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Cover Photo: Palestinian men walk in front of a mural painted on a wall of the headquarters of 
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) in Gaza City on October 2, 2018, closed in 
protest against job cuts announced by the UNRWA. (SAID KHATIB/AFP/Getty Images)
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SINCE DECEMBER 2017 ,  var ious of f ic ia ls  and pol icymakers 
even outs ide of  the Uni ted States have requested that  the 
Trump administ rat ion reverse i ts  decis ion to el iminate U.S. 

ass istance to Palest in ians.  The fo l lowing t imel ine highl ights 
some s igni f icant  moments . 

S u m m a r y
In August 2018, the Trump administration slashed more than half a billion dollars in U.S. assis-
tance to Palestinians. Its first target was the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), the main provider of relief, development, and protec-
tion services for Palestinians in need across the region.1 The administration also ended bilateral 
humanitarian and development assistance for Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. The im-
pact of these cuts will be significant, especially in Gaza, where the population largely relies on 
the UN for basic services, and humanitarian indicators have been in steep decline for months. 

The Trump administration cut aid to the Palestinians in an effort to bring pressure to bear on 
the Palestinian leadership to re-engage in a faltering peace process with Israel. In doing so, it 
explicitly broke with decades of bipartisan consensus on an important principle of U.S. foreign 
policy—that humanitarian aid should be provided on the basis of need, not politics. This prin-
ciple has been defended by the United States on many occasions, including in the multilateral 
“Good Humanitarian Donorship Principles” first endorsed by the administration of George W. 
Bush.2 To be sure, application of this principle by the United States has been imperfect over 
time. But by so clearly and vocally politicizing relief in this case, President Trump has raised 
concerns that all U.S. humanitarian assistance is now potentially subject to this kind of political 
conditionality. 

Humanitarian assistance is of course voluntary, but when it is provided, it should adhere to the 
principles (among others) of impartiality and independence―that is, it must be based on need 
and must be autonomous from U.S. political objectives with respect to Palestinian political lead-
ers. Rescinding such aid based on political factors does violence to these critical principles. It 
will also have a dramatic and negative impact on Palestinian civilians.

Some in U.S. policymaking circles argue that the situation in Gaza has been so bad for so long 
that it cannot get any worse. Tragically, this is not the case. This flawed contention is too often 
followed by a reassurance that Gazans are so resilient that they will get through anything. But 
the time has come to face facts. In Gaza, conditions are indeed getting worse. The first section 
of this report will assess this trend and the potential impact of the U.S aid cuts in key sectors, 
including food security, health care, education, and livelihoods.

1.  UNRWA has five areas of operation where there are significant populations of Palestine refugees: Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Syria, and the West Bank.
2.  “24 Principles and Good Practice of Humanitarian Donorship,” Good Humanitarian Donorship [initiative], June 2003, https://
www.ghdinitiative.org/ghd/gns/principles-good-practice-of-ghd/principles-good-practice-ghd.html. 

T i m e l i n e :  U . S .  F u n d i n g  c u t s  f o r  Pa l e s t i n i a n s
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The second section explores key historical factors likely to amplify the pain caused by the  
reduction in funding. Decades of occupation by Israel have left the Occupied Palestinian  
Territory (OPT)―Gaza and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem―in need of significant 
international assistance to maintain public services. In addition, for more than a decade, Gaza 
has been subject to a socio-economic blockade that has exacerbated humanitarian need and 
impeded economic development. Although food and some medicines can usually get through, 
commodities like building materials that qualify as dual use3 items often are prohibited. Today, 
some 2 million people are effectively trapped in a space of 140 square miles without reliable 
access to clean water, sufficient food, adequate medical care―including the ability to leave the 
territory to receive life-saving treatment not available in Gaza―or the ability to make a living. 
International humanitarian assistance therefore provides Gazans with a lifeline.

On a recent field mission in the region, the Refugees International (RI) team was denied permis-
sion to enter Gaza but held interviews from Jerusalem with residents and aid providers in the 
territory. The team repeatedly heard from those who live and work inside Gaza that conditions 
impacting social and economic well-being―health, education, employment―are the worst they 
have ever been. In many cases, these conditions are life-threatening, and experts and others  
interviewed by RI expect them to degrade further. Most alarmingly, there was general agree-
ment that each time Gaza has been hit by a shock in recent years―be it economic, humanitarian 
or political—its recovery has been slower and less complete. Put simply, Gaza is losing resil-
ience with each crisis. That loss has led to new lows in living conditions and hope for the future.

3. The term “dual use” refers to items normally civilian in nature but that could possibly be turned to military use. Among them, 
the government of Israel has indicated “water disinfection materials” and “concrete blocks” may not be brought into Gaza. 
The full list is available at http://www.cogat.mod.gov.il/en/services/Documents/List%20of%20Dual%20Use%20Items%20Re-
quiring%20a%20Transfer%20License.pdf.

D e c e m b e r  2 0 1 7

DECEMBER 7,  2017:  The U.S.  Department of  State and UNRWA renew their 
Framework for  Cooperat ion ( in  ef fect  s ince 2005)  for  2018-2019.  The agreement 

inc ludes acknowledgement that  “Ongoing UNRWA reform in i t ia t ives have improved 
management capaci ty,  increased program qual i ty  and ef f ic iency,  and increased 

f inancia l  susta inabi l i ty  and accountabi l i ty  of  the Agency.”
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JANUARY 4,  2018:  Former spokesperson 
for  Israel  Defense Forces ( IDF)  wr i tes 

that  U.S.  wi thdrawal  of  UNRWA funding 
would hurt  the most  vulnerable Palest in ian 

c iv i l ians and decrease Israel ’s  secur i ty.

R e c o m m e n d at i o n s
• The Trump administration must cease using funding for humanitarian programs to  

Palestinians as political leverage. 
• The U.S. government must restore its annual contribution to UNRWA, including the funding 

withheld in 2018, because urgent humanitarian needs remain and are escalating. The  
contribution should remain at least at the pre-existing level.

• The U.S. government must restore its bilateral assistance to projects in the OPT, some of 
which serve critical humanitarian objectives, including the funding withheld in FY2018. 

• U.S. congressional appropriators and the relevant subcommittees must restore all  
humanitarian and development assistance to the OPT, including earmarking funds for OPT 
projects in the FY2019 budget.

• The government of Israel must allow and facilitate the free flow of people and goods in 
and out of Gaza, subject to reasonable security restrictions. In particular, patients who need 
life-saving medical assistance outside of Gaza should be expedited for travel. Traders and 
day laborers must also be able to leave and enter Gaza to pursue their livelihoods.

• The government of Israel, in conjunction with the Palestinian National Authority (PA), must 
amend the dual use lists that apply to Gaza so that rebuilding and reconstruction can occur.

• The Gulf countries—particularly those that have been supportive of addressing humanitari-
an needs in the OPT—must prioritize the humanitarian response in Gaza in their own foreign 
assistance policies and practices. They must commit to multiyear financing for UNRWA as 
well as projects that restore the economy in Gaza and create livelihood opportunities.  

J a n u a r y  2 0 1 8
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JANUARY 16,  2018:  The USG holds back $65 mi l l ion of  a 
planned $120 mi l l ion contr ibut ion to UNRWA for  2018.  An 

addi t ional  $290 mi l l ion—the remaining funds for  the year ’s 
p lanned contr ibut ion—are f rozen whi le the USG conducts a 

review of  a l l  i ts  foreign assistance to Palest in ians.

PA R T  O N E : 
H u m a n i ta r i a n  F u n d i n g

B a c k g r o u n d
From its creation in 1994 as part of the Oslo 
Accords and the related peace process until 
the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas’s take-
over of Gaza, the Palestinian National Author-
ity (PA) governed the areas of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory (OPT) that were not 
specifically under Israel’s control. Based in 
Ramallah, the PA was meant to be an interim 
authority for five years, at which point a long-
hoped-for final status would be negotiated for 
the territory. Twenty-four years later, negoti-
ations have yet to be concluded and the PA 
remains in place.

In 2007, an electoral victory brought Hamas 
to power in Gaza. For most of the subsequent 
period, Hamas and the PA have been in direct 
opposition to each other, at times engaging 
in violent conflict. Hamas―considered the de 
facto authority in Gaza―remains dependent 
on the PA for some of its finances. The PA, in 
turn, has sometimes withheld these payments 
as a punitive measure against Hamas. Since 
2017, for example, the PA has declined to pay 
for Gaza’s portion of electricity from Israel 
and has enacted a series of salary cuts for its 
employees in Gaza. Both moves have con-
tributed to the economic decline and collapse 
of services in the territory.

 

After Hamas took power, Israel established 
a land, sea, and air blockade of Gaza, result-
ing in severe development and humanitarian 
consequences over the years. The blockade 
has impeded the ability of the population of 
Gaza to develop economic self-sufficiency 
and prevented robust reconstruction after 
each of several wars. Repeated closings of 
border crossings periodically prevent com-
mercial goods, development materials, and 
humanitarian aid―including food and med-
icine―from entering Gaza predictably. The 
same closings stop Gaza’s products from 
being exported to international markets and 
limit people’s ability to work outside its ter-
ritory. Very ill patients are often barred from 
leaving Gaza to seek life-saving treatment 
elsewhere. Many people cannot visit family 
members and friends, even for important life 
events like weddings and funerals. 

Additional restrictions set and enforced by 
Israel contribute to the devastation of Ga-
za’s economic activity and people’s ability 
to support themselves. The fishing indus-
try, historically an important livelihood for 
Gazans, has been severely damaged by rules 
about how far off shore fishermen may work. 
The limit has fluctuated from as many as 20 
nautical miles to as little as three, dramatically 
reducing fishermen’s earning potential. On 
land, a buffer zone established inside Gaza 
constrains farmers’ access to previously pro-
ductive land, now also being systematically 
damaged by crop spraying along the Israeli 
border.

Humanitarian conditions in Gaza have always 
been poor, deteriorating sharply during peri-
ods of open conflict with Israel. Since March, 
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they have again begun to erode precipitous-
ly. On March 30, 2018 Palestinians began a 
planned six weeks of protests, calling for the 
right of return for Palestinians and an end to 
the 11-year blockade. The ensuing clashes 
resulted in tens of thousands of casualties4 
and a tightening of the restrictions set by the 
blockade, further limiting the flow of goods 
and people, and contributing to the humani-
tarian decline.  

4.  UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Agencies urgently require $21 million to respond to casualties in 
the Gaza strip,” September 11, 2018, https://www.ochaopt.org/content/agencies-urgently-require-21-million-respond-casual-
ties-gaza-strip.
5.  World Bank, “Economic Monitoring Report to the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee,” March 19, 2018, http://documents.worldbank.
org/curated/en/324951520906690830/pdf/124205-WP-PUBLIC-MAR14-5PM-March-2018-AHLC-Report.pdf. 
6.  Human Rights Watch, “Israel: Record-Low in Gaza Medical Permits,” February 13, 2018, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2018/02/13/israel-record-low-gaza-medical-permits.
7.  Gisha-Legal Center for Freedom of Movement, “Behind the headlines: Gisha’s analysis of the situation in Gaza,” April 12, 
2018, http://gisha.org/updates/8764.

Over time, the blockade and related restric-
tions have pushed more Gazans into poverty 
and reduced their overall self-reliance. While 
Israel argues that all of these measures have 
been required to ensure the security of its cit-
izens, numerous credible organizations, from 
the World Bank,5 to Amnesty International, to 
Human Rights Watch,6 to Israel’s Legal Center 
for Freedom of Movement7 have variously 
argued that Israel has acted in violation of 

JANUARY 24,  2018:  21  leading 
humani tar ian organizat ions send 

let ter  to Trump administ rat ion 
object ing to i ts  decis ion to wi thhold 

money f rom UNRWA.
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international humanitarian law, including by 
imposing restrictions that are punitive rather 
than necessary for the purposes of security, 
and that Israel should review and ease mea-
sures that are creating significant obstacles 
to social and economic well-being.

In practical terms, the daily effects on the 
ground have been extremely damaging to 
Palestinians and have left them unable to sur-
vive without significant international human-
itarian assistance. United Nations agencies 
and international nongovernmental organi-
zations play an essential role in providing a 
humanitarian safety net for the population.

The United Nations Relief and Works Agen-
cy for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) is the main provider of relief, de-
velopment, and protection services to the 
population of Gaza. UNRWA was established 
specifically to address the needs of displaced 
Palestinians throughout the region. The 
United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 
thus does not provide support to Palestine 
refugees unless they are in a country without 
UNRWA operations. In addition to offering 
crucial food assistance, UNRWA administers 
extensive networks of health care facilities 
and schools in Gaza. 

These networks, along with the support that 
international non-governmental organizations 
(INGOs) and local partners bring to both sec-
tors, are two of the most significant elements 
of humanitarian aid to Gaza. Gaza’s ministries 
of health and education do run services that 
complement the wider public services system 
in the OPT. However, the two-dozen primary 
health care centers and the 250-plus schools 

administered by UNRWA are indispensable to 
many individual Gazans and to the well-being 
of the authorities’ public service structures.

Unlike many other United Nations agencies, 
UNRWA also directly employs thousands of 
Palestinians as doctors, teachers, administra-
tors, and staff members to help implement 
its projects. The agency is, in fact, one of the 
major employers in Gaza, with 15,000 em-
ployees when fully staffed. Its presence has 
made an important contribution to a labor 
market where the unemployment rate is more 
than 50 percent.

“[It is] impossible to have it [UN-
RWA] end one day and think that 
some other system will just step in.”

- d o n o r  t o  U N R W A

U . S .  F u n d i n g  C u t s
The United States has been the main donor 
to UNRWA throughout its history, providing 
about one-third of its annual budget. How-
ever, the Trump administration has decided 
to slash aid to UNRWA and the Palestinians 
more broadly in an attempt to exercise lever-
age over their political leadership. In doing 
so, President Trump has broken with decades 
of bipartisan consensus on an important prin-
ciple of U.S. foreign policy―that humanitarian 

JANUARY 28,  2018:  Israel i  mi l i tary of f ic ia ls 
warn that  UNRWA must  be a l lowed to cont inue 

operat ions in the OPT to avoid a deeper 
humani tar ian cr is is  that  would hurt  the heal th , 
educat ion,  and wel fare of  Gazans in part icular.
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aid is provided on the basis of need, not poli-
tics. This principle has been defended by the 
United States on many occasions, including 
in the multilateral “Good Humanitarian Donor-
ship Principles” first endorsed by the adminis-
tration of George W. Bush.8

The Trump administration first signaled this 
shift in policy in January 2018 with the an-
nouncement that it would not give UNRWA 
the first full tranche of the U.S. annual contri-
bution. A planned $125 million was reduced 
to $60 million. The remaining $65 million, 
along with $290 million for the rest of the 
annual contribution, was put on hold while 
the United States reviewed its funding for 
UNRWA. At the same time, the president 
stated on Twitter that “with the Palestinians 
no longer willing to talk peace, why should 
we make any of these massive future pay-
ments to them?”9 Shortly thereafter, following 
a question about U.S. aid to UNRWA from 
a journalist, U.S. ambassador to the United 
Nations Nikki Haley said that “[The President] 
doesn’t want to give any additional funding 
until the Palestinians agree to come back to 
the negotiation table…”10 

8. “24 Principles and Good Practice of Humanitarian Donorship.”
9.  Donald Trump’s Twitter page, accessed October 11, 2018, https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump. 
10.  Noa Landau and Amir Tibon, “Nikki Haley: U.S. to Withhold Funding for UN Agency for Palestinian Refugees Until They 
Join Peace Process,” January 2, 2018, https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/haley-u-s-to-withhold-unrwa-funding-until-palestin-
ians-join-peace-talks-1.5630281. Also available as video: “Star Online. U.S. will Withdraw Funding if Palestinians Reject Peace 
Talks.” Filmed January 2018, video, 1:28, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QWxpSU_yq9E. 
11.  “Letter on U.S. Funding Cuts to the UN Relief Agency for Palestinians,” Refugees International, January 24, 2018, https://

“We are prepared for war, we’re 
prepared for another emergency, 
but we are not prepared for the fall 
of UNRWA.”

- N G O  s ta f f  m e m b e r  i n  J e r u s a l e m

Humanitarians were deeply concerned that 
the Trump administration was using human-
itarian assistance as a tool to compel the 
Palestinian leadership to comply with U.S. 
political desires. In a letter to U.S. officials, RI 
and others wrote as follows:

We are particularly alarmed that 
this decision impacting humanitar-
ian aid to civilians is not based on 
any assessment of need, but rather 
designed both to punish Palestinian 
political leaders and to force political 
concessions from them. This is simply 
unacceptable as a rationale for deny-
ing civilians humanitarian assistance, 
and a dangerous and striking depar-
ture from U.S. policy on international 
humanitarian assistance.11

Humanitarian assistance is of course 
voluntary, but when it is provided, it should 
adhere to the principle of impartiality and 

FEBRUARY 8,  2018:  102 members of  the U.S.  House 
of  Representat ives send let ter  to the president  urging 

cont inuat ion of  the USG’s UNRWA contr ibut ions and 
bi lateral  ass istance in order to “help meet the essent ia l 

needs of  the Palest in ian people.”

F e b r u a r y  2 0 1 8
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independence. Such aid must be based on 
need and must be autonomous from U.S. 
political objectives. Rescinding such aid 
based on political factors undercuts these 
principles and raises concerns that all U.S. 
humanitarian assistance is potentially subject 
to political conditionality. 

Analysts and policymakers soon echoed 
these sentiments, with one group declaring, 
“It is regrettable that the most basic human 
needs of millions of Palestinian refugees 
are now being used as a weapon in the 
Trump administration’s political assault on 
Palestinians.”12 Indeed, shortly after the cuts 
were announced, the U.S. president declared 
“And I’d say [to the Palestinians], you’ll get 
money, but we’re not paying you until we 
make a deal. If we don’t make a deal, we’re 
not paying.”13

The Trump administration stopped  
assistance to UNRWA completely. Other 
donors, including the United Kingdom, 
Germany, and Japan, did come forward to 
help fill the initial funding gap. In addition, 
a high-level donor meeting during the 
September 2018 UN General Assembly 
raised more than $100 million for the agency. 
With this year’s shortfall down to about $65 
million, UNRWA should be able to maintain 
most operations through the end of 2018. 
However, its financial viability in 2019 remains 

www.refugeesinternational.org/advocacy-letters-1/2018/1/24/mox9e4pu5r8c22htkiv4tdmby3uerl.
12.  Mohamed Mohamed, “Without UNRWA I Wouldn’t Be Alive Today,” Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, March/April 
2018, https://www.wrmea.org/018-march-april/trump-cuts-humanitarian-aid-to-palestinian-refugees.html.
13.  President Donald Trump, “Remarks by President Trump in Rosh Hashanah National Press Call with Jewish Faith Leaders 
and Rabbis,” White House transcript, September 6, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-presi-
dent-trump-rosh-hashanah-national-press-call-jewish-faith-leaders-rabbis/
14.  Ibid.

an open question.

In late August, the Trump administration 
announced that it would also cancel more 
than $200 million in bilateral aid from the 
Economic Support Fund (ESF) account for 
the OPT and redirect that funding to projects 
elsewhere. In addition to having the side 
effect of supporting some humanitarian 
objectives, the ESF funding included money 
for economic development, governance, 
infrastructure, and service delivery. However, 
given Gaza’s collapsing economy, cuts in 
these areas are liable to have significant 
humanitarian consequences. In total, the 
United States has thus removed more than 
half a billion dollars in support to Palestinians 
in its attempt “to use funds to pressure the 
Palestinians to make a deal.”14  

As urgent humanitarian needs continue to 
escalate, the U.S. government must restore 
its bilateral assistance to projects in the 
OPT and its annual contribution to UNRWA, 
including the funding withheld in 2018. 
U.S. congressional appropriators and the 
relevant subcommittees must restore bilateral 
assistance at least to its current levels and 
include earmarking funds for OPT projects 
in the FY19 budget. Last, but certainly not 
least, the Trump administration must cease 
using funding for humanitarian programs to 
Palestinians as political leverage. 

MARCH 30,  2018:  Palest in ians in Gaza begin the Great  March 
of  Return,  a ser ies of  events and protests—slated to end March 

15—focused on Palest in ians’  r ight  of  return to their  or ig inal 
lands and l i f t ing the 1 1 -year b lockade of  Gaza.  Israel  k i l ls 

dozens and wounds thousands in i ts  response.

M a r c h  2 0 1 8
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A n t i c i pat e d 
H u m a n i ta r i a n  I m pa c t 
o f  U . S .  F u n d i n g  C u t s

“You know how you kill people in Gaza? Cut 
the budgets.”

- s ta f f  m e m b e r  o f  N G O  w i t h  
o p e r at i o n s  i n  G a z a

The humanitarian principles referenced 
above are not simply theoretical. They under-
gird a global system designed to prevent the 
extreme suffering of innocent civilians during 
conflicts and of survivors during natural di-
sasters. Violation of those principles and the 
resulting U.S. funding cuts will have dramatic 
effects.

The cessation of U.S. aid to Palestinians will 
only further shrink a humanitarian support 
system already lagging far behind needs. The 
cuts will, of course, affect vulnerable people 
in all of UNRWA’s areas of operation. Howev-
er, Gaza arguably will suffer the most dra-
matic impact. It has the greatest number of 
students in UNRWA schools and the largest 
number of patients served by UNRWA health 

15.  Numbers used are from UNRWA country-specific information, https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work. 
16.  Marina Wes, “Cash-Strapped Gaza and an Economy in Collapse Put Palestinian Basic Needs at Risk,” World Bank press 
release, September 25, 2018,
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/09/25/cash-strapped-gaza-and-an-economy-in-collapse-put-palestin-
ian-basic-needs-at-risk.

clinics, with 4 million annual visits.15 As  
UNRWA becomes unable to maintain this 
level of support, Gazans will increasingly 
need to turn to other humanitarian organiza-
tions that are themselves overstretched and 
perpetually underfunded. 

Already, implementing partners are reducing 
staff, cutting back programs, and eliminat-
ing services. Local NGOs are terminating 
programs. INGOs are planning for far less 
capacity in the near future, creating expec-
tations that the humanitarian crisis will grow. 
Everyone with whom RI spoke on mission 
expressed fear that Gaza was losing its 
resilience with each crisis and that this latest 
humanitarian blow could be a tipping point.

A recent World Bank report on Gaza’s econo-
my summarized the situation as follows: 

“The economic and social situation 
in Gaza has been declining for over 
a decade but has deteriorated expo-
nentially in recent months and has 
reached a critical point. Increased 
frustration is feeding into the in-
creased tensions which have already 
started spilling over into unrest and 
setting back the human development 
of the region’s large youth popula-
tion.”16

 

MAY 11 ,  2018:  13 U.S.  Senators send let ter  to Secretary 
of  State Pompeo request ing the administ rat ion take 
immediate act ion to a l lev iate the humani tar ian cr is is 

in  Gaza through releasing f rozen UNRWA funding and 
boost ing Gaza’s economy.

M ay  2 0 1 8
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For the past year, the humanitarian indicators 
for Gaza have been in steady decline. The 
overall situation is grim: 1 million people rely 
on food assistance, most of the water supply 
is not potable, and the health care system is 
near collapse. Funding for the humanitarian 
response is at an all-time low, and the Unit-
ed Nations has described the situation as 
“an unprecedented humanitarian crisis” for 
Gaza.17 

Less quantifiable, but equally important, is 
the fading of Gazans’ hope for the future. 

17.  UNOCHA, “Gaza Strip: Early Warning Indicators – September 2018,” October 19, 2018, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.
int/files/resources/early_warning_indicator_17_10_2018.pdf. 

Every meeting RI held on its field mission 
touched upon or discussed at length the 
hopelessness brought on by the latest 
funding cuts. Interlocutors told RI that the 
desperation felt in Gaza was taking on a more 
permanent quality. Despite poor conditions 
in the past, people had held out some hope 
for a better future. Now, with the withdrawal 
of U.S. assistance and the closure of aid 
programs, RI was told that many Gazans feel 
they have nothing left to lose.

MAY 14,  2018:  U.S. 
embassy of f ic ia l ly  re located 

to Jerusalem. Protests by 
Palest in ians cont inue for  a 

seventh week.

A Palestinian boy carries bottles of oil distributed at UNRWA’s aid distribution center in Rafah in the south-
ern Gaza Strip. (AFP PHOTO / SAID KHATIB)
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“When the march to the fence began, people 
were saying there was no difference between 
living and dying, so it was no big deal to get 
shot.”

- s ta f f  m e m b e r  o f  N G O  w i t h  
o p e r at i o n s  i n  G a z a

Food Security
Any cuts to the UNRWA food assistance 
program will have significant implications 
for food security in Gaza. UNRWA currently 
feeds roughly 1 million people in Gaza, and 
the World Food Program (WFP)—funded 
largely by international donors, including the 
United States—helps another quarter of a 
million. This equates to about 80 percent of 
Gaza’s population. Although food products 
generally are available in Gaza because they 
are allowed through the blockade, the pop-
ulation’s weak purchasing power means that 
in practice, more and more people need help 
feeding their families. 

The restrictions on fishing and agriculture 
have reduced the amount of food Gaza pro-
duces on its own, and export limitations have 
further stifled incomes. As mentioned above, 
the urgent fundraising for UNRWA that took 
place during the UN General Assembly has 
helped mitigate the effects of the loss of U.S. 

18.  UNOCHA, “Humanitarian Needs Overview 2018: Occupied Palestinian Territory,” November 2017, https://reliefweb.int/
sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/hno_20_12_2017_final.pdf.
19.  UNOCHA, “53 per cent of Palestinians in Gaza live in poverty, despite humanitarian assistance,” The Monthly Humanitari-
an Bulletin, May 2018, June 5, 2018, https://www.ochaopt.org/content/monthly-humanitarian-bulletin-may-2018. 

government contributions for the next few 
months; however, at the beginning of 2019, 
that gap will open again.

In November 2017, the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
noted in its assessment document for 2018 
that about 40 percent of households in Gaza 
were food insecure.18Although hard numbers 
for the current year are not yet available, 
OCHA has pointed out that food insecurity in 
Gaza is driven by poverty rather than the un-
availability of food items.19 It is thus likely that 
as the poverty rate increases, food insecurity 
will rise along with it, making food assistance 
even more critical.

Health Care
Support for the health system in Gaza from 
UNRWA, INGOs, and their partners helps 
provide medical care to many people who 
might otherwise have none at all. Every 
year, the majority of medical interventions in 
Gaza—close to 4 million―happen in UNRWA’s 
health clinics alone. When the protests began 
last March, tens of thousands of casualties 
poured into medical facilities. The system 
was so overwhelmed that a number of prima-
ry care centers and hospitals had to resort 
to providing trauma care only because they 
lacked sufficient personnel and supplies to 
continue addressing daily needs in addition 
to the influx of wounded. Facilities run by the 
local Ministry of Health, already unable to 

JUNE 28,  2018:  Foreign Af fa i rs  Commit tee of  the U.S. 
House of  Representat ives considers H.R.  5898,  a bi l l 

requir ing the Trump administ rat ion to submit  s t rategies 
for  funding and pol icy towards UNRWA and for  b i latera l 

ass istance to the West  Bank and Gaza.

J u n e  2 0 1 8
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keep up with existing needs, simply could not 
accommodate the thousands of additional 
patients in such a short period of time. 

A number of INGO-supported clinics became 
emergency facilities for those injured during 
the protests. Unfortunately, many patients 
had to be released before they were fully re-
covered to free up physicians and space for 
incoming patients. Multiple health care pro-
viders in Gaza told RI about the huge num-
bers of amputations performed when medical 
centers did not have the ability to undertake 
more nuanced operations. They were also 
deeply concerned about the future health 
problems that would inevitably arise because 

people could not get adequate aftercare.

With this general lack of capacity—emergen-
cy or otherwise—in the health care system in 
Gaza, UNRWA’s clinics are essential to make 
sure residents can access routine primary 
care, including vaccinations and first aid, 
in addition to more complex procedures in 
hospitals both inside and outside the territory. 
A lack of equipment and trained staff re-
quires some patients to travel externally to be 
treated for serious illnesses, such as cancer, 
though in practice many of them are refused 
exit under the limitations of the blockade. The 
government of Israel should accelerate and 
expand the granting of exit and re-entry per-

JULY 11 ,  2018:  Nine members of  the HFAC Middle 
East  subcommit tee send let ter  to President  Trump 

request ing t ransparency on OPT assistance 
review process and release of  a l l  funds being 

held dur ing review.

J u ly  2 0 1 8

Empty shelves of medicines in Shifa Hospital in Gaza, Palestine, on May 11, 2017.  (Photo by Momen Faiz/
NurPhoto via Getty Images)
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mits for patients who need life-saving medical 
assistance outside of Gaza. If UNRWA’s pri-
mary care clinics in Gaza can no longer offer 
the 4 million annual consultations it currently 
holds, people will be forced to go to the al-
ready ill-equipped hospitals for routine care, 
further burdening a system that cannot keep 
up with life-threatening needs.

Education
UNRWA schools in Gaza opened on schedule 
in September, but it is unclear whether they 
can remain in service beyond the end of the 
year. If UNRWA’s schools in Gaza close down, 
almost 250,000 children would need alterna-
tives to replace the education they currently 
receive. Although education, particularly for 
young children, is a standard part of human-
itarian interventions, it is important to note 
that in Gaza it also functions as an essential 
element of recovery and long-term well-be-
ing. The above-mentioned World Bank report 
on Gaza specifies that, “One immediate ob-
jective is to ensure a continuation of service 
delivery such as energy, water, education 
and health, as these are critical to both the 
livelihood of the people and as an input to 
production.”20 

One aid provider described how, in the 
absence of material assets, Gazans instead 
invest in their children’s education. Elimi-
nating the promise of this opportunity will 
likely create great instability. With the youth 
unemployment rate as high as 65 percent, a 

20.  “Economic Monitoring Report to the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee, World Bank,” September 27, 2018, http://documents.
worldbank.org/curated/en/413851537281565349/pdf/129986-REVISED-World-Bank-Sept-2018-AHLC-Report-final.pdf. 
21.  Ibid.

reduction in educational opportunities would 
mean more young people with less hope for 
the future, only adding to long-standing pop-
ular discontent.

Employment 
The World Bank report specifically notes 
that, “In the wake of a collapsing economy in 
Gaza, Palestinian living standards have con-
tinued to decline.”21 The unemployment rate 
in Gaza is one of the highest in the world, at 
53 percent. With few options for finding work, 
many Gazans rely on humanitarian assistance 
to keep their households going, rather than 
earning money they can then put back into 
the Gazan economy to help create stability, or 
even growth.

Additionally, the blockade’s limitations on the 
movement of people have prevented traders 
and businessmen from exiting and entering 
Gaza to conduct business. Difficult restric-
tions on bringing goods both into and out 
of the territory, combined with less and less 
purchasing power inside Gaza, have made it 
impractical and unaffordable for many traders 
to continue this line of work. 

Humanitarian assistance sometimes has the 
benefit of putting extra cash into the local 
economy. Reductions in aid will consequent-
ly reduce any financial improvements in the 
situation in Gaza that may have occurred as a 
byproduct. Such reductions also have a more 
direct effect on employment. In addition to an 

JULY 30,  2018:  70 members of  U.S.  House of  Representat ives 
send let ter  to President  Trump and Ambassador Bol ton 
request ing the administ rat ion take immediate act ion to 

a l lev iate the humani tar ian cr is is  in  Gaza through releasing the 
f rozen UNRWA and bi lateral  funding.
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array of cash-for-work programs and microfi-
nance initiatives administered by both UNR-
WA and various NGOs in Gaza, UNRWA itself 
employs thousands of Gazans to implement 
its projects. These employees teach in and 
run schools, staff health centers, and admin-
ister cash-for-work programs, among other 
activities. UNRWA has already had to lay off 
thousands of employees in anticipation of an 
imminent funding shortage. These layoffs will 
deepen the economic crisis in Gaza by elim-
inating wages and disposable income and 
creating yet another group of people depen-
dent on humanitarian assistance.

Though RI did not observe significant re-
ductions in support and services to Gazans 
during its field mission, the cuts had been 
announced only two weeks before its visit. 
Funding disbursed to UNRWA earlier in the 
year had yet to be depleted, thus allowing 
its work to continue. Subsequent new and 
possibly increased contributions from oth-
er donors may to help sustain some of this 
activity until the end of the year. UNRWA 
representatives themselves, however, were 
clear that the funding shortfall would begin to 
affect the agency’s work in a matter of weeks. 
International and local NGOs fear the larger 
caseload that will fall on them as UNRWA’s 
beneficiaries lose support. 

Regional Impact
Gaza will feel the greatest and most  

22.  Ghaith al-Omari, “A Horrible Game Changer,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy, August 8, 2018, https://www.wash-
ingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/a-horrible-game-changer. 
23.  Suleiman al-Khalidi, “Jordan Says U.S. Move to Halt U.N. Refugee Agency Funding Fuels Radicalism,” Reuters, September 
1, 2018, https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-usa-palestinians-unrwa-jordan/jordan-says-us-move-to-halt-un-refugee-agency-fund-
ing-fuels-radicalism-idUKKCN1LH3QR. 

immediate effects of the U.S. funding cuts for 
UNRWA because its residents are the most 
dependent upon its humanitarian assistance. 
However, the regional impact of the U.S.  
decision to defund UNRWA cannot be  
ignored. Jordan and Lebanon together host 
more than 2.5 million Palestine refugees 
“who have already strained their budgets and 
infrastructures.”22 Analysts and policymakers 
have been especially focused on Jordan, 
where a reduction in UNRWA’s services 
would oblige Palestine refugees to turn in-
creasingly to Jordan’s already limited national 
systems. In reaction to the announcement 
that the United States was stopping UNRWA 
funding, Ayman Safadi, Jordan’s Foreign Min-
ister stated as follows:

“Disruption of UNRWA services will 
have extremely dangerous humanitar-
ian, political and security implications 
for refugees and for the whole region. 
It will only consolidate an environment 
of despair that would ultimately create 
fertile grounds for further tension. 
Politically it will also further hurt the 
credibility of peacemaking efforts.”23 

Even though European donors have stepped 
up to fill part of the gap created by the U.S. 
aid cuts, the challenge remains daunting. 
Attention is once again turning to regional 
donors, especially in the Gulf, to help make 
up the shortfall. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the 

AUGUST 24,  2018:  USG 
announces decis ion 

to cut  $200 mi l l ion in 
funding for  projects in 

the West  Bank and Gaza.

A u g u s t  2 0 1 8
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AUGUST 26,  2018: 
Former spokesperson for 

IDF wr i tes that  the U.S. 
funding cuts wi l l  decrease 

Israel ’s  secur i ty.

BLOCKADE

ECONOMIC  CRISIS

Water  +  Ene rgy  Cris is

Huma n i ta r i a n  C r i s i s

R e s i l i e n c e

The multiple crises in Gaza are layered on top of each other, constantly eroding people’s resilience. 
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United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar and Oman 
as a group have a history of contributing to 
UNRWA, including through specific projects 
and appeals, as well as offering bilateral as-
sistance to Palestinians and the PA. Although 
the Trump administration should not shirk 
its own responsibilities, now is the time for 
the Gulf countries to step in with emergency 
funding for UNRWA, as well as bilateral assis-
tance. These regional donors should priori-
tize the humanitarian response in Gaza, com-
mit to multiyear funding support for UNRWA, 
and support efforts to build Gaza’s economy 
and generate livelihood opportunities. 
 

PA R T  T W O :  C o n d i t i o n s 
i n  D e c l i n e
The U.S. cuts to UNRWA and to bilateral 
assistance are not occurring in a vacuum. 
Their impact must be assessed against the 
backdrop of the long-term collapse of Gaza’s 
economy and the lack of delivery of basic 
services to its population. The blockade and 
other restrictions imposed by Israel have 
contributed significantly to both of these 
trends. The resulting deterioration in the 
humanitarian situation began even before the 
Trump administration slashed its assistance, 
accompanied by a wearing down of Gazans’ 
considerable resilience.

 
24.  Ibid., note 3.

T h e  B l o c k a d e  a n d  t h e 
E c o n o m y

“As long as Gaza is seen as a humanitarian 
case [rather than an economic and develop-
ment issue], the disaster will continue for a 
long time.”

- s ta f f  m e m b e r  o f  N G O  w i t h  
o p e r at i o n s  i n  G a z a

During RI’s field mission, no discussion of  
humanitarian conditions could avoid mention 
of the underlying economic challenges in 
Gaza, especially those imposed by the block-
ade. The blockade has steadily eroded the 
overall self-sufficiency of Gaza’s population 
by limiting employment opportunities and job 
creation, restricting commerce, and impeding 
development activities that could boost the 
economy. With only a few exceptions, goods 
produced inside Gaza―primarily agricultural 
products―are not allowed out for export to 
international markets. 

One decade and four wars after the begin-
ning of the blockade, Gaza has been unable 
to properly rebuild destroyed homes and 
buildings. In many cases, this is because the 
required materials are not allowed through 
the crossings. The dual use24 lists that govern 
the entry of thousands of items into Gaza are 
extensive, consisting not only of building sup-
plies, but also medicines, hospital equipment, 

SEPTEMBER 9,  2018:  Is rael i  secur i ty 
of f ic ia ls  fear  humani tar ian col lapse in Gaza 

and cal l  on the government of  Israel  to 
f ind a l ternat ive funding for  UNRWA in the 

wake of  the U.S.  funding cuts .

S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 8
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and construction vehicles. This has made it 
extremely difficult—and sometimes impossi-
ble―to rehabilitate housing and buildings, and 
restart businesses or open new ones. As a 
result, much of Gaza’s infrastructure remains 
either severely deteriorated or nonfunctional, 
further compromising efforts to generate eco-
nomic growth and deliver public services. 

RI is concerned that considerations other 
than security have motivated the government 
of Israel’s practices toward Gaza. Israel justi-
fies its dual use restrictions based on security, 
and there is no doubt that Israel faces tangi-
ble security threats. However, according to 
the prominent human rights NGO, Gisha, 
 

25.  “Dark-gray Lists,” Gisha—Legal Center for Freedom of Movement, January 31, 2016, http://gisha.org/UserFiles/File/publica-

restricting the products and goods that could 
enter Gaza:

was done in an attempt to weaken 
Hamas and build civilian pressure for 
political change, undoubtedly and 
openly stated political goals, separate 
from direct security needs tied to the 
transfer of certain items and/or the 
operation of the crossings. 
[…]
The expansion of the list of items de-
fined as suspect, which in reality also 
prevents the entrance of products 
required for basic standards of civilian 
life, is too far-reaching to be reason-
ably justified.25

Source: World Bank staff calculations based on Palestinian Expenditure and Consumption Survey 2011 and 
2017. See footnote 20. 

SEPTEMBER 13,  2018:  23 U.S. -based 
humani tar ian and development NGOs 

send statement to Trump administ rat ion 
cal l ing for  restorat ion of  UNRWA funding 
and bi lateral  ass istance for  Palest in ians.
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In September 2018, the World Bank, citing 
concerns about over-expansive restrictions, 
effectively endorsed a modification of the 
listing of dual use items and concluded that 
“relaxing the dual use list alone would bring 
about additional cumulative growth of 11 
percent to the Gaza economy by 2025.”26 
The Bank went on to warn that, “While the 
restrictions on movement and access for 
goods and people is a challenging issue 
for GoI [government of Israel], unless it is 
addressed the economic situation in Gaza will 
never improve.”27   

Since 2007, the government of Israel 
generally has not granted work permits 
to residents of Gaza nor readily granted 
permission to exit the territory or travel freely. 
Unable to leave and re-enter Gaza or even 
leave for a long-term position elsewhere, 
employment opportunities for Gazans are 
therefore limited to what they can find inside 
the territory. One aid provider with whom 
RI spoke talked about “18,000 [college] 
graduates every year who have no prospects 
for work.”  

Furthermore, the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) and others have argued 
for years that the blockade is illegal under 
international humanitarian law.28 RI is con-
cerned that these broad restrictions violate 
the international law of occupation, which 

tions/Dark_Gray_Lists/Dark_Gray_Lists-en.pdf. 
26.  Ibid., note 20.
27.  Ibid., note 20.
28.  Stephanie Nebehay, “Israel’s Gaza Blockade Breaks Law, Says ICRC,” Reuters, June 13, 2010, https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-israel-blockade-icrc/israels-gaza-blockade-breaks-law-says-icrc-idUSTRE65D00R20100614.  
29.  “Occupation and International Humanitarian Law: Questions and Answers,” International Committee of the Red Cross, 
August 4, 2004, https://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/634kfc.htm. 

compels an occupying power to ensure 
public order, public health standards, and 
the provision of food and medical care to the 
occupied population.29 

“I don’t know why this is happening. 
This is the problem of so many peo-
ple who are not affiliated to Hamas 
or anyone else. Remember that 
not everyone is involved in politics. 
Don’t punish people because they 
don’t have wise leaders.”

- s ta f f  m e m b e r  o f  a  U n i t e d  S tat e s  
A g e n c y  f o r  I n t e r n at i o n a l  D e v e l o p m e n t 

( U S A I D ) - f u n d e d  p r o j e c t  i n  G a z a

All of these obstacles play a part in keeping 
Gaza’s economy from recovering from years 
of shocks, such as wars and shrinking access 
to agricultural land. As a result, most of  
Gaza’s residents remain dependent on 
humanitarian aid, with no safety net avail-
able should it disappear. Without deliberate 
programs to revitalize Gaza’s economy, any 
progress in other sectors is simply a tempo-
rary response rather than a solution. 

SEPTEMBER 21,  2018:  34 members of  U.S.  House 
of  Representat ives send let ter  to President  Trump 

opposing the decis ion to cut  $200 mi l l ion in bi lateral 
ass istance support ing Palest in ians and rei terat ing 

congressional  intent  to have the funding disbursed.
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It is therefore essential that the government 
of Israel facilitate the free flow of people and 
goods in and out of Gaza, subject to reason-
able security restrictions. Traders and day 
laborers must also be able to leave and enter 
Gaza to pursue their livelihoods. Furthermore, 
the government of Israel, in conjunction with 
the PA, should amend the dual use lists that 
apply to Gaza in a manner that allows rebuild-
ing and reconstruction to occur.

C o l l a p s i n g  S e r v i c e s

“I’m not sure I can use the word life about 
Gaza. It’s too ambitious.”

- r e s i d e n t  o f  G a z a

The ongoing collapse of services is further 
exacerbating the deterioration of the hu-
manitarian situation inside of Gaza. Gaza has 
long had to bring in electricity from Israel 
and Egypt to supplement local production. In 
recent years, however, fuel for Gaza’s single 
power plant has become increasingly scarce 
and expensive. The provision of electricity 
from its neighbors has also been unreliable. 
Forced to make do with less power, Gazans 
have felt the significant impact on their daily 
lives ― hospitals are limited in their use of 
medical equipment, businesses cannot  
reliably run machinery and lighting, and 

30.  “97% of water in Gaza is polluted,” Middle East Monitor, March 21, 2018, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180321-97-
of-water-in-gaza-is-polluted/.

households have only intermittent use of 
refrigeration and appliances.

The energy crisis, in turn, has had huge re-
percussions for Gaza’s water supply. Fuel and 
power shortages mean that treatment facili-
ties, desalination plants and municipal water 
networks do not function at capacity. Millions 
of gallons of partially and totally untreated 
wastewater go directly into the Mediterra-
nean. More than one resident of Gaza told RI 
about how the once-beautiful seashore now 
smells of sewage, and swimming has become 
a significant health hazard. The same waste-
water is also seeping into the groundwater 
in Gaza, of which an estimated 97 percent is 
polluted.30 Eighty percent of Gaza’s residents 
now rely on water supplied by tankers, which 
is 15 times more expensive than the municipal 
water supply. With opportunities to make a 
living few and far between, many households 
simply cannot afford even a minimal amount 
of water on a regular basis.

The authorities’ inability to finance rebuilding 
of infrastructure or contribute significantly 
to economic reform has resulted not only in 
high unemployment and a lack of business 
and commerce opportunities, but also in the 
failure of basic service provision that could 
help stave off a humanitarian crisis.

SEPTEMBER 27,  2018:  S ix  U.S.  Senators send let ter 
to President  Trump opposing the decis ion to cut 
$200 mi l l ion in bi lateral  ass istance support ing 

Palest in ians and rei terat ing congressional  intent  to 
have the funding disbursed.
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C o n c l u s i o n
Although Gaza has faced repeated crises 
for more than a decade, its population so 
far has always found a way to survive. Eco-
nomic downturns, failing public services, 
and threats to the health care and education 
systems have all been met with a demon-
strated resilience. However, the persistent 
challenges and cuts in U.S. assistance are 
leaving Gazans with very few options and 
bleak expectations for the future. While in the 
region, RI staff repeatedly heard sentiments 
of despair from Gazans―with so little left to 
hope for, what would it matter if people drank 
contaminated water or got shot during the 
protests? Decades of policies and practices 
that they describe as “a slow death” have left 
people with nothing but desperation.

The U.S. funding cuts for the OPT as a whole, 
and especially for Gaza, will create greater 
suffering, despair, and instability. Additionally, 
they are unprincipled, as they are based on 
political objectives unrelated to humanitarian 
imperatives. Although the decisions affecting 
the current year cannot easily be reversed, 
there is still time to reestablish a U.S. commit-
ment to provide relief based on need. Such 

action would be a far more noble reflection of 
a U.S. commitment to humanitarian principles 
and humanitarian leadership.

R e f u g e e s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l’ s  D a r y l  G r i s g r a b e r  a n d  A l e x a n d r a  l a m a r c h e  w e r e  d e n i e d  p e r m i s -
s i o n  t o  e n t e r  G a z a  b u t  h e l d  i n t e r v i e w s  f r o m  J e r u s a l e m  w i t h  r e s i d e n t s  a n d  a i d  p r o v i d e r s  i n 
t h e  t e r r i t o r y  i n  a u g u s t  a n d  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 8 .

SEPTEMBER 28,  2018:  1 12 members of  the U.S.  House of 
Representat ives send let ter  to Secretary of  State Pompeo 

urging the administ rat ion to reverse i ts  decis ions to end the 
Uni ted States’  contr ibut ions to UNRWA and to reprogram 
bi lateral  foreign a id away f rom the West  Bank and Gaza.
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