
 

 

 

Behind the headlines: Gisha’s analysis of the situation in Gaza  

The fatal shooting of protestors near the fence separating Israel and the Gaza Strip over the 

last few weeks has rightfully elicited harsh reactions from around the globe. Israeli 

politicians and officials meanwhile depict recent events as a sudden threat on Israel’s 

borders, initiated by Hamas. By doing so, they willfully obscure the wider context of Israel’s 

enduring relationship with residents of the Gaza Strip: 50 years of control, culminating in a 

closure tightened more than a decade ago. The current wave of protest cannot be 

understood detached from this context or from the 70-plus year regional conflict and its 

many complexities, nor can it be solved using military force. 

Regardless of the political affiliation of the protestors, who organized the protest, or the 

agenda they wish to promote, international law prohibits the use of lethal force against 

civilians unless they participate directly in acts of hostility or pose a concrete risk to life, and 

even then, only as a last resort and only to the extent necessary to alleviate the risk. 

Participation in a demonstration, even if the protest is not entirely “peaceful” and includes 

riots or disturbances, does not constitute an act of hostility or direct endangerment of life, in 

and of itself, that can be responded to with live fire. There is no doubt that the great number 

of injuries and loss of life near the fence could have been avoided had the rules of 

engagement been dictated by international law rather than a desire to quash protest.  

For more than 10 years, residents of Gaza have lived under excessively harsh restrictions on 

movement, made possible by Israel’s closure of the Strip’s land, sea and air space. The 

restrictions have harmed the functioning of civilian infrastructure and the delivery of 

essential services such as the regular supply of potable water and electricity, and sewage 

treatment. A daily reality unbearable by any reasonable standards has been compounded by 

the impact of three devastating military operations.  

Israel imposes a highly restrictive permit regime on Gaza residents. Israel decides who and 

what enters and exits Gaza, and when. Israel has also deliberately deepened the divide 

between the two parts of the Palestinian territory, in an effort to isolate the Strip and induce 

its status as a distinct entity. The results are a distorted economy, families torn apart, 

deficient medical services, and blocked potential. The rift between the Palestinian factions 

and the sanctions imposed by both these parties exacerbate the dire situation, as does the 

prolonged closure of the Rafah border crossing by Egypt, which intensifies the hardships 

caused by the Israeli-imposed closure. Gaza residents have hovered on the brink of 

humanitarian disaster for too long, mired in a reality that offers little hope for the future. 

The protests on the border are in part intended to call the world’s attention to this bleak 

reality, and compel a solution.  

A comprehensive, sustainable solution to the situation can only be reached by ending the 

occupation. In the meantime, there is no justification for the suffocating permit regime and 

arbitrary, sweeping restrictions on movement imposed on the Strip. Gaza’s predominantly 

young population is educated, ambitious, and brimming with potential. The demonization of 

the two million residents of the Strip as a whole, and their portrayal as terrorists is a 
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maddening act of incitement, a desperate attempt to conceal the failure of Israel’s policy on 

Gaza, behind which there is no long-term strategy.  

The deterioration of living conditions in Gaza is the calculated consequence of a deliberate 

policy. The ever-widening disparity between the needs of the civilian population in the Strip 

and the resources at their disposal is neither the result of divine decree nor a natural 

disaster. Despite the many measures that could be taken to alleviate the situation, steps 

keep being taken to make matters worse: 

 

 Following the unprecedented devastation of Israel’s 2014 military operation in Gaza, 

Israel announced certain, if relatively minor, changes to restrictions on movement of 

goods and people. In 2015 and 2016, there was a subsequent rise in the numbers of 

exits at Erez Crossing, even though the criteria for submitting permit requests did 

not change substantially and continued to include mainly medical cases, business 

people and merchants, as well as other “exceptional humanitarian circumstances” 

(funerals, deathbed visits or weddings of immediate relatives). Last year, 2017, saw 

an alarming change, with the numbers of exits of Palestinians dropping by half; the 

rate of approvals for exit of medical patients in need of care unavailable in the Strip 

falling from 93% in 2012 to 54% in 2017, and; the number of traders holding valid 

permits dropping by 85% between December 2015 and December 2017. 

 

 The state of civilian infrastructure in Gaza is unfathomable. Decades of neglect 

followed by deliberate obstruction of development have caused an ever-widening 

gap between the capacity of civilian infrastructure and demand on the ground. For 

example, the amount of electricity Gaza residents purchase from Israel has not 

changed, the local power plant operates on expensive diesel (the cost of which has 

caused continuous friction between the rival Palestinian factions), and power lines 

from Egypt offer limited supply and are unstable. Even when the system runs at its 

full capacity, it only meets half of actual demand. Water supply to homes is 

unpotable and intermittent. A million liters of mostly untreated sewage is poured 

into the sea, daily. A complex set of rules and regulations enforced by Israel stymie 

the efforts of local officials and international organizations working in Gaza to obtain 

needed equipment and spare parts. We note cases where critical items like 

generators and cranes were held up for years before their entrance was approved. 

 

 Following Operation Protective Edge, Israel ostensibly removed some of the 

sweeping restrictions on the marketing of Gaza-grown and produced goods to their 

once traditional markets in the West Bank and Israel. Yet Israel continues to control 

what, how much, when and where each kind of product can be sold. Partly as a 

result, the unemployment rate in 2017 was 44%, while among young people (aged 

15-29) it was 61%. Prevented from seeking work outside of Gaza and with a stifled 

economy in the Strip, residents there find themselves in perpetual survival mode, 

averting a larger crisis only due to humanitarian aid and with little hope for the 

future.  
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