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Palestine: United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the 

Near East (UNRWA): Registration and issuance of documents 

 
The following note describes the procedure for registration and issuance of 

UNRWA-documents in the West Bank (incl. East Jerusalem) and Gaza, Lebanon, 

Syria and Jordan.  

 

The note includes a description of registration with UNWRA for Palestine refu-

gees, the UNRWA database and the UNRWA registration card. The note also in-

cludes a short description of the family registration number and the individual 

registration number.  

 

The note is primarily based on an interview conducted in Jerusalem in September 

2019 and is one out of several notes focusing on Palestinian documents.  

 

The mandate of UNRWA 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA) was established as a subsidiary organ of the United Nations General As-

sembly on 8 December 1949, following the Arab-Israeli war in 1948, to carry out 

relief and works programmes for Palestine refugees. The United Nations General 

Assembly has repeatedly renewed UNRWA's mandate. Its area of operations 

cover the West Bank (incl. East Jerusalem) and Gaza, Lebanon, Syria and Jordan.1  

 

UNRWA services are available within its areas of operations for those who meet 

the criteria for eligibility.2 When the agency began operations in 1950, it was re-

sponding to the needs of about 750,000 Palestine refugees. In 2020, some 5.6 mil-

lion Palestine refugees were eligible for UNRWA services.3  

 

 

                                                           
1 UNRWA, Who We Are, March 2021. 
2 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020. p. 12. 
3 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020. p. 8 
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Registration and services 

According to the Danish Immigration Services, UNRWA operates with two forms 

of eligibility; eligibility to register and eligibility to receive services. A person may 

be registered with UNRWA without receiving services, and another may receive 

services without being registered with UNRWA. In many cases, the two will over-

lap.4 

 

Persons, who are not ineligible to register with UNRWA but eligible to receive ser-

vices on an emergency basis, include those displaced as a result of 1967 and sub-

sequent hostilities.5 

 

Eligibility to register with UNRWA  

The largest group of persons eligible to register with UNRWA falls under the 

UNRWA definition of Palestine refugees. UNRWA defines Palestine refugees as 

“persons whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 

1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result 

of the 1948 conflict.”6 The descendants of Palestine refugee males, including legally 

adopted children, are eligible for registration with UNRWA.7 Since 2006, husband 

and descendants of a registered refugee women, known as ‘married to non-refu-

gee’ (MNR) family members, have also become eligible to be registered and to re-

ceive UNRWA services.8   

 

The West Bank is an exception to this rule, as there are more registered MNR’s than 

in other fields. It has been decided that MNR children in the West Bank do not re-

ceive services from UNRWA.9  

 

Registration procedure  

Registration as Palestine refugee was initially only open for first-time registrations 

until June of 1952. In the beginning, the International Committee of the Red Cross 

and the American Friends Service Committee was in charge, but the registrations 

were later handed over to UNRWA. UNRWA rectified and stored the registrations 

as well as conducted a survey of Palestine Refugees from 1950-1951.10  

 

Between July of 1952 and 1992, only descendants of male registered Palestine 

refugees could register with UNRWA. From 1992, first-time registrations were re-

opened for those eligible.11 

                                                           
4 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 12. 
5 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 12. 
6 UNRWA, Who We Are, March 2021.  
7 UNRWA, Who We Are, March 2021. 
8 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 44. 
9 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 44. 
10 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 18. 
11 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 12-18. 
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A person will typically register with UNRWA at one of their registration offices lo-

cated in the fields of operation. According to the Danish Immigration Services, 

there are approximately 60 registration offices distributed in the fields of opera-

tion.12 The required document needed for the registration is the birth certificate 

and the ID card of the father/mother if the person is more than one year old. The 

person always has to bring original documents for the registration, including ID 

card.13  

 

When registering, UNRWA notes and stores information regarding the family of 

the person registering including names of family members, nationality and district 

of origin in Palestine.14  

 

Ideally, a person has to have legal residency, but even if the stay is illegal, UNRWA 

offices in the West Bank does update the said person’s status. Lebanon and Syria 

are different as these countries do not update unless the individuals are in the 

government’s system.15  

 

The documents required depends on which update in the system is being made.  

If a marriage is to be registered, the marriage certificate is required. If a birth is to 

be registered, the birth certificate is required. Every update needs to be docu-

mented with original documents.16 

 

A person normally needs to be present to register with UNRWA, but it is also pos-

sible to do so by proxy by bringing a declaration of consent.17  

 

It is possible to transfer a UNRWA registration from one country to another. In  

order to do so, he/she has to visit the UNRWA registration office of his/her new 

country of residence. Anyone in a family above the age of 18 can transfer their 

registration to e.g. the West Bank.18 

 

Electronic system  

Information registered in UNRWA’s five field of operation (West Bank (incl. East 

Jerusalem) and Gaza, Lebanon, Syria and Jordan) is centralised in an online data-

base. Since 2010, the online system in use has been “The Refugee Registration In-

formation System (RRIS)”. With the introduction of RRIS, data from an older sys-

tem was transferred to the new. Updates in the database is voluntary, and the 

                                                           
12 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 16. 
13 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
14 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 16. 
15 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
16 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
17 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
18 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
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registration does therefore not reflect the actual situation of the person. Many do 

not update their file, because they are not interested in UNRWA’s services.19  

 

UNRWA has scanned documents electronically and stored them in the database 

since 1996.20  

 

UNRWA registration card 

The registration card (also sometimes known as the family registration card) is 

issued upon registration as proof of this registration. The information given by the 

person is registered in the online system and the person receives the card within 

15 minutes of the registration. If the registration has been transferred from an-

other country, it may take days for the new registration card to be delivered. The 

card displays information regarding the person’s family (head of the family, wife 

and children etc.) The family registration card does not have an expiry date. It is 

not possible to collect the registration card by proxy and thus it must be collected 

in person.21 The registration card is a uniform document across the five UNRWA 

fields. UNRWA registration cards are not stamped.22  

 

Image 1: Example of an UNRWA registration card (NIDC reference material). 

 

                                                           
19 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
20 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 16. 
21 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
22 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 



 
Page     5/9 

 
Image 2: Example of the back of an UNRWA registration card (NIDC reference material). 

 

 

 
Image 3: Explanation of registration codes (RC).23  

 

UNRWA computerised form 

UNRWA will sometimes issue a computerised form instead of a new registration 

card. This could be the case if the person comes to register a child and it is clear 

from the person’s file that he/she has children who have not yet been registered. 

                                                           
23 UNRWA, August 2022 
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The computerised form is signed or stamped. If the information in the system is 

corresponding, the person can have a new registration card issued.24  

 

 
Image 4: Example of an UNRWA computerised form (NIDC reference material). 

 
Transfer of individual registrations due to marriage  

When a woman marries, she is transferred from her father’s registration card to 

her husband’s. She is then entitled to a new registration card, reflecting this 

change. She will still be written on the father’s registration card until the father 

                                                           
24 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
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updates his card.25  

 

Cessation of registration  

A person stops being registered with UNRWA if he/she passes away and the fam-

ily notifies UNRWA. A person may also be removed from the register if he/she ac-

quires residency or citizenship in another country, and the person notifies 

UNRWA. However, the person is not required to update the records.26 

 

Family registration ID number 

Each family is assigned a specific family registration ID number. A person is also 

given a unique individual registration number. A single son or daughter would 

have the same family number as his/her mother and father. When he/she mar-

ries, he/she would keep the individual registration number and be given a new 

family number.27  

 

Individual registration number 

The individual registration number is a randomised and computerised serial num-

ber. However, because UNRWA’s system was digitised in 2010, some of the data 

from before this time was transferred into the new system serially. This is why 

persons in the same family registered at different times can have individual regis-

tration numbers close to each other.28 

 

Individual registration cards 

Individual registration cards were previously issued only in Gaza and Syria, hence 

not issued in the West Bank, Jordan or Lebanon. Today, UNRWA only issues the 

family registration card and the computerised document that is signed.29  

 

Change of address 

When a person is seeking to change his/her address, UNRWA has to see ID cards 

with a changed address. The present address on the registration card is tran-

scribed from the ID card.30  

 

A family of two Palestinians originating from Syria that register themselves in e.g. 

Lebanon would have Lebanon as registration address on their registration card. It 

is not possible to see from the registration card that they originate from Syria.  

                                                           
25 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
26 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
27 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
28 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
29 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
30 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
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UNRWA can see in the online system if a person has moved his/her registration 

from another country. 31 

 

Reissue 

UNRWA can reissue a document upon request in cases where the documents is 

lost. New documents can be issued once the identity of that person has been es-

tablished.32 

                                                           
31 UNRWA, Jerusalem, September 2019. 
32 Danish Immigration Services, June 2020, p. 22. 



 
Page     9/9 

References 

Oral source 
UNRWA (September 2019): Interviewed Jerusalem, Israel. 
 

Written sources 

Danish Immigration Services (June 2020): Palestinian Refugees Access to registra-

tion and UNRWA services, documents, and entry to Jordan, https://us.dk/me-

dia/9387/palestinian-refugees-june-2020.pdf, accessed on 5 March 2021. 
Danish Immigration Services (June 2020): Palestinian Refugees Access to registra-

tion and UNRWA services, documents, and entry to Jordan, 
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/da/Words%20and%20Con-
cepts%20Front%20Page/US/Asylum/landerapporter, accessed on 5 March 
2021 

UNRWA (August 2022): Written material sent to the Danish National ID Centre.  

UNRWA (March 2021): About UNRWA, (https://www.unrwa.org/resources/about-

unrwa/about-unrwa-0), accessed 5 January 2021.  

UNRWA (March 2021): Who We Are, (https://www.unrwa.org/who-we-are), ac-

cessed 7 December 2020.   

 

https://us.dk/media/9387/palestinian-refugees-june-2020.pdf
https://us.dk/media/9387/palestinian-refugees-june-2020.pdf
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/da/Words%20and%20Concepts%20Front%20Page/US/Asylum/landerapporter
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/da/Words%20and%20Concepts%20Front%20Page/US/Asylum/landerapporter
https://www.unrwa.org/resources/about-unrwa/about-unrwa-0
https://www.unrwa.org/resources/about-unrwa/about-unrwa-0
https://www.unrwa.org/who-we-are

