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Israel’s violations against residents of the Gaza Strip

The Gaza Strip, home to 1.9 million people?, has been under an air, land, and sea blockade
imposed by Israel since 2007. Israel allows very limited movement in and out of the Gaza
Strip and the majority of raw material necessary for construction is banned-? The movement
of people in and out is extremely difficult, and only specific groups of people are allowed to
travel, often to receive medical treatment outside of Gaza.

While Israel as an occupying power has several legal responsibilities, among which are the
responsibilities not to impose collective punishment and ensure a sufficient level of public
health to the occupied population, it fails to meet a great part of its obligations. The blockade
does constitute a form of collective punishment, illegal under international humanitarian law
according to the Hague Regulations, the Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions, and their
First Additional Protocol.?

The blockade however is not the only challenge that Palestinian in Gaza face. In 2008 and
2012 and 2014 the Gaza strip suffered three heavy Israeli attacks. The Israeli government’s
justification being that they are responses to rockets fired from Gaza into Israel. However,
the response of the lIsraeli military was disproportionate and unnecessary, as well as
indiscriminate, breaking many rules of international law, including articles 51 and 57 of the
First Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions.* The number of civilian casualties were
1400 in 2008, 170 in 2012, and 2200 in 20145. In total, 926 children were killed, and more
than 22 thousand people are still internally displaced personsé. Unfortunately, the
international community and the United Nations have failed to take any serious measures to
stop such actions by the Israeli government and the Israeli military still acts with impunity.

On the 30" of March 2018, on the occasion of Land Day, residents of the Gaza Strip started
‘the Great March of Return’. The peaceful demonstrations are an expression of Gazan
residents’ claim to the right of return of Palestinian refugees, which number 1.4 million in
the Gaza strip. Additionally, it is a formulation of the Gazans demand to lift the Israeli
blockade on the Gaza strip.

The protests highlight the impact the blockade has on the daily lives of Gazans. Today, the
unemployment rate in Gaza is close to 50% according to the World Bank” and the poverty
rate in 2017 was 53%.8 The severe restrictions imposed by Israel on the movement of goods
and people also led to a deep shortage in services in the Gaza Strip; electricity worked for an
average of 5 hours a day up until October 2018; and 90% of the population in Gaza needs to
buy water as piped water is unfit for human consumption.®
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What makes the situation worse is the increasing challenges that meet the United Nations
Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). The recent
cuts by the United States, on the funding of the UNRWA made it more difficult for the
Agency to provide vital services to refugees, which constitute 75% percent of the population
in Gaza, such as education and health care®. As a consequence, the Gaza strip witnesses
rising rates of poverty and unemployment, and a dying economy. According to the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the Gaza strip would be
uninhabitable by 2020.1

The response of the Israeli military to the Great March of Return

What the Palestinian Return Centre (PRC) wishes to highlight is the response of the Israeli
military to the Great March of Return. During the period between the beginning of the
demonstration in March 2018 and the beginning of February 2019, more than 250 people
were Killed by the Israeli military, including more than 50 children*> and more than 27,000
were injured, including more than 6,000 with live ammunition.*?

The argument made by the Israeli official authorities is that the Great March was organized
by Hamas and does not constitute a peaceful demonstration. However, research conducted
by a number of organizations and media agencies, have found that the demonstrations were
not organized by Hamas but by the Great Return March coordination committee.'* The
organizers of the March repeatedly stated that the demonstrations were intended to be
peaceful .t

This did not stop the Israeli military from shooting at unarmed protesters who did not pose
any immediate threat. 1® Moreover, the Israeli military killed 3 medical staff between the start
of the demonstrations and mid-January 2019, and injured 617 others, with a total of 94
ambulances damaged. The systematic targeting of medical personnel is a violation of Articles
12 and 15 of the First Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions'™8, and constitutes a
war crime according to Article 8 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.®

Additionally, the right of the Palestinian people to freedom of assembly, the right of freedom
of opinion and expression, both ensured by the International Bill of Rights, and the right to
life, enshrined in the UDHR and ICCPR, are all being wilfully and systematically violated
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by the Israeli authorities, while there is no necessity that requires such an extent of violations.
Most importantly, the Israeli measures impede on the right of the Palestinian people to self-
determination.

In an attempt to hold perpetrators of international law violations accountable, an independent
commission was created by the Human Rights Council (HRC) to investigate violations of
international human rights and humanitarian laws in the occupied Palestinian territories with
a focus on the Great March of Return.?’ However, the Israeli authorities refuse to investigate
violations committed by the Israeli military and continue to act with flagrant impunity. As of
November 2018, only three criminal investigations were ordered by the Israeli military
advocate general, for the killing of three Palestinians.?

The situation at the Gaza-Israel fence is not expected to improve, as the latest reports show
that there have been more than 500 hundred injuries, and a man, a woman, and a child were
killed, while two people died from previous injuries, between the beginning of January and
the beginning of February 2019 alone.??

Conclusion:

The continuous violations of international law by the state of Israel, and its complete
disregard to its international legal obligations both as a sovereign state and as an occupying
power, brought the lives of population of the Gaza strip to a critical level. While the
demonstrations intend to carry the voices of around two million Palestinians in Gaza the
Israeli repression of those demonstrations is simply unacceptable.

The attacks of the Israeli authorities on the Great March of Return is not simply an attempt
to demotivate tens of thousands of Palestinians from exercising their rights, but also a move
to make it clear that it has no intention of easing or lifting the blockade on the Gaza strip,
leaving two million Palestinians living in harsh conditions in an open-air prison.

The PRC calls on the HRC and the international community to take the necessary measures
towards the state of Israel, in order to ensure its compliance with its international legal
obligations. It also calls on the state of Israel to immediately stop its gross and systematic
violations of human rights targeting Palestinian protesters in Gaza.

The PRC welcomes the efforts of the HRC in creating a commission of inquiry on the issue,
but stresses the importance of holding the state of Israel accountable for its crimes and taking
effective actions to ensure the non-continuation of its traditional impunity. The PRC also
highlights the right of victims of human rights violations to remedy, and hopes that this right
be at least acknowledged. An important step towards the improvement of hundreds of
thousands of lives in the Gaza strip is enforcing and the rule of international law, and ensuring
that no crimes targeting any population, including the Palestinian population, go unpunished.
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