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Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development

Minutes

of the public hearing on “The humanitarian situation of (mainly) children
and women in Gaza, the West Bank and in Israél”
(Rapporteur, Saskia Kluit, Netherlands, SOC)

held in Strasbourg on Monday, 30 September 2024

The Committee held a hearing with Mr Sam Rose, Director of Planning, and Ms Amal Abu Shawareb,
Associate Protection Officer, United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), who
participated online.

The Committee approved the proposal by Ms Danuta Jaztowiecka, First Vice-Chair of the Committee, to
open the hearing to the public.

Ms Jaztowiecka introduced the two UNRWA experts and thanked them for accepting the Committee's
invitation.

Mr Sam Rose, Director of Planning, United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees
(UNRWA), thanked the Committee for the invitation. He noted that the humanitarian situation had reached an
unacceptably urgent level. 2.1 million people had been living in unimaginable conditions for almost a year, under
the brutality of complex attacks. The situation was also very difficult for humanitarian workers on the ground. A
number of factors showed the scale of the disaster: intense bombing in very densely populated urban areas,
increasing food shortages, the extreme deterioration of health situation, the highest number of journalists killed
in the world, and the highest number of humanitarian staff killed — 250, including 222 from UNRWA — in a single
conflict.

The human toll was unbearable. 41,000 people had been killed as a direct result of the conflict, the vast majority
of them women, children and the elderly. Others had died ‘indirectly’, meaning that they would not have died in
the absence of the conflict - for example due to a lack of medicines - and finally almost 100,000 people had been
injured, i.e. 1 in 20 Gazans. There would be a need to deal with the long-term consequences. 9 out of 10 people
had been displaced several times, on average once a month. They were living in appalling conditions. Hundreds
of thousands of people were living on beaches under plastic sheeting, others in schools where they were in any
case not safe. Around 85% of Gaza was under evacuation orders, leaving families in constant fear and
humiliation.

Every week there were new tragedies. Recently, 6 UNRWA staff were killed in the school where they were
distributing polio vaccines. There had been attacks and kidnappings against United Nations staff, including
UNRWA, as they were travelling from the south to the north of Gaza on a mission that had been authorised in
advance by the Israeli authorities. Heavy weapons were used in the Al Mawasi ‘humanitarian zone’ in southern
Gaza. These were not isolated incidents. Since 7 October 2023, more than half of UNRWA's facilities had been
attacked. Any attack on Gaza had devastating humanitarian repercussions on the civilian population because of
the overcrowding in Gaza. Given the demographics of the region, most of the 41,000 people killed were women,
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children and the elderly. More than 600,000 children had been out of school for a year, with devastating
immediate and long-term consequences for individual children and for society as a whole.

Restrictions on humanitarian access to Gaza and operational constraints had worsened since the closure of the
Rafah checkpoint, the main access point for humanitarian aid. Insecurity and public order problems were also
hampering UNRWA's ability to distribute aid. Aid lorries could not drive safely, and the roads were impassable.
Stocks had now run out. More than a million people could not get food aid in August, and the situation was not
any better in September. Tents for displaced families and sheets and blankets for the winter were in short supply.
There was a shortage of essential medicines and medical equipment, and hygiene products for women. Despite
limited resources, UNRWA was providing services to thousands of people, including 15,000 medical
consultations a day. 560,000 children had been vaccinated against polio.

4,000 people were working for UNRWA every day. Mr Rose praised the work and professionalism of UNRWA
staff and its partners such as the Ministry of Health, WHO and UNICEF, as well as the NGOs and those involved
in the first phase of vaccination. This vaccination campaign showed the deterioration of conditions in Gaza and
the distress of the population with the emergence of a disease eradicated 25 years ago. 50,000 children under
the age of 5 had been diagnosed as suffering from malnutrition. Access to drinking water had become precarious,
with 2/3 of water and sanitation infrastructure destroyed or damaged. Rubbish was no longer being disposed of.

The deliberate campaign to denigrate UNRWA and other United Nations agencies was having a direct impact on
the civilian population, by blocking the arrival of aid, refusing to deliver protective equipment for staff and
restricting access to Gaza. The legal framework on which these agencies were operating had to be respected.
The protection of civilians, the restoration of order, the facilitation of humanitarian work with unhindered
humanitarian access to the whole of the Gaza Strip, a ceasefire and the release of hostages were necessary.

Ms Amal Abu Shawareb, Protection Officer, UNRWA, recalled that Gaza covered an area of 360 km? with a
population of over 2 million, making it one of the most densely populated places in the world. The impact of
45,000 bombs dropped in 11 months by Israel was significant. The situation was critical and deteriorating rapidly.
It was one of the most complex humanitarian crises in the world, given the degree of destruction and loss of
civilian life. Women and children were among those most at risk.

Ms Abu Shawareb shared the recent experience of her sister and her family, who were living in a tent in a
‘humanitarian zone’ designated as such by Israel, where no evacuation order had been given. Faced with
advancing tanks and explosions, they had to flee to the coast to escape the intense gunfire. The next day, they
had to abandon everything and flee again. This was just one example of repeated displacement. 85% of the
population had been displaced. According to recent reports from the Gaza’s Ministry of Health, more than 41,000
Palestinians had been killed and more than 96,000 injured, despite repeated calls to protect civilians. 70% of
civilian casualties were women and children. No one was safe in Gaza. Repeated evacuation orders were
confining the population to ever-smaller areas lacking water, food and sanitation. Displacement had led to the
separation of families, the erosion of social protection systems for women and children and exposed them to
increased risks of various forms of violence, including gender-based violence. Essential goods such as clothing,
footwear and hygiene products were no longer sufficient, despite the considerable efforts of humanitarian
organisations. This was contributing to increased exposure to disease and a major public health crisis, with no
possibility of prevention, particularly affecting women and children.

It was estimated that 177,000 women were exposed to vital health risks due to disease and malnutrition,
particularly during pregnancy. More than 5,000 women suffering from cancer needed immediate treatment, while
84% of healthcare facilities had been destroyed or damaged. The remaining health facilities lacked medicines,
ambulances, electricity, water and treatment capacity. The risk of starvation and disease was greatest for
pregnant women and children under 5. More than 96% of women and children aged between 6 and 23 months
did not have the diet they needed. Mothers could not breastfeed. Women did not have access to food aid
distributions, especially those who were alone with their children.

Children were exposed to all kinds of physical and psychological risks and had no access to essential goods and
services (food, water, education and paediatric care). On average, 10 children a day lost a limb, with no capacity
for rehabilitation. 17,000 children were separated from their parents and took on responsibilities that did not
correspond to their age, such as looking after their siblings. This pushed them into negative mechanisms, such
as child marriage or child labour. Many children had known nothing but conflict, with long-term negative effects
on their physical and mental health. The destruction of the education system was unparalleled, and greatly
disrupted children's prospects. Even with a sustainable ceasefire, rebuilding the education system would take
years. Ms Abu Shawareb concluded by urging the Council of Europe to call for a ceasefire and to support and
protect the people of Gaza throughout this prolonged suffering.
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Discussion

Ms Kluit thanked the speakers for their testimonies. She asked for more details on the operational problems and
what would be needed to improve the situation in the short and medium term. In the long term, assuming a
ceasefire was reached, how could Gaza be rebuilt?

Mr Torun thanked the speakers for their humanitarian work. 70,000 tonnes of bombs had fallen on Gaza since
October 2023, more than on Dresden, Hamburg and London put together during the Second World War. Those
who continued to sell arms to the Israeli government were complicit in these crimes. This humanitarian situation
was unbearable. The United Nations, the European Union and the Council of Europe should use all diplomatic
means to bring about an immediate ceasefire.

Ms Abu Shawareb confirmed that humanitarian work was extremely difficult, including the risks to the lives of
staff. The reconstruction of Gaza was inconceivable without a ceasefire and large-scale humanitarian aid. First
and foremost, there must be a ceasefire. Given the level of destruction, cooperation from the entire international
community would be necessary for reconstruction.

Mr Rose pointed out that humanitarian workers were working every day in appalling conditions. Their protection
was essential. They must be allowed to help the most vulnerable. The humiliation they suffered should stop.
More crossing points were needed to deliver aid throughout Gaza, which was blocked in Egypt and elsewhere,
especially with winter approaching. The international media should also have access to Gaza, otherwise there
was no information and therefore no accountability.

Ms Jaztowiecka thanked the experts, wished them a better future and closed the discussion.
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