
Black Refugees in Jordan: Discrimination, Racial Abuse 

and Neglect. 

 

As of December 2019, Jordan has been reported to host over 700,000 refugees from over 50 

nationalities registered with the United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).1 

The majority of registered refugees are from Syria with approximately 655,000 Syrian 

refugees, followed by 67,000 refugees from Iraq, 15,000 refugees from Yemen, 6000 refugees 

from Sudan and around 700 from Somalia.2 In addition to the refugees registered with the 

UN Refugee Agency , Jordan hosts over 2 million Palestinian refugees registered with the 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), as 

well as refugees of Palestinian origin who are holders of Jordanian passports.3 The number of 

Somali and Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers had increased between the years 2012 

and 2014 due to the rise in conflicts in the region as well as the trend of families reuniting in 

Jordan.4 However, black refugees did not realise they were fleeing to Jordan only to face 

racism by the locals and deportation, discrimination and neglect by the Jordanian authorities 

and humanitarian organizations. This paper will aim to highlight the issues as described by 

black refugees as well as demonstrate how the Jordanian authorities breached international 

law in their treatment of refugees from ethnic minority backgrounds. 
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Discrimination and neglect by the Jordanian authorities and UNHCR: 

While the media focuses on refugees from other nationalities, black refugees and asylum 

seekers often protested neglect as well as lack (or absence) of material support.5 Eritrean 

refugees in Jordan reported discrimination in the distribution of winterization assistance by 

UNHCR where the UN Refugee Agency had provided winterization assistance to all refugees 

except Eritreans.6 The same kind of discrimination has also been reported by a Kenyan 

refugee who had fled Kenya to escape persecution.7 The asylum seeker from Kenya obtained 

refugee status in Jordan but was denied any sort of material support by UNHCR on top of the 

fact that Jordanian law allows refugees very limited job opportunities.8 In an article by 7iber, 

a Communications Officer at the UNHCR explained the difference between obtaining 

recognition as a refugee and obtaining material assistance.9 Recognising an individual as a 

refugee means that UNHCR assumes the responsibility for the legal and political protection 

of the refugee.10 Obtaining material assistance, however, comes after recognition and after a 

study is conducted to assess the refugee’s claim for material assistance.11 According to 

UNHCR’s Communication Officer, the process prior to the grant of material assistance exists 

to ensure that aid is available to ‘‘those living under the extreme poverty line and not those 

who are ‘simply ’impoverished’’.12 This process by UNHCR forces many black refugees to 
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violate Jordanian labour laws which prohibit non-Syrian refugees from obtaining work 

permits for most professions,13 and so expose them to arrest by the Ministry of Labour’s 

inspection teams.14 Syrian refugees have gained better access to legal employment as part of 

the Jordan Compact.15 This Compact is a set of measures agreed to by the Jordanian 

Government, the World Bank and the European Union to improve access to legal employment 

for Syrian refugees.16 The Jordan Compact excludes non-Syrian refugees and as a result leaves 

them no other option other than to seek work informally and commonly through daily manual 

labour.17 

The Arab Renaissance for Democracy and Development - Legal Aid (ARDD -Legal Aid) stated 

that “unmet humanitarian needs such as food and housing will eventually snowball into legal 

challenges” brought against refugees.18 ARDD dealt with an average of five cases per day 

involving Sudanese and Somali refugees detained for working without work permits.19 In 

addition to the increasing difficulty in finding formal job opportunities and resorting to the 
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informal and often illegal sector, the wages in the informal job market are typically very low 

and the working conditions are often very physically taxing.20  

 

 

 

Legal Status of Refugees: 

It has been explained by the UN Refugee Agency’s Communication Officer that UNHCR 

registers refugees with the country of asylum in accordance with the country’s annual quota 

for refugees to be resettled within their borders each year,21 however, the speed of the 

implementation of the resettlement process as well as the final decision on the matter lies 

with the country of asylum.22 Jordan, as the focus of this paper, is not a party to the 1951 

United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951 Refugee Convention),23 

and so not bound by the principle of ‘Non-Refoulment ’which is a legal principle prohibiting 

the states parties to the 1951 Convention from returning refugees and asylum seekers to a 

country where their life or freedom could be threatened because of their race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion.24 In addition to that, 

Jordan has not enacted any laws dealing with refugees despite the Jordanian constitution 

stating at Article 21(1) “Political refugees shall not be extradited on account of their political 
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beliefs or for their defence of liberty”,25 in essence, ‘Non-Refoulment’. Jordan avoids the 

official recognition of refugees under its national laws and refers to refugees as ‘visitors ’or 

‘guests’.26 In the absence of any international or national legal instruments governing the legal 

status of refugees in Jordan, the legal and political rights of refugees and asylum seekers are 

exposed to many potential violations including forced repatriation.  

Jordan signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU 1998 as amended in 2014) with the 

UNHCR to establish the parameters of cooperation between the UNHCR and the Jordanian 

Government in relation to refugees and asylum seekers taking refuge within the country’s 

borders.27 In Article 1 of the Memorandum of Understanding, Jordan agreed to accept the 

definition of ‘refugee ’provided for in the 1951 Refugee Convention  which stated that the 

term ‘refugee ’shall apply to any person who: 

“ owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 

outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 

nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 

result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to 

it”.28  

In addition to accepting the Convention definition of ‘refugee’, Article 2 of the Memorandum 

of Understanding also included a term where Jordan agreed to respect the principle of ‘Non-

Refoulement’.29 Article 5 of the Memorandum of Understanding stated that the treatment of 
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refugees and asylum seekers in Jordan should rise to internationally accepted standards.30  

The Memorandum of Understanding also allowed refugees and asylum seekers to remain in 

Jordan no longer than one year until the UNHCR finds the refugee a more durable solution,31 

whether voluntary repatriation to their country of origin or resettlement in a third country.32 

However, it will be shown in the next section how Jordan proceeded to breach international 

law as agreed upon in the terms of the Memorandum. 

 

 

 

Deportation of Sudanese Refugees and Asylum Seekers in 2015: 

Most of the 6000 Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers in Jordan had fled the conflict in 

Darfur – Sudan to seek safety in Jordan.33 More than 300,000 people have been killed in 

Darfur and three million people displaced since the beginning of the conflict in 2003.34 

On the 16th of December 2015, the Jordanian authorities detained around 800 Sudanese men, 

women and children asylum seekers peacefully protesting in front of UNHCR offices in 

Amman.35 On the morning of the 18th of December 2015, Jordanian authorities deported 430 
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refugees back to Khartoum on three planes,36 despite warnings from the UNHCR that they 

may face persecution in Sudan.37 After the detention of the refugees and prior to boarding 

the forced repatriation flights, Jordanian authorities used force and tear gas against refugees 

who refused to board the planes, resulting in the death of three refugees.38 It has been 

reported by Human Rights Watch that all the detained and deported asylum seekers have 

been registered with UNHCR as refugees and asylum seekers, but have been deported 

nonetheless.39 The Minister of State for Media Affairs and Government Spokesperson at the 

time, Mohammad Momani, justified the deportation saying that the Sudanese refugees 

entered Jordan to seek medical treatment but then began to demand refugee status.40 

However, as the Memorandum of Understanding explained above indicated in Article 5 that 

Jordan is bound to treat refugees and asylum seekers with the international accepted 

standards, the means of entry into the country of asylum is irrelevant and has no bearing on 

the legal rights of asylum seekers and their asylum application.41 In accordance with 

international standards, Article 31 of the 1951 Refugee Convention exempts refugees coming 

from a country of persecution, Sudan in this case, from: 

“ being punished on account of their illegal entry or presence, provided they 

present themselves without delay to the authorities and show good cause for 

their illegal entry or presence”.42 
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The Jordanian authorities ’acts of detention, deportation and failed attempt at justification 

have all been in breach of the Memorandum of Understanding signed with the UNHCR and 

so in breach of international law. 

The deported Sudanese asylum seekers had been protesting the lack of humanitarian 

assistance and delays in their resettlement process at the UNHCR office in Amman when 

Jordanian authorities detained and transported them to Queen Alia International Airport to 

process their deportations.43 The peaceful demonstrations lasted for a month with asylum 

seekers ’tents put up in front the offices of the UN Refugee Agency in Khalda.44 Like many 

other black refugees and asylum seekers, Sudanese refugees suffered neglect and 

discrimination by the UNHCR relating to the processing of their asylum applications and the 

distribution of material support.45 The refugees ’demands for material support related to 

better assistance with housing, education and healthcare as the living costs in Amman are 

very high even compared to international standards.46 The UNHCR denied all claims of 

discrimination in an interview with The Jordan Times while Sudanese refugees continued to 

protest in front of the Agency’s offices in Amman.47 In addition to discrimination by UNHCR 

in the distribution of support, Sudanese refugees had also been calling for resettlement and 

relocation from Jordan as they have found themselves unable to start a new life in the 

country.48 In an interview with Middle East Eye, Sudanese refugees cited the rejection and 
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racism of the Jordanian community against black refugees as one of the many reasons for 

their protest and demand for resettlement.49 The refugees in the interview reported violent 

racist attacks against them as part of their everyday life in Jordan.50 They suffer from racial 

abuse not only by the locals and employers but also from officials, resulting in a conclusion 

that the police do not work to protect them.51 The racially-charged attacks have been 

reported to include shootings, home invasions, bullying of children at school, and having 

objects thrown at the black refugees.52 What makes things worse is that the police does not 

act on reports of racial abuse against black refugees.53 

After the deportation of men, women and children from Jordan to Sudan, many of the 

refugees were instantly detained at the airport in Khartoum.54 The Sudanese Government at 

the time did not release any official statements in relation to the treatment of the returned 

refugees.55 In addition to the absence of official comments on the matter, independent 

researchers for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) also did not provide clear 

information on the situation as they had warned that reporting abuses in Sudan was difficult 

due to the fact that online communication was often monitored.56 

Helping Marginalised Refugees in Jordan: 

Sawiyan is a non-profit organisation focusing on all marginalised refugees in Jordan. 57 The 

non-profit began its work as a response to the growing vulnerability of Sudanese refugees. 

Sawiyan tries to support marginalised refugees through collaboration with neighbourhoods 
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where African refugees live to develop community led advocacy, anti-discrimination 

education, and assistance, raising awareness of marginalised groups between aid 

organisations, donors and policy makers in Jordan and abroad, improving the integration 

process of refugees, conducting self-development trainings to members of the community 

aimed at preparing refugee communities for resettlement, offering training in partnership 

with local charities and civil society to help aid neighbourhoods, civil society, and government 

entities to better organize, mobilize, and carry out charitable drives and advocacy efforts on 

behalf of the most vulnerable, and reporting and assessing the needs of the communities to 

better inform and support aid organisations to provide, advocate for, and protect the groups 

Sawiyan works with.58 

In summary, although black refugees had fled to Jordan to escape persecution, they are a 

highly neglected group compared to the rest of the 700,000 asylum seekers taking refuge in 

Jordan. Refugees who belong to minority ethnic backgrounds are suffering racial abuse, 

neglect and discrimination by the locals, UN Refugee Agency the Jordanian authorities, 

resulting in a very serious breach in black refugees ’right to non-discrimination. One of the 

most grievous breaches of the rights of black refugees and asylum seekers was committed by 

Government of Jordan during the Sudanese refugees ’peaceful protest in front of the UNHCR 

offices in Amman, when the Government used force to detain the protesters and transport 

them to Queen Alia International Airport for deportation back to Khartoum where they face 

persecution. In the absence of any domestic legal instrument protecting the rights and 

freedoms of refugees or even recognising their legal status as refugees, the Memorandum of 

Understanding signed between the Government of Jordan and the UNHCR is the only legal 

instrument protecting refugees and asylum seekers in Jordan. However, the Jordanian 

authorities proceeded to violate the terms of the Memorandum of Understanding through 

the deportation of Sudanese refugees. The Jordanian Government is also guilty of 

discrimination against non-Syrian refugees by excluding them from the Jordan Compact, 

creating a biased and unequal environment where non-Syrian refugees have very limited 

access to job opportunities. The general public can help marginalised refugees in Jordan 
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through reaching out to non-profit organisations like Sawiyan and offering help via donations 

or volunteering time to aid underserved communities in Jordan.  
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