Irish UN chief leaves Gaza, heads for New York
By Brian Fitzpatrick
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Irishman John Ging, previously head of the UN’s Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) operation in Gaza, is leaving his position to take on the role of director of operations at the UN Office for Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in New York.
A former Irish army captain and a qualified barrister, Ging’s new role will see him take charge of the mobilization of humanitarian responses to global disasters and emergencies. He has worked in Gaza since February 2006, with his relocation coming about due to the UN’s policy of rotating senior personnel after five years.
The Portlaoise, Co. Laois native, an outspoken critic of Israeli government policy in Gaza, has become known as the voice of the UN in the besieged strip. He previously described the Israeli blockade as a “medieval siege,” and has survived numerous Israeli military strikes on the territory, including when IDF artillery shells struck and set fire to the UN compound in January of 2009.
Speaking on RTE Radio’s Morning Ireland, Ging said that events such as the summer’s Freedom Flotilla had helped to shed light on the plight of the people of Gaza, but that such positive change “needs to be much larger in terms of its impact.”
Asked what his abiding memory of Gaza will be, he said: “What stands out for me is the dignity and humanity of the people [but also] the tragedy and travesty of their mischaracterization. The label of terrorism is often used when Gaza is mentioned, but the truth is something completely different. It’s a propaganda conflict as much as anything else; the truth is a victim.”
Ging said he is heartened by the number of European foreign ministers who have taken the time to visit Gaza recently, saying that “seeing is believing.” He added that he was honored by the confidence shown in him by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, and said that although he was headed for New York, Gaza would remain firmly within his portfolio, as the OCHA has a presence there.
It has been announced that the head of UNRWA operations in the West Bank, Barbara Shenstone, will also leave her post after four years’ service. Commenting on the news, UNRWA Commissioner-General Filippo Grandi said of the pair:
“Barbara and John have made exceptional contributions to UNRWA’s work under the most difficult circumstances: their commitment to ensuring the quality of UNRWA services has been extraordinary; their advocacy in support of rights has been outstanding – be it amidst heavy bombardment in Gaza during armed conflict or in responding to the abysmal rights abuses in the occupied West Bank.”
With replacements yet to be announced, the departure of two senior officials leaves a huge void within the UNRWA, which provides some 1.8 million Palestinians with education, health care and basic food supplies.
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