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Introduction 
 
As part of its commitment to pioneering the development of social performance 
management (SPM) in the MENA region in a form that is coherent and consistent with its 
mission, UNRWA’s microfinance programme has developed a range of social indicators and 
tools that measure and target specific sectors and social groups. This is considered a 
significant means to improve the design of loan products and develop specific products that 
serve explicit sectors or population segments, such as poor and low-income households, 
microentrepreneurs, informal enterprises, Palestine refugees, women, youth, etc.  
 
UNRWA normally uses the standard UN definition of youth as young persons aged between 
15-24 years of age. However, as one of the qualifying conditions for receipt of microfinance 
loans is that a person must be 18 years of age or older to enter into bona fide legal 
contracts, this results in a very compressed age cohort spanning just seven years from 18-24 
years of age. In common with many other institutions working with youth and enterprise, 
UNRWA’s microfinance programme is now defining young microentrepreneurs and young 
economically active clients as those who are less than 31 years of age, providing a standard 
measure of young business people as those aged from 18-30 years old. This “relaxed 
definition” of youth provides a better standard of measure and gives a more realistic 
account of young people who are legally empowered to be engaged in economic activities 
under the terms of formal contract law. Those under 18 years of age are usually not able to 
undertake legally-binding contractual obligations that are central to the economic and 
financial engagement of young persons in the economy. 
 
 

Youth Outreach by Region 
 
Over the past two decades, UNRWA has financed 359,961 loans valued at USD 402.6 million, 
with youth receiving 95,074 of these loans. In 2014, UNRWA invested USD 34.4 million to 
finance 34,967 loans across the West Bank, Gaza, Jordan and Syria. Youth up to 30 years of 
age received 27.8 per cent of these loans. Loans to youth were valued at USD 9.3 million and 
accounted for 27 per cent of the total value of the portfolio. UNRWA’s outreach in the West 
Bank financed 41 per cent of the total loans to young clients, while, the Jordan portfolio 
accounted for 35 per cent of young clients, Syria for 16 per cent and Gaza for just eight per 
cent.  
 
Chart 1: Youth outreach by region in 2014 
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Outreach to young clients in each region ranged from 16 per cent to more than a third of all 
loans financed. The West Bank had the highest youth outreach with 37 per cent of its loans 
financing young clients who received 4,002 loans valued at USD 4.81 million, compared to 30 
per cent of clients in Jordan where young people received 3,397 loans valued at USD 2.87 
million. In Gaza youth accounted for 26 per cent of clients who were financed with just 788 
loans worth USD 1.15 million, while young clients in Syria received 15.7 per cent of all loans 
financed, receiving 1,541 loans valued at USD 431,492.  
  
Table 1: Comparative youth outreach by region, 2013-2014 

Region 
2013 2014 Growth  / decline 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. Of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

All 8,102 8,322,254 9,718 9,261,751 19.9% 11.3% 
Gaza  976 1,216,650 778 1,154,200 -20.3% -5.1% 
West Bank  3,429 4,121,751 4,002 4,805,367 16.7% 16.6% 
Jordan  3,209 2,878,672 3,397 2,870,692 5.9% -0.3% 
Syria  488 105,180 1,541 431,492 215.8% 310.2% 

 
The programme is committed to increasing its outreach to youth on a year-on-year basis, as 
a result the overall growth of outreach to youth increased by 19.9 per cent between 2013 
and 2014, while the value of lending grew by 11.3 percent. This was especially marked in 
Syria, where youth outreach grew sharply by 216 per cent and the value of financing to 
youth increased significantly by 310 per cent, which was made possible through the new 
branch offices that were opened in Latakia, Tartous and Sweyda in the last half of 2013 
becoming fully operational. There was marked improvement in youth outreach in the West 
Bank, when loans to youth increased by 16.7 percent as the value of financing to young 
people grew by 16.6 per cent. In Jordan, there was a small growth in outreach to youth 
which improved by just six per cent, while the value of lending slipped by 0.3 per cent. This 
improving trend was derailed in Gaza, where the summer war of July-August resulted in the 
closure of the programme operations for almost three months, bring down general 
outreach. Thus, outreach to youth in Gaza declined by 20.3 per cent and the financing of 
young people slipped by five percent.  
 
 

Youth Outreach by Social Indicator 
 
Segmenting outreach through the programme’s standard social performance indicators, 
young women received 27.2 per cent of all loans to women clients, being financed with 
3,534 loans worth USD 2.58 million. Loans to Palestine refugee youth accounted for 26.6 per 
cent of all loan financing to refugees, with young refugees receiving 3,337 loans valued at 
USD 3.63 million.  
 
Youth engaged in enterprise activity in the informal sector of the economy accounted for 
28.0 per cent of informal clients, with financing of 4,564 loans worth USD 4.40 million. 
Moreover, youth microentrepreneurs accounted for 26.9 per cent of all microentrepreneurs, 
obtaining financing of 5,194 loans valued at USD 4.89 million. Thus, loans to youth are 
heavily concentrated in the enterprise sector, where they account for 53.4 per cent of all 
loans to youth and 52.8 per cent of the value of such loans. 
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Chart 2: Youth outreach by social performance indicator in 2014 
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Comparing the standard social indicators of 2014 with those of 2013 indicates that there 
was a positive improvement in youth outreach across all social performance indicators. 
Thus, outreach to young microentrepreneurs increased by 19 per cent as financing to them 
grew by 16 per cent. The most significant growth was in loans to young women, when loan 
outreach increased by 23 per cent and loan financing grew by 20 per cent. Loan outreach to 
the young Palestine refugees grew by just one per cent, while the value of financing to them 
remained the same. Moreover, outreach to youth in the informal enterprise sector grew by 
10 per cent while the value of lending to them increased by 11 per cent.  
 
Table 2: Comparative youth outreach by social performance indicator, 2013-2014 

Social indicator 
2013 2014 Growth / decline 

No. Of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

Women 2,870 2,146,328 3,534 2,582,745 23% 20% 
Palestine refugee 3,315 3,648,107 3,337 3,634,951 1% 0% 
Microentrepreneurs 4,365 4,214,561 5,194 4,886,937 19% 16% 
Informal 4,167 3,974,694 4,564 4,404,402 10% 11% 

 
 

Youth Outreach by Loan Product 
 
UNRWA’s microfinance programme retails a range of microfinance loan products, which are 
all provided to youth, with five enterprise products that include: a core microenterprise 
credit (MEC) product that provides working capital loans with tenors of less than one year; 
an augmented microenterprise credit plus (MEC+) product with tenors of up to 24 months; a 
women’s household credit (WHC) product for market and home-based women’s income-
generating and microenterprise projects; and a youth start-up loan (YSL) product, which 
enables young persons to start new businesses that will create self-employment and 
investment opportunities.  
 
In addition, UNRWA provides a consumer-lending product (CLP) for wageworkers and low-
income salaried employees to enable them to create household assets and provide for 
household education, healthcare and other needs. It also provides a housing microfinance 
(HLP) product to help poor and low-income households repair and improve their houses, 
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renovate their homes, construct new buildings, add new rooms and purchase land for home 
construction. 
In this context, some loan products are more attractive to young clients than others and 
they thus have a better ratio of outreach to youth. The business loan product that has the 
highest ratio of outreach to youth (other than YSL product) is the gender-specific women’s 
household credit (WHC) product, with young women accounting for 31 per cent of clients 
with WHC loans. These young women microentrepreneurs received financing for 2,622 loans 
valued at USD 1.77 million.  
 
Close to a quarter (24%) of clients financed by the programme’s core microenterprise credit 
(MEC) product were youth who received 2,554 loans worth USD 3.08 million. Such young 
clients run a wide range of microenterprises in the service, commerce, industry and 
agricultural sectors. The business product with the least outreach to youth was the 
microenterprise credit plus (MEC+) product, with youth accounting for just 6.3 per cent of 
clients and receiving just five loans worth USD 33,975.  
 
Chart 3: Youth outreach by loan products in 2014 
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UNRWA’s non-business products also have significant outreach to young clients, but 
especially the programme’s consumer lending product (CLP) with young people accounting 
28.9 per cent of clients who received 4,450 loans worth USD 3.87 million. This product 
enables many young working people to pay for further education and supports young 
married couples to establish and develop their households. Moreover, young clients were 
also supported through the programme’s housing microfinance product (HLP), where 28.4 
per cent of housing clients were young persons who received 74 loans worth USD 501,007. 
 
Table 3: Comparative youth outreach by loan product, 2013-2014 

Loan 
product 

2013 2014 Growth / decline 
No. of loans Value (USD) No. of loans Value (USD) Loans Value 

YSL 11 14,286 4 3,284 -63.6% -77.0% 

HLP 91 539,320 74 501,007 -18.7% -7.1% 

CLP 3,646 3,568,372 4,450 3,873,807 22.1% 8.6% 

WHC 1,821 1,227,779 2,622 1,766,782 44.0% 43.9% 

MEC 2,200 2,728,360 2,554 3,080,927 16.1% 12.9% 

MEC+ 7 46,836 5 33,975 -28.6% -27.5% 
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Between 2013 and 2014, there was significant comparative variation between the business 
and non-business products. Thus, there was a 44 per cent improvement in outreach to 
young women through the women-only WHC product, which grew in value at an equal rate 
driven largely by improving outreach in Syria. The MEC product also increased it outreach to 
young microenterprise by 16.1 per cent, while increasing its financing to such youth by 12.9 
per cent. During this period the outreach of the consumer loan product increased its 
outreach to youth by 21.6 per cent, while increasing the value of lending by 8.6 per cent. 
However, there was a significant rate of decline other products to youth, including youth 
start up loans (YSL), the MEC+ loan product and housing loans, even as the actual numbers 
and value of these products were immaterial.  
 
 

Youth Outreach by Social Indicator in Each Region 
 
As indicated in chart 1 above, the ratio of youth outreach varies from country-to-country 
and region-to-region, with the West Bank having the broadest outreach to youth, followed 
by Jordan, Syria, and then Gaza.  
 
Chart 4: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Syria 2014 
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In Syria in 2014, the programme’s social performance indicators show that young women 
accounted for 17 per cent of women clients, with 534 young women receiving loans valued 
at USD 124,088, mostly through the women-only WHC product. Youth accounted for 24 per 
cent of those working in the informal sector, with youth in this sector receiving 462 loans 
valued at USD 141,164. The informal sector is a subset of microentrepreneurs, where youth 
accounted for 20 per cent of microentrepreneurs, obtaining 604 loans valued at USD 
202,854. Palestine refugee youth in Syria accounted for 12 per cent of Palestine refugee 
clients, receiving just 27 loans valued at USD 8,492.   
 
Table 4: Comparative youth outreach in Syria by social indicator, 2013-2014 
 

Social indicator 
2013 2014 Growth / decline 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

Women 223 39,579 534 124,088 139% 214% 

Palestine refugee 22 5,191 27 8,492 23% 64% 

Microentrepreneurs 224 51,741 604 202,854 170% 292% 

Informal 201 41,180 462 141,164 130% 243% 
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The comparative data for Syria between 2013 and 2014 shows significant growth across all 
comparative social indicators of youth outreach. Thus, outreach to young women increased 
sharply with 139 per cent over the period as the value of lending to them grew by 214 per 
cent. More significantly, outreach to young microentrepreneurs grew by 170 per cent as 
financing to them increased by 292 per cent. Similarly, outreach to young persons working in 
the informal sector increased by 130 per cent and financing to them grew by 243 per cent.  
Moreover, outreach to Palestine refugee youth increased by 23 percent as the value of 
financing to them increased by 64 per cent.  
 
Chart 5: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – West Bank 2014 
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In the West Bank during the same period, young women accounted for 34 per cent of 
women clients, with young women financed with 1,325 loans valued at USD 1.33 million. 
Young clients made up 34 per cent of those working in the informal sector in the West Bank 
portfolio, with youth receiving 2,083 loans valued at USD 2.46 million for economic activity 
in this more marginal economic sectors. Moreover, youth accounted for 32 per cent of 
microentrepreneurs, receiving 2,256 loans valued at USD 2.70 million. While, Palestine 
refugee youth in the West Bank accounted for 30 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, 
receiving 736 loans valued at USD 862,006.  
 
Table 5: Comparative youth outreach in West Bank by social indicator, 2013-2014 

Social indicator 
2013 2014 Growth / decline 

No. Of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. Of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

Women 1,151 1,116,243 1,325 1,331,073 15% 19% 

Refugee 673 820,056 736 862,006 9% 5% 

Microentrepreneurs 1,902 2,184,746 2,256 2,696,893 19% 23% 

Informal 1,792 1,998,023 2,083 2,455,650 16% 23% 

 
The comparative view of social indicators to youth in the West Bank between 2013 and 2014 
is positive, with a substantial increase in outreach to the young microentrepreneurs, where 
loan outreach grew by 19 percent and loan financing by 23 percent. There was also growth 
on lending to young women as loan outreach and the value of financing increased by 15 per 
cent and 19 per cent, respectively. At the same time lending to informal enterprises owned 
by youth increased by 16 per cent, while financing to them grew by 23 per cent. Finally, 
outreach to young Palestine refugees grew by just nine per cent, while financing to them 
increased by five per cent. 
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Chart 6: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Gaza 2014 
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In Gaza, young women accounted for a 25 per cent of women clients, receiving 297 loans 
valued at USD 273,700. Youth clients accounted for 30 per cent of those working in the 
informal sector, with informal youth-owned enterprises receiving 548 loans valued at USD 
469,100. Moreover, youth also accounted for 30 per cent of microentrepreneurs, receiving 
555 loans valued at USD 482,600. Palestine refugee youth in Gaza accounted for 26 per cent 
of Palestine refugee clients, receiving 674 loans valued at USD 1.05 million.   
 
Table 6: Comparative youth outreach in Gaza by social indicator, 2013-2014 

Social indicator 
2013 2014 Growth / decline 

No. of  
oans 

Value 
(USD) 

No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

Women 372 284,150 297 273,700 -20% -4% 

Palestine Refugee 837 1,103,650 674 1,049,200 -19% -5% 

Microentrepreneurs 686 519,600 555 482,600 -19% -7% 

Informal 673 502,300 548 469,100 -19% -7% 

 
There was significant regression in the portfolio in Gaza as a result of the summer war, 
which is clear from comparison between outreach in 2013 and 2014. Thus, the outreach to 
young women regressed by 20 per cent, while the value of financing to them slipped by four 
per cent. Equally dramatic, outreach to young people in the informal sector and outreach to 
microentrepreneurs, both retrenched by 19 per cent, as the value of financing to them 
decreased by seven percent. There was also a significant decrease in outreach to young 
Palestine refugees, when lending regressed by 19 per cent, and the value of lending to them 
decreased by five per cent 
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Chart 7: Youth outreach by Social Indicator – Jordan 2014 
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In Jordan in 2014, young women accounted for 29 per cent of women clients, with young 
women financed with 1,378 loans valued at USD 853,884. Young clients made up 23 per cent 
of those working in the informal sector, with informal youth enterprises receiving 1,471 
loans valued at USD 1.34 million. Moreover, youth also accounted for 24 per cent of 
microentrepreneurs, receiving 1,779 loans worth USD 1.50 million. Palestine refugee youth 
in Jordan accounted for 26 per cent of Palestine refugee clients, receiving 1,900 loans valued 
at USD 1.72 million.   
 
Table 7: Comparative youth outreach in Jordan by social indicator, 2013-2014 
 

Social indicator 
2013 2014 Growth / decline 

No. of 
loans 

Value (USD) 
No. of 
loans 

Value 
(USD) 

Loans Value 

Women 1,124 706,356 1,378 853,884 23% 21% 

Refugee 1,783 1,719,209 1,900 1,715,254 7% 0% 

Microentrepreneu
rs 

1,553 1,458,474 1,779 1,504,590 15% 3% 

Informal 1,501 1,433,192 1,471 1,338,489 -2% -7% 

 
In comparison with previous year, almost all the social indicators correlated with youth 
outreach have improved. The outreach to young women grew by 23 percent and the value 
of lending to them increased by 21 per cent between 2013 and 2014. There was also 
substantial increase in outreach to young microentrepreneurs with outreach growing by 15 
per cent and the value of financing to them growing by three per cent. Outreach to young 
Palestine refugees grew by seven per cent, but without any growth in the value of lending to 
them. The exception to this trend was outreach to youth in the informal sector, which 
regressed by two per cent and the value of financing to youth-owned informal enterprises 
fell by seven per cent. 
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Conclusion and Summary 
 
UNRWA’s commitment to improving and developing the social performance management 
framework of its microfinance programme is ensuring that a significant portion of its 
portfolio is financing young people, who are being financially and economically empowered 
to participate in the social life of their communities. By ensuring that youth have access to 
operationally self-sufficient, sustainable and inclusive financial services for enterprise, 
households and individuals needs, UNRWA is providing increasing and continuous services to 
youth that broaden in scope and scale each year, enabling it to develop more businesses and 
employment opportunities for young people, while reducing the poverty of those 
participating in the programme. 
 
Thus, in 2014, UNRWA invested 28 per cent of its loans in youth, with financing equal to 27 
per cent of the value of its portfolio. Over a one-year period, 9,718 youth were financed with 
loans valued at USD 9.26 million. However, even as it strives to increase its outreach to 
youth, the 4-yearlong conflict in Syria and the 8-yearlong siege and boycott of Gaza that was 
interspaced with a number of short wars have reduced the programmes potential economic 
impact on the lives and livelihoods of young people.  
 


