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SUMMARY 

 

Since the outbreak of the civil war in Syria in March 2011, approximately 2,697,808 refugees have fled into 
neighbouring countries to escape the violence. Jordan hosts some 589,792 refugees.1  Al Za'atari, situated in the 
northern governorate of Al Mafraq, opened in July 2012 and is the largest camp in Jordan (86,040 - REACH 
population count in May-June 2014). The camp is managed by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR) in collaboration with the Jordanian government, along with a wide range of non-government 
organizations (NGOs) and UN agencies.  
 
When Al Za'atari first opened Syrian refugee households were provided with UNHCR tents. However tents are not 
suitable for the winter months and are also highly vulnerable to flooding. In response, UNHCR has thus been 
implementing a shelter strategy to ensure a transition from relief to transitional shelters, with caravans as 
the primary shelter solution, and tents only distributed to provide additional space, depending on family size.  
 
As part of its ongoing collaboration with UNHCR, REACH carried out a comprehensive shelter assessment in Al 
Zaôatari camp. The overall goal of this shelter assessment is to increase accountability in regards to the 
distribution of caravans to Syrian refugees in Al Zaôatari camp. The specific objective of the assessment was to 
monitor the status of caravans since they had been delivered. The assessment provided also an opportunity 
to investigate the physical condition of caravans, and thus to gain an better understanding of the overall shelter 
situation within the camp in order to inform the shelter sector response in terms of repairs and replacement. 
Additional information was collected on the use of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) facilities, as part of a 
follow-up to a previous assessment carried by REACH on wastewater in Al Za'atari.  
 
Through this assessment, REACH was able to identify that 75.2% of shelters in Al Za'atari are caravans, 
showing a positive trend in terms of shelter allocation towards a situation where the entire camp population having 
adequate transitional shelters. Half (50.6%) of these caravans were received directly from UNHCR, but 41.2% 
were said to have been purchased, demonstrating that there is a market whereby people are selling the caravans 
they received from UNHCR, with the potential risk that the most vulnerable families are remaining in tents or other 
types of relief shelters in order to receive money from the sale of their caravans. The Saudi National Campaign 
(SNC), One Body, Korea, Qatar and Oman are among the main donors contributing funds towards the distribution 
of caravans to Al Zaôatari camp population.  
 
Over half of caravans (65%) had no damage, and only 6% had structural damage, showing that there is currently 
little need for shelter repair interventions. In regards to shelter, the main conclusion to draw from this assessment 
is that the strategy currently implemented by aid actors in Al Za'atari camp is effectively contributing to provide safe 
adequate housing to Syrian refugees.2 Further, the assessment allowed to estimate the relatively good level of 
living conditions for many Syrian refugee households staying in Al Za'atari: 20.3% of the camp population had 
access to a car; 2,277 and 7,429 households owned respectively a washing machine and a television; and 
40.6% of households have private toilets. 
 
Nonetheless, there are inequalities were observed between different areas of the camp, with for example 
households without connection to electricity being concentrated around District 8. Aid programming in Al Za'atari 
should focus on providing equitable access to services across the camp. For instance, UNHCR has been 
advocating for increase of services in District 8 in particular as it is currently underserved. This assessment also 
highlights that although there is a high proportion of households in Al Za'atari with private toilets, 17.5% of 
these households have this toilet only for specific family members to use, not everyone in the household. 
WASH partners should therefore take this into account when planning how many communal WASH blocks to use.  

                                                           
1 https://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=107 
2 NB: As a high number of new arrivals have come in the period following this assessment current rates of tent occupancy are higher than those reported in 
this assessment, however the process of distributing caravans to new arrivals is ongoing, and once Azraq camp opens and new arrivals are diverted to there, 
it should be possible to provide caravans to all in the camp.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Al Za'atari refugee camp is the largest refugee camp for Syrians during the current conflict, housing 86,000 as of 
June 2014.3 Al Za'atari is managed by UNHCR in collaboration with the Jordanian government, and dozens of 
international NGOs and UN organizations contribute to providing services within the camp. There are weekly 
shelter coordination meetings in Al Za'atari, as well as coordination mechanisms at the Amman level, ultimately 
falling under the regional response plan for the Syria crisis.  
 
Shelter in Al Za'atari was at first provided in the form of tents, however over time a move has been made towards 
providing refugees with higher quality shelter in the form of caravans. These caravans have been donated by a 
wide variety of organizations and countries, and formed a key part of the winterisation efforts made by camp actors 
in the autumn and winter of 2013. Despite concerted efforts to ensure all refugees in Al Za'atari have a caravan for 
shelter, no follow up monitoring had been done to assess whether refugees had retained the caravans they had 
been given or sold them on for cash. In addition, it is known that refugees in Al Za'atari are very proactive and have 
been modifying their shelters in order to make them more comfortable and suitable for their needs, but there was 
no proper understanding of how widespread these modifications were. REACH, as the main actor in Information 
Management in Al Za'atari, with the greatest capacity and resources for collecting data, was requested to address 
these information gaps through a comprehensive camp assessment covering every household in Al Za'atari. 
 

METHODOLOGY 

DATA COLLECTION  

In consultation with UNHCR and the Syrian Refugee Affairs Directorate (SRAD), a data collection tool was devised 
which could efficiently gather information about each individual caravan in the camp as well as the household units. 
This questionnaire was designed to be a close-ended structured survey that could be quantitatively analysed, and 
to be done as a census of the entire camp, rather than a sample. It was also decided to include some basic 
questions about the household itself, particularly with regards to WASH building on issues identified by the 
Wastewater Assessment conducted by REACH in Al Zaôatari camp late 2013. Data collection was undertaken by 
a mixed-gender team of both Jordanians and Syrians, who were trained on the questionnaire and in how to assign 
an address to each caravan. Using a satellite image of Al Zaôatari, they went through each street systematically. 
As the data collectors went through each street, the team leader marked it on the map to ensure none were missed. 
The English and Arabic versions of the questionnaire are included as annexes to this report.  
 
The REACH assessment team collected data on each individual caravan, and where this was associated with a 
household (rather than a business or community facility) data was collected on the household also.  Once a data 
collector entered a household, they asked to speak to the head of household when available, or another 
representative if they were not. The questionnaire was then asked, with answers inputted into smartphones using 
Open Data Kit (ODK) software. This allowed for completed questionnaires to be uploaded directly from the phone 
to the online server, eliminating the need for data entry and improving accuracy. As part of the questionnaire, a 
global positioning system (GPS) coordinate was also collected. Data collection began on the 19 February 2014 
and lasted 20 days, which included both an assessment of the market areas and all living quarters in the camp. 

MAIN CHALLENGES  

Several challenges were encountered during the data collection process. Firstly, there were some streets in district 
4 where the community would not allow access to REACH data collectors. In streets 15, 16, 17, 18 and extension 
15 data collectors were denied access completely. In streets 13 and 14 access was limited, with only a third of 
these streets being assessed. A second limitation relates to where people were not home at the time of data 
collection. In these cases, data collectors only recorded the questions relating to the caravan that they could do 
without having to ask people information (for example, the date they got the caravan was not included in these 
cases), and did not complete the household questionnaire.   

                                                           
3 REACH population count, June 2014 
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FINDINGS 
 
This section of the report presents the main findings of the assessments, including: 

Á Demographics of the camp population 
Á Shelter status, modifications and distribution in the camp 
Á Access to kitchen appliances and gardens between different districts 
Á Private WASH facilities in individual householdsô shelters 

 

 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
 
Table 1: Number of people, families and households by area 

District Number of People Number of Families 
Number of 

Households 

Average 
People per 
Household 

Average 
Families per 
Household 

District1 7088 1498 1213 5.8 1.2 

District2 7843 1629 1177 6.7 1.4 

District3 5387 1160 894 6.0 1.3 

District4 4176 887 742 5.6 1.2 

District5 7341 1465 1316 5.6 1.1 

District6 7286 1460 1231 5.9 1.2 

District7 7591 1553 1363 5.6 1.1 

District8 7425 1546 1379 5.4 1.1 

District9 5724 1169 1032 5.5 1.1 

District10 7503 1477 1279 5.9 1.2 

District11 9541 1913 1588 6.0 1.2 

District12 6629 1367 1083 6.1 1.3 

Market Street 41 7 7 5.9 1.0 

Grand Total 83575 17131 14303 5.8 1.2 
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Map 1: Household density per hectare 
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Map 2: Population density 
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SHELTER 
 

This section outlines the findings of the reported related to shelter, including the type of shelter households were 
living in, the condition and source of this shelter, and when this shelter was received. Overall, the assessment 
found that a majority of shelters were received from UNHCR, and that the majority of refugees in Al Za'atari 
have caravans as their primary source of shelter. 
 
Figure 1: Percentage of shelter type (tents and caravans) by district 

 
As expected, there is a significant difference between districts in the percentages of shelter type.4 This can 
largely be explained by the differing proportions of new arrivals in the different districts. For example, in districts 1, 
2 and 3, which are all part of the 'Old Camp', shelters found were 95%, 94.5% and 85% caravans respectively, 
with only 522 tents found throughout these three districts. Conversely, in District 8, which has recently filled up with 
newly arrived refugees, 992 tents were found, compared to only 1,125 caravans (53.1% caravans). This highlights 
the successes of UNHCR in distributing caravans to refugees who have been in Al Za'atari for a significant period 
of time, but also the need for ongoing distributions to newly arrived refugees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                           

4 NB: This graph only includes caravans and tents, the most common types of shelter and the only ones allocated by UNHCR. 
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Map 3: Shelter type 
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Figure 2: Source of caravan 

 
Half of all caravans in the camp where household members were present at the time of data collection were 
reported to have been received from UNHCR (10182 caravans, 50.6%), followed by 41.1% (8,283 caravans) that 
were reported to have been purchased, as can be seen in Figure 2 above. This demonstrates that in Al Zaõatari 
caravans are used as a source of income and a product, rather than merely a shelter. The remaining 
caravans were mainly inherited or received as gifts (909 and 508 caravans respectively), and 98 caravans were 
reported to be rented. A further 94 caravans were found in the camp that were uninhabited at the time of data 
collection, which some neighbours reported were currently for sale. As can be seen in the below map, all of the 
caravans on the market streets, clearly visible as green lines, were purchased. 
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Map 4: Origin of shelter 
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Figure 3: Degree of damage to caravans 

 
The majority of caravans (65%, 13,018 caravans) showed no damage. This suggests that the caravans 
provided were good quality and have been looked after reasonably well. 29% (5,941 caravans) showed minor 
damage, such as superficial scratches to the surface of the shell. 6% of caravans (1,154) showed structural 
damage5, as Figure 3 above illustrates. 
 
Figure 4: Percentage of caravans by month received 

 
A total of 13.1% of all caravans in the camp where household members were present at the time of data collection 
were reported to be received/bought6 in January 2014, as demonstrated by the peak in Figure 4 above. The 
dramatic increase to this peak begins from November 2013, reflecting the success of the winterisation campaign.  
The proportion of caravans received between April and November 2013 was fairly constant, after the increase and 
plateau related to the initial round of distribution starting from December 2012.  
 
 
  

                                                           
5 For the purposes of this assessment, structural damage was defined as anything whereby the outer shell of the caravan was not intact ï for example holes 
in the roof or walls, whereas minor damage encompassed any other form of damage. 
6 NB: This includes all caravans, not only those received from UNHCR 
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Map 5: Date of arrival in Al Za'atari 
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Figure 5: Number of shelters by household by shelter type 

 

Many households have more than one shelter: Figure 5 above illustrates how many households reported having 
one or more of each shelter type. Of those households that have a caravan, 52.3% have only one caravan, whilst 
31.8% have two caravans in the household, and 11.3% have 3 caravans in the same household.7  
 
 
Figure 6: Modifications to shelters 

 
 
Half of the households (50.1%) had no structural modifications to them. The most common modification was 
the presence of a central cement courtyard, followed by having a caravan cemented into the ground, which helps 
to prevent rodents from sheltering underneath the caravans. As can be seen from the below photographs, people 
in Al Za'atari can be extremely creative in adapting their homes to make them comfortable. 

                                                           

7 NB: For the purposes of this assessment a shelter was considered as either a caravan or a tent ï if caravans were joined together they were nonetheless 
considered separately where possible. A household was self defined by the respondent, but was explained as the group of people living together, sharing 
the same kitchen for example.  
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Photo 1: Household with cement courtyard and water feature 

 

 

 

Photo 2: Household with multiple parts of caravans joined together 
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Figure 7: Modifications to shelters by district 

 
 
As expected, there were far high levels of modifications to caravans and households in the old camp, 
particularly in districts 1 and 2, whereas in newer districts, a far higher proportion of caravans were not modified. 
This is likely to be due primarily to length of time spent in Al Za'atari.  

 

SHELTER RELATED LIVING CONDITIONS 

 

This section details the prevalence of kitchen gardens, as well as forms of transport households have access to 
and the types of means of transport owned. These questions were asked in order to gain a better understanding 
of potential factors that could affect future livelihood strategies in Al Za'atari.. It found that there are a negligible 
number of kitchen gardens in the camp, but that most refugees have access to a means of transport. 
 

KITCHEN GARDEN 

 
Figure 8: Distribution of kitchen gardens by district 
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Only 3% of households overall reported having a kitchen garden, which varied from 0.4% of households in 
District 8 to 5.3% in District 1. There is a clear pattern in which households in districts which were settled earlier 
(notably districts 1, 2, 11 and 12) were more likely to have a kitchen garden, as shown in Figure 10 above, which 
highlights what percentage of the kitchen gardens found were in each district of the camp. However overall there 
is a negligible amount of kitchen gardens in Al Za'atari. This is likely due to a scarcity of water and the high quantity 
and quality of food given to the refugees, making a kitchen garden unnecessary. The very small numbers of kitchen 
gardens also indicate they are unlikely to be a significant source of livelihoods in the camp as a whole. However, 
reports from field teams indicate that for the few families which do have them, they may be significant in terms of 
their individual household income. Kitchen gardens in the camp have also been observed to now be expanding to 
grow medicinal herbs.   
 
Households were also asked whether they had any domestic animals8 that they kept for livelihood purposes.  Only 
96 (0.7% of all households) indicated that they did, again showing that this is unlikely to be a significant source of 
livelihoods within Al Zaôatari.  
 

HOUSEHOLD TRANSPORTATION 

 
Figure 9: Percentage of households across the camp with access to forms of transport9 

 
 
Of those who reported having access to any form of transport for people or goods, by far the most commonly 
mentioned were carts and cars. A total of 14.6% of all households in Al Zaõatari reported having access to a 
cart, while 20.3%% of all households reported having access to a car. Other forms of transport were far less 
common, with the third most common option, wheelchair, being cited by only 2.9% of respondents. Almost one 
third (31.2%) of households said that they had no access to a form of transport.  
 

ENERGY  

This sub-section presents some findings related to energy use and electricity connections within the camp. UNHCR 
provides free electricity in Al Za'atari, from the national grid, however this has proved to be an extremely expensive 
intervention and ultimately unsustainable. Refugees have created thousands of informal connections to the 
electrical wires in the camp, and particularly in the market areas there is an extremely high demand, due to the 
presence of high-energy appliances such as 'slushy' machines and deep freezers. As UNHCR is in the process of 
planning a switch to charging refugees for the amount of electricity they use, it was felt that a better understanding 
of electricity connections within the camp and the type of appliances that use electricity within the homes would 
help inform this process. 

                                                           
8 Although households were asked about óany domestic animals kept for livelihood purposesô, the very small number reported indicates that respondents may 
have been thinking only about larger animals such as sheep and goats and may not have included animals such as birds, as pigeon coops are a relatively 
regular sight in the camp.   
9 For this question respondents were given a chance to state up to three means of transport their household owned. 
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Map 6: Shelters with electricity connection 
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HOUSEHOLD APPLIANCES 

The most common appliance owned was a television, which 51.9% of households owned, followed by a 
gas heater, which 37.9% owned. This may be due to household selling their gas heaters once the worst of the 
winter season was finished. 15.9% of households owned a washing machine, and 3.7% owned a refrigerator. The 
high level of appliance ownership has important implications for electricity use in the camp, which is currently 
provided freely in most areas. 
 
 
Figure 10: Types of appliances owned 

 
The presence of certain high electricity use appliances such as 89 air conditioning units suggests that 
electricity use will continue to grow as people invest in their homes and buy more appliances, highlighting the 
need for a sustainable solution to this high cost provision of service. In addition, the presence of washing machines 
and even a few dishwashers has implications for water use in the camp.  
 
Figure 11: Percentage of household with three most common appliance types by district 

 
There was a clear trend of inequality between districts when it came to ownership of all appliances, which is 
shown in Figure 11 above for the three most common types of appliance. Districts 4,5, 6, 7 and 8 had lower levels 
of appliance ownership than the other districts, with the 'Old Camp' districts 1, 2, and 11 having the highest levels.  
 
This disparity in the ownership of appliances is likely due to three reasons: primarily access to electricity, but also 
disposal income, and length of time in the camp (and thus the opportunity to buy appliances).  
 
The districts with the lowest levels of appliance ownership are those districts where the newest arrivals to 
the camp are, whereas those with the highest form the 'Old Camp', suggesting that those who have resided 
longer in Al Za'atari have a higher level of wealth and access to the market for appliances. These areas are also 
closer to the market street, so this could potentially be another factor, although it would be expected that most 
people who could afford to buy appliances could also afford to pay for transport of these to their homes.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

TelevisionGas HeaterWashing
Machine

Refrigerator Radio DishwasherElectric
Heater

Air
Conditioner

Deep
Freezer

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Washing Machine

Gas Heater

Television



 

 
20 

SHELTER RELATED WATER AND SANITATION  
 

This sub-section details information regarding water and sanitation, both household use of the communal WASH 
blocks and private household WASH facilities. It found that a high proportion of refugees have made their own 
private household toilets, and that in the majority of cases these are used by all members of the family, at all 
times of day. It also found that the majority of households have private water storage, and are not only using the 
public water tanks for this purpose, an ongoing difficulty in the camp as this make equitable distribution challenging. 
 

WATER 

Water in Al Za'atari is distributed through water trucks that take water from a nearby borehole into the camp, 
pumping it into water storage tanks. Although initially there were only public water tanks located in accessible 
areas, over time refugees have bought their own private water tanks, or taken down the public water tanks to 
use for their own household only. As water distribution is an ongoing source of tension within the camp, data was 
collected to better understand the extent of private water storage at the household level. 

 

Figure 12: Percentage of households with private water storage 

 
74.5% of households across the camp reported having some form of private water storage. The proportions 
of households with private water storage were highest in the óOld Campô districts 2 and 11, reaching over 90% of 
households, as demonstrated in figure 17 above. District 4 had the lowest proportion of households with private 
water storage, at 45.1% of households, but this was the only district in which less than 50% of households reported 
having private water storage. District 4 also however has the lowest population, so it may be that the public water 
storage satisfies peoples' needs and they feel less need for private water storage. 
 
Figure 13: Household private water storage by capacity 
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Of the households who reported having some form of private water storage, the most commonly reported capacity 
was between 40 and 59 litres, with the vast majority of households having less than 100 litres of private water 
storage capacity, as Figure 16 above illustrates. However 14.8% of households who had some form of private 
water storage reported having a capacity of 1m3 or more (with 4.8% of these having 2m3 or more).   

 
Figure 14: Household water storage capacity by district 

 
There was significant variation in household water storage capacity between districts. Districts 9, 7 and 4 
have the highest proportion of households who reported having less than 20L of water storage, as illustrated in 
figure 19 above. Districts 1 and 5 have the highest proportion10 of those who report having a capacity of 1m3 or 
more, with 417 households (40.6% of those in the district with private water storage) and 310 households (28.4%) 
respectively.  
 

SANITATION 

A total of 40.6% of all households in Al Zaõatari have private toilets.  However, this varies dramatically between 
the districts, from 6.7% of households in District 8 to 90.5% of households in District 2. There is a clear pattern in 
which districts which were settled earlier (notably districts 1, 2, and 12) have higher proportions of 
households with private toilets, as illustrated in Figure 12 above. After these three districts, District 3 has the 
next highest proportion of households with private toilets, and in all the other districts less than 50% of households 
have private toilets.  

 

Of those households with private toilets, the vast majority have one private toilet. However, in districts 1, 2, 3, 4 
and 11 there are a total of twenty households with two toilets, and in districts 2 and 3 there a total of three 
households with three toilets each. 

                                                           

10 Market street also has a high proportion of households with a capacity of 1m3 or more, but there are only seven households on market street in total, so 
the figure of 40% represents only two households with a capacity of 1m3 or more. 
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Figure 15: Percentage of households with private toilet by district 

 
 
Figure 16: Private toilet use by time of day 

 
Not all of these private toilets are used by all household members or at all times of day, suggesting that the 
WASH centres are used by certain sections of the population and at certain times of day. Overall 4.1% of 
households with private toilets use them only at night. This figure rises to 11.1% of households with private toilets 
using them only at night in district 9, as Figure 13 above shows. One possible explanation for this is that these 
households may want to limit the use of their private toilets (perhaps due to the challenge of disposing of the 
wastewater), but feel unsafe using the communal WASH centres at night.  A much smaller proportion of households 
with private toilets use them only during the daytime, with the vast majority using them both day and night.  
 

Figure 17: Users of private toilets which are not used by all household members 

 

While 82.5% of households with private toilets use them for all household members, 1,015 households (the 
remaining 17.5% of households with private toilets) use their private toilets for certain household members only. 
Of these households, the majority (57% or 579 households) reported that their private toilets were used by females 
and children only, as figure 16 above shows. One quarter (25.8%) of these households reported that no household 
members were currently using their private toilet, possibly due to challenges associated with quality, maintenance 
and desludging. Smaller numbers of households reported that their private toilets were used only by people with 
disabilities, only by females, and only by children. These usage patterns of private toilets being reserved for certain 
household members and/or certain times of day indicate that WASH centres may be more widely used than the 
prevalence of private toilets in Zaõatari would suggest.  
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Map 7: Households with private toilets 

 

  














