are residing based on our social 
networks throughout the city, our observations during walks, and conversations with experts. We did 
not request UNHCR residency data or record exact addresses of residencies for two reasons: 1) out of 
safety and ethical concerns, and 2) because numerous interviews suggested refugees’ registered 
addresses are not accurate because their temporary residence on first arrival in Jordan is the one they 
give during their registration process but is never updated because of the time and effort required to do 
so.5 

3) Literature review 

Finally, we conducted a literature review of refugees and urbanization in Irbid in English and Arabic, 
including grey literature from practitioners and INGOs, statistical data published by UNHCR,6 and 
original translation to English of an Arabic language national survey on Jordanian public opinion about 

 
5 Of the 36 Syrian refugees in Irbid that I [Charles] asked about registration, only two thought UNHCR had 
accurate residential data for them. Agyead found this consistent with the Syrians he knows. Both Agyead and 
Charles’ conversations with UNHCR enumerators describe constant adaptation needed to find respondents 
through phone calls and being redirected multiple times by residents when a listed address did not match 
refugees’ real address. 
6 Available at: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36 
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hosting Syrians conducted by Yarmouk University.7 We also included a broader literature review on 
refugee urban integration in general.8 

Limitations 

The most glaring limitation in our findings is a gender positionality. As male researchers, and Jordan 
being a strongly gendered society, we were not able to interview as many females as would have been 
ideal. From our interviews and observations, it was clear that everything from who works what jobs, to 
abstract notions like aspiration to migrate were heavily gendered. As a result, this is very much a report 
on male experiences with integration, and deep insights to other genders’ perspectives would require 
more work. That said, we reviewed research in Irbid by women researchers focused on gender issues, 
and during analysis we considered how experiences are gendered in Jordan. Finally, we analyzed our 
findings through conversations with our RIT research team in Amman led by an American woman, a 
Jordanian woman, and supported by a Sudanese Egyptian woman, who brought valuable and different 
perspectives. 

 
 
 
 

 
7 Arabic language survey from Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani (2016). English translations available on request 
from the authors.  
8 Forthcoming. 

“Dome Circle,” now a mixture of Syrian, Jordanian, and Palestinian-Jordanian shops, workplaces, and residences. Egyptian migrant 
workers are also here, often working construction in the area. 

Dome Circle, Irbid 
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The Authors’ Positions in Irbid and 
Experience Researching this Case 

Jordan is one of the most over-researched refugee-hosting countries in the world, in large part because of 
its security, ease of access, and openness to foreigners asking questions compared to other regional 
countries. If one wants to study refugees in the Middle East, one comes to Jordan. Working in Jordan 
involves constant brushing of shoulders with white, Western foreigners visiting for a week or two, haggling 
for access to the Za’atari camp to conduct “research,” or interviewing overworked aid practitioners over 
coffee at the chic Western-style cafes in Abdoun or Rainbow Street. I [Charles] was myself part of this 
horde as a naive master’s student years ago. These visitors have produced countless studies, surveys, 
visual projects, documentary films, advocacy reports, blogs, and photo journals about the plight of refugees 
in Jordan. 
 
With this report, I [Charles] aimed to do things differently. Through another academic researcher, I was 
introduced to Agyead in a bright pink-decor shisha café on a rooftop while living in Irbid in 2018. As we 
talked over lemon b’na-a’a smoothies, it was clear Agyead had the personal experiences, social network, 
research skills, and observational attentiveness that would make him perfect as a co-author. Eager to have 
a platform to share refugees’ experiences, Agyead was happy to help out. 
 
Over the next few months, Agyead and I met in cafes to talk and went for walks through the city, Agyead 
explained how the different shops, residencies, and public spaces had changed over the years from the 
presence of Syrians. After I left Jordan, Agyead and I have continued to talk by WhatsApp and email. 
Agyead’s personal experiences with integration in and around Irbid are included not as anecdotes, but as 
illustrations of broader themes identified by our interviews and observations. 
 
In addition to these insights from Agyead, I explored Irbid alone, and with Jordanian friends. Even though 
neighborhood walks often went over the same streets, my view changed depending on who I was with. I 
noticed my Jordanian friends had very different views about how neighborhoods had improved or become 
worse and had different beliefs about what national groups could or couldn’t access services like schools, 
banks, and shops when compared to Agyead and other Syrians. 
 
Whenever a foreigner tells a Jordanian they are working with Syrian refugees, they are asked whether they 
have been listening to Jordanian voices too. I therefore wanted to include balanced viewpoints of migrants 
and hosts in this report. As an American, I do not claim to personally represent the perspectives of 
Jordanians, but I do draw on numerous close Jordanian connections I have developed over the years. My 
deepest insights come from years of closeness with one particular family, the Zannads, part of the Bani 
Issa tribe, who have been rooted in Irbid since before Jordan was a state. I am grateful to this family for 
sharing with me their home, their city, and their country. 



refugeesintowns.org 9 

The Urban Impact 
The city of Irbid has been impacted by four major migrations in modern history. When I [Agyead] arrived 
in Jordan in 2013 by plane, and then took a bus to Irbid. I was one individual in the most recent wave of 
arrivals to Irbid, and part of much longer history of urban transformation than the headlines about the 
“Syrian refugee crisis” reveal. 

1951-1976: The first wave of refugees arrived with the establishment of the Irbid Refugee Camp to 
house 4,000 Palestinians who eventually developed their camp with concrete structures such that it 
“now resembles some of the urban quarters in Irbid.”9 Over the years, these Palestinians were joined 
by Jordanian farmers who slowly trickled into Irbid seeking better incomes beginning in 1953.10 

1976-2012: The establishment of Yarmouk 
University created an anchor institution to which 
Jordanians flocked from across the country. 
When youth came to Irbid city to start taking 
classes, often their whole family would move with 
them to stay in one household, with parents and 
siblings finding work in construction, selling 
goods to other urbanizing migrants, or taking 
their previously-rural manufacturing or even 
agricultural/pastoral jobs with them into the city. 

2012-2015: The outbreak of the Syrian civil war 
flooded the city with refugees, peaking at some 
400,000 refugee residents, outnumbering 
Jordanians.11 Originally settling in low income 
student housing, Syrians dispersed across the 
city, establishing restaurants, shops, and filling 
schools. 

2015-Present: The closing of Jordan’s border 
with Syria has meant the growth rate of Irbid’s 
forced migrant population has slowed and new 
arrivals of Syrians are mostly those moving from 
Jordan’s refugee camps into the cities to find 
work and more comfortable housing. Since 

 
9 UNRWA. (2018). “Irbid Camp.” Online. Available at: https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan/irbid-camp 
10 Al-Kheder et al., 2009 
11 Bani Mustafa, 2017 
Note the number of Syrians in Jordan is highly political. Jordanian government ministries have an incentive to 
over-estimate to increase foreign aid/development revenue. The UNHCR describes only 98,000 Syrian “persons 
of concern,” in Irbid (UNHCR, 2016), down from a peak of some 125,000 in 2014 (Stevens, 2016). However their 

The Palestinian “Camp” of Irbid 

The Palestinian “camp” is now just another neighborhood of Irbid. 
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March 2013, the numbers of refugees in camps 
began declining, while the numbers in cities 
doubled.12 Syrians living in Irbid now refer to 
those in Za’atari with pity: “It’s hard there, so 
hard a life,” said one man living in Irbid.  

Since 2015, change in Irbid has slowed, but the 
city is still adapting to its new demographic 
composition and demands on infrastructures—
especially water and housing—and services, 
especially education. Today, the three primary 
challenges with integration reported by refugees 
in Irbid are financial stress,13 feelings of exile, 
and limited or harmful social relations.14 
Jordanians overlap with these challenges, 
feeling financial stress, uncomfortable feelings 
around a new urban lifestyle, and limited social 
relations with newcomers.15 

 

The following sections will 
explore the urban impact 
of refugee migration to 
Irbid in nine sectors: 

Public spaces, housing, 
the education system, the 
security apparatus, jobs 
and the local economy, 
the healthcare system, 
transportation, water 
infrastructures, waste 
management, and the 
impact of the presence of 
large INGO’s on the city. 

 

 
data is likely an underestimation as only a minority of Syrians in Jordan register or interact with the agency for 
support. 
12 Healy & Tiller, 2013 
13 “Social stress” including a spectrum of experiences from feeling discriminated against, to being assaulted. 
14 Alfadhli & Drury, 2018 
15 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 

University Circle, Irbid 

“University Circle,” was once mostly Jordanian college students, but is now home to thousands of 
Syrian family residences and workplaces. 

 

Rural–Urban Migration 

Goat enclosures, like this one, roosters in courtyards, and chickens  
on balconies are not uncommon in Irbid as many Syrian and 
Jordanian new arrivals came from the countryside and brought with 
them rural practices that they have not fully abandoned. 
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Public Spaces 
The presence of Syrians has brought a new 
livelihood to Irbid’s residential areas, for better or 
worse. Before 2012, at night the city was completely 
quiet, but now televisions blare, children play in the 
alleys, and music floats through the air late into the 
night. This change has come with mixed feelings. 
Young people tend to like this more exciting lifestyle. 
But one 25-year old Jordanian man who grew up in 
Irbid city lamented, “It was a paradise here, seven 
years ago. Growing up we had this nice house, but 
now we can’t sell it. People come here, and they see 
it surrounded by all of this [pointing at the Syrian 
occupied-apartments], all of these people [Syrian 
residents], and why would they move here? These 
people, they never sleep! They’re up all night, all this 
noise, and the kids running everywhere!” 

 

No parks and no courtyards: where to socially 
integrate? 

In Irbid, there are a few public parks, but they are 
small, unkempt, and mostly unused. To an outside 
visitor, this is one of the first complaints about the 
city. Children are seen playing in the streets, or 
improvising soccer fields in abandoned dirt lots where 
families have picnics. At night, the wide sidewalks 
along sharia aj-jama’a become improvised sitting 
areas for men and women, young and old who put 
out shisha waterpipes and plastic chairs to socialize. 

This lack of public spaces may simply reflect Arab 
social norms where people prefer to meet in the 
home rather than in public outdoor areas. As Amro & 
Bahauddin (2014) describe, the courtyard of the 
home serves the social function that parks do in 
Western cities. However, in today’s Irbid, most residents are unable to afford a house with a courtyard, 
so living room salons have taken on that role. I [Charles] would regularly arrive at my building late at 
night to find every apartment with its doors open to let heat out, filled with dozens of people sitting on 
the floor chatting and while children ran and played in the hallways. 

One Syrian’s experience having close 
connections with Jordanian neighbors 

The Jordanian community in both Irbid and 
Jerash* are notable for the friendliness of 
neighbors. When I was hospitalized due to 
illness, there was a group of Jordanian 
neighbors that came to support me during 
the hospital visit. They also cared for me 
after I left the hospital and visited me 
several times to check up on me even 
though I did not live alone in the house. That 
was in in addition to their constant interest 
with me and my Syrian flat mate in Jerash, 
who later immigrated to Norway. 

- Agyead Abo Zayed 
 

* Jerash is a city in Irbid Province, a 35-minute 
drive north of Irbid city. 

Abandoned lots & public parks 

Without public spaces, abandoned lots have become the places 
for picnics, and football. 
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This preference for private instead of public socializing may make integration more challenging, since 
socializing at home removes the possibility of the numerous chance encounters that build connections 
with a diversity of people and humanizes Others who are observed just hanging around with their 
children and friends. Syrian refugees we spoke with regularly complained about never having set foot in 
a Jordanian’s home, even after many years of living in the country. On the other hand, while this may 
limit the breadth of social connections, it may support small numbers of deep social connections, as 
many Syrians like Agyead described having close personal connections with their apartment neighbors. 

[Insert map of public parks in Irbid] 

Housing 
Refugee apartment buildings 
across Irbid house a diverse 
mix of Jordanians, Syrians, 
and other migrants. And yet, 
even though each apartment 
is separated only by a thin 
wall, residents may never 
become personally close or 
even speak to one another 
beyond cordialities. Whether 
or not a refugee knew their 
Jordanian neighbors seemed 
more to do with personality 
than proximity. Outgoing 
gregarious Syrians tended to 
know many neighbors, while 
introverted or shy Syrians did 
not, regardless of where they 
lived or the composition of 
their apartment building. In 
short, spatial integration did 
not necessarily bring social 
integration. 

Syrians and Jordanians both 
claim to have the ability to 
perceive down to the 
individual apartment which 
room houses a Jordanian 
and which houses a Syrian, 
just by looking at the exterior. 

The Authors’ Experiences Finding Apartments in Irbid 

After a few days of searching for an apartment in the city of Irbid, 
I [Agyead] decided to rent a small studio in a student dormitory 
near Al-Naseem Street near University Circle. The apartment 
was good and reminded me of my university accommodation 
back home in Syria. After that, I felt stable here in Jordan, and I 
prepared myself to join Jerash university, which I had enrolled in 
before traveling to Jordan. Since my university was outside of the 
city, I would commute there on a daily basis. In June 2013, I 
moved to another house in Irbid close to Jamal Circle. I decided 
to move in with my friend from Syria. We knew each other from 
Syria, as we had both lived in the same town before the war 
broke out. 
 
For me [Charles], finding an apartment was easy. A Jordanian 
friend with wasta [personal connections] found an affordable 
apartment near Yarmouk University. Like many of the 
apartments in the neighborhood, the building had previously 
catered entirely to university students, but in 2018, I found only 
one apartment on my floor occupied by Jordanian students. The 
rest of the apartments on my floor were rented by Syrian families, 
who would often have friends over at night, leaving their doors 
ajar so kids could run in and out. All were friendly, and they had 
amiable relationships with the building manager who I always 
saw acting respectfully to residents, Jordanians, and Syrians 
alike. The building was one property—I suspect of several—
owned by a wealthy Jordanian. Maintenance workers were all 
Jordanian, mostly reefee rural folks who lived in small 
surrounding villages but came into the city for work. 
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They describe subtle differences in features: 
Jordanians keep blinds closed and keep the exterior 
very plain aesthetically, harkening back to Bedouin 
ideals that equate minimalism with cleanliness. By 
contrast, Syrians hang clothes out the windows, fill 
their balconies with furniture and children toys, and 
keep window shutters open to let in the light. 
Jordanians also like to plant small shrubs, 
succulents, and cacti in windowsills and balconies, a 
decoration not favored by Syrians. Other clues 
might include a TV left on at night, its glow and 
noise through an open window suggests a Syrian 
resident used to the noise and bustle of Daraa. 
During the day, the use of cloth curtains to block the 
sunlight suggests a Syrian, where Jordanians prefer 
heavy metal pull-down gratings to block out windows. 

There are some apartment buildings that are entirely Syrian rented, where residents all know each 
other and share responsibilities for daily tasks: the old man upstairs will often work as a boab, or 
doorman/security guard,16 while couples or older women will watch other families’ children during the 
day, and so on. Often the residents of these buildings knew each other—or knew of their family 
names—from before they were displaced, sometimes coming from the same neighborhood back in 
Daraa. 

One advantage Irbid’s housing stock presents for integration is the diversity of income levels in most of 
the city’s neighborhoods. With the exception of Jadeed, the new neighborhood on the edge of the city 
where UNHCR resides, every neighborhood of Irbid has a mix of very high-end houses sitting wall to 
wall with packed, aging apartment buildings. From Irbid’s layout of housing, the product of lax building 
codes and lack of property development speculators, all economic strata must experience and take 
ownership of integration of refugees, not just the poor like in many of the world’s refugee-hosting cities 
where migrants cluster in specific poor neighborhoods with low-income hosts. 

 
16 These men spend all day sitting by the door on plastic chairs, sometimes in pairs, chatting and watching the 
street. They know everyone who comes and goes and have a sharp eye for any unfamiliar faces. 

Spatial Proximity, Social Distance 

Despite only a thin wall separating them, Jordanian and Syrian 
neighbors may never become personally close. 
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[Insert map of housing cost diversity] 

From a House to a Home and the Smell of Integration 

In 2016 I [Charles] walked through a mostly-Syrian neighborhood in Irbid with a Syrian friend. He 
had not been to this neighborhood before but remarked about how much it reminded him of 
Damascus: “Everything is like Syria, the way women tie their hijabs, the way people hang clothes 
out the windows to dry, the jasmine on the apartment buildings’ gates.” If smell is the strongest 
receptor of memory (Hirsch, 1992; Mondry, 2013) and could elicit such powerful feelings of 
belonging to a place, is the refugee resettlement community’s fixation on housing as simply four 
walls and a roof (Setchell, 2017) emotionally deadened to how refugees actually experience 
integration through all five senses? Could a jasmine garden mean more to a refugee’s sense of 
belonging than a cash stipend? 
 
As Syrians have spent many years now living in Irbid, they have begun taking ownership of the 
urban space and improving it. Compared to 2016, the apartment buildings of Syrians appear to 
be a little better off. The floors are still dirty in public areas like the stairwells, and there is usually 
some exposed wiring in the basement area of buildings, but even nice apartment buildings across 
Jordan have these features. However, since 2016 I noticed many of the doors were replaced, and 
look new, windows are cleaner, and some had new glass installed. Jasmine grows on refugee 
residences like jungles on railings, gates, patios, and doorways. 
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The Education System 
An Affordable Housing Crisis? 

Most Jordanians believe Irbid is experiencing an affordable housing crisis, believe increases in 
rental costs is because of Syrians, and that young Jordanians are having more trouble getting 
married because they can’t get a house, a cultural prerequisite to marriage (Public poll, Based Al 
Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016). Some of these newlyweds are pushed to the peripheries of the 
city where rental costs are lower: we met with one of these recently-married Jordanian couples 
who lived with their three young children in a bare apartment above a car repair garage on the 
outskirts of the city. 

Jordanian realtors describe a 300% increase in apartment rental demand since 2010, but Syrians 
only comprised 10% of the housing market (Alafi & Alfawaeer, 2014), suggesting the changes in 
rental prices have as much or more to do with domestic urbanization and development as it does 
with the arrivals of refugees. 
 
Exact rental price data over time is not available, but landlords we spoke with described overall 
demand for housing increased only slightly with the large numbers of refugee arrivals to Irbid in 
2012-2014. Further, because many Syrians have since returned to Dara’a, traveled to Europe, or 
migrated elsewhere, rental prices have slightly declined from their 2014 peak. 
 
From our interviews, Syrians consistently list cost of rent as their largest single monthly expense. 
Some have adapted by living in Mafraq on weekends, while staying with friends in Irbid during the 
week while they work twelve-hour days. The Syrians I [Charles] spoke with hadn’t faced 
discrimination renting apartments, but some said they had heard rumors that landlords avoid 
renting to Syrians because of the belief that they “ruin the buildings.” The landlords I [Charles] 
spoke with shook off questions about prejudice as nonsense—they would rent to anyone who 
could pay and know that the cash stipends INGOs give Syrians make them dependable at 
meeting monthly rents, a finding supported by Jordanian survey (Ibid). 
 
Increases in rental costs do not seem to come from a spike in demand, but from inflation from the 
infusion of cash: refugees have access to cash from having sold off properties in Syria, from 
relatives living abroad, and from monthly INGO cash assistance (Ibid). Exploitative landlords know 
this and rent apartments to Syrians at triple their fair market value. Jordanians then find 
themselves outbid. 
 
While additional research is needed, it is possible that without international cash assistance 
inflating rental costs, prices could decline for both refugees and low-income Jordanians. Another 
solution to the affordable housing “crisis” could be increasing the housing stock through 
construction. Construction is cheap, and Syrians regularly work in construction alongside other 
migrant workers. The growth rate of residences (apartments and houses) in Irbid has in fact risen, 
from 800 units in 2010 to 1700 units in 2013 (Ibid), but this nowhere near fast enough to meet the 
demands of population growth from the dual influxes of international migration and urbanization. 
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The Education System 
On paper, education to grade 12 is available for free for refugee children, but this has overburdened the 
school systems, and many financially well-off parents have begun putting their children in the numerous 
private schools throughout the city. For the majority of Syrians who can’t afford private schools, their 
children attend public schools that operate in the afternoon 12:20-4:30pm, while Jordanian students 
attend during the morning starting 8:00am. Only 12.8% of Syrian students are enrolled in the morning 
shift with Jordanian students, and a very low percentage attend private schools, which are distant 
islands for Syrians and low- to middle-income Jordanians alike.17 

For numerous reasons, such as lack of belief education will lead to a good job, bullying and 
discrimination, and need to raise household income through child labor, across Jordan, only 23% of 
Syrian refugee children in non-camp settings are enrolled in school.18 Also, it is illegal for Syrians to 
work as teachers, so students feel underrepresented and out of place in schools. 

There is a low quality of education for both Syrians and Jordanians, in both private and public 
institutions. “I don’t like it here,” said one Jordanian student at a private Jordanian high school that has 

 
17 Al-Tamini, A. (2017). “Irbid: 50 evening schools to accommodate Syrian Students.” Mahaftat. Available at: 
https://www.alghad.com/articles/1811872-%D8%A5%D8%B1%D8%A8%D8%AF-50-
%D9%85%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%B3%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%A8-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86?desktop=1 
18 UNHCR, 2013 

What young men in Irbid do when they’re not in school 

“One of the biggest threats to social cohesion for youth is too much extra time, unproductive 
extra time,” said a Jordanian woman, herself a mother of two successful children. In Irbid, youth 
spend most of their time in one of three places. If they are in school, they will go to class during 
the day, then study at home or in one of Irbid’s popular “study cafes,” modeled after Western 
Starbucks where it is socially acceptable to sip a single Frappuccino for three hours, logged into 
Wi-Fi, and plugging into a laptop with headphones on. 

For those who are not in school, they may spend a few hours working menial jobs, and the rest 
of their time in video arcades featuring violent shooter games. FIFA is also popular, with teens 
and young men playing together with the field projected on a wall. Why play soccer outside on a 
field when you can sit in an air-conditioned room and smoke while you play? Youth can melt 
away years in these darkened rooms. 

“My friends in the army, some in business, in the university, we’re all over the place, but we get 
together and play [video games],” said one young Jordanian. Sitting four to a console, class 
hierarchy disappears, and young people bond over Fortnite or FIFA. Rarely do Syrians and 
Jordanians mix here though. “Everyone plays together,” said one young Jordanian man. 
“Syrians too?” I asked. “No, none of my friends are Syrian,” he answered conclusively. 
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no Syrian students in attendance, “[it has] very bad instruction, very bad management, we can’t learn 
anything. I learn English by myself, playing video games.” 

Syrian & Jordanian College Aspirations 

When asking whether they wanted to go to college, 
both Syrian and Jordanian youth usually asked 
whether I meant a Jordanian college or a college in 
the US or Europe: they saw little value in the 
former, but saw the latter as a golden ticket to 
opportunity, although they also saw that ticket as 
impossible to earn because of prohibitive cost, the 
language barrier, and the need for a student visa. 

Only 56 registered Syrians (21 male and 35 female) 
are currently studying at one of the major 
universities in Irbid governorate,19 although 
observation and conversations with students 
suggests there may be a significant number of 
unregistered Syrians studying in universities, 
primarily at the smaller, lower cost schools like 
Jerash University. The trend in the past two years 
has also shown improvements: over the past two 
years, a good number of registered Syrian students 
have received scholarships at universities, such as 
Zarqa Private University and Jerusalem College 
among others. 

 
19 UNHCR, 2016 

College Culture  

Zeus coffee, run by two Palestinian brothers, one of the many 
Starbucks knock offs complete with the green circular logo, 
dark wood furniture, and young people studying over expensive 
coffee drinks for hours. 
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Language learning 

A dominant focus of education for both 
Syrians and Jordanians is learning foreign 
languages, especially Western languages. 
Good salaried jobs usually require working 
proficiency in English. However, the necessity 
to learn a language in university seems to 
have more to do with getting a paper diploma 
than actual ability. “Our classes are officially 
all in English,” said a Yarmouk University 
professor, “but as soon as class starts they 
switch to Arabic! Many of the professors 
barely read English themselves!” 

Although they are expensive, private tutors 
offer a more effective means for learning 
foreign languages, the two most common 
being English and German. These courses are so ubiquitous a client can event choose between 
American and UK versions of English. French is much less common, but also available. 

Disrupted Education 

Effective integration to the school system in Jordan is 
often difficult for Syrian students because of 
disruptions in the education pipeline while living 
through the Syrian conflict. One young man living in 
Irbid had his schooling disrupted while living in a 
Damascus suburb in 2012 when militants began 
kidnapping children to raise ransom from parents to 
finance their combat operations. So, he dropped out of 
school until he was able to bus himself to more secure 
school in downtown Damascus. This worked for a 
while until militants began shooting at the bus, at 
which point he stopped going to school until he was 
smuggled to Jordan and settled in Irbid. On paper he 
could have resumed schooling there, and he 
expressed the desire to return to school, but after so 
many disruptions, dealing with long-term pain due to 
an injury from being shot in Syria, and with more 
pressing matters like taking care of the apartment for 
his family, he didn’t seem motivated to enroll. 

“The biggest threat to youth”? 

The ominously named “No Way Out Playstation Center” hires young 
men to stand on the street pressuring passersby to enter. 

Private language tutoring 

Advertisements for private English and German 
language tutors are found on streets across Irbid 
catering to both Jordanians and Syrians. 
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Universally, those we met who spoke English most fluently—from businesspeople to taxi drivers to 
shisha attendees—said they learned English not from formal classes but informally by watching 
movies, listening to music, having an English-speaking girlfriend, or among young people, from playing 
video games. 

Education is widely cited as a critical component of refugee integration. But in Irbid, education for both 
Syrians and Jordanians is about upward mobility through opening doors to new opportunities not 
available in Irbid, either in Amman or in Europe. Educational attainment does not then achieve 
integration in Irbid, instead it provides the ability to leave Irbid. 

  

The Urban Impact of Yarmouk University 

The founding of Yarmouk University in 1976 impacted Irbid just as or even more profoundly than 
the arrival of Syrian refugees in 2012. It was the city’s first major anchor institution, and as 
college attendance rates in Jordan increased by 2,500% between 1970 and 1996 (UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics, 2003), Irbid’s population spiked when young people arrived to attend 
classes, their families followed to keep them under one roof, and others from across Irbid 
governorate ventured into the city to find work in the expanding construction, manufacturing, 
and market sectors. 

The university had profound impact on gender too, with women finding their first opportunity to 
spend time independently of parental and male oversight and move toward self-supportive 
careers, thereby undermined traditional family beliefs that women should stay home (Kaya, 
2010; Ghannam, 2002; Wikan, 2008). By 1998, women were in the majority at Yarmouk 
University (Ibid). 

However, today many of Irbid’s residents—low- and middle-income Jordanians, Syrians, and 
other migrants—speak about Yarmouk University like it is a faraway place. Its tall gates 
represent the high cost of fees that are completely infeasible for all of these groups to pass 
through. 
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The Security apparatus & public safety 
Jordanians’ perspectives 

Most Jordanians believe that because of the arrival of Syrian refugees, they are more at risk of armed 
violence, that crime rates in Jordan have risen, and that Jordan has become a more divided and 
politically unstable country.20 Three fourths of Jordanians want a database of all Syrians living in 
Jordan, and these beliefs were significantly more pervasive in Irbid than in other towns like Mafraq or 
Ramtha.21 

And while Irbid does not have the locked-down or paranoid feeling of other heavily secured cities in the 
Middle East, there are constant reminders you are on the edge of a conflict zone. In October 2015, 
carried by high winds, two shells landed in Ramtha from a Syrian artillery barrage, only 20km from the 
city center of Irbid. Army and police officers stroll casually through Irbid’s marketplaces in full fatigues. 
When tussles break out at night between testosterone-high male shop keepers, the fight is quickly 
broken up by the blaring horns of armored security vans and all black-uniformed police officers. 

“Day to day, with most people, there isn’t any problem, but every once and awhile, something happens, 
so you feel it,” said one Jordanian resident. When I [Charles] asked for specific examples of insecurity, 
Jordanians could only recollect rumors of minor incidents like theft or fistfights in Irbid due to Syrians. 

Among Jordanians, there is a widespread appreciation and honoring of the Jordanian security 
apparatus that has expanded its presence in Irbid since 2012. In response to the arrival of Syrians, the 
Jordanian police began deploying many more plainclothes officers in Syrian-dense neighborhoods. 
There has been a proliferation of Public Safety offices across Irbid, not aimed explicitly at political 

 
20 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
21 Ibid. 

Sexual Harassment 

The problem of sexual harassment is widespread for both Syrian and Jordanians while at work 
or commuting, especially in the downtown market and in humanitarian organizations, but the 
harassment rate of Syrians is greater because they are considered weak by some Jordanian 
men, as they lack access to legal and social protection. One informal local study suggests half 
of Jordanian women and three in four Syrian refugee women have experienced sexual 
harassment in the workplace (Husseini, 2018). 

2018 
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violence or even Syrians but tasked with handling 
anything from theft to disorderly conduct to 
harassment. 

One long-time Jordanian Irbid resident said, “there 
is mistrust between Syrians and Jordanians.” 
Pointing at a Syrian apartment building, he said, “I 
don’t know you [Syrians], you don’t know me 
[Jordanians], but we’re in the same apartment 
building, sharing everything.” His viewpoint 
harkens back to a rural attitude about safety found 
across Jordan’s Northern Badia. In only recent 
history before 1946 when Jordan became a state, 
one’s responsibility for security was less in the 
hands of any formal police institution and more in 
the closeness of the community and interpersonal 
trust. “In the villages, I know everyone, all the kids 
play together, if something happens, we know who 
it was,” he said, implying that in this brave new 
world of Syrian-majority Irbid, this closeness is 
nonexistent, and therefore, security is gone. 

[Insert 1992 v. 2018 map of police stations] 

The ruling Hashemites have cultivated a deep trust 
in the police, as all of the major tribes are 
represented in the security apparatus. For those 
with Jordanian citizenship, police and soldiers are 
seen as guardians. I [Charles] have been in the car with a Jordanian friend who was frequently pulled 
over for speeding, and he coolly would stop, keep the music blasting, and joke with the officer. Offering 
his tribal name, they’d laugh, maybe name drop a mutual acquaintance or even laugh at being distant 
cousins, and then he’d drive off saying something along the lines of, “the police are the friends of the 
Jordanian people. Not like in America.” Palestinians, Syrians, and other migrants didn’t share this level 

The kingdom and its army 

A news channel called “The Kingdom” ran an ad showing a 
Jordanian soldier in full battle dress uniform and helmet carrying 
a Syrian refugee baby girl in his arms. It reflects the widespread 
Jordanian trust and admiration of a King and his security 
apparatus that are credited with providing relative calm in a 
chaotic region. 
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of comfort. To our knowledge, there are no Syrians working as police or military in Jordan. Without true 
integration to the security apparatus, they are likely to remain outsiders, relying on security imposed 
from outside, and from informal safety from neighborhood strongmen. 

Syrian and Jordanian perspectives on security 

Syrians we asked about safety and security described hearing about issues of theft, including money 
being stolen. The black market for ID cards, especially passports, may in part have led to an increase in 
thefts. Syrians feel comfortable going to police for help in some matters, but in disputes against a 
Jordanian, they anticipate the officer will take the Jordanian’s position over theirs by default. In the early 
years of arrival—2013-2015—there was also fear of being asked for papers, or to be sent to Za’atari 
camp, particularly among Syrian students who had no refugee registration but were assumed by police 
to be refugees. 

Having been attacked by the Assad government, many of the Syrians in Irbid crossed the border with a 
deep skepticism or even fear of central authority. This concern was in some cases cemented by 
Syrians’ first encounter with Jordanian security while crossing the border: excessive force, harassment, 
or having things like IDs taken way and not returned were reported by about half of the Syrians I 
[Charles] spoke with. 

The Biggest Threat to Public Safety? Not ISIS, traffic. 

What seems to take up most of Irbid police’s time is managing the gridlocked traffic, especially 
at rush hour, when battalions of police are needed to wave on passenger cars, order trucks 
loaded with vegetables to keep moving, and help pedestrians cross the congested roadways. 

Parents regularly talk about how their biggest fear is that their children will be hit by traffic:1 
Syrian parents tell kids to stay out of the streets, but with an absence of public parks, the roads 
are often the best soccer fields. Western migrants quickly learn their biggest risk comes not 
from terrorism, but from being in a car accident (A regular reminder of the Overseas Security 
Advisory Committee, OSAC). Jordanians widely believe the increase in traffic and the risk of 
pedestrian collisions is a product of Syrians’ arrival in Irbid, however frequent pedestrian 
collisions were common long before 2012 (Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016). 
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This contrasted with Jordanians’ perceptions of border security: “I want you to go there [to the border],” 
said one Jordanian woman connected with the border security force, “you will see all the hardship they 
go through.” Indeed, we’ve both heard frequent firsthand stories of Jordanian soldiers carrying dead or 
injured Syrian children across the border, only to be yelled at or spit on by grieving and emotionally 
shocked Syrian refugees. Border security and police are often young Jordanian boys dressed up as 
men with uniforms, just doing their best to help, but stressed by the task of keeping a warzone at bay. 
They try hard, offering water, words of support, and gestures of welcome, but making new Syrian 
arrivals feel warm and welcome seems too challenging an expectation. Still, the different perspectives 
between Jordanians and Syrians are stark. Jordanian security personnel described the procedure of 
meeting new arrivals as “entry interviews,” but Syrian refugees I spoke with in Irbid used the word 
“interrogation.” 

A Western Migrant & Jordanian Hosts’ Experiences with Security 

While walking along University Street, my [Charles’] Jordanian friend noticed two very young 
Syrian toddlers attempting to cross a busy highway. He pulled them aside as cars whizzed past 
and asked them where their family was. They didn’t know. He walked them hand in hand to the 
front of an eyeglass repair shop. One girl’s face was wet with tears, and neither spoke. 
Suddenly, we were approached by a man in a button-down shirt and jeans who asked what was 
going on. My friend explained the situation, and the man replied that he was in fact a police 
officer. After exchanging tribal names to verify identity, my friend proceeded with the 
plainclothes officer to take the two young girls back to their home, having calmed them down to 
the point where they could guide us, turn by turn to their apartment building. 

The two girls led us inside, and the police officer knocked on the first apartment door, gruffly. 
The girls’ father came down the stairwell at the noise, and the officer began disparaging him, 
going on and on about his irresponsibility. The father was embarrassed, but his face also 
conveyed disdain at the officer, that he felt he was being talked down to. He tried to explain that 
the girls’ grandfather had just died, and their mother was overwhelmed trying to keep track of 
not only their two girls, but all of the other children in building while their parents were away at 
work. After several more minutes of scolding, an old man who had gathered in the hallway 
began gently patting the arm of the officer, “aasef, we’re sorry, we’re sorry.” 

Having made his point, the officer left, with my friend and I in tow. My friend and the officer 
slapped hands in the alleyway, proud of their good deed, and we went our separate ways. Back 
at the eyeglass repair shop, my friend had left his sunglasses for a Syrian employee to tighten 
the hinge screws. “I’m sorry my sister,” he said, explaining our sudden departure and the 
incident with the two girls. At the mention of “police” the Syrian woman’s posture straightened. 
Finishing the story, my friend transitioned, “What do I owe you [for the sunglass repair]?” 
“Nothing, nothing,” she said in a flat tone, “how could I ask for payment after such kindness.” 

My friend was very proud. From his vantage, this was just another incident of Jordanian 
hospitality, and Syrian deference for the security Jordanians had endowed upon them. 
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When I [Charles] was accompanied by a Jordanian in Irbid, Syrians I spoke with were less likely to 
respond negatively about experiences with border security compared to when I was alone or 
accompanied by a Syrian. At the same time, Syrians would sometimes interject that they felt genuine 
gratitude and express praise for the Jordanian military and police for giving them a secure place to live. 
They recounted stories of ongoing violence in Syria, and how grateful they are to at least be protected 
while their friends and family continue to endure airstrikes and sniper fire back in Syria. 

Are police or the job market causing security in Irbid? 

In addition to the strength of the security system, the general lack of unrest in Irbid as also been 
attributed to the fact that “commercial activity in Irbid has continued to increase” because of 
immigration.22 Security and stability has come as much from effective economic integration as it has 
from good policing. 

The local economy & job market 
Initially in 2012 and 2013, most Syrians survived off of savings from having sold possessions back in 
Syria or money wired from family. As the conflict dragged on however, these savings dried up, and 
Syrians had to find work in several sectors including construction, shops/sales, manufacturing, 
restaurants, and agriculture. Another source of income was the humanitarian presence as it expanded 
in Jordan; today, about 25% of registered Syrian refugees have found work as volunteers in 
humanitarian organizations (See box below: “The Humanitarian Job Sector”).23 

In 2012 and 2013, Syrian wages did not usually exceed 200 Jordanian Dinars (JD) per month (281 
USD),24 because most Syrians lacked a work permit and were thus prone to exploitation from their 
employers. The lack of work permits was due to the difficult process for obtaining them and the high 
cost these permits incurred. Most of the time, the cost of the work permit would amount to 500 JD (704 

 
22 Alafi & Alfawaeer, 2014. 
23 This is an estimate based on our observations, and conversations with volunteers who are involved with the 
hiring for INGOs operating in the city. 
24 While this is an average, Irbid’s refugee population is economically diverse. Some Syrians are still underpaid 
because they are under the legal age, making them a vulnerable group in the labor market. On the other end of 
the spectrum, there is a small group of Syrians who receive high wages of up to 600 JD (845 USD) per month, 
mostly those working in specialized fields such as select artisans and restaurant chefs. 

A Syrian’s experience with security 

I [Agyead] was stopped by a patrol in Irbid on University Street and placed in the security center 
for about 12 hours. The police took me there as I had not yet been issued the security 
identification card carried by Syrian refugees. At that time, I was using my passport as an 
identification document, and I was not registered as a refugee. Even with this incident, however, 
I did not feel for a moment that I was a stranger in Irbid and Jerash, and see this as an 
exception, not a normal event. 
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USD), required extensive paperwork and time spent waiting in administrative offices, and would also 
require the employer's consent. 

There were few institutions working to protect Syrian workers in the early years of the crisis because: 
“vulnerability in a socioeconomic sense wasn’t a concern. It was all about protection,” according to one 
INGO director. However, as the refugee presence dragged on, Jordanians and EU donors began 
focusing on the issue of economic integration and protection in the workplace. The result was a London 
Conference in February 2016 that produced the "Jordan Compact” where the international 

community—still in shock from the “EU Refugee Crisis” of 2015 and seeking to keep refugees in 
countries of first asylum—pledged $12 billion to help Syrian refugees in Jordan, and in return for the aid 
money Jordan pledged to integrate 200,000 Syrian refugees into the local labor market.25 

To incentivize Syrians’ acquisition of a work permit, in April 2016 the Jordanian Ministry of Labor 
waived the fees for Syrian work permits and health certificates for employers until the end of 2018.26 As 
a result, from the beginning of 2016 to 8 Nov 2018, 122,224 permits have been issued to Syrians, 

 
25 The agreement also included $1.7 billion in grants over three years to support infrastructure projects, a ten-year 
exemption from European Union rules of origin, and custom relaxations for Jordanian producers who meet a labor 
quota of Syrian refugees. 
See Kelberer, V. (2017). “Challenges and Successes of Jordan’s Work Permit Program.” Atlantic Council. 
Available at: http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/syriasource/challenges-and-successes-of-jordan-s-work-permit-
program-for-syrian-refugees-after-one-year 
See also, Kelberer, V. (2017). Negotiating Crisis: International Aid and Refugee Policy in Jordan. Middle East 
Policy, 24(4). 
26 Jordanian Ministry of Labor. Available at: http://www.mol.gov.jo/Pages/viewpage.aspx?pageID=281 

The author’s experience with economic integration 

During my [Agyead’s] stay in Irbid and Jerash I did not work, as I failed to get a job with working 
hours that would allow for me to manage my academic schedule at university. In almost all jobs 
available to Syrians, the work day is longer than ten hours, and I did not feel that I could not 
compromise my studies just to obtain a small salary that would not cover my expenses for even 
ten days. The only jobs I would take on were sporadic opportunities and shorter employments 
during some of the university holidays. For instance, I worked for a Jordanian owner of a water 
station and in construction with a fellow Syrian. 

I decided to move to Amman in July 2014, because there are more work opportunities. I also 
had a friend who was going to be resettled in Europe and could offer me a place to stay in 
Amman, and I already had a large group of relatives living there. Two months after my stay in 
Amman, I got a job in the community media network, Radio Al Balad. Sporadically I would be 
paid a small sum of money, and by combining this with the money my family from Syria had 
sent me to complete my university studies I was able to manage my expenses better than when 
I lived in Irbid. 
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including 5,306 for women.27 Today, the average wage for most Syrians ranges from 220 to 350 JD 
(309-493 USD), and working hours became more reasonable, legally prevented from exceeding ten 
hours per day in most sectors.28 

However, the 106,000-permit figure is far below UNHCR and Jordanian targets,29 and one in four 
working Syrians still do not have a permit. Unregistered Syrian workers are still subject to delays in 
payment of wages and exclusion from social security. At times, employers will deduct a sum from the 
monthly salary of workers under the pretense that this amount is to be spent on social security, but 
instead of paying the fees to the relevant government institution these employers keep the money to 
themselves. The biggest problem facing the Syrian worker is that employers will sometimes threaten 
Syrian laborers with deportation in case they try to leave their job or voice complaints about their work 

 
27 Interview with author, Hamdan Yacoub, Ministry of Labor, Head of the Syrian Asylum Unit. For public data, see 
Jordanian Ministry of Labor. Available: http://www.jordantimes.com/news/local/jordan-issues-more-100000-work-
permits-syrians 
28 Based on conversations with Syrian workers and employers around Irbid.  
29 Meetings with Livelihoods Working Group. 

Living with Fears of Not Having a Work Permit 

While there are widespread irregular work opportunities in Irbid, they come with risks. Parents, 
mothers especially, voiced fears that their children would get caught working irregularly and get 
deported or forcibly moved back to Azraq camp. One mother we spoke to had three sons, all in 
their twenties, who all were doing well financially. However, because they all worked irregularly,  
she constantly feared they would be caught and deported. 

Young men talk about this dilemma as though facing it is their masculine responsibility to their 
family, rationalizing the risk as their share of the burden shouldering the hazards of war. Since 
they aren’t facing bombs and bullets, they can at least face down what they perceive as 
discriminatory employment laws. One teenaged refugee who works irregularly in Irbid said, “the 
people in the Ministry of Labor caught five of my friends working without a permit, and they sent 
them to jail. One of them was deported back to Syria very recently. He was working selling 
roses.” He spoke about this with a tone that said, “I could be next,” but also suggested he had a 
way out, that he could “run,” “hide,” and “wouldn’t get caught,” because he was “being smart 
about it,” meaning he wasn’t breaking other laws, wasn’t getting caught up in the drug trade or 
smuggling, and was generally staying under Jordanian radar. 

There were some attempts to create factories to employ Syrians as textile workers on the 
outskirts of Irbid, but these garment factories struggled to find either Syrians or Jordanians who 
had the relevant craft-specific skills, willingness to work overtime, and suffered from a high 
turnover rate, so these jobs remained in the hands of South and Southeast Asian migrant 
workers (Lenner & Turner, 2018). 
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conditions.30 In our conversations and experiences, 
this forced silence was especially common among 
female workers. 

Job competition: An obstacle to economic 
integration? 

The chief obstacle to economic integration is 
Jordanian fear of Syrians taking jobs, and in a 
national survey, Jordanians rated the economic 
impact of hosting Syrian refugees as their most 
pressing concern, above environmental, social, 
psychological, political, and security concerns.31 
Most Jordanians believe that because of Syrian 
refugees, unemployment has increased, housing 
and food prices have risen, the problem of beggars 
in the streets has increased, there is now a scarcity 
of basic commodities in the markets, and the 
government is less able to support Jordanians with 
subsidies. These beliefs are significantly more 
pervasive in Irbid than other municipalities like 
Ramtha and Mafraq.32 

 
30 Arab Union of Trade Unions, Mohamed Maayta 
31 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
32 Ibid. 

Syrian and Jordanian Shops 

Jordanian restrictions on work permit sectors for Syrians, and a 
weak economy has led to underemployment for both Jordanians 
and Syrians, with college educated Irbid residents often working 
in as salespeople in shops, baristas in cafes, servers or cooks in 
restaurants, or as barbers. 
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These concerns are heightened by the fact that long before the 2012 refugee crisis began, Jordan 
already suffered from a 30% unemployment rate,33 and Irbid already had pervasive complaints of “high 
rates of poverty and unemployment, the high prices of commodities, and the stagnant monthly 
salaries.”34 Jordanians’ anxieties are further escalated because Syrian workers are perceived as 
difficult competition for jobs because of their reputation across the region for being highly skilled, 
especially in certain crafts like construction, handicrafts, and food production. 

The Jordan Compact is therefore seen by average Jordanians with contempt: from their perspective, 
Europeans are choking off employment opportunities for Jordanians in order to keep Syrians off of 
German, Danish, and Austrian lawns. While the Hashemite official position is that “the livelihoods of 
Syrian refugees can be reconciled with Jordan’s economic needs,”35 every now and then populist 
unrest on the topic bubbles up to the surface. For example, Jordanian Minister of Industry and Trade 
Tariq al-Hamouri expressed his concerns during a 2018 visit to Brussels, calling on the European Union 
to either reduce the Compact’s quota on Syrian labor in Jordan, or to cancel the conditions of 
integrating Syrian labor altogether.36 

However, contrary to the narrative held by the Jordanian public, the evidence suggests Syrian labor is 
not competing with Jordanian labor. Even under the Jordan Compact, Jordanian Labor Law prohibits 
Syrians from working in most sectors, and they are currently only able to work in a specific number of 

 
33 Alafi & Alfawaeer, 2014  
34 Na'amneh & Husban, 2012 
35 Conversation with government representative with author. 
36 Al-Qralla, A. (2018). “ يأرلا ةفیحص  -  :Al Rai. Available at ”. أشنملا طیسبت دعاوق نم ةدافتسالا مدعب يبوروالا داحتالا غلبی ندرألا
http://alrai.com/article/10443389 

Local Integration, Global Context 

Before the Syrian conflict broke out in 2012, Jordan and Syria had no work permit requirements 
and open border trade policies, meaning northern Jordan and southern Syria were in many 
ways already economically integrated. Problems with unemployment then seem more 
connected with the impact of thirty years of neo-liberalization in the region that started with IMF 
and World Bank structural reforms in Jordan following its 1980s economic crisis (Alafi & 
Alfawaeer, 2014). In 1999 King Abdullah II accepted IMF investment, established a series of 
“Qualifying Industrial Zones,” and later set up the Aqaba Special Economic Zone Authority 
(ASEZA), major changes that led to massive urbanization, cost of living increases, and changes 
in job sector opportunities (Lenner & Turner, 2018) that have brought wealth to a minority of 
Jordanians with social status and wasta, or personal connections to the powerful. However, the 
majority of Jordanians have benefitted only marginally, and the country continues to have 
widespread under- and unemployment. Despite the fact that these issues are more attributable 
to structural changes than migrants, macroeconomic policy is a harder scapegoat than 
refugees. 
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professions that are undesirable to Jordanians 
including construction, loading and unloading, 
cleaning, manufacturing, and agriculture.37 

In theory, this keeps job opportunities open for 
Jordanians in desirable, high-skilled professions 
such as medicine, law, engineering, journalism, 
education, and the public sector. The low-skilled 
occupations available for Syrians have 
traditionally been held by foreign workers, in 
particularly the 520,000 Egyptians living in Jordan, 
of whom 320,000 do not have work permits.38 As 
such, Syrian labor is in competition with 
Egyptians, not Jordanians. 

Today, the Syrian workforce represents 500,000 
out of 1,200,000 non-Jordanian workers in the 
Jordanian labor market.39 While non-Syrian 
migrant workers typically send large sums of 
money outside of Jordan through remittances—
which is not beneficial for the Jordanian 
economy—this is not the case for Syrian labor, 
which spends the revenues it receives in Jordan.40 

 

 
37 It should be noted that a small number of Syrians have been able to find work in closed occupations, and some 
have even obtained a work permit to do so if their skills are in high demand and they are politically connected. 
Syrian doctors, for example, are working in Jordan’s hospitals, although they do so quietly and under Jordanian 
supervision. This does not fill demand for these jobs however, and not once in our years in Jordan have we heard 
of an instance where a Jordanian explicitly lost their job because a Syrian was hired instead. 
38 Lenner & Turner, 2018 
39 Arab Union of Trade Unions, Mohamed Maayta 
40 Egyptians are strongly incentivized to work in Jordan because of the Jordanian Dinar’s exchange rate with the 
exorbitantly highly-inflated Egyptian Pound. Making barely minimum wage in Jordan cashes out to a very 
reasonable income after trading Dinars for Pounds on arrival at Cairo’s airport. Despite the fact that most 
Egyptians do not have work permits, the Jordanian government has been blocked by Egyptian political pressure 
from carrying out deportations of Egyptian workers. Nonetheless, Jordan has begun limiting entries of Egyptians 
with strict visa laws. 

Irbid’s Money Transfer Industry 

Irbid's Asian migrant worker population has also led to a 
proliferation of international money transfer businesses. 
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Interestingly, less than half of Jordanians support 
the restrictions on the sectors Syrians are 
allowed to work,41 but half also believe Jordanian 
government welfare should only go toward 
Jordanians, not Syrians. This suggests 
Jordanians do not necessarily have a problem 
with economic integration of refugees but do 
have a problem with the international community 
putting the humanitarian burden so heavily on 
the shoulders of an economically struggling 
country like Jordan. More than 80% of 
Jordanians believe the international community 
(read EU and US), oil-rich Arab states, and other 
Arab countries should shoulder the economic 
burden of Syrian refugees, while only 27% 
percent believed the economic burden should be 
shouldered by the Jordanian public or the 
Jordanian government.42 

  

 
41 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
42 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 

The Humanitarian Job Sector 

There is pervasive rent-seeking behavior among Jordanian national and municipal leadership 
aiming to attract international humanitarian and development funds (Betts et al., 2018; Kelberer, 
2017). In Irbid, one of the most highly paid, protected, and consistently growing job sectors is 
the humanitarian space, where refugees are employed—regularly and irregularly—as fixers, 
translators, and administrators. Working for international and local organizations, Syrians 
receive transportation and luncheon allowances of an average of 13 JD per day, plus cash 
stipends and other payments. 

Nevertheless, these refugee humanitarian workers are often subjected to contracts that leave 
them without many of the work rights held by Jordanians, and they are not enrolled in social 
security. During our interviews conducted with Syrians in Irbid, some of the respondents spoke 
about occasional exploitation of Syrians workers by humanitarian organizations, as well as their 
exposure to sexual harassment by humanitarian employees, and pressure for them to do work 
outside their officially-listed responsibilities. Also, Syrians who go to work in the refugee camps 
are forced to sign a non-liability contract before they leave in the organization's cars, which 
exempts the organization from covering any work-related injuries. 

Syrian Shops in Irbid 

A Syrian eyeglass shop, one of many Syrian businesses across 
Irbid. Shops will use terms like Shami or Hareea (“free”) to allude 
to their Syrian identity 
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Economic integration: A view from the street 

Walking through the bustling streets, Syrians may be seen working in a wide range of neighborhoods, 
from the Irbid mall, to the downtown souq, or in shops along Al Hikmah and Yarmouk University.43 

Syrians work in a wide range of occupations: as baristas in cafes, attendees for narghile water pipes, 
salespeople in the electronics shops, sweets makers, construction workers (particularly medium- and 
high-skilled construction like finishing siding, tiling, or woodwork), vending food, selling flowers, 
attending gas stations, cleaning, shoe shining, or working as security guards (i.e. sitting around to ward 
off vandals or shoplifters with their presence). Syrian street kids are sometimes seen selling cigarettes, 
pantyhose, other randomly acquired goods, or manning vegetable or banana carts. They’ve learned to 
target the wealthy Jordanian university students at Starbucks knockoff cafes, especially girls, who have 
money and are typically more sympathetic to children than their male peers. 

Syrian women have created many household irregular businesses, including cooking, baking, 

handicrafts, and sewing. One woman converted a room of her apartment into a salon where she is paid 
to prepare brides for their weddings. All of this work is cash-based and informal. To our knowledge, 
these female-headed household businesses cater exclusively to other Syrians within the business-
owner’s social network. We do not know of any Jordanians who used these services. 

Most of these shops are owned by Jordanians on paper, while management and operations are de 
facto handled by Syrians. Often the official “owner” of the shop doesn’t even live in Irbid, and 

 
43 In Irbid, Syrians are subtly distinguishable from Jordanians due to their clothing and hair styles, facial features, 
and accents. 

Syrian Competition with Asian Migrant Workers? 

South and southeast Asian migrant workers have become well established in Irbid. There are 
Malaysian, Thai, Cambodian, and Chinese migrant workers (Zhengzhou is a sister city to Irbid), 
and Indonesian and other Asian Muslim students learning Arabic and sharia law in Irbid’s 
Islamic schools. New migrant-run shops sell Malay and Thai snacks and spices, while migrant-
run restaurants serve traditional southeast Asian foods like telur thata and tam yam. The walls 
of these shops are adorned with layered Islamic script over colorful paintings of distant 
southeast Asian beaches. Some of the restaurant cooks have been in Irbid for years studying 
while working on the side, catering to their peers. All of these shops sell specifically nostalgic 
goods to their own co-nationals, and as a result are not in competition with neighboring Syrian 
shwarma shops and Jordanian falafel joints. 

There were some attempts to create factories to employ Syrians as textile workers on the 
outskirts of Irbid, but these garment factories struggled to find either Syrians or Jordanians who 
had the relevant craft-specific skills, willingness to work overtime, and suffered from a high 
turnover rate, so these jobs remained in the hands of South and Southeast Asian migrant 
workers (Lenner & Turner, 2018). 
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occasionally doesn’t even live in Jordan, instead having primary residence in Europe or Turkey while 
enjoying the rents on their Jordanian properties. Many of these shops are imports from Syria, using the 
same original name from Daraa or Damascus. Others explicitly reference “Sham” in their names in an 
act of nostalgia. Still others have adopted subtle political references in their names: shops include the 
word hareea “freedom” in their names to let patrons know the shop is owned by a member of the Syrian 
opposition. 

In 2016 (the latest available data), UNHCR only provided financial assistance to 32,800 refugees in 
Irbid, or less than 30% of the Syrian population living there.44 85% of Syrian refugees receive WFP 
electronic food vouchers for between 10-20JD per month.45 Some Syrians have complained that since 
they first arrived in Irbid, their cash assistance from UNHCR has declined or been cut off. 

However, all of the Syrians we spoke with are getting by with at least the baseline for survival: food, 
water, basic shelter, and the option of schooling for children. All of the Syrians’ apartments we’ve 
visited had at least rudimentary televisions, refrigerators, and furniture. However, more “luxury” 
expenditures were too far of a reach for most, such as repairing cracked smartphone screens or fixing 
broken family cars, many of which were used to drive across the border from Syria back when it was 
still open. It appears then that there is enough economic opportunity in Irbid to get by marginally well, at 
least better than the camps, which every Syrian in Irbid described with shame, regularly referred to with 
a grim laugh as the “Syrian prisons.” 

While it is a taboo topic, the economic integration of Palestinians to Irbid offers a long-term forecast for 
Syrian economic integration. Palestinians also initially thought they would return home in a few years 
and started their presence in Jordan in camps. Today however, they are fully integrated to the economy 
of Irbid. Most of the falafel sellers and many of the bakers are Palestinian. Street venders are primarily 
Palestinian too. However, while they are able to make a living financially, only a minority have been 
able to escape this low-class labor. “This [street vending] is a possibility for Palestinians, and they make 
good money, by the way,” said one long-time Irbid Jordanian resident, “but this isn’t good for Jordanian 
men, for their future, their family,” he said. 

 
44 UNHCR 2016 
45 Ibid. 
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Only a minority of the latest generation seem to have been able to escape this trap. Young Palestinian 
women might marry into Jordanian families, although marriages in the other direction—male 
Palestinian, female Jordanian—are unknown. For Palestinian men, upward economic mobility comes 
through innovation. For example, two Palestinian brothers, both born in Jordan, had escaped this class 
trap, setting up a chic knock-off Starbucks coffee shop that caters to posh Jordanian young people who 
attend Yarmouk University in slick designer clothes while a Malaysian girl sweeps the café’s floors. 

Syrian Investments in Irbid 

Most of the international development in Jordan has taken place in Amman, coming from investors and 
direct foreign investment from the Arab Gulf and the EU, which has resulted in price hikes and cost of 
living spikes across the city. By contrast, Irbid has flown under the radar, and investment has been 
more local or regional. While some projects in Irbid have been sponsored by abroad, such as an 
expansion of the city’s water infrastructures by USAID, most investment has come from Jordanians and 
Syrians. 

Al Hassan Industrial City in Irbid hosts a number of Syrian factories that have been relocated from 
Syria. These factories have had a positive impact on the agricultural and manufacturing sectors in the 
region, employing a large number of both Jordanian and Syrian workers. In a visit to the Industrial City, 
one factory manager said that the number of workers reached 770 in 2018, out of which 170 are Syrian. 

Integrating by Adopting a Consumerist Culture of Shame 

Al Balih, or the downtown market of Irbid, has a “culture of shame,” surrounding its second-
hand, old, “smelly” bagged clothes and other low quality, low-cost goods (Na'amneh & Husban, 
2012). We spoke to one widow who was on her way downtown to buy these secondhand pants 
for her children. She didn’t speak about these clothes emotionally: she had been through 
warfare, smuggling, and personal loss, so designer labels were a minor concern next to these 
experiences. Clothing was a necessity. If it covered the requisite parts of the body, then it was 
good enough. However, both Syrians and Jordanians regularly work to show off class and social 
status through consumer labels and goods, more often knock off than real. Foreign goods, like 
Real Madrid football jerseys, are preferred over domestic or regional goods. 

This consumerist classicism is catalyzed by the university crowds in Irbid who are exposed to 
Western imagery and “modernism” in advertisements, TV, and video games. They know 
designer brands and can distinguish not just Ray Ban sunglasses from other less desirable 
brands, but different degrees of Ray Bans: most desirable and most expensive are the real 
ones; next are the high-quality knock offs that are fake, but still have polarized lenses and 
quality metal frames; and finally are the low quality knock offs that misspell “Ray Ban” on the 
side and will break in a couple of weeks. 

Integrating to Irbid for both Syrians and newly urbanizing Jordanians is then as much about 
connecting with each other as it is about adopting a new global consumerist culture. 
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However, he also noted that seven years ago the percentage of Syrians were far greater, when the 
factory employed 150 Syrian workers and 150 Jordanian workers. New Jordanian government quotas 
have required Syrians be employed at a maximum of 20% of a business’s labor force, requiring 80% to 
be Jordanian workers. This factory manager pointed out that other restrictions on Syrians in Jordan, 
such as the inability to obtain a driver's license, makes it hard for Syrians to hold down jobs and pushes 
many to emigrate elsewhere or return to Syria. 

According to a survey presented by the Chamber of Industry in Irbid in 2015,46 only 3% of small- and 
medium-sized Syrian industrial development groups have chosen to invest in Jordan. Instead, Syrian 
investment and manpower are going to Turkey and Egypt where restrictions are lower, such that 70% 
and 25% of Syrian industrial developers have invested there, respectively. 

In an effort to achieve domestic job protection, Jordan seems to be missing out on an opportunity for 
development through economic integration with Syria’s displaced industries and investors. Where 
southern Syria and northern Jordan were economically integrated before the current conflict, with 
virtually no restrictions on labor or cross border trade, the conflict has led to a severing of the two 
regions, with regional investments directed toward areas more open for business. 

[Insert banks 1992 v. 2018 map] 

Jordanian economic emigration 

While Syrians in Irbid have found or created jobs to eek by, long-time Irbid residents seeking upward 
mobility see no future there. They pursue one of two strategies: move to Amman or move abroad. 

 
46 Al Ahli. (2015). “ ندرألا نم يروسلا رامثتسالا درطی تالیھستلا  :Available at ”. بایغ :دبرا ةعانص
https://maqar.com/2015/05/06/%D8%B5%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8%D8%AF-%D8%BA%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%A8-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B3%D9%87%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D9%8A%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AB/ 



refugeesintowns.org 35 

This is especially pervasive among young people. A male Jordanian university student we spoke to 
who is one semester from graduating said, “I can’t find work here [in Irbid], maybe I’d find a job for 400 
JD, but that’s the best you could possibly find.” After he graduates, he plans to go to Amman to find a 
higher salary job in business administration. His classmates study French, German, or English, looking 
for work abroad. 

Syrians at the Gym: Observations on de facto Economic Integration & Class 

Being able to check the employment box does not in and of itself mean economic integration 
has been entirely achieved. Even if businesses employ Syrians, issues of class and gender 
stratification remain. A gym I [Charles] attended provides a good example. 

The gym’s front desk worker was a Syrian from Daraa. He spent his time flicking through photos 
on his phone, or occasionally collecting money from patrons at the snack bar for cans of beans 
or Snickers as inexpensive protein supplement. He wanted to take classes at Yarmouk 
University, across the street, but the fees were prohibitive. He also wanted to leave and go to 
the US or Europe, and saw his only shot was getting a student visa, but this required learning 
English or German, and those classes were also too expensive. 

The gym owner and the fitness instructors were Jordanian. These men spent their time strutting 
around the gym in tight-fitting Adidas track suits and knockoff Yeezy Boost sneakers, posing for 
selfies in front of equipment, and shouting “yella, go, go,” at less toned Jordanian clients who 
wore less form-fitting athletic shirts and cheaper shoes. The gym’s patrons included a mix of 
Jordanians, as well as Asian migrant young men. These different nationalities were always 
respectful of each other but did not mix, exercising on separate machines. 

The gym was all men. A female Saudi colleague of mine spoke with a Syrian refugee mother in 
2016 who described how she had loved going to the gym. It was just a few blocks from her 
residence, but her neighbors and friends in her building didn’t think it was appropriate for her to 
be there, so she stopped going. She remained eager to go out and do all sorts of different 
activities, but she felt scorned, and did not have the money or enough friends with similar 
interests to go out and engage with the city, and so she started staying at home all day. 
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This is true of all sectors, not just high-skilled work. One young barber in Irbid said he wants to go to 
Amman to find work cutting hair because you can make better wages and tips than in Irbid. He’s lived in 
Irbid all his life, and prefers the slower pace of life here, but he can’t make enough money working in 
Irbid to buy a nice house, a prerequisite to getting a wife. He still messages his ex-girlfriend who he 
grew up with in Irbid: she left him when she went to college in Amman because she saw a better life 
there. 

Expansion of Banking and Finances 

Banks expanded in number across Irbid since the 1980s to accommodate Jordan’s urbanizing 
population. Many of these banks have installed super modern ATMs since 2012 to 
accommodate cash distribution by INGOs like UNHCR that requires advanced retinal scanners. 
There has also been a growth in money transfer shops to countries of origin like Syria, but also 
Asian countries and Europe. In University Circle alone there are five new money transfer shops 
with shiny new glass facades that are always bustling, day and night. 

Work or Welfare: Refugee calculations on becoming economically integrated 

The current welfare regime for Syrian refugees in Jordan makes it a difficult choice whether it 
makes more sense to work or rely on cash assistance. The amount of cash assistance varies 
depending on number of dependents and ratios of the family who are able to work among other 
factors, but for most, there is an insignificant improvement in wages moving from aid to labor. 
The migrant minimum wage is only 150 JD per month, while the Jordanian minimum wage is 
220 JD, a recent increase from 190 JD. 

UNHCR relies on a complex econometric vulnerability model and data collected from household 
and individual surveys to determine cash assistance amounts, and regularly gets complaints 
from Syrians that the amounts being distributed in no way correlate with their needs. Refugees 
we spoke with complained of having their cash assistance reduced or being taken off of cash 
assistance programming without explanation. Most believed amounts of cash assistance were 
arbitrary or believed that taking a job would result in loss of aid, disincentivizing them from 
finding or reporting employment while overreporting family size, and injuries or sicknesses in the 
family. 
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Meanwhile, Jordanians from Irbid have begun migrating in large numbers to the Gulf. Usually men 
leave first, then after receiving a resident’s permit after four years, they bring their family. Up to that 
point they send remittances and return as often as possible to see their families. This emigration is 
eroding the tightly-knit families that have been a centerpiece of Jordanian culture for centuries. One 
long-time Irbid resident left a beautiful home overlooking an olive grove in Irbid Province, leaving his 
parents, siblings, nephews and nieces, to take a job working in the Arab Gulf. He makes good money, 
but misses being with his family in his home. After reciting a beautiful Islamic song in harmony with his 
brothers, he said, "I don't sing in in Kuwait. My colleagues, they ask me, but I don't like to. It's lonely 
there. Not like here. Whenever I'm here, with the family, then I sing.” 

His son talks about how much money there is in Kuwait, and when visiting Irbid to see his 
grandparents, uncles, and aunts, he prodded one of his uncles about why he still has an “old” iPhone 7. 
This young man, displaced from Irbid for economic reasons far beyond his understanding, is respectful, 
intelligent, and hardworking, but the glitzy imagery and materialist attitude of the Arab Gulf is clearly 
taking him away from his Jordanian roots. “I bought land in Irbid by the way,” said his father, “and one 
day inshallah [God willing] I'll build a house there," he said, but for now he's still living in a rented house 
in the Gulf, only in Irbid on holidays. 

Integrating by Pretending to be Western 

In Irbid, newly opening Jordanian restaurants have a different survival strategy than newly 
opening Syrian and other migrant-run restaurants. For Jordanian restaurants, the best business 
tactic is to target the newly urbanized college youths who have a fetish for Western imagery and 
“modernism.” The most popular shwarma joint in the Al Afrah neighborhood is Jordanian owned 
but employs Syrians, Palestinians, and Jordanians in the kitchen, or as delivery drivers. It has a 
chic minimalist European-style logo and interior and its name is written out in English script, not 
Arabic. It is always bustling, and the wait for a sandwich can be an hour even off the peak lunch 
hour. There are numerous American-style burger and fried chicken joints springing up too. As a 
counter example, also in Al Afrah is another Jordanian shwarma shop with an old Arabic 
calligraphy logo and more traditional seating: typically, it has only one or two patrons, usually 
old men with tightly cropped haircuts popular among Bedouin ex-army officers. To succeed, 
Jordanian restaurants sell out to the desire of young people, who, at least during their lunch 
break, can pretend to leave Irbid and be somewhere Western. Until they get their degree and 
can emigrate from the city, eating at a hamburger will do. 

By contrast, one of the most popular Syrian shwarma restaurants in the adjacent Al Abrar 
neighborhood is widely known to be almost entirely Syrian staff and attracts co-nationals who 
crave the familiar taste of home. Just down the road from there is a Malaysian-Thai restaurant, 
operated by Asian migrants and always filled with Asian young men who chat, play cards, or kill 
time gaming or chatting on their mobile devices. The food there is cheap, and it is always 
packed. No Arabic is spoken there, the food is all southeast Asian in style, and the sitting area is 
packed with imported southeast Asian dried fish, spices, and candies. For newly opened 
migrant restaurants, they succeed by becoming places of nostalgia. 
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A 20-year-old male Irbid resident spent ten years growing up in Kuwait while his father worked for a 
news media station there. Upon return to Irbid, he struggled to reintegrate to the Jordanian high school 
system. “I was fucked up,” he said. “Some kids they can do it, deal with the move, but me, no,” he 
chuckled. He dropped out senior year of high school, and now works odd jobs despite perfect fluency in 
English and a sharp mind. 

Sugar-Coated Integration 

Almost all of the sweets shops in Irbid are now Syrian owned. These shops moved from 
Damascus, Daraa, and Idlib to Irbid, keeping their original name, maintaining their same 
operating procedures, and same logos, and often the same staff. These include Alsnbula 
Sweets, Abidu Sweets, Alquba Aldimshqyah Sweets, and Geet Bwaatak. 

Bikdash ice cream is maybe the most famous Syrian ice cream shop, a transplant from 
Damascus. The shop has a clean seating area, and a massive floor space for drying pistachio 
toppings that cover the thick vanilla ice cream on a layer of honey. Bikdash is a thriving 
business, and they have expanded to open seven locations in Amman, one in Zarqa, and now 
one in Irbid. 

Nafisa may be the most famous Syrian sweets shop, loved by both Jordanians and Syrians. The 
famous Jordanian sweet kaneffeh was in fact originally from Nablus and was brought to Jordan 
and Syria through historic regional trade. 

These sweets shops succeeded for three reasons: 1. Syrians brought relevant skills with them 
from Syria, meaning they did not need to learn new skills, 2. Sweets shops have a low startup 
cost because of low production costs, and 3. Syrians have a well-established reputation across 
the region for making exceptional food products, raising local demand (“The Syrians make the 
best ice cream,” said one long-time Irbid resident). These features allowed the small Bikdash 
shop to survive against the competition of imported ice cream—like Jabri, a subsidiary of Al-
Naseem Food Industries, based in Misurata, Libya and employing some 600-international 
staff—and domestic competition such as the Jordanian-made Eisberg ice cream, a subsidiary of 
an Amman-based company, Sujab Industrial, that employs some 500 workers. 

In contrast to the thriving businesses like Bikdash or Nafisa, other livelihoods-generating 
initiatives from the large INGOs in Irbid don’t take consumer preferences or existing skills into 
consideration, and put Syrians to work in say, textile factories, where there is neither demand 
for Syrian made textile products nor pre-existing skills among Syrian refugees. 
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The healthcare system 
The first medical care most Syrian refugees receive is at Za’atari camp, or the medical facilities nearby 
at the Rukban and Hadalat border crossings. One young man we spoke with was saved by doctors in 
Za’atari after being taken to the border from Syria having been shot and experiencing severe blood 
loss. However, after recovering, he came to hate the camp. He didn’t know anyone there, felt trapped, 
and had a very limited diet without meat or vegetables. Eventually he left and settled in Irbid, prefers life 
there, and feels healthier even though he doesn’t have a job and isn’t in school. His story is a common 
trajectory. 

Typically, by the time refugees reach Irbid, critical care and urgent health issues have been resolved at 
the border crossing or the camps, meaning the demand from Irbid’s healthcare system focuses on long-
term care like malnutrition, diabetes, and occasionally physical therapy for refugees’ injuries. 
International pharmaceutical industries have found in Irbid a boomtown, supplying vast amounts of 
medical supplies like diabetes insulin. The industry provides well-paying jobs to Syrians and Jordanians 
alike, however, insiders describe a massive pharmaceutical bubble where drugs are traded on the 
black market while companies rake in profits from contracts with international humanitarian 
organizations that are never verified to be fulfilled. 
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Looming health risks for refugees and hosts: Smoking, sugar, and lack of exercise 

Smoking, poor diet, and lack of cardiovascular exercise are clear health threats for all 
populations of Irbid, Jordanians and refugees alike, despite receiving little attention from the 
international humanitarian or development communities. 

Smoking is much more pervasive among men than women: a quarter of school aged boys 
smoke while 10% of girls smoke.1 The appeal is clear: shisha cafes have brightly colored 
decorations and lights, are packed with TVs showing live soccer matches, blare the latest pop 
songs, and are one of the only affordable places where youth can hang out in co-ed groups 
freely without drawing disdainful looks. Young men spend all afternoon and night sitting in 
groups around tables, with a water pipe to their right and pack of cigarettes to the left, 
alternating between both. 

We have to admit, it is hard to socialize in Irbid without smoking. Like in Western cities one 
might go to the bar to chat over drinks, Syrians and Jordanians alike will socialize by passing 
around the hose of a water pipe. To abstain from the habit, is to be excluded from many 
important informal exchanges of information and bonding opportunities. I [Charles] found some 
of my most uninhibited and interesting conversations occurred after begrudgingly sitting down to 
take drags of “double apple” or “mint lemon” smoke. If you want to socially integrate in Irbid, you 
have to pay for it in lung health. 

While smoking is pervasive, exercise is not. The Al-Hassan Sports City, built in 1990, is an 
enormous sports complex in Irbid, but in my [Charles’] time there, I never saw it used, and the 
concrete and metal were fading on the outside from lack of use. Gyms are widespread and 
common in Irbid, but exercise is almost all weight lifting or resistance machines. Treadmills or 
other low intensive cardiovascular exercises connected with health benefits are less popular. 
Soccer (football) was once a widespread exercise activity, especially for young men, but today, 
playing FIFA on Play Station game consoles is far more popular than kicking a ball around for 
real. Why get sweaty and tired when you can play football while smoking a cigarette and sipping 
a Pepsi (see Box: What young men do in Irbid when they’re not in school). 

Finally, both Jordanian and Syrian diets are heavy with breads, meats, and sugary drinks—
heavily sweetened tea and soda—which are showcased prominently on the table at every meal. 
Diabetes rates across the Middle East are, as a result, astronomical,1 and other health issues 
from excessive calorie consumption are sure to come soon. 

The long-term health effects of lack of cardiovascular exercise, poor diet, and smoking will be 
profound for Irbid, but they are not typically mentioned as concerns for refugees in the 
international humanitarian community, as this is seen as a development or public health 
problem. While immunization campaigns have been successful for Syrian refugees,1 the 
epidemics of smoking, sedentism, and poor diet are unaddressed, pervasive, and growing 
among both refugees and hosts. 



refugeesintowns.org 41 

Most Jordanians believe that because of Syrian refugees, the availability of medicine is now scarce.47 
Cost of medicine is in fact expensive, and prices have increased since 2012, but costs usually stay 
within household budgets. Importantly, the cost of medicine has increased for everyone in Irbid, Syrians 
and Jordanians alike: when asked, both in 2016 and 2018, the number one monthly expense Syrians 
mentioned after housing were medicine and doctors. 

There is a pervasive opinion among Jordanians that because of the arrival of Syrians, medical 
treatment is now less available.48 However, only 8% of visitors to healthcare facilities in Irbid are 
Syrians,49 suggesting increasing wait times has more to do with population growth and urbanization 
than simply the arrival of refugees. 

[Insert map of medical facilities 1992 v. 2018] 

On paper, many of the Syrians in Irbid are either unregistered or still registered as living in a camp, 
however in practice 96% of refugees in Jordan report seeking out healthcare when they need it 
regardless of their registration status, according to a 2014 study.50 Despite the fact that most report 
seeking healthcare, some Syrians remain unaware of where and how to access healthcare services,51 
and wait times and unavailability of appointments are the most commonly reported barrier to accessing 
healthcare among urban Syrian refugees.52 

The issue for healthcare services is then about capacity and quality of healthcare, especially for 
psychosocial care, which is accessible to less than half of urban Syrian refugees who need it.53 “Even 
before the uprising began,” write Ay et al. (2016), “major depressive disorder was the second cause of 
the disability-adjusted life year” for Syrians. There are gender-specific issues with healthcare too: 
women report a scarcity of female healthcare providers to provide gynecology and other culturally 
sensitive care,54 and report dealing with the physical and emotional burdens of rape and other sexual 
and gender-based violence that are not widely being treated. 

The Transportation System 
Most Jordanians believe that because of Syrian refugees, traffic congestion has increased.55 The road 
system “is currently ineffective and cannot accommodate the large traffic demand.”56 Roads are too 
narrow, cannot be widened because of the layout of buildings, and have a deficit of parking lots, leading 
to people parking in the streets and further compounding traffic flow issues. Although some innovators 

 
47 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
48 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
49 Ay et al. 2016 
50 Ay et al. 2016 
51 Abisaab et al., 2014 
52 Ay et al., 2016 
53 Ay et al., 2016, Krause et al., 2015 
54 Abisaab et al., 2014 
55 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
56 Al-Kheder et al. 2009 
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have begun standing in abandoned lots as informal valets for cash, this hardly presents a sustainable 
solution. 

There is no rail system in Irbid, and the closest thing to public transit are the many microbuses that 
crisscross the city. Taxis are taken only by affluent members of society. Some Syrians refugees own 
cars, driven across the border from Syria, but most can’t afford to maintain them, so when they break 
down, the cars are abandoned. Among lower income Syrians, carpooling in someone’s van is a more 
efficient way of getting around than owning and maintaining a car. 

This lack of capacity in Irbid’s transportation system presents an obstacle to both economic and 
healthcare integration, as refugees say lack of affordable transportation to workplaces and medical 
facilities are a primary barrier to accessing these services.57 

Water & Waste Management 
Daily functions of Irbid have been stressed by both 
urbanization and the arrival of Syrians. 

Fresh water distribution by truck, for example, went 
from a daily activity to occurring once weekly. To 
meet demand from city population growth, there has 
been a rise of private water sellers using 
desalinization and illegal pumps to increase 
supply.58 Water resources seem an insurmountable 
obstacle for Jordan’s cities, as the country is the 
second water poorest country in the world, and the 
national water management plan up to 2035 will not 
meet demand as underground aquifers are being 
rapidly depleted by Saudi agriculture, and the 
Jordan river has been diverted upstream to Israeli 
consumption.59 

Meanwhile, waste management seems stressed, 
and most Jordanians believe that because of Syrian 
refugees, municipalities are no longer able to handle 
waste management.60 However,  trash trucks do come by consistently at least once a week to pick up 
garbage before the bins overflow, and the streets are kept relatively clean compared to other cities in 
the developing world. The issue with waste management in Irbid seems less to do with capacity, and 
more to do with a lack of understanding about good garbage disposal practices from newly urbanized 

 
57 Ay et al., 2016, Krause et al., 2015 
58 Al-Tabini, A.R. et al. 2011  
59 Ministry of Water and Irrigation, 2016 
60 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 

Water shortages in Irbid 

A water truck refills an apartment’s rooftop reservoir in a Syrian-
dense neighborhood. Because the reduction in water truck 
deliveries from daily to weekly corresponded with the arrival of 
Syrian refugees, Irbid residents blame water shortages on 
increased consumption from Syrians, not on regional water 
shortages or overall urbanization and national population growth. 
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residents, both Syrians 
and Jordanians alike. 
Despite widespread add 
campaigns on TV about 
the importance of using 
trash cans, Irbid residents 
regularly throw garbage 
in the streets, rather than 
in the proper receptacles, 
and burning garbage in 
alleyways and empty lots 
regularly fills the city’s air 
with the smell of 
smoldering plastic. 

The Urban Impact of UNHCR? 
The local UNHCR office is on the outskirts of the Irbid, in the new, exclusive, and wealthy neighborhood 
of Jadeed. UNHCR’s presence seems to have had little impact on the city, compared to how the over-
saturation of Western humanitarian workers and consultants in the capitol city have caused spikes in 
rental prices and transformed whole neighborhoods into strips of Western coffee shops, clothing stores, 
and cheeseburger joints, more reminiscent of Greenwich Village than old Amman. 

Most Syrian refugees in Irbid speak dismissively of UNHCR, saying they’ve only interacted with them 
once or twice over the five plus years they’ve lived In Jordan, and have received little help from them. 
Of the Syrians in Irbid we asked specifically about this topic, 20% said they had never approached 
UNHCR and didn’t intend to. 

The biggest impact of UNHCR’s presence has been from its cash assistance programs. As a result, 
banks have retrofitted their ATMS with retinal scanners to handle cash distribution. Refugees describe 
the protruding retina scanners give off a paranoid, “being watched” feeling, and seem to add to 
anxieties of dependence. 

From this injection of cash, cost of housing has increased (see housing section, above),61 with Syrian 
refugees outbidding low-income Jordanians for apartments. Commodities prices have increased, too. 
The INGO community’s impact in Irbid is then mostly a fiscal one, injecting cash into the city’s economy 
resulting in predictable inflation. 

 
61 Alafi & Alfawaeer, 2014 

What a mess: Service limitations, or slow changes to behaviors? 

Waste management infrastructures exist, but norms of proper garbage disposal and recycling are still not 
widely adopted. 



refugeesintowns.org 44 

 
Syrian Refugee Experiences with UNHCR’s Irbid Office 

UNHCR has a registration and a work office in Irbid, both on the very edges of the city in the 
Jadeed neighborhood. Way out there the sounds of the city give way to birds and the 
countryside. Jadeed literally means “new,” and is almost entirely recent modern construction—
shiny white apartments and villas spaced wide apart—that does not look like other 
neighborhoods of Irbid. It is immediately clear who lives here, and who is a Syrian visiting for a 
registration session. Residents wear Western attire (polos and button-down shirts), drive nice 
cars, and have south Asian house cleaners, while Syrian visitors arrive in packed buses wearing 
typically drab, affordable, and more traditional clothing. 

As a refugee approaches the main entrance road to the UNHCR registration office, they pass a 
looming wall painted with a mural of the Jordanian royal family’s faces, with AH64 attack 
helicopters circling King Abdullah II’s head: there is no mistaking who is charge of the country 
as you approach UNHCR. 

The UNHCR office is closed in the evenings, so Syrians have to take time off of work to visit for 
their registration or other meetings. Usually unable to access or afford childcare, the whole 
family comes, making a day of the outing. The registration center is a one-hour hilly walk from 
downtown Irbid where Syrians actually live, so families pack plastic bags of lunch, hiking 
through the hills with kids in tow. There is also a small parking area for anyone who might own a 
car, and some Syrians organize car pools from downtown with friends who own vans. A taxi to 
the neighborhood from downtown is 1-2 JD one way, but the only people who arrive in Jadeed 
by taxi are the wealthy Jordanian children living in the neighborhood’s villas returning from their 
private schools downtown twice a day: once for lunch, and once in the evening. 

Both of the UNHCR offices in Irbid are walled compounds, following the “push back” security 
requirements imposed since the bombing of the UN headquarters in Baghdad in 2003. The 
registration center is a big white tent with benches that refugees enter after passing through 
several layers of security checks. Inside the tent, numbers are called out over a loudspeaker to 
refugees waiting on the benches. Each registration renewal takes about 15 minutes to process, 
and each new case takes 45 minutes, although special protection cases or those without 
documents can go longer. 

”I went there but they didn't do anything,” or “they’re no help at all,” was a common refrain 
among Syrians living in Irbid, highlighting the peripheral role of INGOs for refugees in Irbid. Of 
those we spoke to, there was lots of confusion among Syrians about what INGOs provide what 
services, with many telling us they were registered with “DRC” (Danish Refugee Council), for 
example. When asking them to clarify if they meant UNHCR, they brushed off the question 
dismissively as if it didn’t matter. Other Syrians were more pointed in their critique: when asked 
about UNHCR, it was not uncommon to get a knee-jerk reaction of “yah haram!” a religiously-
tinged expression of strong disapproval and disappointment. Cash assistance programs then 
seem to be effective in their efficiency, but ineffective at communicating to refugees where the 
cash is coming from. 

  

On paper, a motivation for going through the effort to register with UNHCR is raising the 
possibility of winning the lottery and being selected for resettlement. One family we met had 
applied for resettlement with UNHCR in 2013 a year after arriving in Irbid. After three years they 
were told the application was “put on hold,” but they are still waiting, albeit with tempered 
optimism. In the meantime, they’re finding informal work for cash, and living in an apartment by 
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Refugee, Jordanian, and Other 
Migrant experiences with integration 
Having outlined all the ways refugees have impacted the city of Irbid, we aim to describe what it feels 
like for migrants and hosts to live in Irbid and experience the long process of de facto integration. 

First experiences on arrival in Irbid 
Agyead arrived in Irbid at the start of the conflict like many Syrians did, regularly, and fully expecting to 
return home soon. 

When I [Agyead] first stepped out of the doors of Queen Alia airport in 2013, I was struck by a feeling of 
familiarity and belonging. I had arrived at 2 am, and it was the first time I had ever visited Jordan. No 
one was waiting for me at the airport, and I had to rely on myself to get to my friend's house in Jabal Al-
Hussein in Amman. Like a local, I did not take a taxi from the airport, but instead used the local bus to 
get to the Dakhiliyya Circle. I think this sense of familiarity instilled a sense of comfort in me, which was 
heightened thanks to the gracious cooperation and kind treatment of the people I met when I first 
arrived. Already on the bus back from the airport, the fellow passengers were patient with my many 
questions that centered on the names of the areas we passed and how much time was left until we 
reached our destination. 

Two days after arriving in Amman I decided to go to Irbid to meet with Siddiqui, one of my friends from 
back home who had left Syria several months earlier. I arrived in Irbid at 10 pm, and we met up near 
the Al-Manar clinics on University Street, which also happens to be the area where most Syrians in 
Irbid congregate and reside. When I arrived in Irbid, I did not feel like a stranger because of the great 
similarity in dialect and in the norms for dealing with others. Even the booking system at the bus that 
took me to Irbid was familiar to me, and I felt like I had lived in this place before. 

Syrian Refugee Experiences with UNHCR’s Irbid Office (cont.) 

On paper, a motivation for going through the effort to register with UNHCR is raising the 
possibility of winning the lottery and being selected for resettlement. One family we met had 
applied for resettlement with UNHCR in 2013 a year after arriving in Irbid. After three years they 
were told the application was “put on hold,” but they are still waiting, albeit with tempered 
optimism. In the meantime, they’re finding informal work for cash, and living in an apartment by 
themselves in downtown Irbid, a literal mountain away from Jadeed. 
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At this time, Siddiqui was living in a village in the countryside of Irbid. After a three-hour tour of the city, 
I went with Siddiqui to his house where he lived with his family. The house itself belongs to his 
Jordanian cousin. When I arrived in the countryside, I immediately felt at home, even more so than 
when I had been in the city. There is a great degree of similarity between the feel of the streets and the 
villages in the countryside in Jordan, and the area where I’m from in southern Syria. This was 
especially apparent in how houses were distributed, the customs and traditions of Jordanian rural 
society, the organization of village life, and even in the presence of many cars with Syrian plates.62 

Social & cultural integration 
On a superficial level, social and cultural integration has been easy. For Jordan and Syria, the food is 
more or less the same, the religion the same, the language the same, and customs and mannerisms 

 
62 In the early years of the conflict when the border was still open, many families simply loaded their possessions 
into the family car and drove across the border. 

Syrian Experiences with Palestinian-Jordanian Social Exclusion 

Syrians report that they sometimes encounter hate speech in day to day activities. Some have 
reported their belief that the majority of the people engaging in this kind of behavior were 
Jordanians of Palestinian origin. Of those we spoke to, these Palestinian Syrians were also 
blamed by Syrians for exploitation in the workplace. Some Palestinian Jordanians described a 
negative attitude to Syrians due to their belief that the aid given to Syrians is derived from the 
same donors that fund them through UNRWA. 

And Palestinians’ fears that they are being abandoned by the international community are not 
without evidence on the ground: the UNHCR office for Syrian refugees in Irbid is a clean new 
compound in the wealthiest neighborhood of the city, while the UNRWA offices are sad, 
weathered buildings with dirty and disintegrating flags and signage out front located in poor 
neighborhoods downtown. As such, they feel that the Syrian presence in Jordan has led to a 
decrease in international aid that they previously received. Furthermore, some Palestinian 
Jordanians dislike Syrians due to their political positions, believing the Syrian regime has 
supported the Palestinian cause while most Syrians in Jordan are against the regime. 

Syrians face discrimination and hate speech coming from other groups of the Jordanian 
population too. This is generally due to the widespread conviction that Syrian refugees have 
caused the economic crisis in Jordan. This conviction is spread by the government itself, who 
often reports on the issues caused by Syrians in official statements and reports. This conviction 
stands in contrast to academic studies that suggest that the Syrian refugee crisis was beneficial 
to the Jordanian economy by attracting foreign donors (see for example Akeed, 2018). As such, 
economists believe that the Syrian refugee crisis has become a “scapegoat” that helps the 
government evade responsibility for its own failure to improve the situation in Jordan (See for 
example AmmanNet, 2018). 
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are similar. Many Syrian Irbid residents we spoke to have chosen not to emigrate to Europe—even in 
cases where they had the means to do so—because they prefer a familiar way of life in Jordan. Almost 
all of the Syrians we’ve spoken with in Irbid report that their neighbors are friendly and do not present 
problems. Their relations are fine. 

However, few Syrians have close or strong relationships with Jordanians that went beyond basic 
respect and dignity. Even stronger relationships through marriage are virtually nonexistent. While we do 
know of a few Syrian-Jordanian marriages from before the war, we de do not know of any cases from 
after the conflict began, and most Jordanians oppose Syrian-Jordanian intermarriage.63 

However, there are subtle distinguishing features between Jordanians and Syrians, in the way each 
group dresses, wears their hair, and speaks in a unique accent. Al Hamraa cigarettes, as an example, 
are the most popular among Syrians, while Jordanians prefer other brands like Gauloises. Unable to 
hide their origins, young Syrian men report it is difficult to make friends in Irbid. After three years living 
in southwestern Irbid, one young Syrian man said his only close friend was a connection from before 
the war who was still stuck in Syria serving in the army. He tells his friend in Syria not to come to 
Jordan “because it isn’t their country,” and he “won’t feel welcome here.” 

 
63 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
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The biggest obstacle to social integration in Irbid is a conservative culture that makes social integration 
difficult: in Irbid it is considered weird to approach strangers with a smile and make friends. The only 
kinds of social interactions in Irbid that might allow someone to meet a stranger are high cost activities, 
like riding in a taxi, or going out and getting coffee, while low cost activities only normally take place 

within one’s existing national and social group, like going out for shisha or getting a haircut. There are 
virtually no low-cost activities in Irbid that make meeting strangers easy. 

Activity Cost Difficulty meeting someone from another 
social/national group 

Playing in a public park Low High – public parks are unused in Irbid 

Riding in a taxi High Low – it is easy to chat with drivers or shared 
passengers 

Going out for coffee High Low – it is easy to chat with other people 

Going out for shisha Low High – Different nationalities or new people rarely mix 
over shisha. It is a bonding activity for in-groups 

Reflections on why the author had few experiences with discrimination 

Throughout my [Agyead’s] stay in Jordan I have developed relationships with a diverse group of 
people, including Syrians, Jordanians, Palestinians, and Western migrants. In Irbid, most of my 
relations were with Syrians. In university, however, I formed a group of close relations with 
some of my Jordanian colleagues. Indeed, all my colleagues and professors at the university 
had a positive attitude to me and my background, except for a professor of Palestinian origin. 
Most of these relationships continued after graduating from university, and I am still in contact 
with some friends from that period. One of these Jordanian friends eventually became my 
housing partner in Amman and we maintained a very close relationship until he decided to travel 
outside Jordan and we fell out of frequent contact. During the last year of my stay in Amman, I 
also became friends with Western migrants. These relationships mainly developed in work 
settings. Since my arrival to Jordan, my contact with my family in Syria has been continuous 
through daily interactions on social media, and I have remained close to my family in Jordan 
with frequent visits and calls. 

I think I felt like I was accepted as a local because I was a university student, where faculty and 
staff were welcoming, and did not participate in the labor market, so I did not face the common 
workplace discrimination other Syrians encounter. Moreover, when I began to work, I was 
mostly working with Syrian media organizations and INGOs. As such, I only really began to face 
hate speech and racism during the last year of my stay in Amman, when I had lost my previous 
jobs and started looking for work in Jordanian institutions. At this point, I got more direct 
experience with the exploitation of Syrians. 
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Getting a hair cut Low High – Syrians tend to go to Syrian barbers, 
Jordanians to Jordanian barbers 

Going to a restaurant to 
eat 

High Low – It is easy to chat with servers, the restaurant 
owner, or other patrons 

Eating at home Low High – Strangers and acquaintances are almost never 
invited over for dinner 

Meeting your neighbor Low High – it is considered strange to start talking 
randomly to neighbors 

Playing soccer Low High – Different social groups and nationalities rarely 
mix on the football pitch 

Going to the gym High Low – It is easy to chat with other people at the gym, 
but memberships aren’t affordable 

The only opportunity for refugees to expand social connections seems to be meeting their neighbor. 
This suggests that in Irbid there is the opportunity for refugees to create a small number of deep and 
strong social connections with Jordanians, but not the opportunity to create wide or dense social 
connections with a large number of people. 

The second biggest obstacle to social integration is the ebb of sympathy toward Syrians by Jordanians. 
At the start of the conflict, the tone of Irbid was ahlan wa sahlan, hello and welcome! This warm 
conviviality was rooted in Bedouin culture, where traditionally a guest may stay in a Bedouin’s tent, 
given food, water, tea, and shelter for three full days and nights before they are even expected to reveal 
their name or why they are there. However, as the conflict dragged on, it became clear Syrians were 
not returning home anytime soon, and the humanitarian community flooded in to give relief to Syrians 
(but not poor Jordanians), the Jordanian publics’ sympathy towards Syrians had declined.64 In a 2016 
national poll, most Jordanians report an increase in “psychological pressure,” because of the presence 
of Syrian refugees.65 In 2016, the streets were filled with a noticeable social tension. When asking 
Jordanians for directions to a neighborhood in Irbid known for housing mostly Syrians, they seemed 
uncomfortable: “It is as if there is an invasion, and we’re asking about the invaders, not about the 

 
64 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
65 Ibid. 

Bonding through Religion 

Syrians and Jordanians report their strongest sense of bonding is through the Islamic religion 
(El Nakib & Ager, 2015). This religious commonality motivates local charitable action and 
volunteering across Jordan, and Irbid has dozens of trusted and active faith-based charity 
organizations that support refugees (Ibid). The international community however has deep 
reservations about engaging with faith-based organizations, and funding from sources other 
than the Arab Gulf is often earmarked exclusively for secular organizations (Ibid). 
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original people who were there,” said a Syrian research assistant who accompanied me [Charles] in 
Irbid in 2016. 

Negative attitudes toward Syrian refugees are more common among men than women, among married 
couples than single Jordanians, and among college-educated Jordanians.66 Based on our 
conversations, we believe this is because married couples who are thinking about children and 
educated Jordanians who are able to plan beyond just day to day life are thinking strategically about 
the long-term viability of integration, and not just about how coexistence feels in the present moment. In 
day to day life, the presence of Syrians isn’t alarming: life in Irbid feels normal; there aren’t terrorist 
catastrophes; and there aren’t crippling food insecurities. Life isn’t always easy, but it also isn’t a 
disaster. Looking to the future however brings on new anxieties: how will the city manage water 
shortages in 20 years? How will children find jobs? How will families be able to afford ever-increasing 
rental costs for smaller and smaller apartments? 

By 2018, as the presence of Syrians normalized, and no major disasters unfolded, the situation in Irbid 
became less tense. Jordanians felt less edgy when asked about the whereabouts of Syrian residences, 
and the streets didn’t have social tension hanging in the air. In Irbid, there is still a feeling that Syrians 
aren’t permanently welcome, but at least the edginess around the topic has declined. 

 
66 Ibid. 

Broken Social Networks 

There were already social and family connections between Daraa in southern Syria, and Irbid 
governorate from long before the conflict broke out in 2012, although one 2016 study found 
social networks are “underutilized” among refugees in Jordan (Stevens, 2016). This may be 
because many families and social networks have become fractured, with some members living 
in Irbid, others in Amman, some back in Daraa trapped by the closed southern border with 
Jordan, and others abroad in the Gulf, Europe, Canada, or the US. 

Those living in Irbid expect remittances to be sent from family members living in developed 
countries, imagining life in Germany or America to be a paradise “where cash grows on trees” 
(as one Syrian living in Germany described what he believed his family back in Jordan thought 
life was like for him in Europe). Syrians in Jordan do not widely understand the steep cost of 
living in the West, and the difficulties resettled refugees face scraping together a living. This 
puts pressure on family members living abroad, who often chose to slowly drop their 
connections with family back in Irbid because they feel stressed from constantly being asked to 
remit more money. Syrian refugees describe different experiences with the breakdowns of their 
social networks: sometimes losing contact happens after a sudden, heated argument over 
politics or money, and other times it happens gradually, sending messages less and less 
frequently after moving apart. 
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Integrating through adaptation of language 

In cases of refugee settlement around the world, the primary obstacle to integration is often the 
language barrier. This is not an issue in Irbid, since both Syrians and Jordanians speak a similar dialect 
of Arabic. However, the subtle differences in accents do create a small obstacle: Jordanians sometimes 
will say things with a Daraa accent “to make fun” and “tease,” Syrians, mocking what to them is a funny 
sounding pronunciation or phrasing. 

A look at the biggest changes to Jordanian Arabic suggests a deeper theme: transformation of Irbid is 
coming mostly from urbanization and structural economic change, not refugee settlement. In Jordan, 
there are four distinct Arabic dialects: urban, rural, Bedouin, and Palestinian dialects,67 with the rural 
and Bedouin dialects losing speakers in favor of the urban dialect. The majority of Jordanians in Irbid 
who speak the urban dialect are young people, less than 35 years old.68 This is also the dialect that 
Syrian youths emulate on the streets. We have observed these young people conversing in Bedouin or 
rural dialects with their elders when visiting their families but conducting their day to day activities in the 
city in the medani urban dialect. Often, the urban dialect is laced with English loan words. 

This change in the way young people are speaking is accompanied by a loss of numerous rural cultural 
heritages, like urban youths’ distaste for mansef and maqluba dishes in favor of Western fast food. 
We’ve witnessed young Jordanians day after day walking past traditional Syrian and Jordanian sweets 
shops selling Shami (Palestinian, Jordanian, and Syrian) keneffeh in favor of a caramel blended 
Frappuccino at Western-style coffee shops. 

 
67 Abushihab, 2015 
68 Ibid. 



refugeesintowns.org 52 

The transformation of language in Irbid shows the biggest transformation in northern Jordan is not the 
presence of Syrian refugees, but the process of urbanization, globalization, and modernization. 

 

Urbanization and the loss of community: observations from eating falafel 

The best falafel I’ve [Charles] ever eaten came from Osama, a simple Jordanian man from a 
small village outside Irbid city. He has made falafel his entire life, selling to the same dozen 
families in his village day after day. He knows everyone’s name in the village, their tribe, their 
histories, everything. 

By comparison, falafel in Irbid city is disappointing. Like many urbanized products it is simplified 
and commodified into a compressed version of the original. It is adequate, but not great. The 
falafel sellers in Irbid city are friendly, but they don’t know your name, your tribe, or your history 
like Osama does. 

There is not “community” in Irbid city like there is in the surrounding small towns. Both refugees 
and Jordanians describe feeling more welcome and comfortable in small villages like Jerash, 
compared to urban hubs like Irbid or Amman. Urbanizing Jordanians and Syrians are 
experiencing what Americans went through decades ago, the erosion of community, being 
increasingly socially isolated with the exception of religious institutions (Putnam, 2001). The 
humanitarian goals of “social cohesion” and “community building” between refugees and the 
host population in urban centers seem to have limited viability, not because of antagonisms 
between these groups, but because of a lack of community endemic in modern cities. 
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The Challenges of Measuring Social Integration: Observations from Pigeoning 

One of the ongoing challenges for the study of migrant integration is the lack of measures and 
indicators for social integration, and the reliance on income as a proxy for economic integration. 
At the local level, there may be better, if unconventional, qualitative indicators available to 
researchers with awareness of the local context. Consider pigeoning. 

Raising and training pigeons to fly circles in large flocks at sunset is a pastime found across the 
Levant region, in Jordan, Palestine, and Syria. Pigeoning was common in both Palestinian and 
Syrian major cities up until conflicts caused mass displacements, and while it is not an 
inexpensive hobby, even lower income Palestinians and Syrians could participate by building up 
flocks over many years of small investments. Pigeoning might then act as a pre- and post- test 
for the wellbeing and integration of these displaced populations. 

In downtown east Amman, many Palestinian families have become established enough over the 
generations to start pigeoning again, and many apartments overlooking wast al balad (the 
downtown market) have enormous coops on their roofs with collections of hundreds of designer 
pigeons. A single pet pigeon can cost hundreds of JD, and even thousands for the rarer breeds, 
and pet shops often have expansive back areas that sell high end pigeons, creating a lucrative 
market for Jordanians and Palestinians alike. 

However, the only birds we’ve seen Syrians keeping in Irbid are chickens, where they are held 
in tight, shippable cages as a basic livelihood. In Irbid, we have not met or heard of Syrian 
pigeoners anywhere in the city. In fact, we have only ever seen one pigeon coop on a Jordanian 
family’s apartment rooftop in the wealthy neighborhood of Jadeed. These birds can be seen 
swooping through the air at dusk, right around the call to prayer. Perhaps seeing Syrian-owned 
pigeons circling the skies of Irbid is as good a metric as any of social and economic integration 
in the city. 
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Limited Social Integration of Refugee Children 

Syrian refugee children regularly play outside in large groups of five to ten, using the alleyways 
and abandoned lots as playgrounds. Because parents cannot afford to send them to private 
schools, many of these children play in the streets all day. “They do not like to mix with the 
Syrian children,” said one resident, observing a group of exclusively-Syrian children playing in 
the road. For those children who do go to school, bullying across nationalities is common, as is 
harassment by Jordanian teachers of Syrian students who may have psychosocial problems or 
difficulty understanding the Jordanian Arabic accent. 

 

Experiences of Other Migrant Groups in Irbid 

While Syrian refugees in Jordan have grabbed international news headlines, the transformation 
of Irbid also includes the experiences of numerous other mixed migrants who arrive both fleeing 
conflict and seeking economic and educational opportunities. There are Iraqi refugees as well, 
but in very small numbers, and some Sudanese, but in very small numbers. 

There are many Nigerians in Irbid, studying Arabic in the universities, or playing soccer 
professionally in the Irbid football clubs. They express dissatisfaction with the quality of life here, 
which clashes with Nigerian culture: “there’s nothing to do here but sleep,” is a common 
statement. 

South and Southeast Asian men and women live in Irbid too, studying Arabic and sharia law, or 
working in restaurants or as housekeepers (see box: “Syrian competition with Asian migrant 
workers?”). Their apartments are mixed in with Syrians and Jordanians but are subtly 
distinguishable by the small traditional colored flags hanging on their balconies. 

The largest migrant group in Irbid other than Syrians are Egyptian seasonal migrant workers, 
who find jobs working in shisha cafes and in construction. Because of diplomatic protections 
from Cairo, on paper they require work permits but in practice most work irregularly yet face no 
real risk of deportation. These Egyptian migrant workers send remittances back to families in 
Alexandria and Cairo, profiting from the exorbitantly high exchange rate between the JD and the 
Egyptian Pound. 

Meanwhile, the Palestinian refugees of Irbid have been forgotten. The UNHCR office for Syrian 
refugees is a swanky new compound in the wealthiest neighborhood of the city, while the 
UNRWA offices are sad, weathered buildings with dirty and disintegrating flags and signage in 
poor neighborhoods downtown. The “Irbid Refugee Camp” for Palestinians in the north of the 
city is now just another low-income neighborhood, Al A’awdah, blending into the urban fabric 
while its residents work alongside Jordanians in manufacturing, shops, cafes, and restaurants, 
especially falafel joints. 
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Legal & political integration of refugees 
Typically, the long-term goal of integration is migrants achieving full citizenship. However, the majority 
(77%) of Jordanians see Syrians as connected to them by Arab identity and religion, but not 
nationality,69 meaning that if Syrians stay in Irbid, they may remain welcomed and sheltered, but will not 
have any clear pathways to citizenship.70 

There is an exclusive nationalistic pride in Irbid that must feel threatening to any non-Jordanian 
residents; the entire country, Irbid included, has a strong sense of loyalty and gratefulness to the 
Hashemite kings who have kept the country relatively stable in a neighborhood of states that have 
fallen to civil unrest and war. The symbols of national pride are everywhere in Irbid: Jordanian colors on 
lampposts in the streets, the King’s face in every business establishment, and cars driving down the 
roads emblazoned with Jordanian flags. 

 
69 Based Al Athamneh & Al Momani, 2016 
70 For a full report on citizenship as a domain of integration for refugees in Jordan, see the Refugees in Towns 
Report on Amman by Allyson Hawkins and Ruby Assad. 

Experiences of Jordanian Hosts in Irbid 

A superficial conversation with Jordanians will always yield the same response: Syrians are our 
guests. But with a depth of trust, Jordanians open up about a more complicated perspective 
toward refugees in their cities, one that is at once amazingly hospitable, and also concerned 
about the practical stresses of a developing, water-scarce, and infrastructure-poor country 
hosting millions of people in need. 

For two days in Irbid during Ramadan I [Charles] had a Jordanian join me as a research 
assistant, who fasted while helping with translation, note-taking, and logistics. Throughout the 
day we listened sympathetically to dozens of Syrians, and he began to grow frustrated: “they’re 
all saying the same thing, they all have the same problems. They’re the same problems as 
Jordanians, by the way.” He grew frustrated: “Jordanians do everything for the Syrians, 
everything, we open our borders, our homes, everything.” After spending three full days 
listening to Syrians, his voice was the only Jordanian I had heard. Back in the car, the Arabic 
pop hit “Safi” came on the radio, ringing out the lyrics: “okay, okay, shut up, not another 
word…we have nothing more to say.” My friend turned the music up until it was blasting. 

The international humanitarian and development communities often make the same mistake I 
did, with tunnel-vision on the plight of Syrian refugees while ignoring Sudanese, Iraqis, 
Palestinians, and of course, the low- and middle-income Jordanians who are hosting them. 
From this perspective, Jordanian frustrations with the international community are 
understandable, as are their concerns about giving shelter to refugees in their cash strapped 
house. 
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This nationalist pride is closely tied with militaristic, defensive imagery, and even the most average 
neighborhood shwarma shops are hugely nationalistic and showcase a military fetish: take for example 
“Basha,” a restaurant named in reference to the Ottoman-era strongmen who ruled Jordan before it 
was a modern state. The restaurant’s staff serve chicken wraps while wearing black shirts with the 
image of a Jordanian flag draped over M16 rifles. Walking down the street, large Jordanian flags are 
hung outside of many of the apartments owned by Jordanians. According to one Syrian, this is so they 
do “not to lose their identity,” as the neighborhood becomes more and more Syrian in composition. 

Amidst demographic change, longtime Irbid residents cling to their nationalism, but also their tribal 
allegiances, which are exclusive and only accessible to outsiders by marrying into the tribe. There are 
only about four major tribes native to the area around Irbid who inhabited this space before the modern 
country lines were drawn. These are the Bani Issa, Bani Hani, Khasooni, and Abedat. Today, each tribe 
is between 1,000-2,000 people, and therefore are influential and well established, but also a minority 
among the city’s total population of around 2,000,000. Anxieties over minority status in their own 
country inflates tribal loyalties and emphasis on security and military power. In this atmosphere, legal 
integration through citizenship of refugees does not seem possible. 

What maps show about refugees’ 
impact on city services 
In the 1980s the principal issue for Irbid residents’ access was distance to services, but today the 
population density and quality of services matter, while distance matters less. To be elaborated briefly. 

[Insert services map] 

[Insert subjective movement maps] 

The Future of integration in Irbid? 
Urban theorists predict that as time spent living in a neighborhood increases, so too does “collective 
efficacy,” or a sense of group ownership for the place.71 Increasing collective efficacy comes with all 
sorts of positive outcomes in neighborhoods, from lower crime to increased trust with neighbors.72 

There is evidence of this process playing out in Irbid: we spent time in the same neighborhoods in 2016 
and 2018, and the attitudes of residents is calmer, and more relaxed. Syrians and Jordanians are 

 
71 Sampson, J. & Raudenbush, S.W. (1999). "Systematic Social Observation of Public Spaces: A New Look at 
Disorder in Urban Neighborhoods." American Journal of Sociology 105:3. pp.603. 
72 Sampson et al. (1997). "Neighborhoods and Violent Crime: A Multilevel Study of Collective Efficacy." Science 
277:328. pp.918-924. 
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growing accustomed to one another’s presence, getting to know each other as neighbors. Syrians are 
taking ownership of their buildings, investing in renovations, putting up decorations, tending to olive 
trees and jasmine plants in the courtyard or walls. Meanwhile, they are starting new businesses, 
restaurants, and cafes or working in local Jordanian shops, farms, and factories. 

At one point, we asked a Jordanian Irbid resident the politically sensitive question about the long-term 
future of Syrians living there. He paused for a moment to think, and then described how over the 
generations Circassians and Armenians who arrived in the 19th and 20th centuries became very close to 
the ruling tribes of Jordan and eventually the current royal family, even though these refugees arrived in 
Jordan with different languages, religions, and physical appearances. “Syrians and Palestinians are the 
same now,” he said, “so maybe it's easy.” Importantly, he did not say Palestinians and ethnic 
Jordanians are the same now. Four generations has not been long enough for Palestinians to become 
legally integrated, even if they are almost completely de facto integrated economically, spatially, and 
culturally integrated. However, the eight-generations of integration for Circassians and Armenians 
seems to be enough to achieve political and legal integration too.73 

In 2018, I [Charles] asked Syrians about their long-term plans, and only a third wanted to stay in Irbid. 
This third did not want to go to Europe because they were concerned about what they believed would 
be an alien language and culture, as well as the risk and cost of the journey across the Mediterranean. 
In their minds, Irbid was acceptable, familiar, and comfortable. 

One middle-aged man in Irbid who spoke regularly with his cousins in German said: “Who’s crazy 
enough to go to the West? Why would you want me to go to a Western country where I don’t know 
anyone there, I don’t know how they live. We are here in Jordan, and they are Arab, and we’re barely 
okay…The only place I’ll leave Jordan to go to is Syria... No West, no way.” This sentiment was held 
despite the fact that he works two jobs in Irbid to support his family, a day and a night shift back to 
back. 

The desire to stay in Irbid is generational. No Syrians we’ve spoken with in Irbid over 50 years old 
wanted to emigrate. One elderly man we spoke with was called four times by the American Embassy to 
resettle, but he refused: “I don’t have a future there. I am too old. I would go there and die. Why would 
they call us [him and his elderly wife] and not young people?” The US Embassy did not call his children, 
and he believed this is because younger people are seen by the American government as security 
threats. He worries about a brain drain from Syria and a loss of language and culture for those who 
leave. 

 
73 For more on citizenship pathways as legal integration in Jordan, see the RIT report on Amman by Allyson 
Hawkins and Ruby Assad at www.refugeesintowns.org/publications 
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Syrians with children were also unlikely to want to leave Irbid for the West. After hearing horror stories 
of families unable to reunify after a male “anchor” arrived in the EU, families feel forced to travel as a 
group, or not at all. “I can’t go, not with the children,” said one Syrian man, patting the head of his 
young child in his lap. Sons, however, are perceived as a detachable part of the family unit. One Syrian 
family we spoke with said they didn’t have an interest in traveling to Europe, “because our family is 
here,” The father elaborated: “why travel when the family is here?! My daughter is here, my wife is here, 
why travel to Europe?” Their son wasn’t mentioned, and he later talked about his desire to emigrate 
alone as a heroic breadwinner for the family, sending money back from Germany or the UK. 

Although parents and the elderly typically wanted to stay, two thirds of the Syrians I [Charles] spoke 
with in 2018—mostly single young men—described a desire to move to Europe or the United States. 
However, only a small minority had actually made concrete plans for the trip, saving up money or 
contacting smugglers. Most talked about their desire to move to Western countries as an abstract 
dream. Few had actually researched what life in the West might be like in any concrete way, relying on 
soundbites from friends, imagery from films, and fantasies of a Hollywood lifestyle. 

One incentive to leave Irbid for the West is the possibility of better medical care. While basic medical 
care is available in Irbid, more advanced care for complicated medical conditions is only available in 
Europe. One Syrian we met with had an uncle who had his legs injured in Syria, and while the pain was 
treated in Jordan, he could not receive the neurological surgery and physical therapy he needed to 
regain the use of the limb. Doctors told him this treatment was only available in Europe, and he has 
since been resettled in Denmark. 

One Syrian’s Experience Leaving Irbid 

In October 2013 I [Agyead] decided to move to Jerash from Irbid due to proximity to the 
university and the lower cost of housing.1 I also found a home formerly rented by Syrian 
students at the university, and this made the move there very easy. Just like I was welcomed by 
the Jordanians in Irbid, I was also welcomed in Jerash after I moved to it. 

After briefly returning to Irbid, I left again to find better work with a journalism company in 
Amman where I have stayed ever since. The cost of living is higher, but there are more job 
prospects to make up for this. 

I never really intended to leave Jordan, but increasingly I have begun to look for an opportunity 
to travel elsewhere. This is largely because of the poor labor market here and the frequent 
exposure to exploitation in workplace and hate speech directed against Syrian refugees. The 
problem of underemployment is especially bad for Syrians with university degrees. The lack of 
job prospects and the constant discrimination makes me mentally and physically unstable, and 
this instability is aggravated by the constant fear of the near and distant future. Underlying it all, 
the ongoing war in Syria and the fear of persecution remains with me as long as the current 
regime is in place. 
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Conclusion 
“Both Syrian refugees themselves and the host communities in Jordan are paying a high price. Further 
political and economic deterioration may follow as the number of refugees is simply too great for Jordan 
to deal with,” writes Luigi Achilli from EUI’s Migration Policy Centre in Florence (2015). With respect to 
Dr. Achilli, this quote does not describe Irbid. 

The city of Irbid—hidden away from the international community who fixate on Za’atari camp while 
living in Amman—has largely succeeded with integration, even if it is only de facto integration in 
practice, not policy. Here, Syrian “refugees” are just new city residents alongside Jordanians who only 
recently began migrating to the city en masse in the 1970s. While there is a widespread belief among 
Jordanians that Syrians are causing housing rental price hikes, shortages of services, and limited 
availability of water, the cause of these stresses seems more to do with a rapidly urbanizing domestic 
population, and not to be exclusively the product of Syrian arrivals who make up only a small share of 
the city’s apartment rentals, hospital visits, vehicular traffic, and commodity consumption. 

As far as the economic life of the city, for the most part, Syrians have brought new businesses, new 
vitality, and an influx of cash from the international community, causing some inflation in prices, but not 
competition for jobs. Unemployment and underemployment are more connected to structural 

Where Do They Want to Go? 

When asked what the best country for Syrians is, “Syria” was always listed first. However, after 
this option, the ideal destination countries have shifted from Germany and Canada in 2016 to 
Canada, Belgium, France, and Denmark in 2018. Social media has spread endless stories of 
mistreatment and poor living conditions for Syrians in Germany and Sweden, while the political 
climate of the US makes it undesirable. One Syrian woman who had been physically injured 
from an attack by the Assad-led military laughed at Donald Trump, saying America has the 
“craziest president.” 

France and Belgium are widely believed to be racist against Muslims, but still preferable to what 
are believed to be bad living conditions in Germany and Sweden based on reports through 
social media from Syrians arrived there in 2015. Almost everyone we spoke with had extended 
family or friends in Europe and elsewhere who sent back stories, however, only a third of those 
who had heard from relatives or friends in Europe had been encouraged to join them. Most told 
stories of endless paperwork, cold European bureaucrats, and feelings of isolation amidst 
respectful but cold host communities, as well as challenges with new European languages. 

Kuwait, UAE, and other Gulf states have become a more logistically feasible second choice to 
Western destinations, where wages are higher than Jordan, welfare programs more generous 
and reliable, and the cultural and linguistic challenges of moving to the West are not an issue. 
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macroeconomic transitions of the Jordanian economy that began in the 1980s than the sudden recent 
arrival of Syrians. 

The city of Irbid—refugees, hosts, and other migrants—are not thriving, but they are surviving, and are 
doing better than refugees in the camps. The long-term possibility of citizenship is not an option, but de 
facto integration has already largely been achieved. Meanwhile, those with the means are avoiding 
integration by slowly filtering out of the city, heading to Amman or richer countries while longing for 
what was “a paradise” in Irbid many years ago. 
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Appendix A: Background on 
Refugees in Jordan 
By: Allyson Hawkins74 with Charles Simpson 

Jordan is host to refugees and asylum-seekers from more than 45 different countries, with the largest 
populations coming from Syria (1.4 million, 658,517 registered with UNHCR), Iraq (66,262), Yemen, 
(9839), Sudan (4,058) and Somalia (810).75 Jordan is also host to large numbers of Palestinians, with 
more than 2 million registered with UNRWA. Conflict drives many refugees to Jordan: from Syrians who 
began to arrive in 2011 at the beginning of civil unrest; Iraqis who sought refuge in Jordan after the fall 
of Saddam Hussein in 2003, and a new wave from northern Iraq in 2014 fleeing renewed violence; 
Palestinians who have come to Jordan in waves since 1948 and are now fleeing the conflict in Syria, 
becoming refugees for a second time; to the newest group of refugees fleeing the present conflict in 
Yemen.76  

Furthermore, the majority of Jordan’s refugees are urban, and not camp-based. 80% of Jordan’s 
refugees reside outside refugee camps.77 Amman itself hosts 32% of Jordan’s refugees, “[h]owever, 
secondary cities and towns near the borders of sending countries have higher proportions of refugees 
relative to their population and are therefore often more affected.” Additionally, the refugee population 
of Jordan skews young, with a median age of 17, and 62% of refugees under the age of 24.78 However, 
despite its history as a welcoming haven for refugees, Jordan is neither a State party to the 1951 

 
74 Assistant Director, Boston Consortium for Arab Region Studies and author of RIT report Amman, Jordan. 
Available at www.refugeesintowns.org/publications 
75 UNHCR Report, 2 
76 UNHCR 2018, 2 
77 The World Bank, 6 
78 The World Bank, 7-8 
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Convention relating to the Status of Refugees nor its 1967 Protocol. Instead, in 1998 the Jordanian 
government concluded a Memorandum of Understanding with UNHCR, agreeing to let UNHCR fulfill 
certain commitments, including carrying out refugee registration, conducting status determination, 
providing basic needs to support refugees, and seeking durable solutions for recognized refugees.79 

With its history as a refugee haven, Jordan has, in many ways, been heralded as a good example of a 
“refugee-receiving” country, due to its effective working relationship with UNHCR and other 
international NGOs and humanitarian agencies. Additionally, since many of the refugees that have 
sought safety in Jordan hail from the Middle East, some view the country as an ideal location for 
refugee resettlement, due to the shared language, religion, and culture with the host population. 
However, many studies done on refugee integration in the country, by academics, NGOs, and other 
institutions cite tension between local Jordanians and refugee populations as a key hurdle to refugee 
integration in Jordan. 

The largest barrier to full integration for refugees in Jordan is the legal domain, and non-existent 
pathways toward citizenship, and there is an ongoing debates about the arbitrary withdrawal of 
Jordanian nationality from citizens of Palestinian origin.80 With the Palestinian legacy, the term “refugee 
integration” is taboo, and official discourse often adopts “refugee inclusion” instead, thereby avoiding 
insinuations that refugees will have a protracted stay or permanent settlement. 
Appendix B: Background on 
Migration in Irbid 
The historic site of Irbid’s original bronze-age walls 
are now an unremarkable, weathered mound of 
rock, overlooking the city’s Palestinian camp, but 
they are an important reminder that Irbid has been 
an ancient Greek, Roman, and Byzantine 
settlement and has been transformed many times 
by waves of forced migration over centuries.81 

Until as recently as the 1960s, the majority of 
Jordanians lived in the reef (countryside), surviving 
on pastoral, nomadic work.82 Urbanization in Irbid 
governorate began rapidly in the 1970s with the 
founding of Yarmouk University,83 when families 

 
79 UNHCR 2018, 1 
80 UNHCR 2018 
81 Al-Kheder 2009 
82 Na'amneh & Husban, 2012 
83 Al-Sahili & Aboul-Ella, 1992 

Irbid’s original walls 

Irbid's original bronze age walls, in the north of the city 
overlooking what is now a Palestinian "camp.” 
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moved as a unit to allow parents to keep the family 
under one roof even as their children came to the 
city to study. As the city developed, farmers from 
across Irbid governorate brought their families to 
the city seeking new employment in construction 
or services for the expanding urban population. 

The culture of northern Jordan was changed by 
the city. The growing ubiquity of TVs in the 1980s 
and the accompanying import of international 
media spread consumerist culture in that 
glamorized “modern” urban life.84 Meanwhile, the 
Arab Gulf oil boom reduced the cost of operating a 
car, leading to increased congestion on Irbid’s 
roads and air pollution.85 Since the beginning of 
the urbanization spike in the 1970s, the population 
of Irbid has doubled, mostly as unplanned growth 
from simple concrete structures acting as small 
factories, auto shops, and apartments. To date, 
there is no master plan for the city, and growth 
continues without central planning.86 

[Insert time lapse urban growth maps from Google 
time machine] 

Population growth and the sprawl of the urban footprint lead to an inaccessibility of services, so that by 
the 1990s, low-income Jordanians lived too far away from the urban center to easily access healthcare, 
banks, police offices, schools, or other services.87 By 2005, Irbid’s urban infrastructures—roads, water, 
and waste systems—were being stressed by a city population of 300,000.88 

The first wave of refugees to Irbid in modern history were Palestinians who arrived in 1949, and then 
again in 1967. The Palestinian camp in the north of the city is still called a “camp,” but is now 
functionally just another neighborhood of the city, complete with concrete apartments, internet cafes, 
shops, and mosques. 

While there was a small trickle of Iraqi and Sudanese refugees to Irbid in the early 2000s, the second 
major wave of refugees was the arrival of Syrians beginning in 2012. Some came directly to Irbid from 
Syria, while others were “secondary migrants,” coming from the Za’atari, Azraq, or the “Gardens” 
Emirati camp after paying a small 5-20 JD "smuggling" fee out of the camp, and then on buses to Irbid. 

 
84 Ibid. 
85 Na'amneh & Husban, 2012 
86 Al-Kheder et al. 2009 
87 Al-Sahili & Aboul-Ella, 1992 
88 Al-Kheder et al. 2009 

The Look & Feel of Amman Versus Irbid 

Amman's Boulevard depicts the cosmopolitan feel of the city, 
compared to the reefee "redneck" reputation of Irbid. 
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Most of these secondary arrivals had heard through friends, family, or just rumors that life in Irbid was 
much better than the camps. Still others are secondary migrants from across the region, having gone 
initially to countries like Lebanon, but experienced problems with harassment or cost of living, and self-
resettled in Irbid after hearing it was easier there for Syrians. 

There are several reasons why the Syrians prefer Irbid, the proximity to the home Daraa region usually 
being the most important. Other factors include the familiar look and feel of Irbid and Ramtha, which is 
an extension of the Hurran plain of Daraa, as well as the similarity of the customs, traditions, and 
spoken dialect between the two regions. Further, the provinces of Daraa, Irbid, and Ramtha have a 
long history of social relations and economic ties, which meant that many Syrians had prior knowledge 
of the region at the time of departure from Syria. 

Today, the exact number of Syrians living in Irbid is not known, as most are unregistered, and even 
those who are registered usually do not update their address information with UNHCR or the Jordanian 
government. According to the results of the Jordanian census of 2015,89 the number of Syrians residing 
in Irbid was 343,479. By contrast, current UNHCR statistics say that 139,945 Syrians are registered in 
Irbid,90 while aid workers we spoke with in Irbid described using the working estimate of around 
290,000 to plan budgets for services. 

Modern Irbid has a reputation as being quiet and forgettable among Westerners, and backward and 
country by Jordanians living in Amman. Westerners typically only see Irbid on tourist busses while 

 
89 Jordanian Ministry of Interior 2015. Available online at: 
http://www.ain.jo/%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%AC-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AF-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B1%D8%AF%D9%86%D9%8A-
%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%84 
90 UNHCR Syria. (2018). http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36 

The Modern Irbid Skyline 

A typical neighborhood of Irbid, including the Happy Times amusement park surrounded by apartment buildings, restaurants, and small 
shops. 
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passing through from Amman on their way to Jerash or other historic sites in the north of the country. 
They won’t remember this small dusty town where entertainment other than shisha bars and video 
game cafes all shut down by 8pm. Cosmopolitan Amman residents see Irbid as a place for “rednecks,” 
or reefee backwards people. “They look down on us,” said one young Jordanian man who grew up in 
Irbid’s Al Afrah neighborhood. “It’s like racism.” 

But to northern Jordanians, Irbid is perceived differently: "People say Irbid is the most beautiful city in 
Jordan. Amman is the administrative capital, busy, crowded, and Mafraq is like a desert,” said one 
Jordanian male whose family has lived in Irbid Governorate since before the region had modern state 
lines drawn. His preference for the quieter streets of Irbid to the bustle of Amman is shared by many of 
Irbid’s Syrian residents, many of whom first settled in Amman to be close to family, but then moved to 
Irbid after finding Amman’s cost of living too expensive, and the city too congested and loud. 

For these individuals, the small town feel of Irbid balances a preference for open spaces rooted in 
nomadic, minimalist traditions with a need to be proximate to job opportunities, schools, and affordable 
housing. 

About the RIT Project 
The Refugees in Towns (RIT) project promotes understanding of the migrant/refugee experience in 
urban settings. Our goal is to understand and promote refugee integration by drawing on the knowledge 
and perspective of refugees and locals to develop deeper understanding of the towns in which they live. 
The project was conceived and is led by Karen Jacobsen. It is based at the Feinstein International 
Center at Tufts University and funded by the Henry J. Leir Foundation. 

Our goals are twofold 

Our first long-term goal is to build a theory of integration from the ground up by compiling a global 
database of case studies and reports to help us analyze and understand the process of 
immigrant/refugee integration. These cases provide a range of local insights about the many different 
factors that enable or obstruct integration, and the ways in which migrants and hosts co-exist, adapt, 
and struggle in urban spaces. We draw our cases from towns in resettlement countries, transit 
countries, and countries of first asylum around the world. 
  
Our second more immediate goal is to support community leaders, aid organizations, and local 
governments in shaping policy, practice, and interventions. We engage policymakers and community 
leaders through town visits, workshops, conferences, and participatory research that identifies needs in 
their communities, encourages dialogue on integration, and shares good practices and lessons learned. 

Why now? 

The United States—among many other refugee-hosting countries—is undergoing a shift in its refugee 
policy through travel bans and the suspension of parts of its refugee program. Towns across the U.S. 
are responding in different ways: some resist national policy changes by declaring themselves 
“sanctuary cities,” while others support travel bans and exclusionary policies. In this period of social and 
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political change, we seek to deepen our understanding of integration and the ways in which refugees, 
migrants, and their hosts interact. Our RIT project draws on and gives voice to both refugees and hosts 
in their experiences with integration around the world. 

For more on RIT 

On our website, there are many more case studies and reports from other towns and urban 
neighborhoods around the world, and we regularly release more reports as our project develops. 
 
www.refugeesintowns.org 
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