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Dr Pier Paolo Balladelli, new WHO Regional Emergency Coordinator for the Syrian crisis,  with
a Syrian baby at a health facility in AlZaatari camp8 October 2013 – With over 115 000
refugees in Al Zaatari camp, the provision of quality health services remains a priority not only
for Syrians living in the camp but for those outside living among the host community.

  

15 months after Al Zaatari refugee camp in northern Jordan opened, Syrian refugees continue
to seek shelter there. The protracted crisis has meant many services in the camp have been
expanded and improved to respond to the growing needs of the vulnerable populations, none
more so than the health sector. Although the number of refugees entering Jordan has
decreased since the early spring (which saw 2000–3000 Syrians per day cross the border), the
heavy burden on health services remains.

  Primary health care
  

There are now over 115 000 Syrians currently residing in Al Zaatari (source: UNHCR). They are
in need of regular health services. Even though the Ministry of Health together with the United
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNICEF, United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA), Médecins du Monde (MDM), Médecins San Frontières (MSF), WHO
and other partners have worked tirelessly to improve the quality of health outreach, some gaps
still remain.

  

Dr Mohammed Abu Khadair, the Health Coordinator for Al Zaatari believes that “the health
sector in the refugee camp has seen dramatic improvements since the opening over a year ago.
Now there are surveillance mechanisms in place and all actors are involved in securing regular
analysis and acting rapidly on collecting health information. Secondary care is in place in the
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camp; however, primary health care remains the focus.”

  

In tight coordination with the Jordanian Ministry of Health, numerous facilities provide primary
health care, including clinics administered by MDM, the Jordan Health Aid Society, Saudi
Government, and MSF. In the camp, secondary care is being supplied through the Moroccan
and Jordan–Italian military field hospitals. Tertiary care needs are referred outside the camp to
the hospital in Mafraq.

  Hygiene – a pressing issue
  

“Hygiene is a key issue for the overall health of the individuals in Al Zaatari,” stated Dr Abu
Khadair. “Solid waste management needs improvement, and hygiene practices as well.
“Vulnerability related to foodborne diseases, such as hepatitis A and rotavirus, remain as a top
priority in the camp in order to prevent outbreaks,” said Dr Pier Paolo Balladelli, WHO Regional
Emergency Coordinator for the Syria crisis. “Sanitation, specifically exploring how to improve
waste management and hygiene of food stalls within the camp”.

  An improved health system management
  

Emphasis is being placed on diseases, such as tuberculosis and measles. Active surveillance
measures have been put in place to monitor and respond to any potential outbreaks in the
camp. Health surveillance and preparedness of outbreak in Al Zaatari has greatly improved
since the opening of the camp 15 months ago, with the early warning systems being
strategically enforced.

  

Similarly, the improvement of overall health service management has been a key success story
for Al Zaatari. Qualitative and timely in-camp laboratory-testing has meant that many diseases
are being timely identified. Similarly, the systematic measles vaccination of all individuals under
the age of 30 who enter the camp has been a major success, and the outbreak with 16 cases is
now just a situation of the past as 0 cases of measles have been reported since the decision
took place. With the imminent introduction of patient cards and the tracking of patients, it is
expected that the provision of health care will be increasingly effective and efficient.

  

However, the camp needs medicines, particularly for chronic diseases, and ambulances for the
referral to secondary and tertiary non-camp hospitals and health facilities.

  Refugees outside Al Zaatari
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With over 400 000 Syrians living in host communities around Jordan (source UNHCR), the
Ministry of Health and WHO have shifted attention towards refugees in these local areas.
Through the excellent work of UNHCR and UNICEF, WHO has been able to move away from
much of the day-to-day health activities in Al Zaatari, and target the Syrians living in Jordan.
“While technical actions are still needed for camp refugees, we believe that it is now time for
WHO to focus and work for strengthening access of people in need outside camps to health
services in host communities,” said Dr Pier Paolo Balladelli WHO Regional Emergency
Coordinator for the Syrian crisis.

  Lessons for the future
  

The work carried out by the health sector actors both in and outside Al Zaatari cannot be
underestimated: the systematic improvements of services is apparent and should be
commended as such. However, some issues still need to be addressed. As mentioned
previously, hygiene, sanitation and waste management are crucial. Similarly, the improvement
of both referral systems and health system management with the direct technical support from
the Ministry of Health and WHO should be a priority. The need for involvement of community
and religious leaders in health aspects in the camp is key. These influential figures have the
ability to advocate for behavioural change (such as hygiene) that will not only prevent diseases,
but ultimately promote health.
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