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ExEcutivE Summary

“Communication [with refugees] is close to 
zero at this point in time.”
D i r e c t o r  o f  P r o g r a m s  f o r  a n  i n g o  
i n  J o r D a n - L e b a n o n  
a m m a n ,  s e P t e m b e r  1 0 ,  2 0 1 2

Syrian refuges in the Zaatari camp in northern 
Jordan are living in an information void, left in the 
dark about what is happening in Syria and around 
them in the camp. This void affects their capacity to 
access aid services and increases their level of 
frustration and discontent. This is one of the main 
conclusions of the rapid information and 
communication needs assessment among Syrian 
refugees conducted by Internews in the Zaatari camp 
in September 2012.

The vast majority of refugees who participated in this 
assessment affirmed that there are no sources of 
information available to them, and/or that they don’t 
know of any information sources. Interpersonal 
networks of communication are critical for 
exchanging information, and an important number 
of camp residents depend on other refugees, 
particularly those who have been in the camp longer, 
to find out what is going on. 

“We have no sources of information at all,” said one 
refugee interviewed for this assessment. “We don’t 
know what is happening in Syria, what is happening 
to our families, we don’t even know if it is Friday or 
Thursday.”

These information and communication gaps, if not 
properly addressed, could lead to operational 
challenges for humanitarian organizations that may 
potentially cause their access to, and acceptance with, 
camp residents to become gradually limited.

Internews presented its preliminary findings to 
humanitarian actors in Zaatari and Amman, after 
which UNHCR agreed that a multi-sectoral, 
coordinated information and communications 
strategy in the Zaatari refugee camp and, equally 
important, for refugees in urban areas, is urgently 
required. 

UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations are 
already working to set up a coordinated mechanism 
to communicate directly with camp residents and to 
provide effective channels for feedback, and are eager 
to find ways to strengthen their efforts through some 
of the recommendations provided in this brief 
report.

Internews surveyed more than 120 Syrian refugees in 
Zaatari camp, asking a set of 30 questions about 
information needs, sources, and trust levels. 
Additionally, 20 in-depth key informant interviews 
were conducted with humanitarian workers and 
media professionals in Jordan and in Beirut, 
Lebanon.

As per the rapid assessment, many refugees in the 
camp are frustrated by their increasing ignorance of 
their current situation, the lack of adequate access to 
news and information about the situation in Syria, 
the quality of services available in the camp, and the 
lack of information about the very same services 
available.

First and foremost, refugees demand news and 
information about Syria. This is followed by the need 
to know how to access basic services particularly with 
regard to water, food and new shelter (i.e. caravans). 
Residents also want to know information about their 
general situation in the camp. 

The overwhelming majority of refugees affirmed 
satellite TV was the source of information they 
trusted the most when there were at home in Syria – 
Al Jazeera Arabic and Al Arabiya being the preferred 
channels. In Zaatari, TV is the source refugees would 
like to access for news about Syria as well as for 
entertainment. After TV, mobile phones and Internet 
were ranked among the three most trusted sources.
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Camp residents don’t have access to radio transistors 
except for those with FM receivers in their mobile 
phones. While many didn’t listen to radio in Syria, 
camp residents affirmed they would attend listening 
groups and that a regular radio program about the 
camp and services available would be useful. 

When asked about the method for providing feedback 
to aid providers, camp residents cited personal 
interaction as the preferred and most trusted means 
of communication. However, refugees expressed that 
humanitarian workers are difficult to find and often 
unable to answer questions. Additionally, most of  
the respondents stated they feel uncomfortable 
interacting with the police inside the camp, citing 
them as an untrusted source.

Access to mobile phones is high among refugees 
families. 3G service is available on the site, and 
scratch cards with phone credit and even mobile 
phones are available through small shops set up 
inside the camp premises. However, lack of electricity 
to charge phones is a clear source of discontent for 
camp residents. 

“People are running from a horrible situation to a 
terrible one,” said Saba Mobaslat, Director of Save the 
Children’s Jordan office to the New York Times in late 
August 20121. As pointed out by a senior  
Jordanian humanitarian worker interviewed during 
this assessment, an effective information and 
communication intervention could be a game  
changer: “[The lack of] information is still the number 
one stress factor for Iraqi refugees [living in Jordan 
since 2003] to date.” 

Indeed, the lack of timely, accurate and well-targeted 
information for communities affected by crisis and 

1 torrent of Syrian refugeeS StrainS aid effort and region, New 
York Times, September 24, 2012, www.nytimes.com/2012/08/25/
worLD/miDDLeeast/refugee-numbers-sweLL-as-fighting-in-
syria-intensifies.htmL?_r=3&PagewanteD=aLL 

their lack of voice and representation in humanitarian 
operation is, unfortunately, neither new nor exclusive 
to Zaatari2. Affected populations have a right to know 
what is happening, to ask questions about their 
concerns, and to become active agents in their own 
relief and recovery. 

A brief draft version of this document with the 
preliminary findings of the assessment was presented 
to UNHCR and agencies at an inter-agency 
coordination in Zaatari on September 6. A soft copy 
of the same document was shared with UNHCR in 
Geneva, Amman and Beirut on the following days, 
and discussed more in detail with UNHCR in Amman 
and Beirut before the completion of the field mission 
on September 11. 

As part of this assessment, and as per UNHCR’s 
request, Internews contributed to the Syria Regional 
Response Plan (RRP) for Jordan and proposed to set-
up a Humanitarian Information Service (HIS) to 
provide essential life-saving information to Syrian 
refugees in the camps and outside the camps in 
Jordan. The Jordan HIS will assist the humanitarian 
community to be more effective, transparent and 
accountable by enabling communities to better 
understand aid operations, access relief services and 
communicate with aid providers.

In Lebanon, also as per UNHCR’s request, Internews 
also contributed to the RRP and proposed to deploy a 
humanitarian communications expert to assist 
UNHCR to design, develop, promote and pro-actively 
lead a comprehensive multi-sectoral, coordinated 
information and communications strategy with 
refugee communities.

2 See  wheN iNformaTioN saves Lives, the 2011 annual report 
of internewS’ humanitarian information projectS: www.
internews.org/our-stories/newsLetters/internews-reLeases-
when-information-saves-Lives-2011-annuaL-rePort-humanitar 
- aNNex 1: LaNdmark pubLicaTioNs aNd eveNTs iN The evoLuTioN of 
The humaNiTariaN commuNicaTioNs secTor, page 71.

according to the jordan times, in response to amman’s “closed camp” policy, Syrian activists and concerned citizens have formed 
underground “smuggling networks”, assisting the flight of Zaatari residents and housing them in a series of so-called safe houses 
stretching across the northern region.*1 the interior ministry policy restricts the movement of refugees within Zaatari, granting 
only a handful of permits to leave the compounds for “exceptional” cases. jacobo Quintanilla/internewS

1 for Syrian refugeeS fleeing violence, Zaatari camp ‘another hell’, jordan timeS, aug 23, 2012, httP://JorDantimes.com/for-syrian-
refugees-fLeeing-vioLence-zaatari-camP-another-heLL

Jordan’s Zaatari camp, officially inaugurated on July 
28, is currently home to over 30,000 Syrian refugees, 
including many children unaccompanied by parents. 
These refugees are mostly former residents from the 
southern Daraa Governorate, where artillery and air 
attacks still continue.

Built on a barren 9km2 desert plain about six miles 
from the Syrian border, Zaatari camp offers no 
protection from the sun, the wind and the dust and 
now, with winter approaching, the rain. 

The Jordanian Gendarmerie, the Police, and the 
Army control the perimeter of this closed-camp; 

people’s movements are also restricted. The living 
conditions in the camp are improving but are still 
certainly precarious. Basic services like food, water 
or electricity provision and access to health and 
sanitation facilities are getting better by the day. 

Zaatari’s maximum capacity is 80,000 refugees, and 
with more than 100,000 expected before the end of 
the year, one or two more camps are expected to be 
built soon nearby. If humanitarian forecasts prove 
correct, Zaatari could become the third largest city in 
Jordan before the end of the year.

aBout thE Zaatari camp

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/25/world/middleeast/refugee-numbers-swell-as-fighting-in-syria-intensifies.html?_r=3&pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/25/world/middleeast/refugee-numbers-swell-as-fighting-in-syria-intensifies.html?_r=3&pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/25/world/middleeast/refugee-numbers-swell-as-fighting-in-syria-intensifies.html?_r=3&pagewanted=all
http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://jordantimes.com/for-syrian-refugees-fleeing-violence-zaatari-camp-another-hell
http://jordantimes.com/for-syrian-refugees-fleeing-violence-zaatari-camp-another-hell
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Background1 

“The [Syria] crisis is dangerous and getting worse, 
and it is a threat to the Syrian people, the region and 
the world,” said Lakhdar Brahimi, the Algerian 
diplomat who replaced Kofi Annan as UN envoy to 
Syria earlier in September.1 Brahimi, who met 
President Bashar al-Assad of Syria in Damascus on 
September 15, warned afterwards that any progress 
would be slow given the big gap between government 
and opposition. 

In this context, the 18-month violence in Syria and 
the alarming increase of Syrian refugees across the 
region is creating a broader humanitarian crisis that 
could further destabilize the Middle East, according 
to analysts.

In March 2011, thousands of Syrians took the streets, 
initially in Daraa, in the south of the country, to 
demonstrate against the five decades of Ba’ath Party 
rule, asking for the end of it and for the resignation of 
President Assad. 

Since then, over 18,000 people have been killed, and 
over 260,000 have fled Syria into neighboring 
countries, according to UNHCR. There are 2.5 million 
people inside Syria requiring urgent humanitarian 
aid, including 1.2 million internally displaced people 
hosted in schools and public buildings. 

refugees registereD 
anD/or assisteD 

cOUNTry

ir aq 25,508

JOrdaN 86,940

lebaNON 67,960

TUrke y 80,104

TOTal 260,512

Source: unhcr , 14 September 2012 . figureS 
are baSed on eStimateS and may vary

1 iraN coNfirms iT has forces iN sYria aNd wiLL Take miLiTarY acTioN 
if pushed, ian black, Sunday September 16, 2012, www.guarDian.
co.uk/worLD/2012/seP/16/iran-miDDLeeast 

Over the last three months, the number of Syrian 
refugees has tripled, with an increase of 100,000 
refugees during the month of August alone. More 
than half of registered refugees are children.2 
According to UN estimates, Syrian refugees could 
total 600,000 by the end of 2012 if outflows continue 
at the current rate.3

“This begins to give you a sense of the scale of the 
tragedy that is unfolding, and the fact that it’s 
escalating, rather than dissipating,” 4 said John Ging, 
the Director of the Coordination and Response 
Division of the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), at the launch of the 
revised Syria Humanitarian Response Plan presented 
at the Syria Humanitarian Forum5 in Geneva on 
September 7.

Jordan and turkEy, homE to thE 
largESt numBErS

The most significant increases in numbers of refuges 
are in Turkey and Jordan. Jordan now hosts the 
largest number of registered Syrian refugees in the 
region with more than 89,000 being registered or 
awaiting registration in the country.6 

In Jordan, daily arrivals average between 1,000 and 
1,500 people. At this rate, the number of Syrian 
refugees in Jordan would reach 250,000 by the end 
of the year. According to the Jordanian Government 
there are already more than 200,000 Syrians in the 
country. 

About 30,000 refugees, an important number of 
whom are women and children, are housed at the 
Zaatari camp, a closed-camp opened on July 28 in 
the northern part of the country, near Mafraq. 

2  humanitarian bulletin Syria, ocha, iSSue 8 | 1 – 14 September 2012.

3  ibid.

4  un raiSeS humanitarian appeal to $347 million to help growing 
number of SyrianS in need, September 7, 2012, un daily newS from 
the un newS Service.

5  Syria humanitarian forum brought together over 350 
participantS from member StateS, regional organiZationS, 
international non-governmental organiZationS (ngoS) and 
un humanitarian agencieS to mobiliZe the neceSSary reSourceS 
to provide aSSiStance to the hundredS of thouSandS of people 
uprooted by the conflict. 

6  unhcr - Syria regional refugee reSponSe. information Sharing 
portal, httP://Data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.
PhP?iD=107, acceSSed on September 17, 2012.

in Zaatari, over 800 children have registered to enter jordanian 
schools, under an on-going registration effort. more than 
4,500 children have also received vaccinations in a campaign 
led by unicef. jacobo Quintanilla/internewS

According to UNHCR, more than 80% of recent 
arrivals originate from Daraa governorate.

The UNHCR Regional Response Plan, which was 
revised and presented in June 2012, planned for 
185,000 Syrian refugees till the end of the year. The 
regional refugee plan is currently being revised in 
close coordination with UN agencies and NGO 
partners with the view of presenting the revised plan 
in Geneva on September 27, 2012. 

introduction2 

An Internews team visited the Zaatari refugee camp 
from September 2-4, 2012 to conduct a rapid 
information and communication needs assessment 
among Syrian refugees. 

From August 30 to September 11, Internews met with 
a number of humanitarian organizations in Amman 
and Zaatari, attended various coordination fora and 
met and visited local media organizations in Jordan. 
Internews also met with a selected number of 
humanitarian organizations in Beirut, Lebanon, to 
get a sense of the humanitarian dimensions of the 
refugee crisis and share the preliminary findings and 
recommendations from the rapid needs assessment 
conducted in Jordan.

The assessment in the Zaatari camp in Jordan aimed 
to:

Understand the information and communication 1 
needs of camp residents and the most effective 
channels to reach them with actionable and 
useful information about humanitarian services 
available, and for them to share information, 
feedback and concerns with aid providers.

Provide recommendations for immediate action 2 
to improve communications with camp residents 
based on Internews’ experience assessing and 
operating in similar and other refugee 
environments. 

Explore the feasibility of collaboration with 3 
humanitarian agencies in the development of 
programming for dissemination to, and 
participation of, the refugee community in 
partnership with local media organizations and 
other relevant channels.

This report describes the methodology and approach 
for the assessment, and identifies key findings to 
inform the design and development of a Multi-
Sectoral, Coordinated Community Communications 
Strategy. 

Despite the fact that this rapid assessment exclusively 
looks at Zaatari camp, it is of critical importance to 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/sep/16/iran-middleeast
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/sep/16/iran-middleeast
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=107
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=107
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take into consideration and equally address the 
information and communication needs of refugees 
staying with host communities (i.e. urban refugees). 
There is already extensive experience through 
UNHCR, the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), UNESCO, 
International Relief & Development (IRD) and others, 
in doing so.

mEthodology3 

The approach used for this assessment in the Zaatari 
camp was designed to capture key information, 
provide preliminary findings, and make 
recommendations in a short space of time.

Data collection took place over one-and-a-half day 
period and included administration of a simple 
questionnaire of 30 close-ended questions by the 
Internews field team. Questions included basic 
demographic information; key information sources; 
trusted information sources; information needs; 
modes of information exchange and communication; 
and effective communications with aid providers.

Refugees were interviewed in groups and individually 
and, although formal random sampling was not 
undertaken, care was taken to interview a diverse 
range of groups and individuals with different 
demographic profiles based upon an AGDM (Age, 
Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming).

A total of over 120 respondents were interviewed in 
15 groups. The team took approximately 20-25 
minutes with each group. The questionnaire was 
designed in English and administered by a native 
Arabic speaker. 

While the data presented in this short draft report 
are not statistically representative of the entire 
refugee population at Zaatari camp, there are clear 
and compelling findings that point to possible and 
effective information and communication strategies. 

kEy FindingS4 

“nobody knows anything in the camp. Unless 
someone comes to our tent and tells us about 
some food distribution, by the time we know, 
there may be no food left”, 
s a i D  a  5 0 -y e a r  o L D  m a n  f r o m  D a r a a  w h o  r e a c h e D 
z a ata r i  w i t h  h i s  fa m i Ly  a n D  h i s  c o u s i n ’ s  fa m i Ly 
i n  m i D -a u g u s t. 

Preliminary findings from a rapid information and 
communications needs assessment conducted by 
Internews highlight that:

Overwhelmingly, camp residents currently live  »
in an information void. Many refugees are 
unhappy and frustrated by their increasing 
ignorance of what is happening in the camp and 
particularly about what is happening in Syria. 

SOURCES:  » The vast majority of respondents 
affirmed that there are no sources of 
information available and/or they don’t 
know of any. 

Interpersonal networks of  »
communication are critical. An important 
number of people depend on other refugees, 
particularly those who have been in the camp for 
longer, to find any sort of information. 

“if we see people going to the east [in the 
camp], we go to the east. if we see people 
going to the west, we go to the west.”

TRUSTED CHANNELS:  » Satellite TV is the 
source of information refugees trusted the most 
when at home in Syria,  by far - Al Jazeera 
Arabic and Al Arabiya were the preferred 
channels. In Zaatari, TV is the source they would 
like to access for news about Syria as well as for 
entertainment. After TV, mobile phones and 
Internet were ranked among the 3 most trusted 
sources.

“We have phones but no electricity… We can 
only talk to allah right now. allah is the only 
one we can complain to.”
m a L e  c a m P  r e s i D e n t

“each district in daraa has a Facebook page 
and we know how many people have been 
killed and where.”
s a i D  a  2 0 -y e a r  o L D  m a n ,  w h o  wa s  s t u Dy i n g  i t 
e n g i n e e r  b e f o r e  h e  h a D  t o  f L e e . 

“Mobile phone is the only way we have to 
communicate and Facebook the best way 
we have to know what is happening because 
there is a page for our village.”
s a i D  h i s  fat h e r .  b o t h  c o m P L a i n e D  o f  t h e  L a c k 
o f  e L e c t r i c i t y  t o  at  L e a s t  c h a r g e  t h e i r  m o b i L e 
P h o n e  a n D  b e  a b L e  t o  b e  i n  c o n ta c t  w i t h  t h e i r 
fa m i Ly  b a c k  i n  s y r i a .

MOBILE PHONE ACCESS: Access to  »
mobile is high but a lack of electricity to 
charge phones is a clear source of 
discontent for camp residents. 

Most of the respondents interviewed have their  »
own phone or have access to one through their 
families using a Jordanian and/or Syrian SIM 
card. Connectivity is good with 3G accessible 
across the Camp. Residents can buy scratch 
cards and mobile phones inside the camps in a 
few shops and individual vendors.

Many mobile phones also have FM receivers.  »
However, certain respondents noted that some 
mobile phones have difficulty receiving a good 
FM signal so people walk around the camp until 
they find good reception. 

mobiLe Phone charging tent

Six refugee committees representing the 
Zaatari camp population have now been 
established to contribute to the management 
of the camp. one of the refugee communities 
will run a mobile phone charging tent. the 
community tent, currently being set up by 
unhCr, will help ensure that all refugees can 
keep in touch with relatives back home. 

Syria regional refugee reSponSe - jordan, lebanon, iraQ, turkey, 7 
September 2012

“We don’t see anybody to complain” 

“they [humanitarian workers] send you from 
one person to another”

FEEdBack channElS: 

Personal interaction is the preferred and  »
most trusted means of communication. 
Camp residents interviewed would prefer face-
to-face meetings with humanitarian workers as 
the main way to ask questions, access and share 
information and also complain. 

P » hone calls, call-in to radio/TV programs were 
other mentioned channels. 

Humanitarian workers are difficult to  »
find and often unable to answer 
questions. The vast majority of respondents 
stated that they find it difficult to locate 
humanitarian workers around the camp and 
when they do and ask them questions, they are 
re-directed to 2-3 different people leaving their 
question unaddressed. Many also stated that 

while an important number of refugee families has access 
to a functioning mobile phone, the lack of electricity and 
opportunities to charge mobile phones was creating anxiety 
and frustration among Syrian refugees in Zaatari. in the picture, 
a group of young boys await for their mobile phones to be 
charged by the main entrance of the camp in September 6, 
2012.  jacobo Quintanilla/internewS
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more humanitarian workers who spoke Arabic 
were required.

Police are not a trusted communication  »
channel. Most of the respondents feel 
uncomfortable interacting with the police inside 
the camp. 

RADIO:  » Residents don’t have access to radio 
transistors. They didn’t listen to radio in Syria 
but they affirmed that they would attend 
listening groups and that a regular radio 
program about the camp and services available 
would be useful.

LITERACY LEVEL:  » Critical to consider when 
thinking of information/communication 
channels is the fact that a very important 
percentage of respondents didn’t finish primary 
school and/or has difficulties in reading.

Posters anD fLyers

to support parents in Zaatari camp and 
transit sites in dealing with the stress their 
children are experiencing, uniCeF printed 
1,000 information sheets to be distributed to 
parents, and 450 posters to be displayed in the 
sites, on how to support children in situations 
of crisis. this will help parents to assist their 
children and alleviate their own stress.

Syria criSiS weekly humanitarian Situation report - jordan, 
lebanon, iraQ and turkey, 30 auguSt 2012

What inFormation do 5 
rEFugEES Want and 
nEEd?

First and foremost, refugees demand  »
news and information about Syria. This is 
followed by the need to know how to access basic 
services particularly with regard to water, food 
and new shelter (i.e. caravans). Residents also 
want to know information about their general 
situation in the camp. 

Camp residents interviewed complained of the  »
lack electricity to charge their phones; access to 
cold and clean water 24/7; the quality of the food 
and the lack of awareness of distribution times; 
and how to access medical services and new 
shelter (i.e. caravans).

Ignorance of what is happening inside and  »
outside the camp is raising the level of irritation 
of residents. This is compounded by a feeling of 
impotence, not knowing whom to complain to, or 
how to access services and meet those needs. 

“there is not enough food and water and we 
are scared to go out in the camp and fetch 
for ourselves because there are many people 
looking for them too. access to services, 
that’s the information we need.”

Filling thE gap: 6 
rEcommEndationS 
on hoW to providE 
inFormation to 
rEFugEES & EStaBliSh 
2-Way communication 
channElS 

Participants expressed overwhelming interest in 
information developed specifically for them about 
camp news. It is clear that any information 
intervention will generate a great deal of interest and 
goodwill. 

The mode of delivery and the channels are important 
as they will determine how many and how people 
participate in and benefit from any community 
communications intervention. 

Based on its extensive experience in similar settings, 
Internews advocates for multi-platform/multi-
channel approaches using local media, non-mass 
media communication channels (e.g. community 
volunteers), traditional/indigenous channels (e.g. 
religious leaders), or mobile technology and social 
media, always based on a good understanding of the 

local information ecology. There is no silver bullet or 
solution that fits all.

The following section briefly discusses the issues of 
coordination and a series of tools for information 
dissemination that UNHCR and implementing 
partners may want to consider as per discussions 
with UNHCR and others agencies. 

coordination6.1 

UNHCR and partners are already working on setting 
up a coordinated mechanism to communicate directly 
with camp residents and set up effective channels for 
feedback. As a key initial step UNHCR is collecting 
key messages and information about services 
provided in the camps by individual agencies. These 
1-pagers with messages and actionable and useful 
information will be updated regularly and will 
constitute the initial cornerstone for an effective 
community communications strategy.

“there is not enough food and water and we are scared to go out in the camp and fetch for ourselves because there are many 
people looking for them too. access to services, that’s the information we need,” affirmed a refugee father of 4 in Zaatari. in the 
picture, a food distribution takes place. only men and boys are by the track.  jacobo Quintanilla/internewS
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“there are so many [humanitarian] actors in 
the camp that people don’t know where to 
address their complaints, they don’t know 
what everybody does. i have the impression 
that they don’t know who we are and that 
they don’t access services because they don’t 
know what is there.”
h u m a n i ta r i a n  w o r k e r  i n  z a ata r i

Another important factor is the need for individual 
agencies to appoint a focal person for community 
communications to actively participate in the 
coordination structure that UNHCR and partners are 
currently setting up. This community communications 
working group, or similar denomination, could be 
chaired by UNHCR and co-chaired by an I/NGO. 

multi-SEctoral, 6.2 
coordinatEd 
community 
communicationS 
StratEgy

As stressed by UNHCR and partners in light of the 
initial findings of Internews’ rapid needs assessment, 
a multi-sectoral, coordinated information and 
communications strategy in the Zaatari refugee camp 
and, equally important, also for refugees in urban 
areas, is urgently required. 

This will dramatically improve two-way communica-
tion and will help to continue proving the value of in-
formation and communication as a form of humani-
tarian assistance in itself.1

As per Internews’ experience in similar settings, 
refugees will gain access to important information 
about their situation, regain their self-agency and 
play a more active and positive role in the maintenance 
of the Zaatari camp towards their eventual exit from 
Jordan.

1  watch communication iS aid, a 2-minute animation film: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=uibg0JreLDc

potEntial toolS 6.3 
and communication 
channElS

Based on the preliminary findings of Internews’ rapid 
needs assessment and also based on similar 
humanitarian information work done around the 
world, Internews shares a series of tools that have 
proven to work and, also to fail, in other 
environments.  

This document is not an exhaustive list of tools, or 
approaches. Instead, the intention of this rapid needs 
assessment is to provide a menu for UNHCR and 
partners from which to select the most appropriate 
strategies that adequately contextualized and with 
extra capacities and resources, could work best to 
meet the information and communication needs of 
refugees in Zaatari.

A series of tools and channels include, but are not 
limited to:

For rEcEption and 6.3.1 
rEgiStration oF 
rEFugEES at thE BordEr 
arEaS and in Zaatari

Welcome1  cards with basic details about 
refugees’ new situation, the place they are and 
the services available to them, including contact 
details of community managers and other 
relevant useful information. 

Information boards2  with visuals and 
snippets of relevant information. Suggestion: 
Identify local cartoonist to help agencies 
visualize content.

Include 3 Questions on i.e. literacy, access to 
functioning mobile phone and radio 
transistor, and write down mobile phone 
numbers, to assess potential available 
communication channels, as part of the 
registration process.

Signs2  indicating lanes/streets and how to get to 
common facilities, including information tents, 
camp hospitals, communal kitchens, water 
points, toilets, child friendly spaces, schools, and 
sports areas. Boards with opening times and 
emergency contact details should be displayed at 
the entrance of i.e. hospitals, schools, for 
refugees’ reference.

Maps3  on information boards with the camp and 
with relevant detailed sections and services. 
Community mobilizers will also play a key role at 
explaining camp residents how to “read” those 
maps.

One-stop-shop: Information tents4  with 
information desks, information boards, and 
listening posts with larger FM/AM radios. i.e. 
Two megaphones should be available for 
announcements, though humanitarian workers 
should refrain from using them unless it is 
necessary to address larger groups –we all know 
that people like talking, not being shouted at.

Daily/regular camp announcements: 5 
Community mobilizers should receive accurate, 
timely and well-targeted information from 
implementing partners for them to relay to camp 
leaders and refugees. 

Public Address (PA) systems:6  It can be a 
useful tool for important camp announcements, 
to be used in exceptional occasions/emergencies. 
The major deficiency is that they do not allow 
people to opt out so PA systems are not advisable 
for broadcast long and/or regular 
announcements.

inFormation & 6.3.3 
communication toolS

Radio distribution: 7 As a matter of priority, 
(temporary) camp leaders should be trusted with 
managing a radio transistor for communal 
listening. This initiative should take place as 
soon as possible while relevant humanitarian 
actors may agree on a larger scale (wind-up) 

For camp managEmEnt6.3.2 

Community mobilizers1 /managers 

Community mobilizers will be the face of the  »
humanitarian community and therefore tasked 
with the critical role of dealing with “customer 
services” It is critical that community mobilizers 
speaker Arabic and/or relevant local languages if 
any.

Name tags for humanitarian workers/mobilizers  »
will be useful and appreciated by refugees. 

One of the most urgent and key tasks is to let  »
camp residents know who is who and who does 
and who doesn’t do what. 

hygiene Promotion voLunteers

uniCeF and partner aCted will conduct 
more than 100 hygiene promotion sessions 
each day, through 22 hygiene promoters, 
each running at least five daily sessions. 
each session reaches approximately five 
people, depending on the family size.

Syria criSiS weekly humanitarian Situation report - jordan, 
lebanon, iraQ and turkey, auguSt 30, 2012

Adequate training, briefing and resourcing for  »
these face-to-face workers is paramount. They 
will be responsible for disseminating actionable 
and useful information, addressing refugees 
questions, and equally important, listening to 
their feedback and complaints. These must be 
systematically taken back to relevant 
coordination fora and incorporated as required 
and possible, within programming and 
evaluation.

Community mobilizers should also be deployed  »
at reception points to address information needs 
of refugees as they enter their new environment. 

Consider the possibility of distribution of  »
bicycles for community managers as the size of 
the camp increases. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uibg0JREldc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uibg0JREldc
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radio distribution. Internews will share the 
contact details of 3 providers with UNHCR, 
INTERSOS and IRD, for their reference. 
Depending on the context/country, Internews 
advocates for the inclusion of wind-up radios 
and/or mobile phones with credit, as part of NFI 
kits.

Distribution of local newspapers: 8 
INTERSOS is already doing it. Agencies should 
consider the possibility of extending this 
distribution and bring different newspapers in 
different days.

TV screening points/Screening of movies: 9 
Based on the findings of Internews’ rapid 
assessment, TV seems to be the media of choice 
for camp residents. Agencies could consider 
setting up a number of tents managed by 
community representatives/committees around 
the camps with satellite TV. TVs could also be 
used to screen entertainment movies and other 
educational materials, or camp residents’ own 
productions.

Set-up internet cafes: 10 Internet has been 
listed as one of the three main sources of 
information Syrian refugees used before coming 
to the camp. Taking into account the important 
number of young camp residents, it would be 
interesting to explore the idea of setting up 
Internet cafes (i.e. containers with laptops 
connected to the internet) in key locations in the 
camp, funding allowing.

Participatory video production:11  Depending 
on more research to be done by e.g. community 
mobilizers and Community Services, digital 
story telling could be a great way of documenting 
refugee life in the camp and share it with their 
families and outside world. 

Town hall and community events: 12 
Refugees need information but they also need 
entertainment. Regular community events 
featuring refugees themselves e.g. singing, 
dancing, theatre can be part of community 
services. Refugees and agencies can decide 
together what may work and how.

Production of humanitarian radio 13 
programs with news and information 
about the camp, including participatory 
segments such as call-in shows, debates, 
interviews or SMS from the audience. 

Besides and in coordination with existing radio  »
initiatives by UNESCO and Yarmouk FM, a 
radio station funded by Internews in 2006 at 
Yarmouk University in Irbid, in the north of 
Jordan, one hours from Zaatati, Internews has 
proposed, as part of the Syria RRP for Jordan, to 
partner with a local radio station that reaches 
the camp and a local organization in the 
production of a regular humanitarian radio 
program produced by and for residents in 
Zaatari with useful and relevant information (i.e. 
Jordan Humanitarian Information Service, 
HIS.) As per Internews’ experience in numerous 
similar situations, such as working with Darfur 
refugees in Chad, a selected number of refugees 
would be trained in field reporting to form a 
crew of camp correspondents. Ideally, refugee 
correspondents from urban areas will also 
contribute to the show. Humanitarian workers 
and government officials will be featured in the 
programs with important information and 
announcements and also will take part in call-in 
shows and other interactive programs with the 
audience.

“People in syria don’t listen to radio but if 
you produce a program with information and 
complaints, we will listen.”
4 5 -y e a r  o L D  m a L e  f r o m  D a r a a 

Listening posts: 14 Boom boxes could be 
strategically placed and adequately secured 
around the camps in communal spaces (i.e. 
communal kitchens, information tents, water 
points) for people to listen to radio. Listening 
Groups/Focus Group Discussions could be 
formed around the topics of the show to gather 
feedback.

SMS service: 15 Depending on the scale of the 
demands for information, a SMS service could 
be set up to send timely and well-targeted 
information and/or emergency announcement to 
a selected number of individuals or sectors.

Free telephone hotlines/call in center: 16 
Depending on the scale of the demands for 
information, free telephone hotline(s) or a call-in 
center could be set up to manage questions, 
feedback and concerns by camp residents and 
(other refugees).

Suggestion boxes:17  Despite the apparent low 
literacy levels among camp residents, this option 
could be explored as community mobilizers get a 
much better sense of what may work better or 
not.

challEngES acroSS 7 
thE SEctor: prompting 
inStitutional changE

“the people who are on the receiving end of 
our assistance are rarely if ever consulted on 
what they need, or are able to choose who 
helps them or how (...) Whilst this has long 
been recognized as an issue, too little has 
been done about it.”
u k  D e Pa r t m e n t  f o r  i n t e r n at i o n a L  D e v e L o P m e n t 
( D f i D ) ,  h u m a n i ta r i a n  e m e r g e n c y  r e s P o n s e 
r e v i e w  ( h e r r ) ,  e x e c u t i v e  s u m m a ry,  m a r c h  2 0 1 1

As of today, despite a few significant exceptions, all 
too often, just a few individuals within organizations 
– in many cases lacking sufficient institutional 
support, adequate resources, and at times technical 
knowledge – are the only ones driving humanitarian 
communication efforts. 

Even when they deliver important results and make a 
positive impact, best practices and lessons learnt are 
not normally institutionalized, and therefore hardly 
influence their own organizations and/or other 
humanitarian settings.

Despite the growing interest from humanitarian 
organizations and the important progress made to 
date, the obstacles to mainstreaming humanitarian 
communication models remain significant.

The following obstacles exist across the humanitarian 
architecture and hamper the realization of people’s 
right to know, ask questions and take an active role in 
their own survival and recovery.

As per Internews’ experience from numerous 
assessments and emergency responses, the most 
prominent challenges within the humanitarian 
system, in regards to communication with affected 
populations, include the following:

Lack of specific resources: conflation of 1 
humanitarian communications and 
public information roles: Very often, 
organizations task the same individuals who 
liaise with international media, generally public 
information, media, or communications officers, 
to work also on humanitarian communications. 
These same staff, particularly in a rapid-onset 
emergency, are also responsible for other equally 
critical tasks such as acting as spokespersons, 
drafting press releases, or writing reports, 
meaning that communication with affected 
populations is often not prioritized.

Lack of understanding about the 2 
difference between “messaging” and 
“two-way communication”: Historically, 
while important and good work has been done 
on the delivery of messages to affected 
populations (i.e. messaging), establishing 
systematic ways of listening to survivors (i.e. 
two-way communication) has remained a 
particular challenge. 

Humanitarian staff require greater 3 
orientation and skills in communications 
platforms and solutions to create two-
way communication: This includes training 
on basic understanding and skills on how to 
communicate with affected populations, 
including delivering information, engaging in 
dialogue, and effectively channeling feedback 
from communities through multi-platform/
multi-channel approaches using local media, 
non-mass media communication channels (e.g. 
community volunteers), traditional/indigenous 
channels (e.g. religious leaders), or mobile 
technology and social media – whatever avenues 
may work.



Humanitarian information & communication neeDS aSSeSSment: 
Zaatari refugee camp, JorDan 16 Humanitarian information & communication neeDS aSSeSSment:  

Zaatari refugee camp, JorDan 17

Significant staff turnover, short-term 4 
approach, and lack of institutional 
memory: While staff turnover is an endemic 
problem in the sector, particularly in rapid-onset 
emergencies, poor knowledge management 
systems lead directly to the loss of institutional 
memory. 

Humanitarian communications 5 
coordination is lacking: Recent reports have 
found, “the current humanitarian architecture is 
not currently geared towards addressing the issue 
of communication with communities, or the 
concept of information as a form of humanitarian 
assistance in itself. No agency or cluster is tasked 
with leading on communication, and there is no 
recognition of communication as a cross-cutting 
issue.” 
The Haiti response saw the first effort to address 
communication with affected communities at the 
level of the humanitarian system through CDAC 
(Communications with Affected Communities) 
Haiti. Hosted by Internews, CDAC Haiti worked 
as a cross-cluster support mechanism. Delivery of 
this service, through the CDAC Network, 
however, requires funding, staffing, and support 
services. If this is to happen, urgent policy 
changes are required to ensure that 
communications with affected communities are 
part of the standard humanitarian response. 

Not knowing where you set your foot: 6 
Failure to understand the information 
ecosystem: Information needs and the changes 
prompted in the information ecology in a 
particular country/context need to be part of 
early humanitarian assessments, but these 
issues have not yet been systematically built into 
most existing initial post-disaster assessment 
protocols and practice. 

Failure to utilize and partner with local 7 
media: In emergency responses, local media 
tend to be vastly underutilized, and their 
potential to support humanitarian 
communications is left largely untapped. 
Internews always advocates for the key role that 
media, often radio in particular, can potentially 
play in emergency responses when time and 
resources are invested in fostering these types of 
partnerships. 

For more information on Internews’ humanitarian 
information work download When Information 
Saves Lives, the 2011 Annual Report of 
Internews’ Humanitarian Information 
Projects: www.internews.org/our-stories/news-
letters/internews-releases-when-information-
saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar. 

Internews and BBC Media Action are partners in 
infoasaid, a unique DfID-funded consortium 
focusing on improving how aid agencies communicate 
with disaster-affected communities. Check http://
infoasaid.org/ to access media and telecommunication 
landscape guides from 22 countries; a library of 
generic messages endorsed by the UN clusters in 
Geneva; and an e-learning course for humanitarian 
staff, among other resources.

Internews is also one of the founding members  
of the Communicating with Disaster-Affected 
Communities (CDAC) Network (www.cdac 
network.org), a groundbreaking cross-sector 
collaboration between aid agencies, UN organizations, 
the Red Cross Movement, and media development 
organizations that recognizes information and  
two-way communication as key humanitarian 
deliverables.
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Communications efforts are not 8 
effectively monitored: Very often monitoring 
of communications efforts is minimal or non-
existent. This is a programmatic challenge, and 
the lack of adequate monitoring and evaluation 
of communication activities makes even more 
complicated to prove the cost-effectiveness of 
these interventions and the value for money, and 
thus to justify leveraging specific resources for 
emergency response within humanitarian 
agencies.

aBout intErnEWS’ 8 
humanitarian 
inFormation Work

Internews is an International NGO whose mission is 
to empower local media worldwide to give people the 
news and information they need, the ability to 
connect and the means to make their voices heard. 
Internews was founded in 1982 in the US and has a 
sister organization, Internews Europe, based in 
London.

Since the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia, Internews has 
been supporting local media to enable people in the 
midst of a disaster to access life-saving information 
and take an active role in their own survival and 
recovery; building partnerships and working closely 
with humanitarian organizations and government 
agencies at all stages during emergency responses. 

Internews has been present in all major humanitarian 
crises around the world since 2004, including the 
Pakistan earthquake (2005), IDP/refugee crises in 
Darfur and Chad (2005), post election violence in 
Kenya (2008), large scale displacement in South 
Sudan (since 2006), conflict in Sri Lanka (2007), war 
in Gaza (2009), ethnic violence in Kyrgyzstan (2010) 
and the earthquake in Haiti (2010). Internews has 
also conducted information and communications 
needs assessments most recently in Ethiopia (to be 
published 2012), and in 2011 in Dadaab (Kenya), 
Libya, Liberia/Cote d’Ivoire, Tunisia and Sri Lanka. 

http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/research-publications/when-information-saves-lives-2011-humanitarian-annual-report
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://www.internews.org/our-stories/newsletters/internews-releases-when-information-saves-lives-2011-annual-report-humanitar
http://infoasaid.org/
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