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This report summarises the main humanitarian trends in the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) in 2004. It is an updated version of the report
submitted in November 2004 by United Nations organisations working in the oPt to the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee, a committee of key international
donors. Based primarily on a compilation of UN agency findings and OCHA field work, this report reviews the humanitarian needs in 2004 and the
international humanitarian response. It also provides a brief overview of some causes of the humanitarian crisis and the role of humanitarian
assistance in the oPt.
 

 
 

I. Humanitarian Trends in 2004 in the oPt

 
In 2004, the international humanitarian community remained actively involved in the oPt, focusing on four areas of humanitarian concern:
impoverishment and a growing dependence on aid, further fragmentation of communities and services, assistance to areas of acute needs - the Gaza
Strip, Nablus and south Hebron, and a need to ensure protection of civilians. In November 2004, 11 United Nations agencies together with six non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) launched a “Consolidated Appeal” requesting US $302 million for humanitarian assistance for 2005 to focus on
these four areas.1

 
Throughout 2004, violence continued, particularly in the Gaza Strip, and the lives of thousands of Palestinians and Israelis alike were dramatically
affected. In 2004, 118 Israelis and 881 Palestinians were killed including eight Israeli and 160 Palestinian children; a total of 602 Israelis and 4,009



Palestinians were injured.2 In 2004, 1,443 Palestinian buildings were demolished in the Gaza Strip resulting in the dispossession of 13,510 Palestinians.3

 
There was no significant easing of the underlying causes of the crisis during 2004. Closure – the system of checkpoints and roadblocks established by
Israel in an effort to safeguard its citizens4 – remained in place with only dozens of roadblocks out of hundreds being removed.5 Construction of the
Barrier continued resulting in further humanitarian hardships.
 
The humanitarian situation in 2004 remained vulnerable. Around half of the Palestinian population was living below the official poverty line of US
$2.10 per day (compared to just 22% in 2000). Furthermore, 16% of Palestinians (approximately 560,000 people) were in deep
poverty.6  Unemployment increased as well. Palestinians continued to face problems reaching their places of work, schools and hospitals, and
standards of health and education continued to deteriorate. In some parts of the territory, Palestinians’ needs for additional humanitarian assistance
rose sharply as a consequence.
 
The advisory opinion of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in July 2004, brought a renewed focus to the role of international humanitarian law in
the oPt. The decision, along with the subsequent General Assembly resolution ES-10/15, called for an immediate halt to construction of the Barrier,
and dismantlement of the parts that had already been built. Israeli High Court of Justice decisions throughout 2004 and the positions taken by the
Israeli Attorney General Menachem Mazuz following the ICJ ruling, led to the re-examination of many sections of the Barrier route, and in some
cases, delayed and called for revisions of the route.
 

 

There was limited optimism about the economic situation, as indicators for 2003 showed that Palestinian employment had increased and modest per
capita GDP growth occurred.9  However, this economic stabilization remained short lived and appeared to be the result of freeing of tax revenues
withheld by Israel in previous years, 10 and the gradual adaptation of the Palestinian economy to the situation created by closure. Neither offered much
potential for sustained recovery.11

 
As the year ended, international actors focused on the opportunities presented by the Israeli plan to “disengage” from the Gaza Strip and from four
West Bank settlements. A guarded optimism was evident in early 2005, a result of a successful Palestinian election process and the smooth transition



to a new president of the Palestinian Authority (PA) President Mahmoud Abbas who replaced the late PA President, Yasser Arafat.
 
The PA was making detailed plans for transition from crisis to recovery. This transition is crucial: Palestinians depend heavily on external assistance,
and the PA and donors must consider how to ensure that humanitarian assistance does not become a structural feature of the Palestinian economy.
Yet transition will not be possible unless conflict eases and access both within the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and to external areas improves, and
conditions are created for normal economic activity. Even if rapid progress is made on the political front unless this is translated into improvements in
access, emergency humanitarian assistance continues to remain necessary at current levels to prevent a further decline in the humanitarian situation.
 
This report analyzes the UN’s four focus areas of concern and provides an overview of some of the humanitarian responses developed to address
them. It also discusses some causes of the crisis, the role of humanitarian assistance and the opportunities for transition in 2005.
 

 

   

 
II. Humanitarian Needs
 
A. Limiting Impoverishment and Growing Dependency on Aid
 

 

 
In 2004, poverty increased as a result of growing unemployment, declining incomes from those employed, and the loss of property caused by Israeli
Defense Forces (IDF) house demolitions, land requisitions and levelling.13  The number of unemployed rose sharply from 74,000 persons in 2000 to
238,000 in 2004.14  In 2004, every working individual supported 6.4 non-employed persons.16

 
Expenditure of 58.2% Palestinians households dropped in 2004 and 71.8% of households confirmed a need for aid.16  Furthermore, 600,000
Palestinians could not afford the basic necessities for subsistence.17  

 
Unemployment and economic change



 
There is a clear relationship between unemployment and poverty.18  The proportion of the workforce without employment was 32.6% (West Bank:
28.7%; Gaza Strip: 41.3%).19  Unemployment increased in 2004 compared with 2003. The increase was most dramatic in the Gaza Strip,20 which
experienced increasingly severe movement restrictions.
 
Palestinians lost jobs both from business failure, and Israeli restrictions on Palestinians working in Israel. The percentage of Palestinians working in
Israel and settlements dropped significantly, from 146,000 in 2000 to 48,000 in 2004 – a drop of more than 67%.21  Loss of access to Israel affected
not only the number of jobs available, but also the earning potential of Palestinians: at the end of 2003, daily wages in Israel and Israeli settlements
were 82% higher than in the West Bank and 138% higher than in the Gaza Strip.22  The declining availability of jobs in Israel and the Israeli
settlements affected unskilled workers disproportionately, leading to a substantial growth of poverty among those with limited education.23

 
Poverty increased because wages rates within the oPt fell partly as a result of the 62% increase in the proportion of part-time jobs.24  There was also
a move to self-employment and subsistence agriculture.  Incomes from self-employment and agriculture helped some Palestinians cope, but they were
low and intermittent.25

 
 

 
Falling agricultural production
 
Palestinian agricultural incomes fell and vulnerability increased as a result of levelling of agricultural areas and the isolation of land and wells behind
the Barrier. Gazans were affected by land levelling policies in 2004. In Beit Hanoun (one of the principal agricultural areas) and surrounding areas,
2,890 dunums (289 hectares) of land – mainly citrus and olive groves – were cleared in July 2004 by the IDF as a response to Palestinian militants
firing rockets into Israeli towns. In the last four years, more than 50% of Beit Hanoun’s agricultural land has been destroyed.26  Significant levelling of
Palestinian land also took place in parts of the central and southern Gaza Strip – particularly in areas adjacent to Israeli settlements.
 
In areas close to the West Bank Barrier, agricultural production fell because of difficulty accessing land in the ‘closed area’ between the Barrier and
the Green Line.27  The isolation of 37 water wells by Barrier construction and Barrier ‘enclaves’ further damaged agricultural productivity.28

 
The erosion of coping mechanisms
 
As incomes and savings declined, Palestinian households purchased food through credit with shopkeepers and neighbours, forgoing payment of utilities,
and selling assets. Since the Intifada began, Palestinians have reduced the number of meals consumed; real food consumption per capita fell by 25 -
30%. Many substituted their normal diets with cheaper staples. In some instances, Palestinians used extreme coping mechanisms such as withdrawing
children from schools.29

 
In 2003, far fewer Palestinians coped by reducing consumption – suggesting that consumption had already been reduced as far as possible. Only 13%
had savings, compared with 70% in 2001.30  Living on credit became less possible.31  The reliance on humanitarian assistance consequently increased.

 
 



 
B. Preventing Fragmentation of Communities and
Declining Humanitarian Services
 

 

 
In 2004, the Palestinian community became increasingly fragmented as the Palestinian population was broken up into smaller, isolated areas.
Checkpoints, road blocks and Barrier gates made travel for Palestinians time consuming, and sometimes impossible. Closure consequently limited the
ability to access health and education services. Closure, the PA’s loss of revenue and military incursions also affected service delivery.

 



Health
 
Thirty-nine percent of Palestinians reported that they have been forced to find alternative health facilities.34  Provision of essential reproductive health
services dropped from 82.4% at end of 2002 to 71% at the end of 2003.35  The number of home deliveries was substantially higher in areas of the
West Bank that were heavily affected by internal closures. Access to adequate mental health services was limited.37  Outreach services in remote
areas in Hebron, Bethlehem, and Nablus governorates could no longer be conducted because of Israeli access restrictions on the Ministry of Health
(MoH) vehicles and staff.37  Supervision and monitoring, key activities in maintaining quality services, have decreased in frequency and timeliness.
Gazans who used to travel to Israel or a third country for medical services were often no longer able to do so – those able to cross faced the
uncertainty, humiliation and discomfort of waiting at checkpoints and border crossings. The Barrier, in particular, rendered management of medical
emergencies – including obstetric complications – more difficult.38  
 
Health needs increased during military incursions contributing to the strain placed on health care providers. During and after such incursions, there
was a need to ensure humanitarian access to wounded and emergency cases. Populations must have safe water, to prevent the spread of
communicable diseases.
 

 

 
Education
 
The quality of Palestinian education fell as a consequence of closure and fragmentation. UNICEF reported the school day had shortened in areas near
the Barrier, because Barrier gate opening times prevented children from crossing freely.39  Teachers were often delayed, or unable to reach their
workplaces.  Teaching quality suffered, because the Ministry of Education was forced to recruit teachers who lived nearby instead of those who were



best qualified. UNRWA reported that grades in Arabic, mathematics and science examinations in its schools fell significantly since 2000.

 
Water and sanitation
 
Palestinians faced severe difficulties accessing safe water. Repeated Israel Defense Forces (IDF) incursions resulted in the destruction of water and
sanitation infrastructure, and access restrictions prevented Palestinians from reaching water supplies. The erosion of water and sanitation
infrastructure during four years of crisis risks contamination of ground and surface water through salinity, nitrates and faecal choliform.
 
PA resources were diverted into repairing damage rather than maintaining the water and sanitation network. Contamination of water supplies
increased as a consequence of degraded infrastructure, increased use of tanker water and the inability of the MoH to monitor water quality.40 

 
C. Assisting Areas of Acute Need
 
Palestinians living in some areas, notably the Gaza Strip, Nablus and southern Hebron, had acute needs.
 
1. The Gaza Strip
 
In 2004, the IDF made large-scale military incursions into densely-populated Palestinian areas in the Gaza Strip – Rafah (May), Beit Hanoun (July)
and Jabalia (October) – often resulting in high numbers of Palestinian deaths and injuries as well as extensive property and land destruction.
Palestinian militants fired homemade rockets and mortars into the Israeli town of Sderot and settlements in the Gaza Strip and targeted Israeli security
forces at the main Gaza Strip crossing points – Erez, Karni and Rafah – resulting in Israeli deaths.

 
House Demolitions and Homelessness
 
Israeli military operations and demolition of Palestinian homes have made 28,483 Gazans homeless since 2000.41  In Rafah, for example, the IDF
destroyed 298 buildings during ‘Operation Rainbow’ in May, as a part of an attempt to eliminate Palestinian smuggling tunnels between Rafah and
Egypt, leaving almost 3,800 people homeless.  A further 270 buildings were damaged during this incursion.  Re-housing was increasingly difficult
because land elsewhere in the Gaza Strip was in short supply. Rebuilding homes in the same area was not possible because of ongoing violence and
concerns of further IDF demolitions.

 
 



 
 



 
Movement Restrictions
 
Closures prevented the free flow of Palestinian economic transactions, raised the cost of doing business and disrupted the predictability needed for
orderly economic life.42

 
Movement restrictions on Palestinians from Gaza crossing into Israel, which had increased substantially between 2000-2003, tightened further in 2004.
Access to and from the Gaza Strip for a population of approximately 1.4 million, remained controlled by Israel. The only Palestinians who were able to
cross in and out of the Gaza Strip at Erez Crossing (which was closed 156 days in 2004), were workers, critical medical cases and senior officials in
the PA.43  All other Palestinians had to enter and exit the Gaza Strip through Rafah Crossing (which was closed 82 days in 2004).44  Palestinians were
also subject to age restrictions: Palestinian males between the ages of 16 and 35 were generally not able to use Rafah Crossing since 17 April 2004.45

 
The number of Palestinian workers travelling each day to Israel from the Gaza Strip fell from 29,865 workers on the eve of the Intifada to 9,670 in
2003, to only 2,438 per day during the first half of 2004.46  Since 31 August, following the discovery by the IDF of a suicide belt on a Palestinian
worker and other attacks, no workers were allowed to travel to Israel with the exception of a small number of workers in specific trades. Thus, due to
long periods of closures and restricted access, the average of workers travelling to Israel per day in 2004 fell to 1,428.

 
Restrictions remained on the Gaza Strip coastline
 
Under the Oslo Accords, Palestinians were permitted to fish up to 20 nautical miles off the Gaza Strip coast. In 2004, Israel continued to limit the
fishing area for Palestinian fishermen to six nautical miles. Since October 2003, no fishing has been permitted along approximately 40% of the Gaza
Strip coastline.
 
2. Nablus
 
Nablus City, with a Palestinian population more than 130,000, suffered from the tightest closure policy in the West Bank. Residents could not leave the
city without going through at least one checkpoint. The checkpoints around Nablus City, the major urban centre in the northern West Bank, opened at
6:00 am and closed at 5:30 pm and no movement out of the city was permitted outside those times. The closure around Nablus negatively affected the
economy of the city. Municipal revenues from the vegetable market, for example, dropped 90% since 2000 – from NIS 5.19 million to NIS 509,290.
 
Access into Nablus for its surrounding villages remained difficult. Residents often had no other option than to seek health and other service facilities in



other cities farther away that were more expensive to reach.
 
3. Southern Hebron
 
The Masafer Yatta community in southern Hebron, a community that was once self-sustainable, had one of the highest poverty levels in the West
Bank in 2004. Israeli closure policies, demolitions, and growing settler violence undermined the community’s way of life. Some population
displacement has occurred and IDF plans aim to evacuate most of the community from this area.

 
 

 
 



 
D. Ensuring Protection of Civilians and Humanitarian Access
 

 



 
1. The need for physical and social protection
 
Palestinians were subjected to heavy violence during 2004. There was a marked increase in Palestinian casualties over the previous year: 881 were
killed, 4,009 were injured in 2004 compared with the previous year when 664 people were killed and 2,989 were injured.48  In 2004, 118 Israelis were
killed (down from 212 in 2003) and 602 were injured.59  Since September 2000 and through December 2004, 625 Palestinian children and 104 Israeli
children were killed as a result of the conflict.50

 
Palestinians living in the Gaza Strip were particularly badly affected by violence. As a consequence of frequent military operations, 615 Palestinians in
the Gaza Strip were killed in 2004. Many of these deaths occurred during two military operations, the first in Rafah in May and the second in the
Northern Gaza Strip during September and October.

 
 

 
2. Securing humanitarian access to affected populations51

 
Access for health workers
 
In the first nine months of 2004, ambulance operators reported a total of at least 461 access incidents in which the provision of first aid and/or medical
evacuations was delayed, obstructed and or prevented by the IDF or Israeli Border Police.52  The majority occurring in the Gaza Strip during the IDF
invasion Jabalia.

 



Access for relief agencies
 
Similarly in 2004 (January through September), relief agencies filed some 929 incident reports53 in which the delivery of aid and/or the movement of
personnel was obstructed by the IDF or Israeli Border Police. Relief operations were also severely disrupted at times by IDF military operations,
notably in the Gaza Strip.
 
Extended closures of crossing points between the Gaza Strip and Israel prevented movement of staff members of humanitarian agencies. The closure
of Karni Terminal often delayed or prevented the delivery of humanitarian goods, including food products and medicine.54

 
Humanitarian access also remained highly problematic in areas around the West Bank city of Nablus.
 
The international community, through its Task Force on Project Implementation (TFPI)55, repeatedly  sought constructive dialogue with the Israeli
government to resolve continuing access problems. The Israeli government agreed to hold only intermittent meetings. During 2004, they yielded little in
terms of resolving the access issues raised by the TFPI.

 
Threats to the security of humanitarian personnel
 
The security of humanitarian agency staff was threatened repeatedly in the West Bank and particularly in the Gaza Strip. The UN raised its
assessment of security risk in the Gaza Strip from Security Phase III to Phase IV in July 2004 as a result of extensive IDF military operations in the
northern Gaza Strip that resulted in frequent crossfire with Palestinian militants putting the safety of staff at risk.

 
 

 
 



 
III. The Humanitarian Crisis: Closure and the Barrier

 
A. West Bank Closures56

 
The humanitarian decline in the oPt was a consequence of conflict and the ‘closure’ measures which intensified since 2000. Closures have led to one
of the worst recessions in modern history.57  At the end of 2004 in the West Bank, closures consisted of a combination of approximately 700
checkpoints and physical obstacles across roads and the West Bank Barrier. These varied in number, but remained extensive. In the Gaza Strip,
Palestinian movement was tightly restricted at all border crossings and within the Gaza Strip by checkpoints and other military infrastructure.

 
 



 
B. The West Bank Barrier
 
In June 2002, Israel began the construction of the Barrier following several suicide bombings and attacks by Palestinian militants on Israeli citizens.
The Barrier consists of a combination of ditches, trenches, roads, razor wire, electronic fences and 9-metre high concrete slabs.
 
At the end of 2004, the constructed Barrier was approximately 205 kilometres long, of which 24 kilometres were concrete slabs and 181 kilometres
were fence-like in construction. A further 72 kilometres was under construction. In total, the length of the completed Barrier was projected to be 621
kilometres.58

 
The presence of the Barrier has lead to the emergency of a new underprivileged segment of the Palestinian community, which is more affected by
problems of mobility and socio-economic difficulties.59

 
 



 
IV. Role of Humanitarian Assistance
 
Emergency humanitarian assistance helped to protect Palestinian civilians from the effects of conflict. The continued provision of food aid during 2004
to almost 1.5 million Palestinians stabilised food security and supplemented household incomes. This and other forms of emergency relief lowered the
proportion of those living in deep poverty.60  International assistance also contributed to a slight improvement in some health indicators.61  In
comparison with aid programmes in other countries, assistance to Palestinians was well targeted to those in need.62

 
However, humanitarian assistance can only slow the deterioration in Palestinian living standards.  The concentration of PA and donor resources on
humanitarian assistance may, if sustained, also affect prospects for development.
 
In 2000, the ratio of development to emergency assistance was 7:1. By 2002, this ratio had reversed to 5:1 in favour of humanitarian assistance.63  This
shift reflected a 70% decline in development assistance, while emergency assistance increased by a factor of 10. The shift to humanitarian assistance
meant that opportunities for development declined.
 
Undoubtedly, emergency assistance rather than development aid was a necessary adaptation to the crisis. Needs existed and while closures and
conflict continued, genuine economic and social development would have been difficult to achieve. Nonetheless, such emergency assistance resulted
in the displacement of long-term investment by short-term consumption and a consequent loss of future growth.64  Over the past two years however,
there has been a slight shift towards development assistance, although the humanitarian focus remains dominant.65

 
Continuing unemployment and economic stagnation will make it more difficult to re-establish the productive industries that existed before 2000. The
erosion of educational and health standards and the loss of professional skills will also impede prospects for recovery and development.



 
There is a danger that external assistance will become a structural feature of the Palestinian economy. A high proportion of Palestinians are now
dependent on external assistance of some kind:
 
* UNRWA and the World Food Programme are providing food aid to 1,480,000 beneficiaries – 39% of the Palestinian population. In some

areas, 90% of the population receives food aid regularly. UNRWA is now supplying 10 times more beneficiaries with food aid than it was before
September 2000.

 
* Around 5,000 people are employed by UNRWA in temporary work creation programmes at any one time.
 
* UNRWA provides emergency cash assistance to refugees in extreme poverty to help cover urgent expenses, including post-injury medical

care and rental subsidies following the demolition of homes.
 
* Around 166,000 Palestinians are employed by the PA, UN agencies or NGOs. The number includes around 4,000 people in the West Bank

and 8,000 people in the Gaza Strip who are employed by UNRWA. If this number of employees were multiplied by the average number of
Palestinians dependent on each wage earner, the total number would be 1,029,200.66

 
In addition to the economic implications of long-term emergency assistance, humanitarian agencies continue to face the dilemma as to whether to
provide relief when Israel, as the occupying power, is obliged to provide services to the Palestinian population. With the large amount of humanitarian
assistance distributed to the oPt, the donor community is effectively shouldering the responsibility for the Palestinian people’s plight. As the official
commentary to the Fourth Geneva Convention notes:
 

“…the Occupying Power… continue[s] at all times to be responsible for supplying the population, in order that relief operations might retain their
humanitarian character: relief consignments are not intended to represent the normal source of supply of the country...”67

 
 

 
V. The Continuing Crisis: Opportunities for Transition?
 
Given these considerations, the importance of seizing current opportunities for transition to recovery and reconstruction is increasing. By proposing a
three-year Medium Term Development Plan, the PA is signaling its preparedness to manage the transition.
 
The change of Palestinian leadership has brought new optimism, but the current optimism should, however, be grounded in an understanding of the
current situation in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.  For recovery and reconstruction to start the following conditions must change.
 
* Closure is still heavily imposed, limiting Palestinians’ access to services and preventing normal economic activity.
 
* Unemployment is rising, and Palestinians are turning to subsistence agriculture and petty trading in order to survive.



 
* House demolitions, land levelling and confiscation contribute to further homelessness and food insecurity.
 
* Conditions in the Gaza Strip deteriorated rapidly in 2004, as a consequence of frequent closure of the entire Gaza Strip, military operations, and

Gazans’ loss of incomes.
 
Closures are the key factor behind today’s economic crisis in the West Bank. They have fragmented Palestinian economic space, raised the cost of
doing business and eliminated the predictability needed to conduct business.68

 
The ‘disengagement’ plan presented by Israel will, of itself, have very little impact on Palestinian economic prospects.69  Even if disengagement was
accompanied by the lifting of internal closures in the West Bank and an opening of external borders – preconditions for normal economic activity –
and an additional US $1.5 billion from donors over three years, both unemployment and poverty would still be significantly above pre-2000 levels by
the end of 2006.70  Revival depends on the population being educated and healthy. In this context, social destabilisation arising from the conflict and
declining standards of education and health are a particular cause of concern for the future.
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