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More than three consecutive years of blockade have left the vast majority of 

Gaza’s 1.5 million Palestinians destitute. A largely incapacitated private sector, 

high unemployment levels and ever-deepening poverty continue to characterise 

the socio-economic environment. Without action to build on adjustments in the 

policy towards Gaza, the international community is likely to witness Palestinian 

aid dependency going from bad to worse.  Only increased import volumes of 

construction and raw materials, renewed opportunities for exports and 

improved lines of communication between Gaza, Israel and the West Bank can 

arrest and reverse the alarming erosion of the productive base and decline in 

living standards.  

 

Limited impact of June 2010 measures  

In a decision formally adopted by the Israeli Security Cabinet on 20 June 2010, “the 

civilian aspects of Israel’s policy regarding the Gaza Strip were adjusted, in order 
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to provide relief to the civilian population of the Gaza Strip, while preventing the 

entry of weapons (…).”i  Through the decision, it was agreed to “liberalise the 

system by which civilian goods enter Gaza, expand the inflow of materials for 

civilian projects that are under international supervision, and continue existing 

security procedures to prevent the inflow of weapons and war materiel.”ii Existing 

operating land crossings would see expansion of operations and additional 

“substantial capacity”.iii  

Name of 

crossing 

Current status Facility activity  

Karni Closed since June 2007.  

Conveyor belt for grains, animal feed and 

limited volume of aggregate open two days per 

week.  

Cement lane closed since October 2008.  

Largest commercial crossing 

point prior to June 2007.  

Sufa Closed since September 2008.  Dedicated to transfer of 

construction materials.  

Kerem 

Shalom 

Humanitarian goods transfer since November 

2007.  

Crossing for fuel since November 2009. Capacity 

expanded since June 2010 from ~100 to 250 

truckloads per day. Operational 5 days per 

week. 

Transfer of  

humanitarian goods  

and fuel.  

Nahal OzClosed since January 2010.  Previously the main 

crossing for fuel.  

Erez Closed for regular passage of people. Facilitation Human passageway 
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of movement for humanitarian cases and a 

restricted number of Palestinians with special 

coordination. 

between Gaza and Israel.  

 

Since June 2010, the catalogue of imports to Gaza has increased as has the 

quantity of items. Unfortunately, current imports remain of the order of 40 per 

cent of pre-June 2007 figures. Moreover, the majority of goods (around 60 per 

cent) remain food items. This compares to a situation pre-blockade when 

construction materials – currently banned with some exceptions – accounted for 

more than 50 per cent of all imports, and the corresponding figure for food items 

stood at 17 per cent.  Economic activity in Gaza remains almost solely reliant on 

an internal market of low purchasing power and limited size.   

 

The most significant development associated with Israel’s 20 June decision is a 

contraction of the black market as Gaza merchants immediately seized upon the 

opportunity to change their product range from one served by the tunnel trade 

to that of the legal crossings from Israel.  Quickly, large segments of the illegal 

tunnel trade were made redundant.  These tunnels now largely cater to the 

market for construction materials, petroleum products, individual consumer 

goods such as cigarettes and more recently, the import of cattle, goats and sheep 

in the run-up to the Eid El-Adha holiday.  

 

Only marginal improvements have occurred in the area of raw materials imports 

for production. Amongst the various sectors, only the plastic and furniture 

industries report significant progress. Notably, their output – and thus 

importation needs – continue to be circumscribed by the ban on exports.  Prior to 
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June 2007, Gaza businesses imported 95 per cent of raw materials needed for 

production from Israel.  In 2005, exports from Gaza amounted to more than 1,000 

truckloads per month.  Key sectors such as garments and furniture production 

exported 90 per cent and 76 per cent of their products, respectively, to Israel. At 

the same time, the West Bank featured as the second largest market.  

 

On construction, UNRWA alone has proposed to implement US$660 million in 

construction and infrastructure projects.  Since April 2010, the Israeli authorities 

have approved 7% of the UNRWA reconstruction plan.  Among the approvals so 

far received are six of the required 100 schools and 400 of more than 10,000 

housing units urgently needed.  From 3 October to 25 November, UNRWA has 

received 443 of the 776 truckloads of the scheduled truckloads due to the 

insufficient capacity available at the Karni crossing.   UNRWA cannot bring 

import materials at the rate agreed with the Israeli authorities because capacity at 

Karni is limited by frequent breakdowns of the conveyor belt and only being 

open for two out of seven days each week, one of which is dedicated to the 

import of wheat grain and animal foodstuffs.  

 

The ongoing blockade on Gaza has not only fostered a large-scale black market 

economy, it has also caused widespread dependence on international aid 

assistance. Currently, about 80 per cent of the population in Gaza receive hand-

outs from international organisations and aid agencies, with as many as 70 per 

cent living in poverty. Since 2009, the number of abject poor has tripled.  An 

estimated 120,000 employees in the private sector unable to work as a result of 

the blockade and the destruction associated with Operation Cast Lead.  In the 

construction sector alone, an estimated 50,000 jobs have been lost given lack of 

meaningful imports of building materials.  To further compound the 
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employment problem, 40,000 new graduates are added to the Gaza labour force 

every year, facing few, if any, prospects of gainful or meaningful employment.   

In the interim, many Gazans, including many children, have turned to the 

collection and recycling of rubble as a last resort income generation activity.  The 

activity is dangerous.  Rubble is often located within the buffer zone, which can 

extend from 300 metres to 1-1.5 kilometres in practice.  In the past six months, 11 

Palestinians, including four children, have been killed and at least 70 injured by 

Israeli fire in the buffer zone.   

 

Turning around aid dependency  

The economic de-development of Gaza is an outcome to be expected as long as 

1.5 million people remain forcibly isolated from the rest of the world. The costs 

of such dependency are massive; both in financial and human terms, as well as 

from a security perspective. To the donor community, the questions of 

sustainability and stability go hand in hand.  The future stability of Gaza can 

only be assured through measures to encourage productivity and greater self-

sufficiency while skills still remain in place.   Without positive intervention to 

unleash productive capacity and potential, an additional generation will shortly 

be added to the queues of those receiving international humanitarian assistance. 

The blueprint to turn the situation around from dependency to productivity and 

development exists, including steps to immediately reduce the financial burden 

on the donor community and satisfy Israeli security standards. The modalities of 

implementation and domestic responses in order to achieve the desired 

outcomes have been tested:  

 

• The United Nations in Gaza has already demonstrated its ability to carry out 

reconstruction projects to a standard of Israeli satisfaction; developing 
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extensive safeguards to prevent any diversion of materials and with full 

transparency and accountability.    

• An increase in imported goods has already taken place, without security-

related impediments and with further expansion dependent only on 

improved crossings capacity and internal market conditions.  

• In the industrial sector, a wide range of businesses stand ready to enlarge and 

resume commercial trade relations with Israel based on previously agreed 

security arrangements. Coordination with industries is already established as 

trade currently takes place in one direction, through the supply of relatively 

small quantities of raw materials.   

• While exports from Gaza have been extremely limited in scope over the last 

three years, the successful examples of strawberries and carnations supported 

by the Dutch government illustrate the capacity of partnership to overcome 

limitations based on security concerns.       

  

Now, please allow me to give you a brief update on UNRWA operations in Gaza 

since the last AdCom. Our programs continue to be characterized by tremendous 

progress at one level and obstacles created by the blockade and a chronic 

shortage of funding at another. 

The progress in every element of our programming is evident both in terms of 

the results and their impact. Reforms of the Health and Relief programs are 

delivering measurable results. The Microfinance Program remains self-financing 

and the Gender Program is empowering women at all levels. In Education, the 

academic standards continue to rise steadily; thanks to the trojan efforts of 

teachers and the successful implementation of numerous education initiatives.  

Notwithstanding these positives, GFO remains fully cognizant of the fact that 

there is a critical core of students equating to just over 30% of the grade 4-9 
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school population who continue to struggle to pass the two core curriculum 

subjects.  Turning this failure into success against the backdrop of a rapidly-

growing school population during the 2010/11 school year remains our over-

riding objective moving forward.  Our Human Rights program, generously 

funded by Norway is having a positive impact beyond the UNRWA schools and 

plays a crucial role in countering the provocatively negative impact of the 

environment on the mindsets of the children.  We also successfully completed 

our Summer Games programme with 1,200 camps accommodating 250,000 

children.  The children of Gaza continued to push out the boundaries claiming 

two world records this summer - one for kites and another for basketballs.        

  

But while we are making positive progress in all of our programmatic areas, let 

us also be clear that we are seriously hampered by two equally important 

impediments.  The General Fund situation is well known but the Emergency 

Appeal Program continues to be financially challenged with only 44% of the 

Appeal currently funded.  Current pledges and projections foresee year-end 

funding below the level of 2008.  Furthermore, in the absence of economic 

development in the Gaza Strip the scale and scope of the need will continue to 

grow.  Unless funding increases moving forward, put simply the only response 

will be less food, less cash and less temporary job creation opportunities for the 

destitute and most vulnerable categories of the refugee population.  

  

To conclude, a growing numbers of Foreign Ministers and parliamentarians have 

visited the Gaza Strip during the past six months.  The message was perhaps best 

summarized by Foreign Minister Westerwelle who described the visit as "a clear 

sign that we have not and cannot forget the people of Gaza" and called for an 

end to the blockade, which he said “strengthens radicals and weakens the 
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moderates."  For the refugee students and youth studying in the schools and 

universities, the Palestinians trying to re-grow their businesses and the 

vulnerable and destitute, this cannot happen soon enough.  

   

Thank you. 

 
                                                
i State of Israel, Ministry of Defense, Coordinator of Government Activities in the Territories, 5 July 2010: 
“The Civilian Policy towards the Gaza Strip. The Implementation of the Cabinet Decision (June 2010)”. 
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs: http://www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/F1E4CCD4-AC96-4BA9-803A-
816E51300594/0/COGATCivilianPolicyGazaStrip.pdf.   
ii Prime Minister’s Office Press Release 17 June 2010: “Security Cabinet Decision”. Prime Minister’s 
Office: http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/Spokesman/2010/06/spokemediniyut170610.htm.  
iii State of Israel, Ministry of Defence: “The Civilian Policy towards the Gaza Strip”.  


