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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

As the Syrian crisis enters its seventh year and refugeesô resources wane due to their prolonged 

displacement, families are struggling to make rent payments, income sources are not sustainable, many 

people are going into debt and school enrolment rates for Syrian children, especially in urban areas, 

are low. With prospects for returning to Syria uncertain in the next 12 months, WFP and UNHCR carried 

out a Joint Vulnerability Assessment (JVA). 

The assessment investigated the status of Syrian refugees ï in camps and outside of camps ï to 

determine food-targeting criteria that would allow programme adjustments based on needs. It also was 

designed to address long-standing concerns expressed by refugees and local authorities regarding 

previous targeting.  

Although the vast majority of the Syrian refugee population in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) is able 

to acquire sufficient food for an active and healthy life, the same cannot be said for the estimated 17,000 

Syrian refugees (7 percent of the total refugee population) who are food insecure. Worse food insecurity 

was observed among the refugees living in camps compared with those living outside of the camps, 

with the Erbil camps showing a higher proportion of food insecure households. The difference between 

camp and non-camp food insecurity can be linked to their economic situations. For example, 

households living in non-camp areas have better access to employment opportunities.  

It is important to note, however, that the proportion of households at risk of food insecurity is substantial, 

and measures need to be in place to ensure that their food security does not deteriorate. This could be 

achieved through the implementation of livelihoods projects that are driven by market needs and 

supported by pre-existing skills, and that, in turn, improve refugeesô self-reliance. 

With regard to households headed by women, the conclusion of this study is in line with other studies 

done in the region. Male-headed households are more food secure than female-headed households. 

Sulaymaniyah showed the highest proportion of food insecure refugee households headed by women, 

compared with the other governorates.  

The poorest households showed higher food insecurity than the better-off households, indicating the 

need to factor wealth into targeting criteria. However, it is important to note that the poverty and food 

insecurity lines are not the same. 

An analysis of infant and young child feeding information concluded that about a quarter of children did 

not receive the recommended minimum meal frequency (MMF), pointing to an inadequacy of calories 

and other macronutrients and micronutrients necessary for growth and development. Addressing the 

dietary diversity gaps may increase the proportion of children consuming at the minimum acceptable 

diet (MAD) level, while addressing food insecurity may support improved infant and young child feeding. 

Iraqôs agriculture sector has declined considerably during the last few decades due to the lack of 

investment, isolation from the global economy, conflict and counterproductive agricultural policies.1 Iraq 

has been dependent on importing a significant portion of its food, with almost all Syrian refugees 

confirming that the main source of food is the market, followed by voucher/ecard assistance. Market 

monitoring is therefore critical to ensuring that any change in prices does not negatively impact food 

security, especially of the most vulnerable population.  

                                                           
1World Bank and FAO. 2011. Iraq Agriculture sector noteò. http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i2877e/i2877e.pdf  

http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i2877e/i2877e.pdf
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Households use different coping mechanisms, which vary across the governorates and across levels 

of vulnerability. The study concluded that more than half of Syrian households in all governorates 

experienced a lack of food or of money to buy enough food to meet the needs of their household 

members. In addition, a quarter of Syrian refugee households in Erbil and Sulaymaniyah used 

consumption coping strategies irrespective of their food security status. Eating less preferred food, 

limiting portion sizes and reducing the number of meals were the most commonly used coping 

mechanisms.  

In Erbil and Duhok, it was widely observed that vulnerable families experienced asset depletion and 

indebtedness, and needed to resort to a set of coping mechanisms that negatively impacted their lives 

and the community at large. Appropriate application of the targeting criteria will ensure that the most 

vulnerable households benefit from social protection programmes. Their resilience to shocks should be 

built so that these families no longer engage in negative coping mechanisms, such as selling household 

properties (refrigerator, television, jewellery, etc.), pulling children out of school or engaging household 

members in illegal and risky acts.  

The study concluded that one third of Syrian refugee households in Erbil and Duhok have no sources 

of income. However, among those that have at least one source of livelihood, non-agriculture casual 

labour remains the most commonly reported livelihood activity in all governorates. At this stage, it is 

important to note that wealth is different from income as a factor relating to food security, with wealth 

pertaining to assets and liabilities. 

In all governorates, more than half of the Syrian refugees participated in employment activities in the 

three months prior to the assessment, and almost half of those who participated in any employment 

activity did not have any formal type of education. Surprisingly, nobody who attended technical school 

in Sulaymaniyah had participated in employment activities in the three months prior to the assessment. 

This suggests that vocational training and livelihood-oriented capacity-building initiatives should be 

carefully tailored to the needs of the labour market. Enhancing access to existing livelihood 

opportunities would inevitably result in enhanced capacity to purchase food and increased food security.  

The key factors driving food insecurity for Syrian refugees living in Iraq were used to develop potential 

targeting criteria for assistance. Factors in the camps included household size, literacy level, job skills, 

and presence of pregnant or lactating women, while household size and wealth status were more 

relevant for non-camp refugees.  

 

Recommendations 

Continuation of food assistance for Syrian refugees calls for developing accurate targeting to ensure 

that food insecure households receive the assistance they need. At the same time, the targeting should 

allow for the identification of families that are not receiving food assistance but appear to be food 

insecure, and those that are likely to become so, due to their socio-economic and protection 

vulnerabilities. 

Further to the study outcomes, UNHCR and WFP concluded that a joint monitoring and targeting 

exercise should be applied to verify which households are food insecure and to assess the multi-

dimensional vulnerability of refugee households. To this aim, the food security calculation model used 

during the JVA should be combined with protection indicators.  

Existing UNHCR registration data should be used to provide an initial prediction of which families are 

food insecure, based on the JVAôs sample findings. A phased targeting exercise will allow for the careful 
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monitoring of vulnerable households in the camps, in order to verify their food security and protection 

status.  

WFP and UNHCR will combine efforts and resources to conduct the targeting exercise gradually and 

in a transparent and informative manner to minimize the impact on the refugee population. Standard 

operating procedures (SOPs) should be drawn up to clearly delineate responsibilities through this 

process. 

Targeting should be conducted in close coordination with local authorities, refugee communities, camp 

management and other service providers.  

2. INTRODUCTION  

The Republic of Iraq is a middle income country with a number of key factors challenging its stability 

and the implementation of UN assistance for refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs). Spill 

over from the Syrian civil war and ensuing regional instability, as well as domestic tensions and divisions 

have impacted the political and economic stability of the country. In addition, the war to retake areas 

from the Islamic State was ongoing from 2015 to 2017 and caused successive displacements of people. 

A stagnant socio-economic environment and the lack of basic services further hamper daily life in Iraq. 

It is within this context that UNHCR, WFP and other UN agencies and partners deliver assistance and 

protection to vulnerable groups.  

As of September 2017, there were 246,434 registered Syrian refugees and 80,795 refugee households 

in Iraq.2 Of these, 62 percent reside outside of the camps in urban, peri-urban and rural areas (Figure 

1 shows the refugee locations). The majority of these refugees are concentrated in the Kurdistan Region 

of Iraq (KRI), where they account for 4 percent of the total population.3 The Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) maintains a welcoming environment towards refugees and returnees, providing UN 

staff a safe operational environment. However, massive drops in international oil prices have negatively 

affected the construction industry which had been booming. This has reduced livelihoods for locals as 

well as for the refugees who gain income through casual labour. 

                                                           
2 Interagency Info Sharing Portal http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=103 of 30 Sep 2017 
3 According to the Kurdistan Region Statistic Office, the total population in KRI as of 2018 is 5,895,052. Source 
http://www.krso.net/Default.aspx?page=article&id=899&l=1&  

http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=103
http://www.krso.net/Default.aspx?page=article&id=899&l=1&
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Figure 1: Syrian refugee statistics and locations in Iraq 

As the Syrian crisis enters its seventh year and refugeesô resources wane due to their prolonged 

displacement, UN and NGO staff members have noticed increasing levels of vulnerability among 

Syrians, particularly those outside of the camps. Refugee households have difficulties making rent 

payments, which they cite as the most frequent reason behind evictions, with many living in shared 

accommodations. Income sources are not sustainable and many resort to borrowing money, leading to 

high levels of debt, or the selling of assets.  

As per the WFP-UNHCR global Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), periodic joint assessments are 

recommended as joint operations. The most recent Joint Assessment Mission (JAM) was conducted 

FebïMay 2014. In a joint February 2017 meeting between WFP and UNHCR in Erbil, it was agreed that 

the JAM should take the shape of vulnerability assessments and should be conducted jointly by UNHCR 

and WFP throughout the region.  

The JVA investigated the status of Syrian refugees ï in camps and outside of camps ï to determine 

targeting criteria that would allow programme adjustments based on needs, and also address a long 

standing concern expressed by refugees and local governments regarding previous targeting. This 

study also identified proxy indicators of socio-economic vulnerability and food insecurity that would 

facilitate targeting the segment of the refugee population that is most in need.  

As the economic downturn in the KRI has impacted all refugees, this study is important at this stage. In 

addition to identifying refugeesô evolving needs, it provides an opportunity for both WFP and UNHCR 

to gather data on livelihoods.  

 This study is a joint exercise organized by WFP and 

UNHCR in close collaboration with the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG) and more specifically the Kurdistan 

Region Statistics Office (KRSO) of the Ministry of Planning. 

ò 

ò
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3. OBJECTIVES 

The overall objective of the JVA was to assess the vulnerability of refugees across multiple sectors with:  

¶ an immediate focus and prioritization of the food security assessment ï this covered both camp 

and non-camp refugees and has led to programmatic recommendations on processes and criteria 

for targeting the most vulnerable and food insecure; 

¶ a medium-term focus on multi-sectoral vulnerability in terms of food security, shelter, health, 

education and specific needs ï this also resulted in programmatic recommendations on processes 

and criteria for targeting the most vulnerable in each sector, including a cross-sectoral comparison. 

In particular, the following objectives were implemented.  

¶ Provide an updated and comprehensive picture of multi-sectoral vulnerabilities with a priority on 

food insecurity among Syrian refugees in the KRI.  

¶ Inform decision-making for inter-agency interventions, informing appropriate assistance responses 

and targeting criteria for support pertaining to the mandates of WFP and UNHCR. 

¶ Identify resilience programming options for refugee groups based on their skills, the labour market 

situation and access to markets. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

The study was led by WFP, in collaboration with UNHCR and with quantitative data collection conducted 

by the Kurdistan Region Statistics Office (KRSO). The data collection, which took place in August and 

September 2017, was complemented by qualitative data collection, including focus group discussions 

(FGDs).  

Data and information were collected and compiled by the assessment team through a combination of 

secondary and primary data analysis. The following methods were used by the JVA team to accomplish 

the objectives of the exercise.   

Review of secondary data/information. For the first phase, this comprised reviewing previous 

assessments undertaken in the KRI, as well as any other available and relevant secondary data 

sources.  

Quantitative assessment. The quantitative element of the study provides statistically representative 

estimates of multi-sectoral needs, including key vulnerability and food security indicators. WFP and 

UNHCR provided joint training to the enumerators prior to the commencement of the data collection 

activity. The enumerators then collected data using Open Data Kit (ODK) tablets.  

Qualitative assessment. To validate the set of targeting criteria through a qualitative study, WFP and 

UNHCR conducted ten FGDs across the nine refugee camps that are within the KRI during the first 

week of December 2017. 

Sample design. The KRSO provided technical support in preparing a survey sampling plan and 

drawing enumeration areas. Two strata ï camps and outside of camps ï were identified and used for 

the study.  

A two-stage cluster design was employed to provide statistically representative results, both inside and 

outside of camps. The first stage involved selection of clusters/enumeration areas, and the second 

stage involved selection of households. Clusters were selected using probability proportional to size 
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(PPS). Households in the clusters/enumeration areas were selected through systematic random 

sampling drawn from household listings provided by local government authorities. 

The sample size for camps and outside of the camps was determined according to the following 

statistical parameters: 

 

Parameter   

Confidence interval (CI) 95% 

Design effect 2 

Margin of error for 95% CI 5% 

Response distribution 50% 

Non-response rate 10% 

Based on this, interviews were conducted with a sample of 845 households for each of the two strata ï 

for a total of 1,690 households for the whole survey.  The response rate was 99.8 percent.  

While the household survey established the extent of food insecurity and overall vulnerability of both 

camp and non-camp refugees, the FGDs were key to determining the targeting criteria and the viability 

of different targeting methods.  

In this study, the following topics were covered.  

Food security and child nutrition 

¶ Assess food availability, in particular at refugee household level and in all the areas hosting 

refugees  

¶ Assess food needs and the appropriateness of on-going food assistance  

¶ Assess household access to food, in particular refugeesô current livelihood practices, including 

access to income and food-security-related assistance, as well as any factors inhibiting their 

access  

¶ Assess coping mechanisms  

¶ Highlight any gaps in the food-security-related assistance  

¶ Describe future prospects and probable scenarios for resilience programming  

¶ Indicate child illness issues  

¶ Describe practices of infant and young child feeding, and child vaccination. 

Overall vulnerability 

¶ Assess the socio-economic status of households, looking at factors such as income and 

expenditure, debt and employment status 

¶ Analyse the severity of coping strategies used to meet basic needs, such as child labour 

¶ Explore the high non-attendance school rates of Syrian refugee boys, particularly those outside 

of camps 

¶ Assess the vulnerability of households, using a multi-sectoral approach  

¶ Improve understanding of refugeesô working conditions. 

Targeting 

¶ Assess the potential for targeted assistance and associated risks, and identify potential target 

groups and eligibility criteria  

¶ Identify and recommend verifiable targeting criteria to select the most vulnerable and food 

insecure, using geographic and/or household criteria 

¶ Consider possible methods for targeting. 

  



 

11 Joint Vulnerability Assessment (UNHCR-WFP) 

5. DEMOGRAPHICS 

According to the survey, the average refugee household consisted of 4.7 members, of whom 

19.2 percent were children aged 5 and below, 26.5 percent were children in the 6ï17 age group, and 

54.5 percent were adults aged 18 and above. Additionally, the ratio of males to females showed similar 

numbers for the two genders, with males slightly higher at 50.5 percent.  
 

       Figure 2: Age pyramid 

Almost one in every 

ten households was 

female headed 

(8%). Of those 

females who were 

older than 15, 2.2 

percent were 

single, 92.7 percent 

married and 4.3 

percent widowed. 

Half of the Syrian 

refugee households 

(50.9 percent) had 

1 to 4 members. 

One third 

(33.1 percent) had 

5 to 6 members, 

and 16 percent had 

7 or more members.   

Among the females, 15 percent were reported being pregnant and 19 percent lactating. Almost one 

third (34.9 percent) of households reported having at least one member with disability problems. The 

prevalence of disabilities for heads of households was reported to be 18.4 percent, while 9.4 percent 

of all refugees were reported as having a chronic illness and 10.4 percent as having a temporary 

illness.  

Of the household members above age 60, 20.9 percent were reported as being at risk and without 

support, warranting this group to be targeted for humanitarian assistance. 
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Dependency ratio is an age-population ratio of those typically not in the labour force, including 
dependents whose ages range from 0 to 14, and those 65 and above. It also includes those typically in 
the labour force, of productive ages 
between 15 and 64.4 It is used to 
measure the pressure on the productive 
population. 

From the results, it can be observed that 

45 percent had a dependency ratio of 

50 percent and below, while over one 

quarter (27 percent) had a dependency 

ratio of 100 percent and above. A high 

dependency ratio can cause serious 

problems for a country, as a large 

proportion of governmental expenditure 

goes for health, social security and 

education to support the dependent 

population. Among those households 

with a high dependency ratio, the 

likelihood of being vulnerable to food insecurity is high, especially if they lack a sustainable source of 

income. 

 

 

6. MAIN FINDINGS 

6.1 Current food security situation  

The food security situation was measured and classified using the Consolidated Approach to Reporting 

Indicators of Food Security (CARI) methodology.5 This entailed grouping households according to their 

levels of food security based on the householdôs food consumption indicators and coping capacity, and 

using indicators measuring economic vulnerability and asset depletion. The food security grouping 

included severely food insecure (SFI), moderately food insecure (MFI), marginally food secure (MFS) 

and food secure (FS). 

On average, about 7 percent of Syrian refugees in Iraq are food insecure, 6 percent moderately and 

1 percent severely. By governorate, the highest proportion of severely food insecure in camp are in 

Erbil (16 percent) followed by Duhok (12 percent) and Sulaymaniyah (9 percent). Of greatest concern 

is the 39 percent to 58 percent proportion of households that are vulnerable to food insecurity, with the 

vulnerability particularly high in camps. Hence, it is important to ensure that this population does not 

slide into food insecurity by, for example, implementing quality livelihoods projects that have strong links 

to labour market needs. 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 International Labour Organization, http://www.ilo.org/ilostat-files/Documents/description_EPR_EN.pdf 
5 http://www.wfp.org/content/consolidated-approach-reporting-indicators-food-security-cari-guidelines 

 

Figure 3: Dependency ratio (DR) in percentage 

 

DR <= 50%

45%

DR 51-100%
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 Figure 4: Current food security situation 

 

The campsô levels of food insecurity and vulnerability to food insecurity were higher than outside of 

camps in all governorates, implying higher food access constraints. This suggests that WFP needs to 

ensure adequate coverage of the population in need inside of the camps. However, a substantial 

number of people who live in non-camp areas were also food insecure and should be supported with 

food assistance if possible. Food insecurity among the camp population was 9 percent in Sulaymaniyah 

but reached 16 percent in Erbil, where the highest food insecurity was observed across all the surveyed 

areas.   

In Iraq, size of households, and the age and employment status of the household heads are the key 

drivers of food insecurity. Generally, larger households sustain higher expenditures on food, plus a 

higher ratio of family members is dependent on fewer income sources ï which means greater economic 

vulnerability.  

The analysis indicated that larger households ï those with more than six members ï were more likely 

to have a higher food expenditure share compared with smaller households. The food expenditure 

share among larger families was 23 percent, but 12 percent among smaller families. Larger households 

were also more food deprived than smaller households as the higher dietary energy requirement is 

more difficult to sustain.  

According to the Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis (CFSVA), high poverty levels 

also correspond to an increased risk of exposure to external shocks that, in turn, affect the ability to 

access food. Furthermore, an increased risk of food insecurity for households headed by elderly people 

is related to the reduced ability of older people to engage in productive work. Thus, a description of 

household composition is the starting point for developing vulnerability profiles of the food insecure and 

for understanding their resilience to threats that impede food security.6  

                                                           
6 Iraq CFSVA, May 2017 
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