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\What everyone should
Know about Israel’s siege
of the Gaza Strip

For 11 years, Israel has imposed an unforgiving siege on the Gaza Strip.

With severely restricted access in and out of the enclave — via land, air and,
notoriously, sea — Gaza has effectively been sealed off from the world. The
Strip is only 360 square kilometres in size, about the same as Las Vegas in
the US or one-quarter the size of London. It is now home to almost two million
Palestinians, making it one of the most densely populated areas in the world
and leading some to dub Gaza “the world’s largest open-air prison.”

According to UNRWA, the UN body responsible for Palestinian refugees,

1.3 million of Gaza’s 1.9 million inhabitants are refugees. Most were expelled
from their homes in 1948 when the State of Israel was created, and many
were uprooted again when Israel occupied the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Golan
Heights, Sinai Peninsula and Jerusalem during the 1967 Six Day War. A further
23,500 people continue to be internally displaced following Israel’s “Operation
Protective Edge” military offensive against Gaza in 2014.

So what does the daily reality of the siege look like? Here are 11 aspects, one
for each year that the siege has been imposed by Israel.

Movement of people is heavily restricted

Under the siege, the Palestinian residents of Gaza are required to obtain a
permit to leave. Israel repeatedly refuses to issue such permits for exit via the
Erez/Beit Hanoun Crossing. In the first quarter of 2018 alone, Israel denied

833 exit permit applications “on grounds of having family ties to Hamas,” the
group which has ruled the Strip since winning the last Palestinian elections held
in 2006. Compare this with 2017, when 21 applications were refused on such
grounds throughout the whole year.
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https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/gaza-strip
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20170515-remembering-the-nakba/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20170515-remembering-the-nakba/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20170605-remembering-the-naksa/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180802-number-of-palestinians-refused-exit-permits-from-gaza-by-israel-soars/

Gazans wait for a bs, ich will transport them to Egypt, after Egyptian authorities opened the Rafah border gate
on 8 February 2018 [Ali Jadallah/Anadolu Agency]

These restrictions also prevent those in need of medical attention from
leaving Gaza via Israel. According to Al Jazeera, “Israel was responsible for
at least 54 Palestinian deaths in 2017,” having rejected hundreds of medical
permit applications by people needing treatment in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, Israel itself or abroad. A report by the United Nations Office for
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs for the occupied Palestinian territories
(OCHA OPT) found that the rate of denied or delayed permit applications to
access health care outside Gaza reached 45 per cent in October 2017.

Crossings into and out of Gaza are closed

Israel has closed almost all of the Gaza Strip’s entry and exit points. There
were formerly six crossings in and out of Gaza: Erez/Beit Hanoun, Nahal Oz,
Karni, Sufa, Kerem Shalom/Karm Abu Salem and Rafah.

Until recently, only one commercial route into and out of Gaza remained:
Kerem Shalom. However, in July, Israel also closed this crossing, citing
incendiary kites and balloons flown into Israel from inside Gaza as part of the
Great March of Return protests. Whereas previously 300-400 trucks would
pass through the crossing every day, only 150 trucks of essential medical
and humanitarian supplies were being allowed to pass.
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/02/palestinians-die-israel-refuses-medical-permits-180213122412689.html
https://www.ochaopt.org/sites/default/files/hno_20_12_2017_final.pdf
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180717-israel-closes-sole-commercial-crossing-with-gaza/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180604-israel-orders-pa-to-pay-1-4m-in-damages-for-gaza-kites/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180714-100-days-of-the-great-march-of-return/
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Palestinians hold banners demanding the permanent opening of the Rafah border crossing in Gaza City
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Only a week later, cooking gas distribution companies in the besieged Strip
announced that they had “run out of backup”.

In the south of the Strip is Rafah, the only pedestrian crossing open to
Palestinians (Erez crossing, in the north, is reserved for journalists, medical
staff, international diplomats and those in need of medical attention). An almost
complete closure of the Rafah crossing has been imposed by Egypt since
2013, for “security” reasons but almost certainly at Israel’s behest. In 2017, the
Rafah crossing was closed for 337 days.

Gaza’s access to the sea is restricted

On top of the restrictions Israel enforces on land, it also restricts access to

the sea. According to an OCHA map (included in UNRWA's report “Gaza in
2020”), since Israel’s three-week assault on Gaza in 2009 it has imposed a limit
of three nautical miles on fishermen working out of the territory. This has been
tightened consistently, even
though a limit of 20 nautical
miles was recommended

by the Oslo Accords in the
early 1990s. A no-entry
zone of one and one and

a half nautical miles, in the
south and north respectively,
has also been imposed,
extending out from each of
Gaza’s frontiers with Israel
and Egypt.

Ll n4 -2l ol

In 2017, OCHA estimated
that over 35,000 Palestinians
still depended on the fishing
industry for their livelihoods,
but Israeli restrictions have all
but destroyed Gaza’s once
thriving fishing industry. Israel also targets Gazan fishermen, with international
charity Oxfam noting that “in the first half of 2014, there were at least 177
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https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180720-gaza-runs-out-of-cooking-gas-after-israel-closes-crossing/
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https://www.unrwa.org/userfiles/file/publications/gaza/Gaza%20in%202020.pdf
https://www.unrwa.org/userfiles/file/publications/gaza/Gaza%20in%202020.pdf
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/restricted-livelihoods-gaza-fishermen
https://www.oxfam.org/en/occupied-palestinian-territory-and-israel/airstrikes-destroying-gazas-fishing-industry

incidents of naval fire against fishermen.” Many have been killed or wounded,
and had their boats destroyed or seized by the Israeli navy.

Some have speculated that Israel’s restrictions are motivated by the presence
of gas reserves in the Mediterranean Sea. In 2015, Israel’s Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu signed a deal to allow companies to begin extraction
from the gas field. Thought to contain some 22 trillion cubic feet of gas,

the discovery was hailed as a “gift from God” which could turn Israel into a
“regional energy powerhouse.” Most of the gas fields are situated off Gaza’s
shore, meaning that the gas reserves and their revenue would belong to Gaza
were it not for Israel’s occupation, naval restrictions and blockade.

Israel imposes a strict naval blockade

Israel’s naval siege also includes blockading vessels seeking to enter or leave
Gaza. In July 2018, an international convoy carrying humanitarian and medical
supplies, dubbed the Freedom Flotilla, tried to break Israel’s siege of Gaza.
Consisting of two ships — Al-Awda and Freedom — the flotilla was intercepted
by Israeli naval forces in international waters amid accusations of violence by
the troops involved.

This is not the first time that such flotillas have been hijacked in what have been
called acts of piracy on the high seas. Infamously, in 2010 Israeli commandos
boarded the Mavi Marmara taking humanitarian aid to Gaza and killed nine
Turkish citizens; a tenth died later of his wounds.

Earlier this month (August 2018), images were revealed showing the
construction of an underwater barrier stretching some 200 metres into the
Mediterranean, separating Palestinian and Israeli territorial waters. Consisting of
an underwater structure, an armoured stone base and a six-metre-high barbed
wire fence, and at an estimated to cost the Israeli government of $6.7 million,
the barrier adds to the land and sea restrictions already imposed on Gaza
under the siege.

A strangled economy means high unemployment
A recent report by the World Bank revealed a drop in Gaza’s growth, from eight
per cent in 2016 to 0.5 per cent in 2017. Much of this has been caused by
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http://www.timesofisrael.com/netanyahu-signs-natural-gas-deal-passing-major-hurdle/
https://www.offshore-technology.com/projects/leviathan-gas-field-levantine-israel/attachment/leviathan-gas-field-levantine-israel1/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180804-israel-captures-second-gaza-bound-aid-ship/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180805-freedom-flotilla-activist-israel-soldiers-beat-us-stripped-us-then-robbed-us/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180808-palestine-ambassador-to-uk-israels-actions-against-flotilla-are-piracy/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20170531-remembering-israels-deadly-assault-on-the-humanitarian-freedom-flotilla/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180806-revealed-first-images-of-israels-sea-barrier-blockading-gaza/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/03/15/a-sustainable-recovery-in-gaza-is-not-foreseen-without-trade

A Palstinian oma prepares the land for planting to commemorate Land Day on 16 April 2016 Apaimages]
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Israel’s prohibition on goods and raw materials being allowed into Gaza, which
has prevented the reconstruction necessary after three major Israeli military
offensives waged on the enclave over the past decade. The World Bank also
noted that the cuts to UNRWA funding announced early in 2018 have further
hampered the chances for economic recovery.

Unemployment in the Gaza Strip is therefore one of the highest in the world;
Israeli human rights organisation B'Tselem notes that the unemployment rate
in Gaza reached 46.6 per cent in the third quarter of 2017. Among those aged
20 to 24, unemployment reached 67.8 per cent, and among women the rate
was 71 per cent. Overcrowding and a predominantly young population have
contributed further to this problem.

Gaza’s agricultural potential is stifled

Gaza has huge agricultural potential, but much of this is stifled by the siege.
Highly-fertile land means that fresh fruit including strawberries, tomatoes,
peppers, as well as herbs, used to be huge contributors to Gaza’s economy.
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https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180117-us-withholds-65-mln-in-palestinian-aid-after-trump-threat/
https://www.btselem.org/gaza_strip/20171221_unemployed_academics_in_gaza

In his book Gaza: Preparing for Dawn, former Jerusalem bureau chief for

the Independent Donald Macintyre noted that even before the siege began
officially, intensive Israeli security inspections often meant fresh produce “had
rotted by the time [it] left Gaza.” With commercial crossings now closed; the
lack of any potential for exporting via sea routes; and the lack of fresh water for
irrigation purposes, much of this industry has failed.

Israeli herbicides kill Palestinian crops

Compounding the problem is Israel’s practice of spraying herbicides near

the Gaza fence, which kills crops inside the territory. OCHAopt quotes the
Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture as saying, “A spraying operation in January
2018 affected some 550 acres of agricultural lands belonging to 212 farmers,
with an estimated loss of $1.3 million.” Israel insists the spraying is done on
the Israeli side of the boundary, but has refused to consider claims made by
Palestinian farmers for damage to their farmland.

Gaza receives only four to six hours’ electricity per day
Gaza receives just four to six hours of electricity per day because repairs have
not been allowed to the territory’s only power plant, damaged by successive
Israeli offensives. Fuel for the plant and emergency generators is also subject
to tight import restrictions imposed by the Israeli siege. In 2017, OCHAopt
reported that electricity shortages were directly affecting 14 hospitals and more
than 140 health clinics in the Strip. In July 2018, patients from across Gaza’s
hospitals staged a sit-in in front of the Erez crossing to highlight the shortages
in medical equipment and resources, which prevent patients from receiving
adequate care. These electricity shortages also impact schools’ capacity to
provide education to Palestinian children, families’ ability to store food at home
and employment opportunities in Gaza

96% of Gaza’s water is undrinkable

According to OCHA OPT, 40 per cent of Gaza’s population receives just three
to five hours of water supply every five days. In addition, over 96 per cent

of water extracted from Gaza’s aquifers is unfit for human consumption; the
aquifers have been contaminated by sea water as well as chemicals from
fertilisers washed down by rainfall from Israeli settlements.
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https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180125-gaza-preparing-for-dawn-2/
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-impact-restrictions-access-land-near-perimeter-fence-gaza-strip
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/palestinians/.premium-farm-warfare-how-israel-uses-chemicals-to-kill-crops-in-gaza-1.6245475
https://www.ochaopt.org/sites/default/files/hno_20_12_2017_final.pdf
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180718-gaza-patients-appeal-to-the-world-to-save-their-lives/
https://www.ochaopt.org/sites/default/files/hno_20_12_2017_final.pdf
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This means that 90 per cent of Gazans have to buy desalinated or bottled
water, imposing an additional cost burden on families already living under

the poverty line. The water problem has been compounded by outages in
electricity, which have led to sanitation difficulties and left untreated sewage to
flow into the sea, contaminating 73 per cent of the shoreline.

Education is strained and graduates are jobless

Education has come under strain during the siege, with the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) reporting that to cope with ever-increasing
demand, 70 per cent of public and UNRWA schools teach in double shifts,
where one group of students attends in the morning and another in the
afternoon. Yet despite the challenges facing Gaza’s students, literacy rates
remain among the highest across the Middle East-North Africa (MENA) region.

However, unemployment is particularly acute among those with college and
university education, with B'Tselem noting that among residents of Gaza with
post-secondary education, unemployment in late 2017 was 52.3 per cent.

Israel didn’t ‘disengage’ from Gaza

The official Israeli narrative states that Israel disengaged from Gaza in 2005,
when it forced almost 8,000 illegal settlers to leave 21 settlements. Many settler
families were given generous compensation packages in exchange, some
amounting to almost $200,000, but others had to be removed by force.

However, the extent to which Israel disengaged from Gaza has been
undermined by its implementation of the siege since 2007. Some have
suggested that Israel simply replaced its direct control of Gaza with a remote
control occupation, squeezing the economy, natural resources and movement
of people all without maintaining boots on the ground.

With its complete control of Gaza’s air, land and sea borders, Israel remains
technically and legally an occupying power in the territory. The occupation is
still very much in place. This means, among other things, that Israel cannot
claim that its military offensives are simply acts of self-defence; there is no such
claim under international law for states involved in a military occupation, which
those living under occupation have every right to resist.
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http://www.ps.undp.org/content/papp/en/home/presscenter/articles/2017/05/01/right-to-education-in-the-gaza-strip-.html
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