
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

    

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

1 

Operational context 
 
The situation in Gaza before the current events in Egypt was one of chronic humanitarian need, a 
process of de-development created by the blockade, and a looming crisis of basic services. The 
ceasefire negotiations following the November 2012 escalation of violence did not lead to significant 
modifications in the access regime, and the past months have seen the situation deteriorate further. 
The physical movement of people from the Gaza Strip via Rafah is almost completely halted. Imports 
via the smuggling tunnels with Egypt – a necessary lifeline given the shortages and poverty created 
by the blockade – are reduced to near nothing, with unemployment and food insecurity on the rise, 
and continued provision of all public services at risk due to fuel shortages and the shut-down of the 
Gaza Power Plant on 1 November. The forecasted income of USD 94 million against the 2014 
Emergency Appeal – some USD 24 million less than UNRWA in Gaza will expend this year – is not 
sufficient to sustain key emergency operations, let alone respond to increasing humanitarian needs in 
Gaza. 
 
Israel imposed a blockade on Gaza in 2007 which effectively cut off access to all markets, 
significantly restricted imports and virtually stopped all Palestinians from travelling through the Erez 
crossing. The smuggling tunnels under the border between Egypt and Gaza were used primarily for 
the entry of construction materials, fuel and consumer goods. With the tunnel trade almost completely 
halted, the volume of construction materials entering per day has decreased from about 7,500 tonnes 
before June to an estimated 100 tonnes in October 2013. Prices of construction materials have 
consequently surged, forcing contractors to suspend most projects and lay off thousands of labourers. 
This development is of great concern as the construction sector has been the only sector generating 
jobs in the Gaza Strip, accounting for half of all jobs created in Gaza in 2012. The tunnel closure will 
result in a significant decline in the construction sector’s output, higher unemployment, and, as a 
consequence, increased food insecurity. 
 
Further, as of 17 September 2013, Israel, for the first time since 2007, allowed a maximum of 70 
truckloads of construction material per day to enter Gaza for the private sector, a welcome 
development, but far short of the real demand. On Sunday 13 October 2013, Israel froze all 
shipments of building materials to the Gaza Strip – both for the private sector and for the international 
community including UNRWA – after discovering a tunnel entering its borders from the adjoining 
territory with Gaza. If this decision is not reversed and if Israel does not grant approval for new 
UNRWA construction projects, the consequences for Gaza will be significant. As of 6 November 
2013, coordinated construction material has run out for 19 of 20 active UNRWA projects. In 2012, the 
Agency generated almost 5,000 jobs through its construction projects and was expecting to increase 
this to over 7,600 jobs in 2013. The loss of job opportunities in UNRWA construction projects will 
contribute to the increasing humanitarian needs of the refugee population – at a time when there are 
fears amongst Palestinians that donor support to Gaza emergency operations will reduce. 
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Food insecurity, primarily caused by lack of economic access to food – due to high unemployment, 
low wages and high food prices — was already on a steep rise before the Egyptian crisis. The share 
of food insecure households had surged from 44 per cent in 2011 to 57 per cent in 2012, a trend 
accompanied by an increase of households’ cash income spent on food to 50 per cent, deterioration 
in dietary diversity and severe erosion of existing coping mechanisms, such as purchasing food on 
credit. Since the imposition of the blockade in 2007, prices of food increased by 35 per cent, and even 
Gazans with an income are struggling to feed their families. Since the June 2013 tunnel closures, 
food prices have increased, with rice (26 per cent), sugar (14 per cent), and sun flower oil (13 per 
cent) rising the most. Shopkeepers in Gaza are forced to shift their supply chain from Egypt and its 
inexpensive goods towards more expensive goods legally imported via the only border crossing with 
Israel, Kerem Shalom. 
 
Fuel is available from Israel but currently at more than twice the cost of subsidized fuel smuggled from 
Egypt and thus unaffordable for services providers, including the Gaza Power Plant (GPP) which 
provided for approximately 30 per cent of Gaza’s total energy supply until it shut down on 1 November 
2013. The shut-down and related fuel shortages will disrupt the provision of basic services, including 
water supply, waste management, health and transportation. For example, health services are 
struggling to keep the generators running during power outages of up to 16 hours per day, and 
surgeries have been postponed to save power.  
 

Accomplishments 
 
At a time when Gaza is going from bad to worse, UNRWA remains the single largest UN agency 
catering for over 1.2 million refugees. From 2000 until 2013, UNRWA in Gaza expended over USD 
912 million on cash, cash-for-work and food aid to mitigate the humanitarian impact of this man-made 
crisis. Until the blockade is lifted and access to Gaza’s traditional markets is secured, any sustainable 
recovery of the local economy is impossible and UNRWA will have to continue to provide essential 
support to the vast majority of the population. For example, in 2000, when the economy was 
functioning normally, only 10 per cent of the refugees relied on UNRWA food assistance. With 
exports at two per cent of the pre-blockade level, access to fishing and farming areas severely limited 
and the illegal tunnel economy reduced to almost nothing, half of the population of the Gaza Strip – 
that is over 800,000 people – rely on UNRWA food assistance, and hence on continued support of 
the international community.  
 
In the 2013/14 school year, UNRWA in Gaza accepted additional 7,300 students which increased the 
student number to a total of 232,384 across grades one to nine. Out of the 100 schools planned for in 
the Gaza Recovery and Reconstruction Plan (GRRP), 41 have been completed, thus reducing the 
percentage of double shift schools from 86 per cent in the 2012/13 school year to 74 per cent in the 
2013/14, whilst maintaining the class size at 38 students per classroom.  
 
Despite all difficulties and funding constraints, UNRWA in Gaza is proud to host UNRWA TV – the first 
United Nations television channel in the Middle East. This innovative and unprecedented satellite TV 
channel was created and developed by UNRWA staff in Gaza. The channel, which broadcasts 16 
hours of educational programming daily on Nilesat, has been a vast success since its inception in 
2012. In keeping with UNRWA’s commitment to provide quality education for all, UNRWA TV offers 
supplementary educational support that advances the education of children, inspires youth and 
encourages them to remain hopeful about their future, and serves as a communication tool between 
UNRWA and the community. UNRWA TV provides lessons in Mathematics, Arabic, Science and 
English, subjects the Agency has identified as particularly difficult for students from grades four to 
nine. According to a survey conducted in 2012, 81 per cent of students who watch UNRWA TV feel 
that there has been an improvement in their studies. Their parents echo this sentiment with 88 per 
cent sensing their children’s basic literacy and numeracy skills improving after starting to watch 
UNRWA TV. UNRWA TV also provides for continued education during emergencies, which restores 
routine and gives children hope for the future. The European Union, through its Instrument for Stability 
(IfS), currently supports UNRWA TV so that conflict affected children in and from Syria have access to 
education despite being prevented from regularly attending school. UNRWA TV also features 
Palestine refugee teachers that have fled from Syria to Gaza and has adapted these lessons to the 
Syrian curriculum. 
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Further, UNRWA in Gaza took the lead in the Agency’s health reform and successfully implemented 
the Family Health Team approach (FHT) in 15 out of 21 health centres, with FHT to be expanded to 
the remaining six health centres as soon as the required infrastructure works are completed. The 
Family Health Team approach has reduced the number of patient visits per doctor per day to 90 in 
2013, down from 112 in 2012, and provides for greater continuity in care. In response to a shifting 
disease profile and increasing incidence of non-communicable diseases such as diabetes, UNRWA in 
Gaza has also implemented a campaign that promotes a healthy lifestyle, physical exercise and 
cooking sessions. UNRWA TV broadcasts the cooking sessions which promote healthy and nutritional 
meals based on the Agency’s in-kind food aid commodities and low cost food supplies, such as locally 
grown vegetables.  
 

Challenges 
 
Securing funding to sustain emergency interventions has become very difficult and will be even more 
challenging in 2014 despite increasing needs. School feeding, which costs approximately USD 10 
million per school year, had to be suspended as of the start of the 2013/2014 school year in August 
2013, due to the need to reallocate unearmarked funding towards the regular food distribution to over 
800,000 eligible refugees.  
 
Unrelated to funding constraints, but in an effort to maintain accuracy in the food assistance targeting 
to poor families, the Agency is assessing the poverty status of refugee families in the Gaza Strip on a 
constant basis. The poverty survey is based on expenditure levels, using a survey of variables 
recorded during UNRWA home visits. Variables in the poverty survey are calculated by a proxy 
means formula which assigns each variable a certain weight in order to determine whether a 
household is not poor, abject poor or absolute poor. There is a near balance between families newly 
added to the list or receiving more assistance and families receiving less or no assistance. As of April 
2013, 5,430 new families were added to the food assistance beneficiaries' list, and 4,002 families are 
receiving increased food rations. During September 2013, UNRWA notified 9,558 families that they 
are no longer eligible to receive food assistance and a further 1,723 families that they will receive 
decreased rations. Contingency planning for the suspension of the school feeding programme in 
August and the implementation of the poverty results in September included information sharing at 
various levels with all key stakeholders in Gaza, and the decision to give all refugees the opportunity 
to appeal against the results of the poverty survey. 
 
There have been numerous inaccurate reports that UNRWA in Gaza is cutting the number of families 
eligible to receive food aid. The poverty targeting of the refugee community is an on-going process 
with some families added and some families removed from the beneficiaries’ list based on their 
poverty status. The perception of cuts due to UNRWA’s chronic budget crisis stems from the halting 
of direct cash subsidies that the Agency was required to implement in April of 2013 due to budget 
constraints, which led to unrest in the community and to a decline in the reputation of UNRWA as a 
reliable service provider. This reduction was followed by the suspension of UNRWA’s school feeding 
programme for the 2013/14 school year, again due to funding constraints. If the Agency is forced to 
introduce additional reductions in services in 2014, UNRWA expects greater unrest amongst the 
refugee community with a corresponding mistrust in the Agency, as well as volatility in its operational 
and security environments. 
 
On 28 October, Palestine refugees from Syria protested in front of UNRWA's Field Office against a 
perceived lack of humanitarian assistance. 229 displaced families, comprising 841 persons, currently 
benefit from access to education and health services provided to all registered refugees in Gaza as 
well as non-food items and food assistance based on the Agency's poverty means testing. Two 
months of rental subsidy payments have been provided under UNRWA's Regional Syria Humanitarian 
Response Plan earlier in the year; however payments ceased due to lack of funding received for 
Palestine refugees from Syria in Gaza. On 30 October, a donation was made available to provide for 
monthly rental subsidy payments of USD 125 per displaced family per month (for 6 months July – 
December 2013). 
 
In 2009, UNRWA issued the Gaza Recovery and Reconstruction Plan (GRRP) to meet the identified 
needs of the time, much of which was due to the effects of demolitions and conflict in the preceding 
years. The GRRP foresaw the construction of 100 new schools, the repair and reconstruction of 
Palestine refugees’ homes, the construction of health centres and infrastructure interventions at a 
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total cost of USD 677 million. Given the context today, UNRWA must address the fact that the Gaza 
Strip may be nearly uninhabitable by 2020 unless remedial action is taken. In May 2013, UNRWA 
published a study entitled Gaza in 2020: UNRWA Operational Response which summarizes how the 
challenges and trends in Gaza will affect the refugee population and how the Agency will have to 
respond not only through enhanced regular services, but also interventions above and beyond core 
service provision – such as renewable energy solutions, camp improvement, as well as education, 
health, water and sanitation infrastructure.  
 
Since May 2010, 103 UNRWA construction projects worth USD 301 million have been approved. 
While 73 of the Coordination of Government Activities in the Territories (COGAT) approved projects 
have been completed so far, another 37 UNRWA projects worth USD 92 million are still under 
COGAT review, including a housing project, a solid waste collection and transfer station project, 32 
schools as well as two health centres and one logistics base as part of the Gaza in 2020: UNRWA 
Operational Response. Of all approved construction projects, only five schools and one health centre 
have been approved within the agreed two months’ time frame and no projects have been approved 
by COGAT since March 2013. For example, 23 school construction projects that are fully funded and 
were intended to replace old schools in exactly the same location were submitted to COGAT in 
November 2012, but still have not yet been approved.  
 

Opportunities 
 
As outlined in the Gaza in 2020 – UNRWA Operational response, the Agency is looking at ways in 
which it can use its programmes to contribute to poverty alleviation, particularly through the creation 
of self-sustaining initiatives that will contribute to an improved macro-economic condition in the Gaza 
Strip. UNRWA’s new initiative The Gaza Gateway is designed to provide meaningful employment to 
Gaza’s highly educated youth and help build the capacity of Gaza’s Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) industry, one of the few opportunities for economic growth in the context of the 
blockade. As UNRWA is in the midst of executing a multiyear project to implement a new Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) system based on Systems, Applications and Products in Data Processing 
(SAP), UNRWA’s Headquarters will outsource some SAP support services to Gaza, thereby providing 
targeted training and hands-on experience to bridge the gap between graduate skills and SAP 
support needs. As SAP is a leading global provider of ERP, this project will lay the foundation for 
future outsourcing to Gaza. With start-up funding set aside, UNRWA is pleased to announce that the 
recruitment of up to 22 young and talented Gazan Enterprise Resource Planning associates is 
currently underway – the first candidate interviewed is a former Fulbright scholar, and half of the 
associates to be hired are women. Business and SAP training will start in mid-November 2013. The 
Agency is looking for donors and partners to support the start-up of the first ICT Social Enterprise in 
Gaza. 
 
In line with the Gaza in 2020 – UNRWA Operational Response, UNRWA in Gaza is committed to 
renewable energy solutions to improve energy efficiency, to reduce the environmental impact of 
UNRWA operations and to contribute to meeting electricity demands. In December 2013/January 
2014, the Government of Japan through JICA will undertake a study exploring how UNRWA can 
exploit renewable energy in its installations. The study is expected to provide encouraging findings for 
UNRWA to start equipping its facilities with photovoltaic solar energy units.  
 
However, the impact of all UNRWA initiatives will remain marginal as long as the access regime 
remains unchanged. Without a viable economy, the 1.2 million Palestine refugees in Gaza – almost 
three quarters of the population – will not make it out of poverty and will remain dependent on aid 
provided for by the international community through UNRWA. 
 

 


