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The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) is facing an 
existential crisis—or so its leader, UNRWA Commissioner-General Christian Saunders, claimed on June 30. 
There is good reason both to hope that is true, and doubt that it is. The boy-who-cried-wolf routine is a 
familiar one for the Hamas-penetrated UN agency, which has overcome any and all challenges to its sur-
vival. In fact, despite overwhelming evidence it has been systematically co-opted by Hamas, UNRWA raised 
over $300 million this year from foreign donors and continues to operate in Gaza. The ongoing U.S. funding 
freeze has not stopped UNRWA. Neither has the Trump administration’s declaration in August 2025 that it 
seeks to dismantle the agency.  

A new, hopeful paradigm for the Gaza Strip could become reality—thanks to the creation of the U.S.-led 
Board of Peace and Hamas’s weakness—so long as UNRWA is not part of it. UNRWA’s humanitarian func-
tions in Gaza can be carried out by other entities, and indeed, already are. Currently, excluding UNRWA, 
there are nearly a dozen UN aid agencies and 34 charities operating inside Gaza in coordination with Israel, 
doing the work UNRWA was supposed to be doing.  

For Gaza to have a constructive future, and one that does not endanger Israel or empower Hamas, UNRWA 
must be removed from day-to-day life in Gaza. That will not happen organically—it requires a U.S. plan 
and its successful execution. The United States needs a concrete roadmap to dissolve and replace 
UNRWA—in practice, if not law—for good.  

Nine Lives of UNRWA: The UN’s Zombie Agency 

According to UN leaders, UNRWA is always on life support. During a June 30 speech, UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres warned that UNRWA is now hitting a “breaking point.” Guterres said the same thing in 
2023 and 2018. In July, UNRWA Commissioner-General Christian Saunders said that “the viability of our 
operations ... is at stake.” His predecessor, Philippe Lazzarini, similarly warned in March that UNRWA “may 
soon cease to exist,” echoing his 2023 claim that UNRWA would soon “be unable to maintain operations.” 
Preceding that, in 2022, Lazzarini said UNRWA was “at risk of collapsing like a house of cards.” That house 
of cards, as it turns out, is remarkably sturdy – UNRWA’s magic trick is that it never disappears. 

UNRWA has survived near-death experiences for decades despite the fact that, when it was established 
77 years ago, its creators intended it to have a short lifespan. UNRWA’s 1949 founding charter, UN General 
Assembly Resolution 302, specified that the new agency was to have a narrow mandate—coordinating aid 
efforts for Palestinian refugees of the 1948 Arab-Israeli war—and transitory nature. UNGA Resolution 302 
stated that UNRWA’s operations should be conducted “...with a view to the termination of international 
assistance for relief ... and that direct relief should be terminated not later than 31 December 1950 unless 
otherwise determined by the General Assembly.”  

https://www.arabnews.jp/en/middle-east/article_173219/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20251022-unrwa-expands-its-operations-in-gaza/
https://www.jpost.com/international/article-885560
https://www.jpost.com/international/article-885560
https://abcnews.com/International/UNRWA-lawsuit-UN-palestinians-agency-trump/story?id=124414850
https://gaza-aid-data.gov.il/mainhome/international-coordination/
https://english.aawsat.com/arab-world/5290522-un-chief-warns-cash-crunch-threatens-palestinian-refugee-agency
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/06/1137297#:~:text=The%20UN%20chief%20was%20also,be%20catastrophic%2C%E2%80%9D%20he%20warned.
https://www.asianews.it/en/middle-east/israel/another-us-100-million-pledged-at-palestinian-refugee-conference-in-rome
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/unrwa-commissionergeneral-remarks-pledging-conference/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2026/mar/21/israel-crushed-unrwa-gaza-palestinians-middle-east
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2026/mar/21/israel-crushed-unrwa-gaza-palestinians-middle-east
https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/unrwa-commissioner-general-calls-sustainability-agencys-services-millions-palestine-refugees-advisory-commission-meeting-beirut-enar
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-appeals-for-1-6-billion-to-aid-palestinian-refugees-/6403725.html
https://www.unrwa.org/content/general-assembly-resolution-302
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Nearly 80 years later, UNRWA remains in operation, despite having achieved little for Palestinian civilians 
and much for Palestinian terrorists. UNRWA leaders often cite the agency’s very existence as evidence of 
its importance, as Lazzarini did in 2025, saying that “UNRWA was always intended to be a temporary 
agency—that it continues to exist, and to be needed, reflects long-term failures to reach a political solu-
tion.” In fact, its existence only reflects a long-term failure by the Western world to terminate UNRWA.  

American Funding to UNRWA 

The more than $5.2 billion the United States has provided to UNRWA in the 21st century has not been 
money well spent. UNRWA’s Gaza operations have been characterized by inefficiency, corruption, and in-
doctrination of Palestinian youth in its radical schools.  

 

The Cost of Giving UNRWA a Free Pass   

UNRWA has escaped accountability for its threat to regional stability, Israeli security, and Gazan civilians’ 
well-being. The so-called aid agency has spent years giving metaphorical and physical cover to Palestinian 
terrorists, many of whom have infiltrated UNRWA’s ranks.  

The revelation that a dozen UNRWA personnel participated in Hamas’s October 7 massacre was shocking 
but not surprising. Hamas’s main intelligence hub in Gaza under UNRWA’s headquarters is the perfect 
metaphor for how UNRWA aids and shields Hamas. In addition, Hamas, in the Gaza war, was actively over-
seeing UNRWA’s operations—including its aid distribution. That crooked relationship enabled Hamas op-
eratives to steal, according to intelligence estimates, over $500 million worth of aid in the Gaza war’s early 
months. That dynamic is nothing new. 

https://www.un.org/unispal/document/statement-of-unrwa-commissioner-general-philippe-lazzarini-at-the-international-conference-for-the-peaceful-settlement-of-the-question-of-palestine-and-the-implementation-of-the-two-state-solution/
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12863
https://x.com/DanLinnaeus/status/1848939563567165923
https://nypost.com/2019/07/31/corruption-on-top-of-failure-at-the-uns-palestine-agency/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-finds-incitement-antisemitism-still-prevalent-in-unrwa-classrooms/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-finds-incitement-antisemitism-still-prevalent-in-unrwa-classrooms/
https://www.jpost.com/jerusalem-report/article-872989
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/hamas-military-compound-found-beneath-u-n-agency-headquarters-in-gaza-7e29c758
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/at-least-12-u-n-agency-employees-involved-in-oct-7-attacks-intelligence-reports-say-a7de8f36?mod=hp_lead_pos1
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/at-least-12-u-n-agency-employees-involved-in-oct-7-attacks-intelligence-reports-say-a7de8f36?mod=hp_lead_pos1
https://www.algemeiner.com/2024/05/31/us-pressures-egypt-reopen-rafah-aid-crossing-after-halts-humanitarian-deliveries/
https://www.gov.il/en/pages/the-operation-in-gaza-factual-and-legal-aspects-use-of-force-hamas-breaches-law-of-armed-conflict#:~:text=H.S.%2C%20a,their%20supporters.%E2%80%9D%20(192)
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UNRWA’s terror links were brought to global attention by the October 7, 2023, massacre in which many of 
its personnel participated. At least nine UNRWA staffers entered Israel during the attack, including two 
who were Hamas operatives, and dozens of other UNRWA personnel played an indirect role.  

https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/unrwa-hamas-connection/unrwas-involvement-on-october-7/
https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/israel-at-war/1708097279-idf-reveals-these-are-the-12-unrwa-staffers-who-took-part-in-oct-7-massacre
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Yet UNRWA’s October 7 involvement, as shocking as it was, was not an isolated event. UNRWA sites and 
vehicles have facilitated terror activity since 2002, most notably aiding Hamas in the 2014 and 2021 Gaza 
wars—serving as staging grounds for attacks on Israeli soldiers and fitted with Hamas tunnel shafts.   

UNRWA’s proponents argue it has been tarred by a few bad apples that do not represent the agency, but 
this claim rings hollow. According to intelligence estimates, around half of UNRWA’s roughly 12,000 Gaza 
employees have family members with terror ties, and over 1,000 more are under U.S. investigation for 
alleged terrorist activity. Israel has identified over 1,450 UNRWA personnel who are active terror opera-
tives, and according to some estimates, over 9,500 UNRWA personnel have direct connections to Hamas. 
If so, terror ties are the rule and not the exception for UNRWA’s Gaza staffers. 

https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/alleged-unrwa-involvement-in-10-7-attack-highlights-dangers-of-agency/
https://www.jpost.com/arab-israeli-conflict/uns-secretary-general-palestinian-militants-put-un-schools-at-risk-during-gaza-war-399342
https://www.commentary.org/tom-wilson/unrwas-terrorist-connections/
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/at-least-12-u-n-agency-employees-involved-in-oct-7-attacks-intelligence-reports-say-a7de8f36?mod=hp_lead_pos1
https://www.foxnews.com/world/trump-administration-probes-unrwa-over-alleged-employment-1500-terrorists
https://www.foxnews.com/world/unrwa-fires-70-gaza-staffers-amid-allegations-hamas-ties-says-terminations-not-admission-guilt
https://www.israelnationalnews.com/news/385540
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Others argue that UNRWA simply needs to be reformed, yet the agency itself does not even make this 
claim. No senior UN or UNRWA officials, at any point, have admitted any widespread problem with the 
agency. The UN’s website still describes allegations of UNRWA staffers’ role in the October 7 attack as 
“disinformation.” The result of that implausible deniability is that UNRWA has taken few, and mostly cos-
metic, steps to reform itself since the October 7 attack. This, despite being given a playbook for reforms 
by the UN-commissioned Colonna Report. Even after two years, UNRWA failed to implement the systemic 
reforms that the Colonna Report laid out in April 2024. The agency terminated 70 of its Gaza personnel in 
June for having ties to Hamas, and previously fired 23 UNRWA staffers in 2024 over their involvement in 
the October 7 attack. Yet UNRWA has yet to terminate many dozens, if not hundreds, of staffers whom 
Israeli intelligence identified over two years ago as having terror links.  

With a track record like this, UNRWA’s very existence seems improbable. However, UNRWA has thus far 
proven capable of surviving major scandals and securing funding from much of the Western world. While 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2026/06/1167845
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-901521
https://www.unrwa.org/resources/reports/colonna-report-and-action-plan
https://www.jns.org/news/israel-news/unrwa-deceives-donors-over-colonna-reform-compliance-report-finds
https://www.nysun.com/article/unrwa-overlooks-terror-roles-in-firing-of-70-staffers-with-hamas-ties
https://www.npr.org/2024/08/06/nx-s1-5065385/u-n-fires-9-more-staffers-over-potential-involvement-in-oct-7-attack-on-israel
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many European countries stopped providing funds to UNRWA in 2024, after the revelations of its terror 
ties came to light, most have since resumed funding the agency.  

After UNRWA 

Fortunately, UNRWA is by no means irreplaceable when it comes to humanitarian functions in Gaza, as 
the world can now see. Many organizations are already on the ground in Gaza doing the work UNRWA was 
supposed to be doing—and have been doing so for months. Currently, excluding UNRWA, there are 10 UN 
aid agencies and 34 charities operating inside Gaza, with Israeli approval. 

The non-UNRWA aid model is already proving effective at meeting the basic food needs of Gazans. When 
Israel, in January 2025, banned UNRWA from operating inside its borders, many predicted humanitarian 
catastrophes in Gaza would ensue. One U.S. senator claimed UNRWA’s efforts “cannot simply be replicated 
or replaced quickly” and would jeopardize the “basic needs of Palestinian civilians.” That has proven false, 
and since then, UNRWA has been shown to be expendable. In the nine months following the October 2025 
ceasefire, over 1.78 million tons of food entered Gaza, far exceeding the UN’s per-person food require-
ments for the population. The majority, nearly 80 percent, was provided by NGOs and private industry, not 
by any UN agency, and certainly not by UNRWA. In that timespan, UN agencies supplied a total of six 
percent of all food entering the Gaza Strip.  

UNRWA’s education functions, too, can be replaced by other entities—who almost certainly will do a bet-
ter job than UNRWA has. UNRWA’s Gaza school system has done a dismal job teaching students reading, 
writing, and mathematics. According to UN statistics from 2007, 75 percent of UNRWA students in grades 
4-9 failed mathematics, and 40 percent of them failed Arabic, their native language. The fact that UNRWA 
has not, since 2010, released educational attainment data on its Gazan schools shows how transparent 
UNRWA is: not at all. UNRWA’s schools are good, though, at indoctrinating students with radical views. 
Gaza’s education system is far better served by being handed to Board of Peace-backed non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), at least temporarily, and staffed with vetted, moderate teachers from the Gaza Strip 
or elsewhere.   

While UNRWA cannot technically be dissolved without a two-thirds majority vote from the United Nations 
General Assembly, which is unlikely to happen, it can be de facto dismantled as an operational entity. Doing 
so would require little more than restricting UNRWA’s ability to operate in Gaza—as Israel, with U.S. back-
ing, has done—and the United States and its partners terminating funding to the agency. UNRWA only 
receives about 5 percent of its total funding from the UN regular budget, with most of its funds coming 
from America’s partners in Europe. 

Current U.S. executive branch and legislative branch measures to stop American funding of UNRWA are 
temporary, not permanent, fixes. Executive Order 14199 blocking the United States from providing funds 
to UNRWA, and congressional appropriations doing the same, can both be reversed by future administra-
tions or lawmakers—as occurred in 2021. The same can happen again unless permanent American funding 
freezes are written into law, or unless the United States, in practice, dismantles UNRWA.  

Now, though, the seemingly indestructible UNRWA is facing a real challenge to its survival. Namely, U.S. 
leadership that is determined to pull the plug on the agency and replace it with something better. In August 
2025, the Trump administration, for the first time, made it official U.S. policy to pursue UNRWA’s disman-
tlement, not just ending U.S. funding.  

Washington may yet achieve that goal. On July 1, the U.S.-led Board of Peace made clear that it opposes 
UNRWA playing a role in Gaza’s future. Later that month, lawmakers introduced a bill that would require 

https://gaza-aid-data.gov.il/mainhome/international-coordination/
https://apnews.com/article/un-aid-agency-ban-israel-palestinian-refugees-64cd842cca2870badd693e767c802ace
https://www.vanhollen.senate.gov/news/press-releases/van-hollen-statement-on-knesset-move-to-effectively-ban-unrwa-operations
https://videoidf.azureedge.net/6d0c8746-9f0b-44f7-b68b-aff61b4de8b5
https://videoidf.azureedge.net/6d0c8746-9f0b-44f7-b68b-aff61b4de8b5
https://videoidf.azureedge.net/6d0c8746-9f0b-44f7-b68b-aff61b4de8b5
https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/opt-statement-john-ging-director-unrwa-operations-gaza?OpenDocument=&query=failure%20rates&cc=pse
https://israel-alma.org/new-report-by-impact-se-highlights-textbooks-and-terrorism-in-unrwa-palestinian-schools/
https://abcnews.com/International/UNRWA-lawsuit-UN-palestinians-agency-trump/story?id=124414850
https://abcnews.com/International/UNRWA-lawsuit-UN-palestinians-agency-trump/story?id=124414850
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/defense-news/article-901142
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the Secretary of State to lay out a plan for dissolving UNRWA in Gaza and identifying and empowering 
replacements.  

To truly deal a fatal blow to UNRWA, though, the United States will have to convince its partners to stop 
bankrolling it, and instead, identify and fund a replacement. There are signs this process has already be-
gun. Earlier this month, the European Commission and another 15 countries, with the European Invest-
ment Bank and World Bank, pledged $1 billion to Gaza’s reconstruction, though to a new entity called the 
Team Gaza Initiative (TGI) and not, seemingly, through UNRWA channels.  

 

TGI is a promising potential mechanism for phasing out UNRWA. According to an official readout, TGI is 
linked to UN Security Council Resolution 2803, which established the U.S.-led Board of Peace in November 
2025 following the ceasefire. Promisingly, the 15 countries pledging include each of the six largest govern-
mental donors to UNRWA in 2025 and UNRWA’s largest funder, the European Union (EU). Two other top 
UNRWA donors, Australia and Canada, reportedly will also join TGI in the weeks ahead. 

There are other positive signs that Europe is open to shifting away from UNRWA and towards a new frame-
work for Gaza aid. Last October, more than 20 members of the European Parliament, from 16 countries, 
requested that the EU stop funding UNRWA. Germany, UNRWA’s largest governmental donor in 2025, is 
now considering suspending its funding and calling on the EU to do the same. If that occurs, it would deal 
UNRWA a major blow. Sweden, historically one of UNRWA’s largest donors, permanently suspended its aid 
to UNRWA in 2024 and diverted the funds to other aid groups in Gaza. The United States should encourage 
other partners to follow suit. 

Ultimately, UNRWA is not just an organization with a few bad apples; it is a poisonous apple tree, and one 
that has been watered by Western taxpayer dollars. For the first time in history, the United States has a 
real chance to uproot it. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/eu-launches-1-billion-aid-initiative-gaza-2026-07-13/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20260713-eu-launches-1b-team-gaza-initiative-to-support-early-recovery-efforts/
https://north-africa-middle-east-gulf.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-launches-team-gaza-initiative-support-early-recovery-gaza-initial-amount-nearly-eur900-million-2026-07-09_en
https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/israel-at-war/artc-eu-launches-1-billion-team-gaza-initiative-for-early-recovery
https://www.jns.org/world/germanys-largest-political-party-moves-to-end-funding-for-unrwa-tighten-oversight-of-pa-aid

