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Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development

Minutes

of the hearing on the follow-up to the report “The absolute and urgent need
to end the humanitarian crisis for women, children and the hostages in
Gaza” held in Strasbourg on Tuesday 8 April 2025

The committee held a hearing as part of the follow-up to the report “The absolute and urgent need to end the
humanitarian crisis for women, children and the hostages in Gaza” by Ms Saskia Kluit (Netherlands, SOC).

The Chairperson welcomed Ms Claire Nicolet, Doctors Without Borders (MSF) and Mr David Wightwick, Chief
Executive Officer at UK-Med, who were online, and recalled that the Committee already met them last September
in Lisbon in the framework of the preparation of the report. These hearings aimed at providing an update to the
current situation of the humanitarian crisis in Gaza and on the needs of the women and children in particular and the
responses and actions of these organisations in the region.

Ms Claire Nicolet informed the Committee of the steadily deteriorating humanitarian situation in Gaza, emphasising
the dire needs of the population and the collapse of the health care infrastructure. She reported that she had recently
returned from Gaza and described the worsening conditions since her previous address seven months prior. Despite
a two-month ceasefire, relief efforts had remained inadequate, hindered by severe shortages and the absence of
protection mechanisms.

She explained that on 2 March 2025, Israeli authorities had imposed a total aid blockade, preventing the entry of
fuel, food, and medical supplies, and had cut electricity on 9 March 2025, which disabled major desalination plants.
Hostilities had resumed on 18 March 2025 with intense violence, exacerbating shortages and raising market costs.
Everyone was surprised and shocked by the return of the attacks. By 2 April 2025, all bakeries supported by the
World Food Programme had shut down, and United Nations (UN) food distribution was halved. Movement for
humanitarian actors had been severely restricted due to ongoing strikes.

Ms Nicolet highlighted the blockade’s impact on medicine and healthcare, with serious shortages in painkillers,
surgical equipment, and outpatient treatments. She reported that currently, not a single hospital in Gaza was fully
operational. This had led to deadly consequences for civilians, with the health system on the brink of collapse.
Among the burns patients admitted in Nasser Hospital from May 2024 to February 2025, 72% were less than 18
years old (including 39% being less than 5 years old). In total in this hospital since May 2024: 37% admission were
explosion related and 63% concerned domestic accident due to catastrophic living conditions. These patients
needed surgeons, a high calories diet, and strict hygiene to prevent infections, or simply painkillers: all of this was
no longer possible in Gaza.

She stated that 90% of Gaza’s population had been displaced and lacked access to basic necessities. Since the
collapse of the cease fire, over 1 100 people had been killed, women and children represent 60% of the persons
killed and 56% of the injured. UNICEF deplored the killing of 322 children as of 2 April 2025.

Ms Nicolet emphasised the risk of a major outbreak of disease due to the collapse of water and sanitation structures
and the halt of vaccination programmes since October 2023. Persons suffering from chronic diseases and non-
communicable diseases no longer had access to medicines or proper care, leading to serious and fatal
complications. Malnutrition was rising, with pregnant and lactating women now being affected. Respiratory infections
accounted for 70% of admissions to MSF Pediatric in-Patient Department, and waterborne diseases like scabies
and skin infections had increased drastically, representing 16% of outpatient consultations over the past four months.
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She highlighted that basic hygiene products were becoming unaffordable for women and that security risks, road
destruction, and transportation costs severely limited women's access to healthcare. She further noted that the fear
for their own safety and the grief from the loss of family members weigh heavily on Gaza’s women.

Ms Nicolet reported that only two medical evacuations had occurred since March 2025, although the World Health
Organization (WHO) assessed that more than 12 000 were needed. Ms Nicolet was concerned about the enormous
and growing mental health needs, particularly among children, and confirmed that MSF had been addressing these
needs for over 18 months. MSF was currently supporting four hospitals, including two field hospitals, six health
centers, and numerous water, sanitation, and hygiene activities across Gaza. MSF was also the second-largest
provider of clean water across the Strip. MSF had performed over 11 700 surgeries since October 2023 and
employed 40 international workers and more than 1 000 local staff.

She also detailed the increasing threats to humanitarian operations, including targeted strikes on health
infrastructure, staff, and convoys. Designated “safe zones” had been also attacked, evacuation orders had covered
over 65% of the Gaza Strip, and MSF had been forced to relocate multiple times. She described systematic violations
of international humanitarian law, including the use of medical sites for military purposes and direct attacks on
protected facilities. In this context, the UN and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) would reduce
by 2 thirds their international workers and activities, while MSF would reduce its operations by half. She highlighted
that humanitarian operations were further endangered by new restrictive Israeli regulations requiring registration of
international NGOs, increased visa denials for international staff, accusations of aiding terrorism, and funding cuts
from major donors, particularly affecting aid to northern Gaza.

In closing, Ms Nicolet warned that disproportionate attacks causing extreme civilian harm, the repeated targeting of
hospitals, and strikes on humanitarian sites constitute an unprecedented violation of International Humanitarian Law.
She reiterated that medical facilities must be protected and that Israel must end the blockade on Gaza to allow
humanitarian aid to reach those in need.

Mr David Wightwick highlighted that the situation in Gaza had become exceptionally difficult in recent weeks.
Following the breakdown of the ceasefire, he noted a sharp increase in attacks, particularly targeting humanitarian
personnel. He referred specifically to recent incidents involving attacks on ambulance drivers and the strike on
Nasser Hospital, alongside repeated incursions and evacuation orders.

He emphasised that these developments were compounded by the ongoing blockade, which had resulted in a
complete halt of incoming supplies to the Gaza Strip. As a result, hospitals and other medical facilities were facing
critical shortages, with only three to four weeks of supplies remaining. He clarified that this estimate did not reflect
full supply levels, but rather a diminishing stock that would severely impact the level of care that could be provided.
Consequently, he warned that an inability to treat serious wounds would inevitably result in more deaths.

Mr Wightwick pointed out that the supply crisis extended beyond medical needs, also affecting fuel, food, and water
sanitation. These shortages were likely to trigger increased civil unrest, making humanitarian work even more
dangerous. As the population struggled to access basic necessities, desperation among civilians was rising, further
compounding the risk to aid workers.

He noted that repeated evacuation orders had forced civilians to relocate multiple times—often up to ten times—
depleting their personal resources and complicating the delivery and continuity of medical care. The status of
deconflicted buildings and facilities was increasingly uncertain, with repeated strikes suggesting that deconfliction
was no longer reliably respected. Stray shots and shrapnel had already struck their hospital facilities, adding to the
immediate danger.

Looking ahead, Mr Wightwick described the outlook as deeply concerning. He stated that the people of Gaza,
already suffering from prolonged hardship, had rapidly diminishing resilience and were being confined to increasingly
smaller areas with fewer resources. He underscored that principled aid delivery—meaning neutral, independent,
and impartial assistance—was becoming nearly impossible under these conditions.

He expressed concern that the Israeli government appeared to be pursuing strategies to further fragment Gaza’s
territory and restrict humanitarian access. He cited ongoing negotiations over strict new registration requirements
for NGOs, noting fears that these restrictions could go even further. This threatened to severely limit humanitarian
organisations’ ability to operate freely and deliver aid effectively.

Mr Wightwick concluded by emphasizing that the dangers on the ground were growing, access to essential goods
and services was declining, and the collective ability of humanitarian actors to respond had been significantly eroded.
He stressed the moral imperative to change the situation, whether through negotiations or economic measures, and
stated that the ongoing conditions were unacceptable. Speaking from personal experience and in regular contact
with his teams in Gaza, he attested that the situation for civilians was dire and the prospect of its continuation deeply
alarming.
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Mr Pierre-Alain Fridez stated that the description which the two speakers had shared with the participants was
frightening and terrible. He emphasised that it was necessary to ask why such a situation could continue to happen.
He questioned why people were being deprived of food, healthcare, and water, and why attacks against
humanitarian workers were taking place. He then posed a question to the speakers, acknowledging that it might
sound political. He asked what efforts, if any, were being made by the Israeli government to address the humanitarian
situation. Referring to comments made by Donald Trump about Gaza, which he described as "fantasizing," and the
broader discourse around the idea of "cleansing Gaza", Mr Fridez wondered whether the underlying intention behind
these actions could be to force the population either to die or to leave the territory.

Ms Saskia Kluit asked what the Council of Europe member States and Committee of Ministers could do to help
solving this terrible situation.

In response to the question regarding the mativations behind the current situation in Gaza, Mr David Wightwick,
stated that he was not in a position to fully assess or accurately gauge the motivations behind the actions being
taken. He noted that while he could offer a personal opinion, it might be biased, and therefore he preferred to focus
on the observable facts. He observed that the actions of the Israeli forces were forcing civilians to move repeatedly,
pushing them to rely on ever-diminishing resources. Vital humanitarian aid was being blocked, and humanitarian
organisations’ ability to deliver assistance safely, at the necessary scale and with the required effectiveness, was
being severely compromised. He would not speculate on the underlying motivations but stressed the evident
consequences: civilians were dying. The denial of aid, forced displacements, and exposure to active conflict zones
without clear distinction between civilians and combatants were directly resulting in death and suffering.
Furthermore, Mr Wightwick highlighted that civil society was being systematically eroded. As desperation mounts,
civilians increasingly resorted to aggressive competition over the remaining resources, leading to violence and
insecurity. He reported that there were already cases of humanitarian warehouses and aid trucks being looted and
attacks occurring against humanitarian workers, as desperate people were left with few alternatives.

Regarding the question on which actions could the Council of Europe take, Mr David Wightwick acknowledged that
the United States held the most significant leverage over Israel but emphasized that other nations and actors,
including Hamas and intermediaries, also played a role in influencing the situation. Both political and economic
pressure, such as sanctions, could impact all parties involved. He highlighted the severe challenges faced by
humanitarian organisations due to significant cuts in funding. His organisation was currently operating with only two-
thirds of the budget from the previous year, despite rising needs for medical care. He expressed concerns that, while
more people require care, organisations may have to reduce their services due to financial limitations. He considered
that although various tools exist to influence the situation, there was no immediate or guaranteed solution.

Ms Sabrina Sebaihi thanked the speakers for the valuable information they had provided. She acknowledged the
reference to the issue of sanctions and pointed out that if any other State had been involved, economic sanctions
would have likely been imposed a long time ago. She raised two questions. First, she referred to the speakers'
mention of the limited medical supplies available, noting that they only had a few weeks' worth of supplies left. She
asked how much longer the teams would be able to continue their work in Gaza, considering the significant difficulties
they are facing and the everyday challenges encountered in their operations. Then, she inquired about the situation
in the West Bank, acknowledging the rising violence and the ongoing issues with settlers.

Ms Claire Nicolet emphasised that while the exact intentions behind the current situation are unclear, the
consequences are evident and alarming. She stressed the need for strong political pressure and urgent actions,
including the necessity to facilitate medical evacuations and to end the blockade, actions that should be pursued at
all levels immediately. Regarding the question of how long teams would remain operational on the ground in Gaza,
Ms Nicolet explained that this was a day-to-day discussion within the organisation due to the ongoing incidents,
evacuation orders, and attacks. She confirmed MSF strong commitment to stay in Gaza, supported by many
Palestinian staff members who had no alternative but to stay. However, due to the increasing risks, MSF had to
reduce their teams to limit exposure. She underlined the urgent need for the re-establishment of protection
mechanisms for hospitals and humanitarian facilities, which previously existed but are no longer enforced. She
described the current environment as significantly more dangerous than in previous months, posing serious threats
to the teams and their activities.

Addressing the situation in the West Bank, Ms Nicolet expressed deep concern, stating that the situation is rapidly
deteriorating. She reported significant displacement, with more than 40 000 people forced to leave their homes, a
level of displacement not seen for decades in the West Bank. She highlighted the growing difficulties for the
population, including access to healthcare, safe housing, and the ability to move freely, describing the situation as a
"full nightmare."
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Mr David Wightwick stated that while his organisation had a team present in the West Bank, MSF had far greater
expertise and knowledge regarding the situation there. He confirmed that, based on his organisation's observations,
the situation in the West Bank was significantly deteriorating.

In response to the question regarding the remaining medical supplies and operational duration, Mr Wightwick
explained that organisations will continue to stretch their resources as long as possible. He noted that, although
stock levels theoretically indicated that supplies could last approximately three to four weeks, in practice they would
likely last longer. This would be achieved by sharing supplies among organisations, using fewer and lower-quality
materials, and rationing remaining stock. He stressed that this approach would have serious consequences. The
level of care provided would inevitably decline, resulting in a higher risk of infection, increased danger to patients,
and, ultimately, more deaths. He underlined that while humanitarian actors would continue their efforts, the quality
of care would be substantially compromised due to the shortage and degradation of supplies.

The Chairperson expressed deep sorrow and outrage at the current humanitarian situation, emphasising that
the suffering, illnesses, and deaths occurring were entirely preventable, making the situation particularly appalling
and distressing. She conveyed condolences to the speakers for the loss of humanitarian workers who risk their
lives daily to assist others. Their bravery and dedication were highly honored. She condemned repeated attacks
on humanitarian workers, emphasising that such personnel should be protected as they work to safeguard the
lives of ordinary civilians.

The Chairperson assured speakers that efforts would continue to bring attention to these issues, particularly
during the upcoming debate on Thursday. Additionally, she committed to taking action to address the severe
impacts of funding cuts, particularly affecting agencies like UNRWA, which were already struggling to operate
under increasingly difficult circumstances. She thanked the speakers for their contributions and affirmed the
Committee’s commitment to supporting humanitarian efforts.
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