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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY / HIGHLIGHTS:

GAZA VISIT. 1-3rd SEPTEMBER. With Massi Mangia (HoO ECHO, JER). 

To North, Central and Southern Gaza.
Brief findings: 

Massive damage. Varied from precise targeting to widespread ‘flattening’ of entire urban areas. Intentional destruction of water infrastructure and mosques appeared systematic in some areas visited. Difficult to find undamaged water infrastructure in some areas. 

Impressive response from ICRC (and reportedly Oxfam). Close cooperation with authorities throughout 50 days of conflict allowed 60% of water supply and 50% of sewerage to be repaired and remain functional. 

Gaza was already ‘on its knees’ before the 50 day conflict due to: 
-The progressive erosion of stretched coping capacities and the ‘strangling’ by the blockade –often referred to as the IHL violation of ‘collective punishment’.

-The sudden collapse of its ‘tunnel economy’ along the border with Egypt (which acted as an informal lifeline).

-Extreme winter floods coupled with a severe energy crisis. [Among other factors].

Now, with the continued restrictions in place, even the most optimistic of observers see very few options to ‘stay afloat’, as the people of Gaza were just managing to do before the conflict.

Brief recommendations:

•
ECHO should maintain current strategy putting an emphasis on emergency response and preparedness. It works.

•
Any additional funding for Gaza should be allocated to ICRC which is highly mobilized, demonstrating high capacity and is scaling-up –(not to mention highly present and functioning in emergency mode since the beginning of the crisis). Operational structures are already in place and it is likely that additional funds to the ICRC would result in the greatest humanitarian impact.

•
ECHO’s added value remains in supporting the most basic humanitarian assistance to the most needy through the best partners (essential WASH services remains amongst the highest of priorities). Already, ECHO’s funding has contributed to the most urgent emergency response actions during the conflict, and continues to do so. The scale and scope of reconstruction are so huge, and political constraints so complex that ECHO’s most important contribution should remain in EMERGENCY response, which is likely to continue for an extended period to come.
Some observations/reflections…

IHL violations

Widely covered in the media throughout the conflict, but somehow the words ‘IHL violation’ and ‘proportionality’ seem to have lost their potency.

Beyond the anticipated (albeit shocking), excessive and visible violations against the civilian population and health services, schools etc., the degree of intentional and targeted damage to water infrastructure and places of worship was beyond expectations. 

The IHL violation of targeting basic services such as water supply is sadly common but usually remains the ‘exception and not the rule’, or ‘collateral’. 

In many of the places visited in Gaza, this violation appeared to be the ‘rule and not the exception’. The damage appeared systematic and planned. 

Materials: 

This is a serious problem and risk. 

The blockade has anything but improved and entry of materials is key to the basic living conditions of Gazans. 

Control is now even tighter with some materials more restricted than others. 

Even before negotiations attempt to resolve the obvious needs for reconstruction, material restrictions are currently hampering the emergency relief efforts. The ICRC logistics machine is apparently coping at present, but new challenges could arise at any time.

Winter:

Over 100’000 people are homeless -over and above those sheltering with friends and family. 

Winter is coming and many people have returned to their destroyed buildings, living in extremely precarious and dangerous conditions. 

With the onset of rain, wind and cold, people are more likely to move, overcrowding and tension increase, already vulnerable conditions worsen, and the overall health status decline.

Further conflict:

Although a return to large scale hostilities is considered an unlikely scenario by many, occasional ‘flare-ups’ of violence and sporadic conflict remain a possibility and would require an emergency response on top of the ongoing one. Unfortunately, this should be planned for (eg. Contingency stocks etc).

Shelter:

Amongst the highest priority needs, shelter also remains highly complex, involving urban planning, a municipal lead, multiple agreements from authorities, and legal complexities including housing, land & property issues. 

[Not to mention astronomical costs.] 

However, the affected people will not wait for a concerted shelter response. The emergency response should meet the most basic needs of the most affected as they occur. 

Shelter response is highly context-dependent and as the medium/long term plans are debated and develop, immediate humanitarian assistance should be highly flexible, adaptable and opportunistic. 

Shelter response is also multi-sectoral involving WASH, protection, health, livelihoods etc., and will require a special sort of coordination.

[At present, collective shelters/centres are being discussed as one of the more feasible solutions in the short term].

ECHO is in partnership with NRC and should monitor developments in this sector closely.

Confusion/coordination (or lack of it…):

ECHO partners have benefitted from the outstanding efforts of their local partners –such as the water engineers of CMWU and the municipalities.

They are currently engaged in essential emergency interventions daily, and their knowledge and expertise is essential to an effective response. 

It seems that many agencies and organisations are now visiting Gaza and demands on already overstretched staff working in restoring basic services is likely to have a negative effect, as well as heightening the risk of confusion, overlap and inefficiency.   

Annexes:

1. Photos
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The ‘Italian Tower’ in central Gaza city.
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This is one of the health structures damaged by a nearby shell.
ICRC plans to rehabilitate in coordination with the MoH.
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Hospital and ICRC staff inspecting the blast damage inside the El Dorra hospital. 
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24th July, a factory in front of the hospital was shelled. The blast severely damaged the 3rd floor of the hospital. Here, a baby was being treated. The nurse was injured in the blast. The baby died.
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CMWU Engineer Ramadan visits a damaged sewage pumping station in Beit Hanoun –a high density urban area close to Gaza city.
[CMWU = Coastal Municipalities Water Utility, a key partner of the ICRC water and sanitation assistance intervention].

This station pumps 20% of the sewage in the area. A second pumping station was also hit removing a further 60% of the sewage. Both are out of action. Many factories were also hit in the area. 
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A member of CMWU with local children who have returned to their damaged homes.
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In sight of Erez border crossing, this demonstrates the scale of the damage and the challenges for repair and reconstruction.
In many places, the whole surface topography has been changed. Mountains of earth have been thrown up as previously flat municipal areas have been razed. 

[image: image9.jpg]



UXOs: Unexploded Ordnance. Here some unexploded shells intended for large buildings lie stacked in the remains of a damaged police station. 
Approx. 10% of arms fired into Gaza may not have detonated. This represents a major threat to the population and a serious challenge to the clearing of debris. 
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Before urban planning and reconstruction can commence, demolition and debris removal must be done. Meanwhile, those affected often return to their damaged houses and live in extremely precarious conditions. 
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Faced with the extent of infrastructure damage, ECHO partners are faced with the need to provide the most basic services and emergency assistance for an extended period ahead.
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Central Beit Hanoun, an area of heightened tension and anger amongst the residents during the crisis.
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Central Gaza: A water treatment plant (reverse osmosis) damaged following the shelling of an adjacent building (Deir Al Balah –Desa plant).
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Gaza is now ‘pock-marked’ with craters left from aerial bombardment. Apart from extensive structural damage to surrounding buildings, many main water and sewage lines have been ruptured and await repair. Here a main water pipe continues to leak into the surrounding earth. 
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ECHO team speaks to some of those affected in Central Gaza where extended urban areas have been flattened.
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Here, a resident has returned to his house. 
Following the destruction of his home, excavators had been employed to search for tunnels. The remaining hole was filled in with the debris of the house, leaving little to be salvaged from the ruins.
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Central Gaza: Both domestic and agricultural water structures have been systematically destroyed or rendered unusable. 
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The damaged reservoirs were essential for both water storage and for maintaining sufficient pressure in the pipes.
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It seemed that few water structures escaped damage. Here a CMWU employee shows a water tower that is still standing, but still severely damaged.
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Unfortunately, a common horizon in Gaza today.
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The people of Gaza are traditionally resilient, but capacities for day-to-day survival are being pushed to the limits.
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Another water tower…
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Mosques and water structures are often found side by side (maybe due to siting on government land). Neither were spared. Upturned domes of Mosques and toppled water reservoirs were a common sight on the visit.
Here, ICRC and CMWU have carried out emergency repairs on a severed water main.
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The remains of a mosque next to a reverse osmosis plant.
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ECHO Gaza team member, Majed, observes the damage of a destroyed mosque in central Gaza city.
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The final view as we departed Gaza via Erez border crossing on the 3rd September. 
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