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Operational context 
 
During the Israeli military operation from 14 until 21 November 2012, 174 Palestinians were killed, 
including one UNRWA staff member and 33 children. Thousands of houses were destroyed or 
sustained damage, and incidence of psychological trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
increased dramatically, particularly amongst children. Repair of UNRWA installations and 
reconstruction of refugees’ homes cost the Agency a total of USD 16 million.  
 
Despite psychological trauma and destruction of critical infrastructure against the backdrop of 
widespread unemployment, poverty and food insecurity, the 21 November 2012 truce brokered by 
Egypt provided hope of lifting the blockade. However, positive adjustments, such as the slight 
extension of the fishing zone from 3NM to 6NM, were revoked between 26 February and 21 May 
2013. The regulations governing access to the buffer zone (the Israeli controlled area inside the Gaza 
Strip) which is home to much of Gaza’s agricultural land, remained ambiguous. Since November 
2012 four Palestinians have been shot and killed in the buffer zone, and 112 have been injured. 
Israel’s policy of closing borders for people and goods in response to rockets fired into Israel by 
armed groups – implemented for the first time on 26 February 2013 – constitutes a significant and 
worrying development. Kerem Shalom, the only functional goods crossing linking Gaza with Israel, 
the West Bank and abroad, was closed for over half of April. Including regular scheduled closures, 
the crossing did not function for 17 out of 30 days in April 2013.  
 
One aspect of the closure which has remained almost unchanged is the ban on exports. Before the 
closure, an estimated 85 per cent of the products sold outside the Gaza Strip were destined for Israel 
and the West Bank. The loss of Gaza’s export market has decimated the private sector, and an 
estimated 11,000 jobs were lost over the second half of 2012. At the end of 2012, Palestine refugee 
youth unemployment stood at 60.2 per cent, and female refugee youth unemployment at 85.8 per 
cent. Food insecurity in Gaza – primarily caused by the lack of economic access to food due to high 
unemployment, low wages and high food prices – is also on the rise: The results of the 2012 Socio-
Economic and Food Security Survey (SEFSec) suggest a considerable increase in food insecurity as 
compared to 2011, reversing a trend of improving food security that began in 2009. Approximately, 57 
per cent of the refugee population is identified as food insecure despite UNRWA continuing to provide 
in-kind food assistance and other relief services to 826,000 refugees.  
Barring an unexpected change in policy, the blockade will enter its seventh year in June 2013. Until 
access to Gaza’s traditional markets is secured, any sustainable recovery of the local economy 
remains elusive. The vicious cycle of unemployment, food insecurity and aid dependency, and 
consequently the de-development of the Gaza Strip, will continue.  
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Accomplishments 
  
Thanks to donations from Saudi Arabia through the Saudi Fund for Development (SFD), UNRWA will 
provide shelter assistance to the entire remaining caseload of refugees whose homes were destroyed 
or damaged during times of November conflict. UNRWA will provide shelter assistance to the 
remaining caseload from the 2008/2009 Israeli military operation (42.5 million USD) finally repairing 
the last of the damage from that conflict. All 7,000 refugee families whose homes suffered damage 
during November military operation will receive financial support to repair and reconstruct their 
homes.  
 
The 2009 Gaza Recovery and Reconstruction Plan (GRRP) foresaw the construction of 100 new 
schools, 2 health centres and the repair or reconstruction of 10,000 shelters. Out of the 100 schools 
27 have been completed, and 38 are under construction. UNRWA expects to complete all 100 
schools by the end of 2015. Both health centres have been completed, and UNRWA will reach its 
shelter goal by 2014. 
 
Education remains the number one priority for UNRWA operations in Gaza which reflects the values 
and desire of the refugee community. A key component of working to improve the quality of education 
is the Respect and Discipline Initiative. Participation has grown from 21 schools since its inception in 
2008/09 to 136 schools in the 2012/13 school year and will include all schools in the 2013/2014 
school year. The initiative was developed in collaboration with a team of Palestinian professors, and 
aims to reduce the level of violence in schools and to improve behaviour and norms of students, 
ultimately contributing to enhanced academic achievement.  
 
As set forth in the Agency’s Education Reform Strategy, UNRWA strives to ensure that children and 
youth with special needs do not face stigma, attitudinal, or other barriers to education. One core 
initiative towards this end is Special Children – Special Needs. Under this initiative, almost 12,000 
children in UNRWA schools underwent comprehensive medical screening and assessment during the 
2012/2013 school year. The Agency provided glasses and hearing aids to needy children and referred 
children to surgery as well as to specialists abroad as needed.  
 
To promote human rights, specially trained teachers continue to deliver an additional subject in 
Human Rights, Conflict Resolution and Tolerance for all children in all grades. Thanks to a donation 
from the United States, selected students were invited on a study tour in April 2013.  Highlights of the 
trip were a visit to the Carter Centre in Atlanta, Congress and the State Department in Washington, 
D.C. and the United Nations in New York.  
 
Thanks to support from Finland, UNRWA will be able to implement Summer Fun Weeks starting 15 
June 2013. Albeit on a much smaller scale than in 2011, the Agency will undertake summer break 
educational and recreational activities which are a key source of positive development for Gaza’s 
children. As 86 per cent of UNRWA schools run on a double shift basis, there is no space for children 
to engage in recreational or creative pursuits during the regular school year.  
 
Through its Health Department, UNRWA operates 21 primary healthcare centres in Gaza. The 
Agency aims to improve the quality of health services provided to Palestine refugees in Gaza by 
implementing – in line with UNRWA’s health reform policy – a family health team approach, in which 
teams of health staff coordinate to provide enhanced and comprehensive care to families. This 
initiative has been implemented in 15 of the 21 health centres. The remaining six require significant 
infrastructure improvement before the reform can be implemented. This new approach has improved 
the quality of relationships between medical staff and patients and is creating a greater continuity in 
care. The reform has also reduced the number of patients per doctor per day from 122 to 105. It has 
created greater familiarity between doctors and patients, which has increased the number of referrals 
to the psycho-social counsellors in the health centres.  
 
With the intention to create efficiencies at an operational level, improve targeting and harmonize 
assistance for improved equity UNRWA has merged the Emergency Programme into the Relief and 
Social Services Programme. All refugees requiring food assistance will undergo a poverty survey 
within a year using the proxy means test formula. The results from this survey will ensure constrained 
resources are directed to the poorest of the poor. Following 80 focus groups conducted with refugees 
across Gaza, UNRWA is planning to implement an improved food basket in January of 2014 for a 
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total estimated 826,000 absolute and abject poor refugees (68 per cent of registered Palestine 
refugees in Gaza). The food basket will provide a wider range of commodities with greater nutritional 
value. This includes a reduction in the amount of sugar provided and replacing canned meat with 
chick peas and lentils.  
 
 
Challenges 
 
In 2012 the United Nations Country Team (UNCT) in the occupied Palestinian territory issued a 
forward-looking report: Gaza in 2020: A Livable Place?, which outlines the economic, demographic, 
social, and environmental challenges facing Gaza in the coming years. By the year 2020 the 
Palestine refugee population in Gaza is expected to increase to approximately 1.6 million, up from 1.2 
million refugees today. The substantial population growth rate will thus add some 400,000 Palestine 
refugees to an already overcrowded and heavily urbanized area. Electricity provision will need to 
double to meet demand, Gaza might be effectively without access to potable water, and expanded 
health services, new schools and importantly employment opportunities will be needed for an 
overwhelmingly young population.  
 
Following the release of the Gaza in 2020 report, UNRWA undertook a study and summarized the 
findings in May 2013 in a document entitled Gaza in 2020 – UNRWA Operational Response. This 
document outlines how the challenges and trends will affect the refugee population and how the 
Agency will respond. The response to these challenges will occur through regular humanitarian 
services and through a wide range of development interventions ranging from renewable energy at its 
facilities to camp improvement and shelter replacement for the poorest of the poor.  
 
For operational planning purposes Gaza in 2020 – UNRWA Operational Response implicitly assumes 
that the situation will not change by 2020. The blockade will remain in place with no significant 
economic development. The key challenge for UNRWA in Gaza – now and particularly in the future – 
is to bridge the gap between the identified needs of the refugee population, and the resources 
available to adequately address those needs. Given the population growth, increasing poverty and 
worsening situation, refugees’ only recourse is continued reliance on the Agency’s core and 
emergency interventions. In order for UNRWA to continue its role as key service provider for 
Palestine refugees in the future, international support is required for the delivery of essential 
interventions towards education, health, food security, decent housing, environmental health, and 
social services. For example, UNRWA is expecting to accommodate 7,000 – 8,000 new students per 
school year, thus increasing the student number from 225,000 in 2013 to 275,000 by 2020.  
 
Looking into the more immediate future, it is critical for UNRWA to secure funding for food aid by 
September 2013. Food assistance for Palestine refugees in Gaza is funded through two mechanisms, 
the Emergency Appeal and the Agency’s General Fund. Securing emergency funding for the 
protracted crisis in Gaza has become increasingly difficult over the years, and is even more 
challenging as Gaza is competing with neighboring war-torn Syria over limited humanitarian funding.  
 
Based on current funding projections, UNRWA’s emergency food assistance to almost 720,000 
beneficiaries will cease as of January 2014. With 57 per cent of the refugee population identified as 
food insecure, and the average food insecure household dedicating more than half of its post-
assistance expenditures to purchasing food, any reduction or suspension of aid would exacerbate 
refugees’ food insecurity and ability to cope.  
 
With no tangible political progress in sight, and little progress on intra-Palestinian political issues, 
frustrations in Gaza continue to grow and are increasingly directed towards UNRWA. As of 1 April 
2013, a programme which supported approximately 20,000 refugee families with 10 USD per person 
per 3 months (40 USD/year) funded out of the Agency’s General Fund was stopped due to budget 
constraints. In response to this cut, on 4 April 2013 demonstrators stormed UNRWA’s compound. 
This was the first time in the Agency’s history such an event had occurred in Gaza. The incident was 
a disturbing escalation in a series of demonstrations that have taken place in response to UNRWA 
implementing the direct cash subsidy cuts, and forced the Agency to temporarily close all relief and 
distribution centres and other facilities that would put staff safety at risk.  
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UNRWA announced on 8 April it would reopen its installations across the Gaza Strip, and declared it 
would be forced to close those installations again if its staff or facilities were threatened or operations 
were hindered by demonstrations. It was only on 27 May 2013 that UNRWA was able to reopen all its 
relief and social services offices and cash for work offices, and that social workers were able to 
resume field visits across the Gaza Strip. Concerns remain over security for UNRWA’s front line staff, 
such as social workers, teachers and doctors. The impact of UNRWA reducing or cutting food aid to 
720,000 beneficiaries would be dramatic and catastrophic. Any potential further cut to services would 
seriously undermine the credibility and trust UNRWA enjoys as a service provider in the Gaza Strip, 
and would aggravate food insecurity for 60 per cent of the registered Palestine refugees in Gaza, 
which is equivalent to almost half of Gaza’s total population.  
 
 
Opportunities 

The key to reducing aid dependency is a functioning economy which requires trade and investment. 
Currently, Gaza’s economy is completely consumption based and ending the ban on exports is crucial 
for any sustainable economic recovery. While people can now travel more freely between Gaza and 
Egypt through the Rafah crossing, Gaza’s historic trading partners remain Israel and West Bank, with 
the international community recognizing the fact that the West Bank and Gaza constitute a single 
territorial entity with extensive economic and social ties.  

As the blockade is entering its seventh year, and with the ban on exports likely to remain in effect for 
the foreseeable future, UNRWA is looking at ways in which it can use its programmes to alleviate 
poverty amongst poor Palestine refugees, particularly through the creation of self-sustaining initiatives 
that will contribute to an improved macro-economic condition in the Gaza Strip. The Agency will work 
to achieve this by sparking local production through purchasing from the local market whenever 
possible (e.g. school furniture, food), adapting its technical and vocational training programme to be 
more responsive to market needs, and continue microfinance and cash for work activities that will 
include Gaza’s best and brightest Palestine refugee university graduates.  

In cooperation with Mercy Corps, UNRWA will target skilled youth and facilitate the establishment of a 
social enterprise that will provide Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) training and 
jobs. UNRWA is looking for support to this new initiative entitled The Gaza Gateway – A Social 
Enterprise for Impact Sourcing of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). This initiative 
is designed to provide meaningful employment to Gaza’s highly educated youth and help build the 
capacity of the ICT sector – one of the few potential opportunities for economic growth as it is not 
limited by restrictions in the physical movement of people and goods. Support services, such as the 
UNRWA Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system and a help desk for the Agency’s Partnership 
Division, will be outsourced to Gaza and serve as seed projects for the enterprise. 

The Gaza Strip is facing severe shortage of resources such as water and electricity. UNRWA is 
committed to renewable energy solutions and reducing its overall environmental footprint in the Gaza 
Strip. The Agency plans to play an important role in supporting Gaza’s access to water through the 
construction of desalination facilities and in environmental health through expanding the recycling 
capacity in Gaza to provide an alternative to dumping the 7,000 MT of solid waste per month from 
UNRWA’s eight refugee camps into landfills. In 2013, the Government of Japan through JICA will 
undertake a study exploring ways UNRWA can exploit renewable energy in Gaza through a variety of 
interventions such as the installation of solar panels on its facilities. In addition to reducing its overall 
energy needs, and thus reducing electricity demand in Gaza, UNRWA will look to use its various tools 
to support the expansion of the solar industry by training technicians and outsourcing installation and 
maintenance to the private sector.  
 
However, the impact of UNRWA initiatives in the local economy will remain marginal as long as there 
is no free movement of people and goods in and out of Gaza. Without a viable local economy the 1.2 
million Palestine refugees in Gaza – almost three quarter of the population – will not make it out of 
poverty and will remain dependant on aid provided for by the international community through 
UNRWA.  
 


