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I 
UNRWA: Briefing on the current crisis in Gaza

Ms. Elena Mancusi Materi, Senior Liaison Officer, UNRWA Representative Office Geneva, provided an update on the Gaza crisis and its operational environment on the ground. She stated that UNRWA and other humanitarian actors were calling for a cease-fire, however, witnessing an intensification of the military presence in Gaza at the same time. In Gaza, there was no escape from attacks, which led to a major protection crisis. She underlined the importance of having stability in access to the Strip; and that steady opening of crossings should also entail an increase in the quantities of aid allowed in. Furthermore, conditions should allow for the delivery of aid to people in need. Therefore, UNRWA called for a minimum of security for humanitarian actors in order to access the affected population. During its operations, UNRWA staff had been killed and wounded and UN installations had been indirectly affected by Israeli attacks and shellings (i.e. damages on buildings and equipment etc.). The so far granted three-hours cease-fire, she stated, would not make an operational difference in terms of delivering relief items. The situation of the affected population was untenable: people could not rely on generators anymore, more than 700.000 people did not have sufficient water. Health centers, she said, treated an average number of 500 patients per day at beginning of the crisis, and the figure had almost doubled since start of the ground operation. Currently, there were more than 37.900 people in UNRWA shelters where they were provided with bread and drinking water. The society was deeply traumatized and therefore, she stated, there was not only a need for humanitarian relief but also long-term aid to this society. UNRWA was going to be part of any possible coordination mechanism on the ground, however also had to resume its services, including education, health, relief and social services as soon as possible.  

II
ICRC: Update on ICRC's operations

Mr. Vincent Cassard, Deputy Head of Operations for the Middle East and North Africa, International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), provided an update on ICRC's operations in Gaza.  He reported that ICRC staff (15 expatriate staff and 65 national staff) was shocked by the severity of the attacks (more than 50% of the killed or wounded being women and children). Protection of the civilian population and the respect for International Humanitarian Law in the conduct of hostilities are some of the ICRC’s key issues, entailing respect for civilians, medical personnel, hospitals and ambulances, as well as persons deprived of their liberty. The deteriorating conditions, however, posed enormous challenges to the ICRC (especially its medical staff).  Water management, he added, was a major issue: water and sanitation facilities were often damaged and only to be repaired under complicated conditions. The ICRC was therefore also monitoring the situation related to water supply and sewage evacuation. Further, the ICRC supported and escorted the Palestinian Red Crescent Society’s Emergency Medical Services (EMS) teams that evacuated the wounded and trapped civilians. The ICRC continued to supply MoH Hospitals with medical items, equipment, and logistical support and had a surgery team actively working in Shifa Hospital in Gaza City. It also facilitated donations from movement partners to PRCS Gaza. The humanitarian crisis and the level of fighting were deteriorating. ICRC was extremely concerned about the situation. Finally, Mr. Cassard stated that a full respect and access for humanitarian workers was essential to ensure a movement of ambulances and access to the wounded in the face of overwhelmed hospitals.
III
Islamic Relief: Update on the difficulties of delivering humanitarian aid in the Gaza strip 
Ms. Corine Wagner, Institutional Development Officer, Islamic Relief Switzerland, provided an update on Islamic Relief’s activities in the Gaza strip and the difficulties Islamic Relief (IR) was facing while providing humanitarian aid in times of air strikes and ground offensives. Since the beginning of the Israeli military operations on 27 December 2008, IR was still able to provide hospital stores with medical and food supplies for patients and their families, as well as blankets. IR teams could still do need assessments, prepared beneficiary lists, organised aid deliveries and pursued surveys on the availability of food and non-food items on Gaza markets. However, when the ground offensives started, no more humanitarian trucks with humanitarian aid were allowed to enter Gaza and it became increasingly difficult to move due to security concerns and Gaza’s division into zones. Currently, Ms. Wagner stated, medical equipment, food, and non-food items from the West Bank and Egypt were on their way to Gaza. IR had a warehouse and established six distribution points. Three hours of cease-fire, however, were extremely short to continue distributions of medical items to some hospitals and to provide UN shelters with hygiene kits, blankets and food parcels. Yet, distributions in the divided Gaza strip to hospitals, UNWRA shelters and beneficiaries at home were not only continued at this point, but also extended (i.e. in cooperation with WHO, UNWRA, ICRC). Finally, Ms. Wagner stated, only an immediate cease-fire would allow addressing the large-scale humanitarian and protection crisis. A humanitarian corridor (open for a longer period of time) was urgently needed to access the beneficiaries and to ensure the safety of international humanitarian workers. IR had recently launched an emergency appeal for US$10 million to purchase urgent humanitarian supplies and humanitarian aid to assist people in the Gaza Strip. 
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