UNRWA emergency appeal progress report, Jan – Jun 2008


Introduction 

The first half of 2008 saw further deterioration in living conditions across much of the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt), despite the resumption of negotiations between the parties to the conflict following the November 2007 Annapolis Conference and their stated determination to conclude a comprehensive peace agreement by the end of the year. 

The Gaza Strip remained subject to a tight Israeli blockade, resulting in unprecedented levels of poverty and unemployment, degradation of already stuttering public services and the continued paralysis of the formal private sector. Provision of basic services, including education and health care, was further undermined by ongoing internal Palestinian political divisions. In the West Bank, hopes of recovery were stifled by deteriorating access conditions, as evidenced by increased numbers of Israeli checkpoints and obstacles to movement, notwithstanding improvements in some areas. 

Levels of violence, both Israeli-Palestinian and internal, also remained high, particularly in Gaza, whilst a growing pattern of internal displacement was recorded in the West Bank, due to the continued construction of the Barrier, expansion of settlements, house demolitions, eviction orders and permit restrictions. 

The Palestinian economy showed no signs of recovery from the international embargo that was lifted in mid-2007. Real Gross Domestic Product for 2007 was virtually unchanged from 2006, itself a year of severe economic regression; preliminary data for the first half of 2008 from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) points to further economic contraction. Unemployment levels in both Gaza and West Bank, already high by regional and international standards, continued to climb. Using the broad definition of employment, 30.2% of the oPt labour force was unemployed between January – June 2008. Rates were higher in Gaza (42.3%) than in the West Bank (24.45%) and exceeded those recorded during the parallel period in 2007. 

Across the oPt as a whole, refugees continued to bear the brunt of the unemployment crisis, with levels of joblessness that averaged 5.5% higher than for non-refugee Palestinians between January and June 2008. PCBS data also indicated that unemployment remained higher in camps than in urban or rural areas. 

The protracted socio-economic malaise was reflected in national poverty data for 2007, released during the reporting period. The results of the PCBS expenditure and consumption survey for 2007 indicated further increases in the number of poor Palestinian households, with around 1.3 million Palestinians below the consumption poverty line and therefore lacking the some of the material requirements for a minimally dignified life. An estimated 30.3% of Palestinian households and 35.4% of individuals were below the poverty line on a post-assistance basis. Around one in five households was living in deep poverty, unable to meet basic needs of food, clothing and housing, despite large scale and well targeted assistance programmes. In Gaza, poverty continued to rise, affecting more than 50% of the population, whilst rates in the West Bank decreased, although data points to a rising incidence of refugee poverty there during 2007. 

Vulnerable Palestinian households came under further pressure as a result of rapid rises in fuel and food commodity prices during the first half of the year. According to PCBS, the consumer price index for food increased by 28% in Gaza and 21.4% in the West Bank between July 2007 and June 2008, forcing increased numbers of Palestinians to seek relief assistance, including from UNRWA. The Agency faced a spike in demand for food assistance in early 2008 in the West Bank and revised its food rolls accordingly. Meanwhile, a rapid food security survey conducted jointly by FAO, UNRWA and WFP in April 2008 pointed to further declines in food security levels. Findings showed that rates of food insecurity amongst Palestinian households had risen from 36% in 2006 to 38% in 2008, with an additional 14% of households identified as being at risk. 

The Israeli-enforced blockade on Gaza led to further reductions in imports of essential supplies to Gaza's 1.4 million residents, including food, fuel and medical supplies. This exacerbated an already fragile situation and led to a major fuel crisis, as well as high inflation and widespread shortages of goods. Residents faced daily power cuts and rationing of supplies, whilst water and health providers were often forced to rely on back-up generators. Unable to treat sewage, the Coastal Municipalities Water Utility estimated that each day around 70 million litres of untreated and partially treated sewage was entering the sea, prompting fears of a public health emergency. Many elective and non-emergency surgeries at Gaza hospitals were also put on hold, whilst for its part, UNRWA was forced to suspend its food and environmental health operations for four days during the reporting period. 

There was also an escalation in Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the first half of 2008, particularly in Gaza, where IDF military operations, including incursions and air attacks intensified, as did Palestinian rocket fire. Between January – June, OCHA estimate that 422 Palestinians in the oPt were killed in direct conflict related incidents, including 75 children, whilst a further 1,405 Palestinians were injured, including 287 children. There was an almost threefold increase in Palestinian conflict related deaths compared to the parallel period in 2007 and a 50% reduction in injuries. During the same period, 25 Israelis were killed in conflict related incidents and a further 194 injured. In addition, 44 Palestinians were killed in internal fighting and 247 injured, far fewer than during the parallel period in 2007. 

Around 80% of all Palestinian deaths and 60% of injuries were in Gaza, although levels of violence dropped considerably towards the end of the reporting period after Palestinian factions in Gaza agreed on a tahdiyeh, or temporary ceasefire, with Israel, which also prompted a slight relaxation of restrictions on imports. Overall, however, the closure regime remained largely unchanged. 

UNRWA revised its 2008 Emergency Appeal budget from $237m to $262m as part of the CAP Mid-Year Review process, in response to rapid escalation in food and operational costs. By the end of June 2008 the Agency had received pledges for $145.8 million, or 56% of total financial requirements for the 2008 revised Emergency Appeal. 

