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Four months after 8,000 homes were destroyed in the Gaza Strip, the families affected have no 
prospect of building new homes because the Israeli authorities continue to prevent construction 
materials from entering Gaza.
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In June 2009 the blockade on the Gaza Strip enters its third year. The intense closure 
policy, coupled with the government of Israel’s recent military operation ‘Cast Lead’, 
has had a devastating impact on the lives and livelihoods of one and a half million 
Gazans, pushing them further into poverty and aid dependency.   
Parties to the conflict and the international community have, to varying degrees, 
prioritised their own political objectives over people’s rights and needs, leaving 
Gazans sitting on the ruins of their homes. By attempting to isolate Hamas, the 
government of Israel and key international donor governments and institutions have in 
fact isolated the people of Gaza, thereby reducing chances of securing a peaceful, just 
and durable resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  

The status quo cannot be allowed to persist. Israeli, Palestinian and world leaders must 
abide by their respective legal obligations to take concrete actions to end the collective 
punishment of Gazan civilians by securing the full and immediate opening of all the 
Gaza crossings. 

Government of Israel’s failure to assure welfare of Gazans 
The government of Israel has been steadily reducing the variety of supplies entering 
Gaza. Over the three months of February to April 2009, an average of 65% of all 
commodities entering Gaza were food items, 86% of which were restricted to a narrow 
range of seven basic foodstuffs; even then, items, such as macaroni and dates, have 
been denied entry. It was only after the intervention of US officials that the government 
of Israel allowed macaroni into Gaza after weeks of delay. On a visit to Gaza in 
February 2009, a US Congressman asked, “When have lentil bombs been going off lately? Is 
someone going to kill you with a piece of macaroni?”1 In March 2009, the government of 
Israel prevented US-funded food parcels from entering Gaza due to the inclusion of 
canned tuna, biscuits and jam; they were added to a long list of items ‘under review’, 
which included wooden toys and maths and science kits.2 

On 22 March 2009, the Israeli Cabinet issued instructions to enable the entry - without 
restriction - of foodstuffs to Gaza from all relevant sources, after it has been verified 
that they are indeed food3 .  At the time of writing, this instruction had still not been 
properly implemented by the Coordinator of Government Affairs in the Territories 
(COGAT).4 

Cash has also been regularly denied entry into Gaza, further crippling the economy 
and directly affecting the livelihoods of approximately half a million Gazans, according 
to the International Monetary Fund.5 The absence of cash is also preventing many of 
the efforts planned for the early recovery of livelihoods and shelter repair after 
‘Operation Cast Lead’.6 

Severe restrictions have also been put on the movement of people; with only a tiny 
minority of the population – such as critically ill patients and some students - allowed 
to leave and return to the Strip. Face-to-face contact between Palestinians in the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Palestinians in Gaza has been made virtually 
impossible.  

Response to Gazans’ humanitarian needs restricted to food aid 

Gaza’s humanitarian needs require a range of interventions beyond the mere provision 
of emergency relief items (such as food, medical supplies, material for shelters). They 
also include materials and support for vital repairs and construction work and for 
livelihood stabilisation.7 The UN Flash Appeal for Gaza, formally launched on 2 
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February 2009, covering humanitarian and early recovery efforts, includes urgent 
repairs to: damaged housing for 33,767 families, 207 schools, 86 pre-schools, 15 
hospitals and 43 primary health clinics.8 Repairs and rebuilding work is also needed 
for water, sewage and electrical facilities and agricultural infrastructure. This has been 
largely stalled as the government of Israel continues to deny access for essential 
supplies, building materials and spare parts.  

The Appeal includes a request for $30 million towards the estimated $180 million of 
total direct losses in the agriculture sector due to ‘Operation Cast Lead’. Agriculture is 
the only source of income for many Gazans. The latest destruction has affected 13,000 
families who depend directly on farming, herding and fishing for their livelihoods.9 
Whole farms were bulldozed by the Israeli army in the Zaytoun neighbourhood of 
Gaza City where Oxfam used to buy 30,000 eggs per week from a local farmer for its 
food distribution programme. On his farm, 65,000 chickens were buried alive. To 
restart their farms, farmers need sufficient quantities of agricultural materials to be 
allowed into Gaza.  

Oxfam partners - the Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committees (PARC), the Union of 
Agricultural Work Committees (UAWC) and Ma’an – and others have identified 
priority items.  These include timber and iron, and plastic and nylon sheets for 
greenhouses and animal shelters, all of which must be allowed in.10 The restrictions on 
access of agricultural inputs into Gaza are compounded by ongoing access restrictions 
within Gaza imposed by the Israeli army in the “buffer zone”, one of the most fertile 
areas in the Strip located along the border with Israel. 

Oxfam and our partners have been forced to adapt our programmes taking into 
account access restriction due to the prolonged closure of Gaza. Between January and 
mid-April 2009, Oxfam distributed drinking water by tanker to 50,000 people daily 
because our partner the Coastal Municipalities Water Utility was unable to secure 
access for water equipment to repair damaged systems. Last year, it took Oxfam eight 
months to get specialist wiring and switches for control consoles for drinking water 
wells into Gaza.   

Israeli restrictions on the opening of the crossings have reduced the quantity of goods 
able to enter and raised the cost for aid agencies to transport goods. Although Israeli 
authorities have opened several crossings regularly, Karni – which, with the ability to 
import over 750 truckloads a day, has the largest capacity of any crossing and is 
located close to Gaza’s main population centre in the north - has been closed by Israeli 
authorities to trucks since the blockade began on 15 June 2007. 11 Israeli authorities 
have instead allowed trucks through small capacity crossings at Sufa and Kerem 
Shalom located at the southern tip of Gaza.12 Use of these crossings involves an 
estimated $1000 additional handling charge per truck and increased transport costs 
because of the longer distances involved. 13   

International aid workers have regularly been prevented from entering Gaza, although 
access has improved since the period of complete closure of Gaza for 80 days between 
4 November 2008 and mid-January 2009 when the government of Israel denied all 
access to international NGOs, journalists and foreign diplomats. Staff, working for 
Oxfam and its partner organizations, who hold Israeli passports or West Bank and 
Jerusalem IDs are still not allowed into Gaza.14  

Gazans ‘reduced to begging’: reconstruction and development near impossible 

On 2 March 2009, at the Sharm al-Sheikh early recovery and reconstruction conference 
for Gaza, donors pledged nearly $4.5 billion of aid.  With no sign of the government of 
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Israel reversing its closure policy, it is difficult to conceive how these funds can be 
translated into tangible improvements in the lives of Gaza’s civilians. 
Long-term structural changes are needed to enable Gaza’s economy to restart and 
soaring unemployment to be brought down. A key contributing factor has been the 
near total ban on exports out of Gaza. Despite some media attention on the export of 

carnations, negotiated by the Netherlands since 12 February 2009, only 14 truckloads 
carrying around 650,000 flowers were allowed to be exported out of an expected 6 
million flowers being produced this season.15  

John Ging, UNRWA director of operations in Gaza, said in March 2009:  

“[Gazans] have the right to a livelihood, these people do not want to be reduced to begging for a 
living but we have now 90% of the population here depending on handouts of food from the UN 
… and that's not three square meals a day. People call this place a prison; it is not a prison 
because a prison in Western Europe would be much better in terms of conditions than here”. 

De-development resulting from the blockade has been exacerbated by Israeli military 
operation ‘Cast Lead’, which wreaked widespread damage and destruction on Gaza’s 
civilian infrastructure.  

A legal obligation to act 

By means of its closure of the Gaza Strip - following the takeover of Gaza by Hamas in 
June 2007 – the government of Israel is failing to fulfil its obligations as an occupying 
power. It is prioritising its stated political objective of isolation of Hamas above its 
legal obligation to provide for the welfare needs of the occupied people of Gaza.  

As the occupying power of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including East 
Jerusalem, the government of Israel has the primary responsibility to provide for the 
welfare of the population under its control. The state has legal obligations to protect 
Palestinian civilians and their property in occupied territory and in particular to ensure 
hygiene and public health standards, to ensure the provision of food and medical care, 
and to facilitate “relief schemes” (especially food, clothing and medical supplies) for 
the benefit of the population.16 Further, the blockade affects the civilian population of 
Gaza indiscriminately and constitutes a collective punishment against men, women 
and children, in contravention of international humanitarian law.17 

Impact of Palestinian divisions on the humanitarian situation 
The factional split between the Palestinian Authority (PA) in Ramallah, led by 
President Mahmoud Abbas (head of Fatah and chairman of the PLO), and the de facto 
authorities in Gaza, controlled by Hamas, has also affected the humanitarian situation. 
Individuals and communities and the NGOs seeking to meet their needs are caught in 
the middle of the ongoing power struggle between the two main political factions, 
Fatah and Hamas.  

Health care provision compromised 

These divisions have had their most profound impact in the health sector. Health care 
for Gaza’s sick and wounded - already decimated by the blockade and the latest 
destruction of health infrastructure by the Israeli army – has been further undermined 
by measures taken by the PA-Ramallah and by Hamas.  

Most recently, patients requiring treatment unavailable in Gaza were prevented from 
being treated in Israeli hospitals, where cancer patients and those in need of complex 
surgical procedures have sought life-saving treatment unavailable in Gaza. On 18 
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January 2009, the PA-Ramallah announced that it would no longer cover the medical 
costs of Gazans in Israeli hospitals and stopped transferring patients to Israel.  On 22 
March 2009, Hamas took over the Referrals Abroad Department within the Ministry of 

Health in Gaza, the main office which processes referral applications by Gaza 
patients for specialized hospital treatment outside Gaza. Subsequently, authorities in 
Israel and Egypt refused to accept referrals unless they had the stamp of the PA-
Ramallah, which refused to authorise new applications.  

On 19 April 2009, Oxfam partner the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights stated that 
since 22 March, ten patients from the Gaza Strip had died as a result, while the health 
of more than 800 patients had severely deteriorated.18 On 27 April, the Referrals 
Abroad Department resumed its work after succesful mediation efforts by Palestinian 
civil society and UN agencies.19 

Humanitarian, early recovery and reconstruction efforts politicised 

Palestinian divisions are also manifest in the struggle for control over the recovery and 
reconstruction process. On the one hand, the PA-Ramallah has tried to demonstrate its 
control over the process by issuing its early recovery and reconstruction plan. Its 
ability to oversee the implementation of this plan for a part of the territory which it no 
longer effectively controls is difficult to envisage.  

Two notable incidents in which Hamas police or officials interfered with aid 
distribution occurred in February 2009, when they seized some 3,500 blankets and 400 
food parcels and later 10 truckloads of food from the UN. These items were returned to 
the UN after it protested and cut off its aid imports to Gaza for a short period. In our 
experience of working in Gaza, Oxfam and partners have been able to distribute goods 
(once allowed into Gaza) to people in need. 

Given the impact of the factional split on essential services and the provision of aid for 
Gaza’s residents, Oxfam underscores the urgent need for Palestinian reconciliation to 
take place. While Palestinians themselves have primary responsibility to work toward 
Palestinian reconciliation and unity, the pursuit of reconciliation, mediated by the 
government of Egypt, should be actively supported by all donors.  

Failure of the international community to put people first 
Many donor governments and institutions are failing to exert pressure on the parties to 
the conflict to put the interests of civilians first.  They have not taken the necessary 
political action to ensure an end to the blockade and actively to support Palestinian 
reconciliation efforts in the interests of Gaza’s civilian population. Instead, they are led 
by political prerogatives and their unwillingness to review the shortcomings of their 
2006 policy to isolate Hamas. This has contributed to the lack of progress in addressing 
the enormous humanitarian needs after ‘Operation Cast Lead’; to impediments to the 
reconstruction of Gaza in the medium term; and to the process of de-development of 
Gaza brought about by the government of Israel’s closure policy.  

Failure to end the blockade 

For nearly two years, the international community has failed in its duty to secure an 
end to the blockade. Donors have expressed concern, at times in strong terms, and 
recognised that reconstruction is dependent on access issues. Although top UN 
officials and key donors have called on the government of Israel to open the crossings - 
especially to ensure humanitarian access, through public and private statements and 



   

Rebuilding Gaza: putting people before politics, Oxfam Briefing Note, June 2009 6

letters20 - for months no additional international diplomatic initiatives have been taken 
nor the necessary political will exercised.  

Rather officials prefer to adopt a ‘wait-and-see’ approach, hoping that the tahdia (‘lull’) 
of June to December 2008 or Palestinian reconciliation talks or Israeli elections will 
deliver the needed change to facilitate an easing of the closure. In between each 
milestone, they argue that little can be done and defer action until a later time. 

For signatories to the Geneva Conventions, it is not a choice of whether or not to act, it 
is a legal obligation. Article 1 common to the four Geneva Conventions obliges state 
parties to an armed conflict, as well as third states who are not involved in the conflict, 
to respect and ensure respect for international humanitarian law. Third states should 
not do anything to encourage a party to a conflict to violate that law nor should they 
take action that would assist in violations. While the government of Israel continues to 
violate international humanitarian law, including through its policy of collective 
punishment and its failure to facilitate humanitarian access, the other High Contracting 
parties are responsible for failing to ensure respect for the Geneva Conventions.  

The limited action taken by members of the international community has failed to 
ensure even the most basic standards of full and unimpeded humanitarian assistance. 
Instead, international donors are regularly drawn into negotiating over the minutiae of 
truck numbers or pleading for entry into Gaza of specific basic items. In so doing, they 
are caught in the details and fail to push for adherence to globally agreed humanitarian 
principles.21 It is therefore crucial to affect a shift in the dynamic and for donor 
countries and institutions to use the tools at their disposal (as outlined in the 
recommendations) to push for real change.  

One positive attempt to shift this dynamic is the UN Humanitarian Country Team’s 
Framework for the Provision of Humanitarian Assistance in Gaza, which outlines in 
detail the parties’ and donors’ responsibilities to provide aid independently and with 
humanity, neutrality, and impartiality and sets out how these principles must be 
applied in Gaza.22  

Use of aid as a political tool 

In the case of the occupied Palestinian territory, many governments have imposed 
political conditions for the delivery of aid in past years. This policy continues into 2009 
for recovery and reconstruction efforts for Gaza, whereby governments are using aid 
as a means to achieve political goals and as a result exacerbating the intra-Palestinian 
divide. Donor governments must strive to ‘do no harm’ and thereby ensure that their 
aid does not inadvertently worsen or exacerbate the conflict.23 

However, meetings with government officials from the USA and the European Union 
suggest that the criterion for reconstruction assistance is not needs-based but rather 
political. This is illustrated by the fact that the generous pledges at the Sharm al-Sheikh 
donor conference were made within the framework of the PA-Ramallah’s early 
recovery and reconstruction plan. Given the unlikelihood of the PA-Ramallah being 
able to effectively manage to oversee this plan remotely, the adoption of this plan by 
the international community is a further instance of putting their political objective of 
supporting the PA-Ramallah administration ahead of their concern for effectively 
addressing the humanitarian needs of people in Gaza.  

Funding mechanisms are an additional illustration of the political use of aid.  The 
principal means to channel the $4.5 billion pledged at Sharm al-Sheikh will be through 
existing funding mechanisms: either as direct budget support to the PA-Ramallah and 
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the Central Treasury Account, or through the EU-PEGASE and the World Bank’s 
PRDP - Trust Fund, among others. They are designed to bypass the de facto authorities 
in Gaza and bolster the PA-Ramallah. An alternative proposed by Palestinian civil 
society to establish an independent multi-stakeholder committee inside Gaza - 
comprised of civil society, the private sector, the PA-Ramallah and Hamas - in the 
absence of Palestinian unity has never been seriously explored.   

At the Sharm al-Sheikh donor conference, many governments recognised the 
importance of Palestinian reconciliation. Some officials have indicated a possible 
change in the way they refer to dealings with a future unified Palestinian 
government.24 However, there has been no fundamental change in policy. A positive 
step would be for donors to communicate a clear policy of acceptance of a government 
of national unity, as agreed by Palestinian factions, in order to facilitate the delivery of 
aid to Gazans.  

Aid is being used by donor governments as a tool to support one political grouping 
over another. Rather, donors must ensure that aid is delivered in an impartial manner 
and in a way that does not exacerbate intra-Palestinian divisions so that those in need 
in Gaza are not held hostage to the foreign policy objectives of far-off governments or 
to the political differences of their own leaders. As one of our partners told Oxfam, “we 
need to convince politicians that the interests of the people should define politics and not the 
other way around”. 

Conclusion and recommendations 
Several Oxfam partners and beneficiaries in Gaza have warned that money pledged at 
Sharm al-Sheikh raises expectations which look set to be disappointed once again if no 
change is delivered, thereby fuelling further frustration and resentment. In September 
2008, aid agencies – including Oxfam – warned that the international strategy on Gaza 
was failing at all levels.25 Eight months on, Gazans find themselves exhausted by 23 
months of blockade and three weeks of intense conflict and more aid dependent. They 
are even further from having their fundamental right to live a normal and dignified life 
fulfilled.  

Without concrete action to address the underlying political factors, no amount of 
money or elegance of mechanisms to channel funds can bring about the desperately 
needed improvements to the lives of Gazan children, women and men. The key to 
achieving such progress is an end to the blockade and a beginning to rebuilding Gaza. 

It is difficult to see how a viable Palestinian state can be achieved without Gaza. 
Instead of easing movement restrictions, over the past years, restrictions on movement 
have been increased. Unless donors chose to act on Gaza, change cannot reasonably be 
expected in the West Bank.  

 

To the government of Israel: 

Fully lift the blockade on Gaza, in line with its international legal obligations:  

- Operate all crossings at maximum capacity (7 days per week), with particular 
emphasis on Karni (as the crossing with the largest capacity) and Nahal Oz (through 
which all fuel is channeled including industrial fuel for the Gaza power plant). 

- Allow unrestricted access for all goods and people into and out of Gaza, with 
particular priority for those who seek medical treatments unavailable in the Gaza Strip; 
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study in the West Bank, East Jerusalem or abroad; and assist humanitarian aid 
delivery. 

Cease military incursions into Gaza. 

To Palestinian actors: 

- Immediately end rocket and mortar attacks into Israel.  

- End interference in and attempts to control the delivery of international assistance. 

- Ensure a speedy agreement on reconciliation is reached in the short-term with a view 
to facilitating aid delivery and follow this by intensive talks to reach a long-term 
resolution. 

- Put the short and long-term interests and welfare of the Palestinian people at the 
centre of their actions. 

To the international community: 

1. Adhere to its international legal obligations to secure an end to the blockade, in 
particular by using the tools at its disposal to exert pressure on the government of 
Israel: 

- The UN Security Council should seek an enforcement resolution for breaches by the 
parties of UNSC Resolution 1860, most especially to deliver the opening of the 
crossings. 

- Governments should endorse the UN Humanitarian Country Team’s May 2009 
‘Framework for the Provision of Humanitarian Assistance in Gaza’ and agree on a 
means to monitor its implementation.  

- The EU should formally suspend the EU-Israel upgrade process until the government 
of Israel lifts the blockade, by allowing access to and from Gaza for humanitarian and 
commercial goods, and for people; this could include postponing both the forthcoming 
EU-Israel Association Council meeting and the adoption of a new EU-Israel Action 
Plan. 

- Donors must also start holding the government of Israel – and when applicable 
Palestinian armed groups - responsible for the destruction of and damage to their aid 
projects, not least to deter repetition of destruction of reconstruction and development 
efforts in the future.  

- Donors should urge the UN to set up a comprehensive register of damages of the 
destruction to civilian lives and infrastructure on both sides of the border, and provide 
political and financial backing for such an initiative.   

- Individual donors should create public inventories of all aid projects they have 
funded that were damaged, destroyed, delayed and/or suspended; they should hold 
the government of Israel and Palestinian armed groups fully accountable for any and 
all damage to and destruction of aid projects and demand full responsibility; and seek 
to receive an explanation and to recover costs for damaged aid projects. 

2. Cease putting ‘political conditions’ on the delivery of assistance for the 
reconstruction of Gaza. 

- Donor should assess and seek a legal opinion as to whether their aid schemes 
contravene their obligations as state parties to the Geneva Conventions, or in case of 
EU Member States  Community Law, by placing political conditions on the delivery of 
assistance. 
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- Donor governments should resume full development aid for Gaza by supporting 
long-term sustainable funding, and not only emergency short-term funding.   

 

Notes
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