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The Financial Crisis of the Palestinian Universities 
 
Lecturers & Discussants: 

Dr. Khalil Al Hindi, President of Birzeit University 

Dr. Rami Al Hamdallah, President of An-Najah University 

Mr. Murad Obaid, Acting Director General – Students Loan Fund – MoHE 

Mr. Magdi Al-Hafi , President of Students Union, Birzeit University. 

 

I  Background  
 

The session commenced with an introduction by the moderator, Dr. No'man Kanafani, who gave a 

background of the problem of financing education in the Palestinian territories. Dr. Kanafani raised 

the theme of the high cost of education, especially tuitions, explaining that this issue has ignited 

controversy in all Palestinian universities- leading to frequent strikes and suspension of work, and 

this has recurred in previous years. To find solutions to this problem, the issue should be addressed 

from different perspectives, namely that of the universities and faculty, on the one hand, and that of 

the students and community members who provide funding for these students, on the other. 

 

From the University Perspective 

Though the high cost of education is common in all universities worldwide, the problems that the 

Palestinian universities face are different, in nature, from the university problems in other countries. 

While American universities, for example, depend on allocating a portion of the budget for 

investment, which is supervised by the university itself (and thus use the revenues of these 

investments to fund future expenses), Palestinian universities have no such strategies. Again, while 

foreign universities focus on scientific research by faculty members, the Palestinian universities do 

not encourage research and, thus, they lack such advantages.  

 

Given the lack of resources available to support scientific research and the inability of universities 

to provide the necessary investment resources, the Palestinian universities depend in their funding 

on aid and the tuitions the students pay. It is self-evident that there is a strong correlation between 

the size of the budget and efficiency of education. The persistent deficit in the budgets of 

universities and the inability to increase tuitions force the universities to keep the low salaries of the 

faculty members, which in turn results in a brain drain where qualified teachers leave universities to 

seek other jobs that provide more rewarding financial returns, or seek teaching jobs in other 

universities: in the Gulf states, for example. This brain drain results in poor performance of the 

Palestinian higher education system.   

 

From the Students' perspective 

 According to university students, the rise in the tuitions is unjustified. In fact, some students see the 

Palestinian universities as private companies whose main goal is reaping profits rather than 

achieving high standards of education for students
1
. There are many examples and stories that reveal 

the miserable conditions the Palestinian students face. 

 

From the Community Perspective 

Beyond the personal benefits of the individual, there are positive implications and economic growth 

associated with a great percentage of people graduating from higher education institutions. 

However, when the number of graduates outnumbers the job opportunities, everyone is likely to 

suffer as the surplus in supply results in low wages. 

 

The Palestinian Universities and the Number of Students Enrolled 
 

                                                 
1
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Palestinian universities have been founded under the Israeli occupation: the Faculty of Islamic Law 

(University of Hebron) in 1971, Birzeit University in 1972, the University of Bethlehem in 1973, 

etc. Today, there are 12 universities, as well as 12 university colleges that award the bachelor's 

degree in some subjects. There are also 19 two-year junior colleges granting associate diplomas. 

According to the Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Palestinian higher education 

institutions can be classified under the following categories: 
 

� Traditional universities 

� University colleges 

� Community colleges / Junior colleges 

� Open universities (Al-Quds Open University). 

 

The following graph shows the number of students enrolled in the Palestinian higher education 

institutions in 2009/2010-- by institution and sex. 

 

 
Source: "The reality of higher education in Palestine, figures and statistics"-- 2009/2010.  The 

Ministry of Education and Higher Education. 

 
Table (1) shows the number of students enrolled in higher education institutions in different fields. 

The table indicates that the number of students enrolled in universities in the academic year 

2009/2010 totaled 196,625, of which 30% were enrolled in open universities and 13% in university 

colleges. 

 

University Budgets 
In a study conducted by the Palestinian Economic Council for Development and Reconstruction 

(PECDAR) in 2008, budgets of 8 Palestinian universities were analyzed. The results are shown in 

table (2).  

 

The table shows that the tuitions accounted for about 80% of the total income of universities and 

that the budgets had sustained a deficit of approximately 7.8 million. 

Table (3) reveals that the bulk of the deficit was at Al-Quds Open University (3.5 million) and then 

at An-Najah University (2.3 million), while the deficit in Bethlehem University was barely JD 59 

thousand. 

With respect to expenditure, the salaries of staff withheld the lion's share (71% of total spending: 

about JD 58 million) as table (4) shows:  

 

 

Revenue in Jordanian Dinar 
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Percentage Amount  

79% 57,632,444 Total Student Fees   

2.4% 1,751,604 Operational Income  

10.2% 7,407,992 PA Grants     

6.1% 4,437,682 in-kind donations 

2.1% 1,561,358 Donations in Cash    

100% 72,791,107 Total   

 7,775,855 Deficit 

Source: "The development and reform of Palestinian higher education: Challenges and 

future implications" – PECDAR 

 
Discussion Themes and Questions 
Evidently, there is a crisis that is not easily beatable: the fiscal deficit leads to low faculty salaries 

and forces universities to admit more students and increase the number of programs offered. This, in 

turn, negatively affects the quality and adequacy of education in the universities and ultimately 

leads to higher fiscal deficits. Undoubtedly, overcoming this impasse requires doable solutions to 

the problems of financing higher education in the Palestinian territories. We hope that this round-

table discussion can shed light on and answer the following questions: 

 

First: How to address the persistent financial crisis of higher education institutions in a way that 

does not negatively influence the quality of education? How to keep these institutions independent 

of the government? 

 

Second: What are the achievements of the current students' funds? Do student loan funds provide 

appropriate solutions, politically and socially, for all students? What is the role of the civil society 

and the private sector in this area? 

 

Third: Do we need to reconsider, and eventually dispense with, the idea of universal higher 

education and near-free education for the elite's education as a solution to the problem of financial 

crisis and the quality of education? How can we think of building a knowledge-based economy 

under such a dire university education? 

In his detailed presentation, Dr. Hamdallah
 
concluded with the following: 

 

II  The Presentations 
 

Dr. Rami Hamdallah – President of Al-Najah University: 

� Expected levels of funding from the PA is 40 million a year, so far, only 3.5 million have been 

paid 

� A bit of History:  

- From 1971 – 1993, financing of the Higher Education system was almost free. After the 

Gulf War, some fees started to appear. 

- 1995 – 1998: 25 million were paid as support from the Euro countries. 

- Right now, Al-Najah faces a 12-15% deficit. 

� In 2010 � only 40% of the promised support by the PA was paid 

� In 2011 (so far) � only 27% of the promised support by the PA paid. 

� Some solutions implemented by Al-Najah University: 

- Productive projection that provide return to the university (e.g.: Farming center, Technical 

maintenance center) 

- Suggesting co-projects with the government and co-projects with the private sector 

- Opening new Majors and disciplines that fit the need (such as vocational majors) 

- Try and match and restructure academic programs with the labor market. 



 4 

� The solution to such issues depends on everyone’s contribution: 

- Private sector needs to contribute more 

- Government needs to provide more support 

- Unions need to participate and be more active. 

� Salaries of teachers in Higher Education are not that low compared to average salaries of the 

Palestinian population. 

 

Dr. Khalil Al-Hindi – President of Birzeit University:  
Dr. Hindi presentation included the following points: 

� Education is considered a public good, or at least a merit good. 

� Not only is there a direct benefit to higher education, but also society as a whole benefits from 

the positive externalities associated with Higher Education. 

� As such, Higher Education should command a sizable chunk of the GDP. 

� The model of our non-profit but public university system is advanced compared to systems in 

the region. It is the “spine” of our Higher Education system, and I hope that we maintain it as 

opposed to viewing Higher Education as strictly private or completely governmental. 

� The public form of private education we have is generally seen to be more favorable than 

private education in the region.  

� We need to distribute the “Burden” between tuition and aid.  

- This has a lot to do with the public policy of the government 

- Higher taxes means allowing lower for tuition (due to increase in aid) and vice versa. 

� In Higher Education, we have a lack of available data. 

� A high graduate unemployment rate is a recipe for social disaster, since spending on Higher 

Education will not be considered an investment anymore. 

- For example: There were 10,000 Education B.A. graduates last year. 

- This is 10 times what is needed in the labor market. 

- Education students are some of the weakest academically. 

� How to improve quality? 

- Students, teachers and researchers all need to be considered here 

� An example/fact about maintaining certain levels: if we require a 65% rate on the general 

“Tawjihi” examination, then a certain section of the Arts and Science focuses coming out of 

Secondary schooling will be considered not qualified for Higher Education. 

- Therefore, it is important to discuss whether we can maintain quality under the increase in 

enrollment rates. 

� Wide differences in expenditure per student between here and the Western world: 

- In Palestine: 1,000 – 2,000 

- Rest of the world: 15,000 – 40,000 

� Annual expenditure per student needs to increase significantly. 

� Not only do we need to stop the deficit, but also the need for quality improvement. 

� On the view of elite vs.  open/commercial education � we need a hybrid 

- We need to control the growth of Higher Education. 

� We have no general census of graduates. 

- However, it is thought that most students are of middle income families. 

- This means that the poor pays for the education of the middle class. 

- If this is indeed true, then we need to raise tuition and set up serious funds for helping the 

students in need. 

Murad Obeid (From the Student Fund):  

� The student fund is a good solution for this problem. 

� Before this fund was set up, there was no real fairness in distribution funds for students. 

� No, the process in centralized and the process is unified and students are judged according to 

standards and to a “need” criteria 

� The amount of loans paid back this year was 12%. 

� Recently, the paying-back process is getting electronic which should increase the amount of 

students paying back their loans. 

President of the Student Union at Birzeit University: 
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� We realize that we are still improving as a country and that everything still needs work and that 

we should aim to be economically independent from other countries. 

� In our opinion, we need to focus on elite education funding by the government, as that would be 

the most important facet needing development and improvement. 

� As students, what we should do is to start a student fund by the students themselves at each 

separate university with minor donations to help those in need. 

� Tuition cannot be raised without that being accompanied by any sort of increase in quality or 

without the existence of a fund that helps those who need it. 

� If open education proves to be not useful and that graduates of such institutions cannot find 

jobs, then the quantity of such institutes should be limited. 

 

III The Discussions: 
 

Question: Al-Ayam newspaper reporter: 

� Why does increase in tuitions seem not to be accompanied by anything else quality wise? 

� Maybe we should propose some small education tax on sales of certain goods like they have in 

Jordan. 

 

Answers from Dr. Rami Hamdallah: 

� Tax was already suggested and refused at the legislative level 

� Students have a mentality of not wanting loans but just wanting scholarships with no strings 

attached 

 

Question: 

� Given that this crisis is a long term crisis, and that the deficit is always there: 

- Is there a plan to be more independent of government aid? 

- Do you have more “optimal” majors set up? 

- If education graduates are too much and are suffering from high unemployment, why did 

Birzeit offer a new education major at the B.A. level? 

 

Answers and comments from Dr. Rami Hamdallah: 

� We have started and we will increase co-operation projects in the future that will provide 

revenue for the university. 

� We are opening and closing majors as needed and restructuring some major to fit the general 

need (gave engineering, vocational training as examples). 

� Technical college in Al-Najah only recently increased to 400-500 students even though it can 

take many more. 

� Palestine needs more technical occupations. 

 

Answers and comments from Dr. Khalil Al-Hindi:   

� Need to clarify that private US universities are also non-profit universities. 

� Our board of trustees is the major body that brings us funds; although these funds have strings 

attached and cannot be used to finance operational costs.  

� The new education majors opened at Birzeit were meant for the primary schools level teachers 

and focused on elite and select students � has not really been working so far. 

� We have a cultural problem were we have no attempts to rationalize costs.  

- The university is often met with opposition to change just for the sake of it. 

- Professors and teachers look at decreasing teaching hours in favor of research simply as 

attempts to decrease their overtime hours and cut their wages.  

 

Comments by Dr. Yousef Daoud: 

� Graduates lack incentive because there is no return as the job situation in the labor market is 

bad. 

� When comparing ourselves to foreign countries: 

- Private gains to education are lower 
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- Social gains to education are higher 

� Therefore, government needs to provide more aid to the Higher Education system. 

 

Dr. Numan Question to Dr. Yousef Dauod: 

� Why do we have this puzzle: the existence of a bad labor market yet still high and increasing 

levels of gross enrollment rates? 

 

Answer: 

� There is a cultural view that education is a solid “investment” that will not go away and that 

reflects some social status. 

� Education to postpone unemployment. 

 

Some suggestions from members of the audience: 

� Private universities seem to be successful. 

� Privatize some parts of the universities to cut costs (cafeteria…etc). 

� Use the available facilities to a higher extent. having a “double-summer” class session (two 

course offerings in one summer) or night classes would increase revenue. 

 

Dr. Nabil Kassis: 

� We have an effect (I think he called it curing effect? Although I’ve never heard of it) where 

students behave in such a way, that if they have a good job ready after graduation, they finish 

their studies faster, while they take longer if they have no job available. 

� Outside universities have an advantage of having an endowment that greatly helps with 

financing. 

� We could propose having a “dual-track” Higher education system. One track would involve 

cost sharing between the student and the government/university, while the other has the cost 

taken entirely by the student with no government aid. Of course the entry requirements need 

carefully to be set up for both. 

� We also should have aid for the needed and merit scholarships. 

 

IV General and Open Thoughts and Comments. 
 

Murad Obeid: 

� The culture of “paying back” is not prevalent here, so students do not feel comfortable taking 

loans to begin with. 

� We are starting campaigns to show that we have easy and favorable loan conditions. 

 

Dr. Khalil Al-Hindi: 

� To have students paying back their loans is extremely important so that those who do support 

and fund the Student fund will not lose trust. 

� Student fund truly needs support from all sectors. 

� In the current scenario, Higher Education is not at a Pareto Optimal point. We can improve both 

the efficiency and the fairness and level of Higher education without any decrease in other 

factors. 

� We need to conduct studies on containment of Higher Education. 

� Like foreign universities, even if we did have endowments, we will only be able to use the 

returns for development costs and not running and operation costs that the university suffers 

from. 

 

Dr. Rami Hamdallah: 

� Palestine has much duplication of certain majors (pharmacy for example). 

� Need serious planning to avert this. 

 

 

Dr. Numan:   
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� We need to conduct further studies about certain phenomenon that are considered as a “given”. 

For example, that Brain Drain is always a negative thing. 

 

Dr. Nabil Kassis: 

� Establish universities on a discipline based system as opposed the separate/isolated colleges and 

departments we have now. 

� Already there is some attraction to Multi-disciplinary disciplines.  

� We need to restructure the separate “colleges” system we currently have. 

 

Dr. Rami Hamdallah: 

� We have an example at Al-Najah University of this type of Multi-disciplinary approach. We 

have dentistry and pharmacy students taking certain classes with Medical students, which 

greatly increase everyone’s benefits. 

 

Dr. Khalil Al-Hindi: 

� We are offering a multi-disciplinary approach in our MA and PhD programs. 

� Regrettably, people seem to dislike change in any form. 

   

 


