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Abstract

This study takes as the focus of its analysis the influence of geo-political rela-
tions on humanitarian interventions in a conflict situation; in this case the
Gaza Strip. Two main determinants that inform UNRWA’s humanitarian work
emerge from the analysis of its work with Palestinian refugees in the Strip. The
first one is the geopolitical relations that influence the flow and priorities of
aid by formulating specific policies and intervention schemas based on emer-
gency strategies rather than finding long-term solution. The second factor is
the nature and the privileges that organization enjoys as sole actor in charge of
satisfying these needs. Bureaucratic dysfunction leads to disregarding of feed-
back from recipients and therefore the perception of beneficiaries not taken
into consideration through a continuing process of reform as a result of
budget cuts.

Reflecting on the literature debates surrounding humanitarian aid, and es-
pecially those around neutrality, independence, impartiality and humanity, the
paper concludes that humanitarian interventions have a very limited impact on
the well-being of aid recipients when they are stripped from the main princi-
ples that should guide humanitarian work. In this case, the deviation of hu-
manitarian assistance away from the humanitarian imperative is due to the
politicization of aid. Understanding how geo-political relations impact on hu-
manitarian assistance in the Strip is an essential step for the humanitarian ac-
tors if they are to avoid becoming part of the larger geo-political agenda.

Relevance to Development Studies

This research is related to the field of development studies because it investig-
ates the factors that inform humanitarian action on the ground and how they
relate to the principles of the humanitarian imperative in a conflict situation.
As the study demonstrates, the factors that influence humanitarianism in the
Gaza Strip are also factors that have a bearing on development in the Palestini-
an territories. It is important to understand the discourses surrounding human-
itarian interventions claiming to mediate human suffering. It is important to
understand the roots of the human suffering in a particular conflict situation in
order to design integrated involvement that addresses the roots and effects of
such a conflict in the short term as well as the long term.

Keywords

Humanitarian Assistance, Humanitarianism, Food Aid, Food Security, Politiciz-
ation of Aid, Geo-politics, Refugees, UNRWA, Gaza Strip.
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Chapter 1
The contexts

On a typical food distribution day at one of the 12 centres run by the United Nations
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in the Gaza Strip, there are
multiple long queues of refugees and an observer might think that all the people were
waiting to receive their rations. However, if the observer were to ask the people what
they were queuing for, or listen to them complaining to each other, s/he would soon
realize that most of the people were not there to receive food rations, but to check
whether their names had been included in the list of those who had been approved to
receive assistance during the current round of assistance. On one side, there would be a
long queue of people waiting to check whether they had been excluded from the list. On
the other side, there would be an even longer queue of people who already knew that
they had been rejected, and who wanted either to know the reason for the exclusion or to
make a formal complaint.! There would also be a queue of people clutching their UNR-
WA cards, waiting to receive their food rations. During the last round, in July 2011, food
assistance was cut off from 100,000 people. They were rejected but not informed about
it.2 One widow told me during an interview that her assistance had been cut without
UNRWA even visiting her home to check on her situation (Interview PR18).

UNRWA was set up as a temporary agency in 1949 to assist displaced Palestinians
after the Arab-Israeli hostilities of 1948. Its original mandate was to carry out relief and
work programmes in cooperation with local governments. Over the years, the UN Gen-
eral Assembly repeatedly renewed UNRWA’s mandate while awaiting resolution of the
question of the Palestine refugees. As the situation continued to remain unresolved,
UNRWA’s services were extended to include relief, human development and protection
of Palestine refugees.

This research is concerned with the politics of humanitarianism, analyzing how geo-
political relations influence the situation at the micro level and how that relates to the
principles by which UNRWA is meant be guided. More specifically, I will focus on the
politics of humanitarian assistance in terms of the policies and the relationship between poli-
cies and practice.

1.1 Statement of the Research Problem

In the aftermath of 1948 Arab-Israeli war, more than 700,000 Palestinian civilians were
displaced from their homeland (Bocco, 2010) to become refugees either in cities and
towns within what remained of Palestine or in countries outside Palestine. Immediately
after the 1948 war, emergency aid was channelled to Palestinians via international agen-
cies and international non-governmental organizations. On 8 December 1949, the United

! This obsetrvation was made on 17 July 2011in the Al-Sabra distribution centre by a research
assistant for this study. However, similar scenes occur at the other centres, too.

2 The confusion caused by UNRWA’s decision to make drastic cuts in the number of people
receiving food aid has been captured on a video placed on the Internet. See video titled “Short-

age of UN food aid to Gaza” at <http://wwwyoutube.com/watchPv=ezblFtVBgzng>.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezbFtVBgzng

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA)
was established by the UN under General Assembly Resolution 302 (IV) (UNRWA,
2007: 4) to provide assistance, protection and advocacy for Palestinian refugees in five
areas of operation: the occupied Palestinian territory, including the Gaza Strip and the
West Bank, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. Currently, the total number of refugees who
benefit from UNRWA services in the five areas of operation is 4.6 million. UNRWA
provides relief and services such as food, education and health to 1.1 million refugees in
Gaza; that is equivalent to 75% of the entire population of the Gaza strip (UNRWA,
n.d.). UNRWA has been the main provider of basic humanitarian relief and human de-
velopment services to the Palestinian refugees for more than 60 years. In spite of the
Palestinian population being one of the highest per capita receivers of aid on a regular
basis, the socio-economic indicators for Palestinian households, including food security,
have not shown any improvement.

This study investigates how the political context of Gaza informs the policy and
practice of humanitarian aid by UNRWA to Palestinian refugees. While the study high-
lights Israeli violations of international law as an important factor affecting UNRWA
services, the focus will be on how international agencies like UNRWA have become in-
volved in that violation through their policy formulation and application. In other words,
this study will use the ‘humanitarian aid’ lens to analyze the reasons underlying UNRWA’s
limited impact on the socio-economic well-being of the refugees. I aim to analyze the
policies and schemas of intervention, their relation to the political agendas, and the effect
on the socio-economic situation of the refugee households, especially the level of food
insecurity.

1.2 Research Questions
1.2.1 Main question

s  What are the determinants of humanitarian assistance, especially food assistance,
in Gaza and what are their implications for the specific work of UNRWA?

1.2.2 Sub-questions

1. How has UNRWA framed its humanitarian responses to Gazan refugees in the
context of conflict?

2. How does UNRWA 5 intervention relate to international humanitarian law
and humanitarian principles?

3. How do Israeli violations of international conventions impact on the humanitari-
an situation and UNRWA policies on the ground?

4. How do the recipients perceive the food assistance programmes (as programmes
and in relation to their livelihood)?

5. What are the long-term implications of food assistance programmes from the
recipients’ point of view?

1.3 Research Objectives

The overall objective of the research is to investigate the tensions within and between
humanitarianism as international legal and humanitarian principles and policies, and hu-
manitarianism as practised by UNRWA when providing relief and services to Palestinian
refugees in the Gaza Strip. This investigation will be conducted in the context of con-
temporary geo-political relations affecting the Middle East.
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So far I have not found any other study that focuses on the links between in-
ternational law, politics and humanitarian aid in Gaza. Nor have I found a study focusing
on the link between international humanitarian obligations, political relations and human-
itarian assistance to Palestinian refugees. Therefore, this paper will fill a gap in the cur-
rent literature on the subject. And make an important contribution to the field.

1.4 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

The main focus of the research will be on UNRWA food security policies and practices
in Gaza, in relation to international and local human security discourses, and internation-
al and local donor systems and policies. In order to situate UNRWA s policy and practic-
al work critically, I will employ the following three levels of analysis:

1. The people of and the actual situation in Gaza: food insecurity and general socio-
economic conditions;

2. The Israel-Palestine conflict and the internal conflict in Gaza;

3. The international political and legal context: war on terror, donor systems and
policies, and international humanitarian law.

Sources of data for the analysis

1. Primary data was obtained by conducting semi-structured interviews with:

A. 18 Heads of households/individual beneficiaties receiving assistance.
B. Two UNRWA humanitarian aid programme employees.

The sampling method was “purposive sampling” because it gives space to select
people on the basis of traits relevant to the research focus (Schiphorst, 2011). I chose
this kind of sampling because, during my work experience in one of the food aid pro-
grammes, I observed actions that are neither discussed/included in published documents
nor stated as specific policy. Accordingly, the purpose of conducting these interviews
was to confirm or refute the possibility that those actions are isolated occurrences. Then,
the results of my interviews will support or challenge my understanding of the topic.

The instability of Gaza’s borders made it impossible for me to conduct the inter-
views in the field and forced me to coordinate with a research assistant in Gaza. In addi-
tion I conducted interviews with two employees and one female refugee who have access
to the internet and the telephone.

2. Some data were also collected through a day-long observation on 17 July 2011 at the
Al Sabra distribution centre.

3. In addition to the information from interviews and observation, I obtained data from
a variety of relevant documents that inform UNRWA’s work in Gaza. Those were,
among others: mission statements, project documents, annual reports, surveys, fact
sheets, internal memos, etc.

To help me analyze discourses that inform the policy papers on which UNRWA’s
work practice is based, I used a number of documents that are listed in Appendix 1.

4. A two-minute video titled “Shortage of UN food aid to Gaza”,

<http://www.youtube.com/v/ezbFtVBgzng&fs=1&source=uds&autoplay=1>.

1.5 Scope and Limitations

I had doubts regarding the exact mechanisms of UNRWA's work on the ground (for
example, in the warchouses, food stores, etc.). My previous work was with a different
organization that targets non-refugees, and I had a total picture of its working system
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and mechanisms. I used that experience to formulate interview questions in order to get
information about the practical elements from both employees and beneficiaries.

Palestinian refugees were chosen as the focus of the research because of their his-
torical and current situation, but that does not mean that the non-refugees in the Gaza
Strip do not experience suffering. , I am focusing on refugees because of the limited
space in this research paper. I hope that I will have an opportunity in the future to do
comparative research into the differences between both groups as well as the differences
between the organizations targeting those groups.

1.6 Researcher’s Perspective and Contribution

My main argument is that the limitations in humanitarian assistance programmes for
Palestinian refugees in Gaza are embedded in international geo-political relations. The
international community is asked to assist people by giving them food and other means
to survive when they are in crisis situations. This assistance has to conform with basic
principles of humanitarian intervention, and has to stop once a sustainable solution has
been achieved. However, in the case of Palestinian refugees, this humanitarian response
has been in place ever since 1948 because of particular geo-political historical reasons.

I have previous work experience in the field of food security, where I have seen how
the ‘coupon culture’ became an integral part of the daily life of Gazans. At my work
place there were clear instructions to cancel the names of the beneficiaries if they sold
their rations partially or totally. However, some beneficiaries were selling part of the food
in order to pay transportation costs or to buy medicine. Day after day, we, as an imple-
menting partner, were held responsible by the donors for minimizing the percentage of
food that ended up being sold. However, this ignored the reasons why food is sold by
recipients. More importantly, there was an unanswered question: why after 60 years, do
Palestinians still depend on humanitarian assistance for such a basic human right as food?
The restriction of humanitarian work to material relief, and the failure to deal with the
larger questions of the context within which this work is conducted, provided the incen-
tive for me to do this research.

1.7 Ethical and Political Choices and Personal Involvements

I have more than one motivation to do this research. The first one is professional. I have
worked in the humanitarian assistance field, and have good knowledge of how such pro-
grammes are implemented. So I am very enthusiastic about mixing my professional
knowledge with the academic skills I have gained at the ISS.

My academic motivation is to make a contribution to the literature on the politics of
humanitarian aid in the Gaza Strip.

Finally, I have a personal motivation. I am a Palestinian refugee; I was born and
grew up in Gaza city and studied in UNRWA schools. In spite of the invaluable services
offered by UNRWA, I think that it has failed to protect the refugees’ rights as human
beings. The assistance is always a kind of philanthropy, and there is always a threat to cut
the assistance at any time.

I also believe that refugees would prefer to go back to their homes and lands and
take care of their food and other needs there. Therefore, the fulfilment of the ‘right to
return’ is a starting point for enabling refugees to ensure sufficient and proper nutrition
as well as secure decent livelihoods on a self-reliant basis. In a situation where Palestinian
refugees have been denied their rights for more than 60-years, development programmes
are obviously preferable to charitable relief programmes that are vulnerable to global
politics and economic conditions. The current projects in the Gaza Strip are exclusively
designed by outsiders who are blind to the vision of insiders, and there is a lack of needs
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assessment studies. Hence, a development approach is not dominant, or to be accurate, is
not given a chance to be dominant.

This study focuses on relief programmes because, in the near-absence of develop-
ment programmes, food assistance is the primary, and often the only, source of suste-
nance for a large proportion of the population of Gaza. The focus of this paper is on
the implementation, implications, strengths and weaknesses of the programmes, and the
geo-political context within which the programmes operate.
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1.8 Historical Context
1.8.1 Palestine and Gaza

During World War I, the Balfour Declaration issued by the British government on 2
November 1917 expressed support for establishing a national home for the Jewish
people in Palestine, which at that time was administered by Britain under a League of
Nations mandate. The Balfour Declaration led to large-scale migration of Jewish people
from all over the wotld to their so-called ‘national home’. Since that time, the Palestinian
problem has become an international issue and has been discussed and negotiated in in-
ternational forums. In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) issued “The
United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine’, resolution 181 (II) of 1947, which marked
the end of the British mandate over Palestine, and proposed partitioning Palestine into
two independent, Palestinian and Jewish, states. This plan was not accepted by the neigh-
bouring Arab countries and war broke out to prevent the establishment of a Jewish state.

In the wake of the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, the flight of indigenous Palestinian people
from the area increased and over half of the Palestinian population fled to many places
inside and outside Palestine. This event, known as Al-Nakbah (the Catastrophe) — the
process through which Israel was created and the Palestinian population killed or dis-
placed — is an unforgettable event in the minds of Palestinians, especially among the
refugees. At that time, the Western powers permitted the violation of international law
through the replacement of the Palestinian population with the colonial settler state of
Israel (al-Majdal, 2006). This was the beginning of the refugee issue, but the Gaza Strip
was not yet under Israeli occupation. Between 1948 and 1967, the Gaza Strip was under
Egyptian control and the West Bank was under Jordanian control. Then the Arab-Israeli
war of 1967 resulted in Israeli occupation of the Gaza Strip and other territories such as
the West Bank, Syrian Golan Heights and the Egyptian Sinai. It is worth noting that UN
Security Council Resolution 242 in 1967 demanded Israeli withdrawal from the 1967 ter-
ritories and return to the 1948 borders; however, the resolution, like all subsequent reso-
lutions about Israeli violations of international law, was not binding, so there was no
question of the UN enforcing its observance. Israel was left unhindered to continue its
politics of forced displacement of Palestinians until the Six Day War in 1973.

On 8 December 1987, the First Intifada (uprising) broke out in Jabalia refugee camp,
which is located in the Northern governorate of Gaza. The Palestinian uprising against
the Israeli occupation continued until the Oslo accords were signed by Israel and the Pa-
lestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1993 as a framework for future negotiations to
resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The Oslo accords were considered as the first
peace agreement between the Palestinians and Israelis. Following the negotiations in
Oslo, the Palestinian Authority (PA) was established in 1994 to govern parts of the West
Bank (Jerico) and the Gaza Strip, with its mandate restricted to civilian and internal secu-
rity issues. However, issues related to defence and foreign trade were retained by Israel.

On the ground, frustration among Palestinians increased because of the tight con-
trol by Israeli forces over borders as well as internal roads between cities and refugee
camps. The frustration was also fuelled by the fact that the Oslo accords failed to address
all the major issues in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, such as Al-Quds (Jerusalem),
refugees, the 1967 borders and Israeli settlements violating those borders, the resolutions
of which were delayed without any future vision towards solutions.

The Second Intifada, ‘Al-Agsa Intifada’, started in 2000 in the West Bank when Ariel
Sharon, Israel’s Prime Minister from 2001 to 20006, visited the Temple Mount in the old
city of Jerusalem. Although the uprising started in the West Bank this time, much of the
conflict was in Gaza. In 2002 Israel started to construct the Separation Barrier between
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it and the West Bank. The International Court of Justice called on Israel to remove the
wall but it was only an ‘Advisory Opinion’ and therefore not binding. The UN also
passed a non-binding resolution asking Israel to remove the wall and compensate the
civilians who had been affected by its construction.

The Gaza Strip is a part of the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt). It covers 360
km? and is composed of five main governorates: North, Gaza, Dair El-Balah,
Khanyounis and Rafah. There are also eight refugee camps run by UNRWA, spread
across the Strip: Beach, Bureij, Deir El-Balah, Jabalia, Khan Younis, Maghazi, Nuseirat,
and Rafah. The camps are among the most crowded areas in the world. For example, ac-
cording to the UNRWA website, in the Beach camp, called ‘Shati’, 80,000 refugees live in
an area of only 0.52 km?2.

Seventy five per cent of the 1.5 million people currently living in the Strip are
refugees from cities and towns outside it. Historically as well as currently, they have expe-
rienced suffering on a large scale. The situation in Gaza is a complex political, economic,
social and ideological one. The basic struggle there, as in any occupied territory, is human
security in all its aspects, with its origins in the decision by the UK to accept the creation
of Israel and guarantee its security at the cost of the indigenous Palestinian people.

Gazans have been heavily affected by the Israeli occupation, and the strong resis-
tance to Israeli rule finally led in 2005 to Israel’s Disengagement Plan, the process of re-
moving all the settlements from Gaza and a few settlements from the West Bank. The
‘Disengagement’ was conducted unilaterally by Israel after it was proposed in 2004 by
Sharon. However, as will be shown later in this paper, this ‘Disengagement’ was not the
end of the occupation.

In 20006, Palestinians held legislative elections, which Hamas won in Gaza. As Hamas
was on the USA and EU list of terrorist organizations, Israel responded by withholding
customs tax revenue, which it was obliged to transfer to the PA under the Paris Protocol,
and international donors immediately ceased budget support payments to the PA. The
Quartet representing the international community, composed of the European Union,
the United Nations, the United States, and Russia, “insisted upon three conditions: that
Hamas renounce violence, recognise Israel, and endorse previous agreements” (Alexan-
der, 2007) before the election results could be accepted.

Internally, factional fighting started between Hamas and Fatah over the resources,
power, control over ministries and security forces. Economic factors and external pres-
sure played an important role in that struggle. In June 2007, Hamas took control of Gaza
after fighting between its members and Fatah. Since then, the blockade of Gaza has be-
come tighter and the general situation in Gaza has deteriorated dramatically.

On 27 December 2008, Israel unleashed ‘Operation Cast Lead” on the Gaza Strip,
aimed at weakening Hamas or destroying it totally. It was a very violent operation against
Hamas members as well as civilians in the Strip, which drew the attention of the world to
the catastrophic situation in Gaza.

1.9 Context of Aid
1.9.1 Geopolitics of aid

Humanitarian assistance in the oPt has never been detached from the political situation
and the international political agenda. For instance, because Hamas won the democratic
Palestinian Legislative Council elections in Gaza in 2006, the EU stopped paying the
salaries of civil servants in the Strip and. Israel withheld customs duties payable to the
Palestinian Authority. These actions contributed to raising the poverty level in Gaza to
67% by the end of that year (al-Majdal, 2006). The international community started seek-
ing new strategies to deal with the humanitarian crises in the oPt because of the new
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political situation in Gaza. For example, “the Quartet expressed its willingness to endorse
a temporary international mechanism that is limited in scope and duration, operates with
full transparency and accountability, and ensures direct delivery of assistance to the
Palestinian people” (Quartet Statement, 2006). This approach of amending aid mechan-
isms meant avoiding dealing directly with the Hamas-led government and was clearly
based on political reasons rather than humanitarian goals. Such mechanisms exclude the
PA from the humanitarian process and give the humanitarian organizations a monopoly
in providing aid. This approach of framing the humanitarian process according to the
global dynamics means that principles of neutrality, independence, impartiality and hu-
manity of humanitarian aid were all compromised.

1.9.2 Israel, UN and international legal obligations

Israel claims that the disengagement from Gaza in 2005 was the end of the occupation
(Alexander, 2007); however, this argument is practically and legally invalid. Israel is still
effectively an occupying power, even after the disengagement of 2005 (Hupkes, 2007)
because it still controls the movement of goods and people across the borders. This con-
trol breaches the 2005 Agreement on Movement and Access, signed by Israel with the
PA. This dominance enables Israel to use humanitarian assistance as a tool of collective
punishment on Gazans. As an occupying power, Israel has the responsibility under the
Fourth Geneva Convention to maintain the welfare of the civilian population, but Israel
is violating this Convention.

Israel’s blockade of the Strip has grown increasingly stringent since Hamas won the
elections. Food, medicine, fuel, electricity, construction materials, imports, exports and
the movement of people in and out of the Gaza Strip all have been slowly choked off,
leading to life-threatening problems of food, sanitation, health, water supply and trans-
portation. The blockade on Gaza is still ongoing. Under these circumstances, UNRWA
has the responsibility to assist and protect the refugees.

After the 1948 Nakbah, the UN General Assembly established the United Nations
Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP) in December 1948. Besides affirming
the ‘right of return’, the UNCCP was charged with facilitating the repatriation, resettle-
ment and social and economic rehabilitation of the refugees (BADIL, 2005: 42). Repatri-
ation is the only solution and is a right of the refugees and the internally displaced peo-
ple (IDPs). The 1951 Refugees Convention states that refugees and IDPs have the right
to get food, health, education and shelter. They are also entitled to protection through
asylum, travel documents and ensuring of basic human rights. (Badil, n.d.).

Unlike the UNCCP, the UNRWA was given a mandate to provide assistance. While
the UNCCP was clearly responsible for protection of the refugees, UNRWA’s mandate
included some responsibilities regarding their security and human rights.

The 1951 Refugee Convention does not apply to the Palestinian refugees, since they
receive assistance and protection from other UN bodies: UNRWA in the five areas of
operation, and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) outside those areas.

The Palestinian refugees are denied the right to return to their homeland by Israel
although the ‘right of return’ has been reaffirmed by many UN resolutions (such as
number 194 in 1948 and number 237 in 1967). Here, a new aspect of protection arises,
which is the absence of a legal entity (in the form of a Palestinian state) through which
the refugees can seek their rights.

1.9.3 Problems with definitions

Many organizations and parties have defined humanitarian aid. The Development As-
sistance Committee (DAC) defines humanitarian aid as “a sector of [Official Develop-
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ment Assistance] ODA that includes: disaster prevention and preparedness, reconstruc-
tion relief, relief coordination, protection and support services, emergency food aid and
other emergency/distress relief. This strict definition of humanitarian aid, which is gov-
erned by the principles of neutrality and impartiality, marks it out from development aid,
which can be subject to some conditionality” (GHA, 2010).

This definition presents several problems in general, and specifically for the situation
in Gaza. Some of the terms, for example ‘protection’, are unspecified. The definition
does not provide clears tools and schemas for implementation, and does not emphasize
the human dignity aspect of aid recipients. Respecting human dignity could be included
under ‘protection’, but again it is still unclear. Further, this definition makes a problemat-
ic distinction between humanitarian and development aid: humanitarian aid can also be-
come subject to conditionality, if not in policies, then during implementation.

The UN has no specific definition of humanitarian assistance. However, the UN
emphasizes four main principles for the provision of humanitarian assistance: (1) neu-
trality, (2) humanity, (3) impartiality, and (4) independence (UNGA, 2009). These princi-
ples are central to my discussion on politics of humanitarian assistance to Gaza.

Food aid is defined as the transfer of food on concessional terms from one country to
another. It comes in three forms: emergency food aid, given in cases of famine and nat-
ural or man-made catastrophes; project food aid, administered within the framework of
development projects and targeted feeding programmes; and programme, or structural
food aid consisting of bulk transfers of food to governments, to be used for sale on the
local market (Uvin, 1992). The food aid in Gaza — as I will argue later — may be seen as
falling in all three, or rather, not neatly falling into any of those categories.

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food
preferences for an active, productive and healthy life. Food insecurity exists when this
access is jeopardized (PCBS,WEFP&FAQO, 2009; Uvin, 1992). If so defined, since food
security is one of the objectives of UNRWA, the Agency falls all too short in fulfilling
the objective — even when it changes the criteria for distribution of food aid in order to
reduce the number of recipients.

The concept of protection encompasses: “... all activities aimed at ensuring full respect
for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter and the spirit of the relevant
bodies of law, i.e. human rights law, International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and refugee
law. Human rights and humanitarian organizations must conduct these activities in an
impartial manner (not on the basis of race, national, or ethnic origin, language or
gender).” (ICRC, 2009: 8). However, as I will argue in this study, the Palestinian right to
protection, like the other rights, is conditioned by the international and regional political
context.

Finally, most problematic is the definition of Palestinian refugees. According to UN-
RWA (2009) Palestinian refugees “are persons whose normal place of residence was Pa-
lestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and
means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict. Palestine Refugees, and descendants
of Palestine refugee males, including legally adopted children, are eligible to register for
UNRWA services. The Agency accepts new applications from persons who wish to be
registered as Palestine Refugees. Once they are registered with UNRWA, persons in this
category are referred to as Registered Refugees or as Registered Palestine Refugees.”
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The shocking point about this definition is that UNRWA includes in its mandate just
the persons displaced by 1948 war, but not those displaced by the 1967 war, as registered
refugees, while both groups have been displaced due to conflict, at different times. The
definition also gives the rights of registration to ‘descendants of Palestine refugee males’,
not to the ‘descendants of Palestine refugee females’, which is a clear gender bias in
defining the refugees.

1.9.4 Geopolitical aspects of aid

Official Development Assistance is being distributed according to other criteria than
poverty indicators. This is clear from the fact that Middle East-North Africa is the region
with the highest global aid flow per poor person (USD 950 per capita), which is well
above the rest. Central Asia is in second place with USD 363, and sub-Saharan Africa
receives only USD 49 per capita (Petrik, 2007: 116). There might be multiple reasons for
this, but one explanation seems to stand well above the others. The ongoing Palestinian-
Israeli conflict is the main lens through which the EU sees humanitarian aid, as some-
thing that can be used to maintain/promote stability, security and prosperity (ibid.). The
international community’s long engagement in the area has aimed to calm passions on
both sides of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The support has targeted moderate political
representation, hoping to reduce the support for extremist parties such as Hamas (ibid.).

This is emphasized by Alberto Alesina and David Dollars, who present evidence
that the “direction of foreign aid is dictated as much by political and strategic considera-
tions, as by the economic needs and policy performance of the recipients” and that
“colonial past and political alliances are major determinants of foreign aid” (Alesina &
Dollars, 2000: 1).

From this it is clear that bilateral aid has very little relationship to poverty, especially
when it is directed to a politically very unstable area like Gaza.

On the other hand, discussing the international politics of food aid, Uvin sees po-
litical or economic self-interest as only one (and probably not the most important) moti-
vation for food aid. He develops an alternative interpretation, ‘centering on the opera-
tional relevance of a developmental international food aid regime’. He sees three factors
underlying food aid: availability, regime and self-interest (Uvin, 1992).

I base my arguments on these scholars and others who have shown that food aid no
longer gives priority to the poor and the neediest people; in Gaza, it is all about politics.

1.9.9 Humanitarianism and the legal responsibility of the aid giver

Humanitarian assistance is given under special circumstances, such as a failed state or
natural disasters. The moral aspect is always accompanied by humanitarianism; sub-
sequently the responsibility of aid giver is legal as well as ethical.

Humanitarian assistance is given to Palestinians under specific condition: occupa-
tion. Currently, Palestine is not a state. There was a Palestinian state before 1948, which
was destroyed with the establishment of the Israeli state.

Verdirame and Harreil-Bond discuss humanitarianism from a legal perspective.
Their central argument is that the international humanitarian organizations that are in
charge of looking after refugees are responsible for wide-ranging and avoidable viola-
tions of the rights of those dependent upon them (Verdirame & Harreil-Bond, 2005).
Discussing the situation of Rwandan refugees in Kenya and Uganda, the authors note
one important difference between them and Palestinian refugees. The former are seeking
their rights in other countries from both the host government and international organiza-
tions; in contrast, Palestinian refugees in Gaza are inside the historical Palestinian borders
and are secking some of their rights from UNRWA as the UN body established for that
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purpose. I find it a weakness in Verdirame & Harreil-Bond (2005) that the authors do
not discuss the return of those Rwandan refugees to their homeland sufficiently. I totally
agree with the authors’ suggestion that the refugees can be integrated with the local
community instead of being seen as passive recipients of international welfare. However,
the book does not discuss their right to return, nor does it suggest educating the refuges
to enable them at least to participate in resolving the conflict that pushed them to seek
asylum.

1.9.6 Socio-economic aspects of aid in Gaga

The number of families receiving food assistance from UNRWA has kept increasing,
especially during periods of political instability. For instance, during the First Intifada, the
number of families receiving food assistance increased from 9,383 to 120,000 between

June 1990 and June 1991. This increase in one year indicates that poverty rose dramatic-
ally (Alexander, 2007: 11).

After the Israeli “Cast Lead” offensive on Gaza between Dec 2008 and Jan 2009, the
humanitarian assistance increased to cover a larger portion of the people in the Gaza
Strip. The percentage of dependents on foreign aid became 86% (Palestine Monitor,
2009). From this high percentage, we can easily imagine the number of people depen-
dent on aid assistance for their survival. The extent of this dependence on donations, as
well as on whether or not food is allowed into Gaza, generates economic insecurity and
thus human insecurity. One more indication of poverty is that the number of families
depending on UNRWA food aid increased tenfold in less than 10 years (Palestine Moni-
tor Factsheet, 2008). In spite of the increase in food aid, “Over 60% of households are
now food insecure, threatening the health and wellbeing of children, women and
men” (Relief web, 2010). In such a situation, the agricultural sector could offer solutions
to food problems; however, the restrictions imposed by Israel continue to hinder any po-
tential growth in the agricultural sector.

The current statistics on poverty in the Gaza Strip released by the Palestinian Central
Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) show that 38% of the Palestinian population are living under
the poverty line and 23% are living below the deep poverty line (PCBS, 2011). Most of
those poor Gazans have no other choice except to stand in queues on a bi-monthly or
quarterly basis to receive the bare essentials of life, especially with the high dependency
rate in Gaza: on the average, each employed person in Gaza has 8.6 dependents (WEFP et
al. 2008: 12). However, their wages are not enough to support so many dependants.

An important implication of this is that food coupons have become an integral part
of life in Gaza. They have become part of conversations, with people asking each other:
“Have you received the coupon?”. Thus, food has changed from being a basic human
right ensured by the state or the occupier to a charitable handout. This is indicative of a
problem of not just poverty but also insecurity and instability. Moreover, families have
other expenses too, such as clothes. With few sources of income, families have no
choice but to sell their belongings in order to survive. In June 2007, over 40% of families
were forced to sell assets such as jewellery and furniture (Alexander, 2007). Obviously,
minimal food aid is not a solution to the situation in Gaza; what Gazans need is 2 more
sustainable solution.

The Israeli military, administrative and economic restrictions imposed by the occu-
pation are key elements influencing the current dependency level in the Gaza Strip. The
resulting financial crises created unprecedented increase in food prices, which raised the
consumer price index for food from March 2007 to the end of April 2008 by 14.6 per
cent in the Gaza (WFP, FAO & UNRWA, 2008). The price of wheat flour — a staple —
increased by 68 per cent (ibid.). The soaring global commodity prices, including those of
food, coupled with decreasing incomes, continue to be a major problem for families.
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There are already signs that the supply of food aid to Palestinian households is being re-
duced and will continue to be reduced because of increased food commodity prices, un-
der-funding for aid agencies, particularly UNRWA, increased fuel prices and constraints
in the Gaza (the Israeli embargo, political pressures, difficulty of making bank transfers,
etc.).

Low domestic production of cereals and pulses (less than 5 per cent of the amount
consumed) has made household food consumption highly dependent on imports. That,
in turn, has raised the prices of locally produced fresh food such as meat and vegetables,
which makes it impossible for many poor households to afford it. ‘A third of Palestinians
have reported a fall in income this year, the poor suffered most heavily with a 40 percent
drop’ (ibid.). Even taking into account that the “Socio-Economic and Food Security”
survey conducted by WEFP and FAO covers the first half of 2010 and therefore does not
capture the impact of the Israeli decision in June 2010 to “relax” the flow of some
goods into and out of the Gaza Strip (WFP&FAO, 2011: 22), the situation is grim.

2011 witnessed a change in the political arena, with the signing a reconciliation
agreement between Hamas and Fatah. However, this has not been followed yet by
change at the population’s socio-economic level. “Two-thirds of Palestinians in Gaza |...]
are still not able to secure an adequate diet without assistance’ (UN, 2011: 1).

1.10 Theoretical Context

1.10.1 Humanitarian imperative and New Humanitarianism

Humanitarian action is defined as “International attempts to help victims through the
provision of relief and the protection of their human rights” (Weiss, 1999). However,
this definition fails to emphasize the main ethical framework of humanitarian action, in-
cluding humanitarian principles. The main principles of humanitarianism are intended to
guide response to human suffering. The neutrality principle is the most debated in terms
of its meaning, effectiveness and morality (ODI, 2001). According to Pasquier (cited in
ODI, 2001) neutrality of a humanitarian worker means that s/he must stand apart from
the political issues at stake in a conflict. The independence principle means that the
humanitarian agencies should remain independent with regard to financial support sub-
ject to political conditions from major donor states. The universality principle means
that humanitarian action should reach all the conflict victims, no matter where they are,
or which side they support. The impartiality principle means that humanitarian re-
sponse should be guided by need only, and that there should be no distinction between
‘eood’ and ‘bad’ beneficiaries. The humanity principle means “human suffering must be
addressed wherever it is found” (OCHA, 2010). There are many other principles, includ-
ing voluntary service, unity (ICRC, 1996) and solidarity (Slim, 1997). These principles
should guide humanitarian intervention in order to avoid negative consequences from it.

The Weiss definition of humanitarian action also fails to highlight the importance of
“humanitarian mobilization,” which comprises the period both before and after the pre-
cise moment of a given humanitarian operation; and affords a better understanding of
the relationship between political, military, economic and humanitarian players (Som-
maruga,1999).

Humanitarianism has always been a highly political activity, but the relationship be-
tween humanitarian aid and politics keeps on changing. Many authors discuss the newly
emerged changes and argue that “humanitarian intervention is increasingly becoming an
integral part of western governments’ strategy to transform conflict, decrease violence
and set the stage for liberal development” (Duftield et al. 2001). This changing role of
humanitarian aid is often termed ‘New Humanitarianism’, and is seen as “an overt politi-
cization of aid” (Fox, 2001). It has been a main theme of international intervention in
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many recent conflicts. Atmar, (ODI, 2001) analyzes current humanitarian aid policies and
practices in Afghanistan and how they were shaped by western foreign policy goals rather
than by actual conditions on the ground. He argues that the humanitarian principles of
humanity, impartiality, neutrality, universality and independence are considered to be sec-
ondary to foreign policy interests. The same argument applies to the international re-
sponse to the situation in Gaza, where humanitarian aid agencies are not able to receive
and deliver “unconditional” assistance. The international assistance community continues
to use punitive conditionalities aimed at producing desired political and social change, as
will be discussed later in this paper.

While the universality principle implies that humanitarian action should reach all
conflict victims, no matter where they live, the new merging of politics and humanitarian
action restricts the provision of assistance to countries believed to be following ‘correct’
policies. Non-conforming countries may be excluded from assistance, kept out of poli-
tics and constrained to “conditional” forms of assistance.

When humanitarian objectives are subordinated to strategic and political ones, some
victims may be seen as more deserving than others, or be seen to deserve assistance de-
pending on the political environment at the time of the intended intervention. Thus,
impartiality is abandoned.

Traditional humanitarianism is particularly vulnerable to becoming a sort of ‘new
humanitarianism’ when it is financially dependent on donor countries with political im-
peratives. In such cases, the principle of independency would no longer be valid and the
action no longer moral or neutral since there would be no legitimacy of the assistance as
disinterested humanitarian action.

The consensus of the international humanitarian system on there being a need to
enhance the ‘coherence’ between humanitarian and political responses to complex politi-
cal emergencies started in the 1990s after ten years of failed humanitarian assistance.
Macrae and Leader (2001) discuss the origins and the impact of that change. Closer in-
tegration between aid and political responses was seen to be necessary in order to ad-
dress the root causes of conflict-induced crises, and to ensure that aid did not worsen
political tensions. They argue that the coherence agenda has been reinterpreted so that
humanitarian action has become the primary form of political action, rather than merely
a substitute for it. The coherent agenda has been driven by geopolitical events, domestic
policy considerations in donor countries and the more unsophisticated concerns of aid
policy, and is reflected in a number of substantive changes in the humanitarian architec-
ture. They conclude that political humanitarianism is flawed ethically and technically. It
provides neither an effective palliative for the devastating effects of war, nor addresses its
causes (Macrae and Leader, 2001).

1.10.2 Humanitarianism: Rights-based approach or needs-based
approach?

One of the main debates about humanitarianism is whether it should be a rights-
based approach or needs-based approach. There are contradictory views and debates
around this issue. Slim (2002) is one of the main advocates of grounding humanitarian
action in rights and laws rather than in principles. He does not object to the original val-
ues inherent in charitable or philanthropic ideology; rather, he sees a rights-based ap-
proach to humanitarianism as giving it an integrated moral, political and legal framework
to affirm universal human values. Slim further argues that rights dignify individuals, so
they become claimants of rights rather than objects of charity. Slim thinks that “the ex-
plicit adoption of rights by humanitarians will allow us to connect with a proper politics
that leads beyond humanitarian protection to justice and to the development of real po-
litical contracts between people and power about the place and extent of armed conflict
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in their politics” (Slim, 2002: 26). On the other hand, Fox (2001) spells out some of the
dangers of the rights-based approach. She argues that humanitarianism as a rights-based
approach is in conflict with the universality and neutrality principles of relief aid. There
is a belief among the needs-based approach advocates that rights-based conditionalities
can allow donors to get away with any negative humanitarian consequences of politiciza-
tion.

I believe that this is a false dichotomy that is open to misuse by donors to achieve
political ends. Meeting the basic needs of people is a basic right of every person, regard-
less of their ethnicity, colout, political affiliation and/or place of residence or origin. In
this context, the humanitarian principles of a needs-based approach can achieve justice.
If a rights-based approach is adopted to humanitarian action, then relief is a right and so
is protection. However, the principles of humanitarianism are needed to ensure that po-
litical justification will not be used to withhold aid and violate these rights.

1.10.3 Dangerous consequences of politiciging humanitarian aid

The transformation of traditional humanitarian action from an apolitical exercise to an
overtly political activity has had an undesired impact on attempts to deal with crises and
conflict- or post-conflict situations. The current practice of making aid a political tool to
be used to advance the strategic interests of powerful countries blurs the distinction be-
tween national foreign policy and neutral humanitarian aid (Fox, 2002). It turns aid work-
ers into political agents, which not only creates suspicions about them but also ensures
that the political dimension of the conflict is not adequately addressed. Aid workers do
not have the skills or resources to respond to the new political demands made of them,
which sometimes include acting as intelligence officers as well as conflict-resolution and
development specialists, in addition to being humanitarian workers.

To avoid such negative impacts, it is necessary to prioritize identification of the con-
ditions required for effective delivery of humanitarian assistance. This should be done
collectively by humanitarian workers, international humanitarianism law personnel and
the victim populations. The lack of clarity in the New Humanitarianism regarding priori-
ties and principles can have negative operational consequences.

In the next two chapters, I will discuss the degree to which UNRWA applies the princi-
ples of humanitarian aid - neutrality, independence, humanity and impartiality - in its
practice in Gaza.
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Chapter 2
UNRWA: The Politics of Aid

This chapter discusses the economic situation of the occupied Palestinian territories
(oPt) and UNRWA, mainly using that context to test UNRWA’s application of neutrality
and independence principles. I will start by discussing the two principles and the debates
around them. Then I will describe the political and financial situation in the oPt, with a
focus on UNRWA. My analysis will show whether humanitarian practice in Gaza is in-
formed by humanitarian principles or by political considerations.

2.1 Palestinian territories: Dependent on Political Aid

For a better understanding of aid programme mechanisms, we have to revisit the rela-
tionship between the main actors in the oPt. The relationship between aid actors is not
merely between donors and recipients; it is a complicated combination, especially among
the recipients. Politically, the oPt are divided into two main areas, Gaza and the West
Bank, which are currently governed by two governments: the Fatah-led government in
the West Bank and the Hamas-led government in Gaza. Until 2000, Palestinians were
represented by a “unity” government comprising the major political parties. However, in
that year Hamas, which the international community describes as a terrorist organization,
won the National Legislative Council elections in Gaza. That sparked a conflict over
power, with Israel and the international community playing a significant role. They re-
fused to accept the election result and recognized the West Bank government as the sole
representative of all Palestinians, and therefore the only recipient of aid and participant
in negotiations involving Palestinians. The Fatah-led government, while making no form-
al statement, also did not accept the election result in practice.

After winning the elections, Hamas formed a new executive group which took the
control of the ministries and security forces in the Gaza Strip. The West Bank authorities
started procedures to weaken Hamas and replace it in Gaza. An ordinance was issued to
exempt people in Gaza from paying taxes to the Hamas government in order to weaken
it financially. Additionally, public servants were asked to stay home if they wanted to con-
tinue receiving their salaries. Consequently, ministries, hospitals and schools were left
without personnel, which totally paralysed all aspects of life in Gaza. The actions taken
by the West Bank authorities to bring down Hamas, with the blessing of Israel and the
international community (including the former Hosni Mubarak government in Egypt)
caused much suffering to Gazans in terms of all their daily requirements. The actions
were widely perceived to be a punishment to Gazans for voting for Hamas. Even travel-
ling outside Gaza became difficult because Arab and western countries only accepted
travel documents issued by the West Bank authorities. It was a graphic example of inter-
national financial and political support being used to reward the party that served Israeli
interests even if it meant going against the people’s democratic choice.

UNRWA, as the most important international organization in Gaza, continued to
provide its services while shunning the Gaza government. Sometimes there was tension
over the distribution of assistance to registered refugees, which occasionally led to halt-
ing of aid. The aid was resumed only under the condition that the Hamas government
would stop interfering in UNRWA’s work.
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2.2 Aid: Neutral and Independent?

This chapter focuses on neutrality and independence because both of these principles
stress the necessity of keeping aid free of politics and economics. The neutrality prin-
ciple is the most debated one among academics and practitioners. The Red Cross and
Red Crescent define their neutrality as follows: ‘In order to continue to enjoy the con-
fidence of all, the Movement may not take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature’ (as cited in Slim, 1997).
The independence principle is defined as “Providing care and assistance and doing so
in complete independence [...]. To act accordingly, it must rely on its own assessment
made on the basis of objective criteria” (ICRC 1996: 10). OCHA (2010:1) also observes
that “Humanitarian action must be autonomous from the political, economic, military or
other objectives that any actor may hold with regard to areas where humanitarian action
is being implemented.” This is how aid should work, but with the adoption of ‘New
Humanitarianism’, in which aid plays an integrated role in a political agenda, the percep-
tion of neutrality has changed. This threatens just and unbiased access to victims.

The ‘New Humanitarianism’ is the preferred form of intervention in many emer-
gency crises even though it has failed to address long-term as well as short-term life-sav-
ing needs and violates international humanitarian law. Duffield Macrae and Curtis (2001)
show how New Humanitarianism, with its blend of aid and politics, leads to the exploita-
tion of skills, resources and legitimacy of non-state actors in a wider political project. As
part of social and political calculations, humanitarian assistance has become an essential
component of mechanical conflict resolution, peace-building processes and development
strategies. Such strategies by powerful parties usually assume that warring parties react in
a predictable manner to the power of aid (Duffield et.al., 2001) and then use it as a pres-
sure tool to achieve specific political agendas.

2.3 DPolitical Flow of Aid

The outsider’s perception of Palestinian people is that they cannot look after themselves,
so donor countries should do it. Actually, they are not allowed to look after themselves.

There are two clear examples how is the flow of aid and donations conditioned by
politics. One concerns the Oslo accords,® which marked a turning point in donors’ atti-
tude toward Palestinians. Before the Oslo accords, the donors did not seem to be inter-
ested in strengthening Palestinian society, but after 1994 there was more focus on build-
ing and strengthening civil society institutions such as NGOs, and capacity building in
municipalities. By late 1998, the total pledged support was over $4 billion (Brynen, 2000)
but not all of this was actually delivered. There was preference for actual disbursements
to be channelled directly to support peace and civil society-building projects rather than
to the core budget of UN bodies like UNRWA, whose financial requirements were seen
as an ever-expanding burden.

Another example of the politicization of aid concerns the flow of international aid
as well as the tax revenue collected by Israel, supposedly on behalf of the Palestinian
government in the West Bank. Israel uses its control over the tax revenue to apply pres-
sure in the political arena, with devastating effects. For example, in July 2011, when Israel
delayed the transfer of tax revenue, and international donors (including some Arab coun-
tries)* failed to fulfil their pledges, the PA was unable to pay full salaries to its employees.
The flow of money was cut off after Hamas and Fatah signed a reconciliation accord.

3 The Oslo accords are officially called the Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Govern-
ment Arrangements or Declaration of Principles (DOP).

4 <http://www.nvtimes.com/2011/07 /04 /world/middleeast/04palestinians.html>.
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This showed how fragile a Palestinian government can be if it does not have indepen-
dent economic resources. Similar pressure had been applied in the wake of the Hamas
victory in the National Legislative Assembly elections of January 2006, making it impos-
sible for the PA to pay its employees’ salaries for six months.

2.4 Conflict with Hamas-led Government

One of the main functions of an effective aid programme is to strengthen the host gov-
ernment’s planning and management capabilities. However, in Gaza, there are very few
coordination channels with regard to food aid assistance between UNRWA, as the main
service provider to refugees, and the current government. “We may coordinate with the
current government on the operational level if needed” (Interview UNRWAS2), said one
of the senior staff at UNRWA. Another employee said he can communicate with gov-
ernmental parties on a personal level to facilitate the work or the assistance for handi-
capped people, but not officially.

Besides the absence of coordination between UNRWA and the Hamas-led govern-
ment, there are also strains in the relations between them. At times this tension has led to
halting of the aid distributed by UNRWA.5 The tension between UNRWA and Hamas
arises out of conflict between two principles; the first is that UNRWA is committed to
assisting the refugees, while the second principle is the international labelling of Hamas
as a terrorist organization, which means that international agencies are forbidden to deal
with it. This clash of ideologies and power diminishes the effectiveness of aid.

2.5 Control of borders

Another example of political influence on aid is the way UNRWA aid is affected by Is-
rael’s tight control over t he Gaza Strip b orders. Before Israel's
unilateral disengagement plan, there were problems moving aid both inside the Strip be-
cause of Israeli military roadblocks as well as from outside into the Strip. With Israel’s
physical withdrawal from Gaza, the roadblocks have been removed, but there are still
serious problems importing food and other necessary materials into the Strip. One of the
UNRWA employees stated that the Agency has eventually managed to import its aid
supplies (Interview UNRWASZ2). However, this contradicts the information provided by
another UNRWA staff member who stressed the difficulties of importing the commod-
ities through the Karni border checkpoint (Interview UNRWAST). UN reports also refer
to the effect of the Israeli blockade of Gaza. According to the UN, 10,614 truckloads of
food and materials entered Gaza in August 2000. By January 2011 this plummeted to
4,123 truckloads (with desperately needed construction materials remaining totally
banned) and exports from Gaza fell from 2,460 truckloads to 107 truckloads (Roy,
2011).6 Consequently, the levels of food insecurity rose from 40 per cent to 61 per cent
between 2000 and 2010. This means that over 900,000 people of the population of 1.5
million do not have the bare minimum amount of food they need, while another
200,000-plus remain vulnerable to food insecurity (Roy, 2011).

There is one border that is no longer controlled by Israel: the border at Rafah be-
tween the Gaza Strip and Egypt. As long as the Mubarak regime ruled in Egypt, the
Rafah border was controlled according to the desires of Israel. After the overthrow of
Mubarak, some of the restrictions on movement of people were eased, but not the re-

5<http: www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340.1.-3667825,00.htmI>._
<http://www.haaretz.com/news/un-hamas-meet-to-discuss-stolen-gaza-aid-1.269602>.

6 <http://mideast.foreignpolicv.com/posts/2011/03/16/gaza_after the revolution>.
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strictions on movement of goods. Moreover, the international agencies operating in
Gaza keep clear of any goods that come through Egypt. They are not allowed to procure
any supplies that are not channelled through Israel, which is an indication of the com-
plicity of international donors and several Arab states in making life harder for Palestini-
ans. Israel’s violation of the Movement and Access Agreement it signed, under which it
is supposed to allow relief goods/materials to be imported via Israel, and the politically
influenced problems at the Rafah border are factors that combine to allow Palestinian
people only the bare necessities of life. And it is all done for political reasons.

2.6 The Insecurity of Food Security

As highlighted at the beginning of this study, refugees experience considerable hardship
in order to try and get their daily food securely, regularly and permanently, especially
with the recent sudden cuts in UNRWA’s assistance.

UNRWA is the main provider of all basic services for the refugees, but this study fo-
cuses only on the programmes that include food assistance. There are two main such
programmes. The first is the Relief & Social Services (RSS) Programme, which in 2010
assisted 104,581 individuals (UNRWA, 2011c) with relief (including four rounds of food
parcels annually with cash assistance) as well as a package of social services. This pro-
gramme is directed at ‘Special Hardship Cases’ among refugees, who comprise 9.0% of
registered refugees. The RSS programme has 201 employees.

The second programme is the Emergency Programme (EP) which addresses 12 dit-
ferent sectors. One of these is food assistance on a quarterly basis. In each round in
2010, the EP reached between 126,174 and 132,091 families, providing food assistance
for up to 765,560 individuals (UNRWA, 2011b), covering between 50 and 76 per cent of
daily caloric needs (UNRWA, 2011a).

Both programmes assist the neediest group on the basis of poverty-based eligibility
criteria, which have been used over the last two years. EP basically helps those rendered
vulnerable by the border closure and who are not addressed by the UNRWA social safety
net programme. Poverty and food insecurity are estimated through a proxy means test
formula (PMTF) based on household consumption and expenditure compared with
poverty and food security lines defined by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
(PCBS) for each field, in line with Ministry of Social Affairs (MoSA) strategy (UNRWA,
2011a).

UNRWA’s explanation for reduction of the number of people eligible to receive food
aid was that the EP budget had been scaled back because of insufficient contributions
from donor countries. The EP was started after the Second Intifada in 2000, and the ma-
jority of aid recipients receive food parcels from the EP, not from the RSS. The core of
the $300 million emergency appeal was for food assistance to 600,000 people in 2011
(Ma’an news Agency, 2011) but because of weak donor response, the budget ended up
with only $150 million. The number of aid recipients was cut from 600,000 to 500,000
people due to an apparently more accurate poverty assessment system (which I will dis-
cuss later in this study).

The aim of the food assistance programme is “to meet the basic food needs of vul-
nerable refugee families and mitigate the impact of chronic food insecurity” (UNRWA,
2011a). Thus, it can be assumed that the assistance is intended to have only a temporary
effect.

Table 1 in Appendix 2 shows four levels of food security and insecurity. It would be rea-
sonable to assume that households that belong to the ‘Marginally Secure’ and “Vulnera-

ble’ categories would slide into the ‘Food Insecure’ category when their rations were cut
off by UNRWA.
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UNRWA’s redefinition of poverty to address the needs of the poorest of the poor,
is a strategy used to cope with the scaling back of its budget, a circumstance which is
likely to happen in such emergency programmes, especially when donors use political
considerations to decide the level of their contribution. This adds a new dimension to
the understanding of food security for the recipients. The fitful entitlement to food from
UNRWA’s Emergency Programme guarantees neither satisfactory quality nor security of
regular food distribution. We can thus infer that this insecurity is basically an expected
outcome of aid provision not being independent. What makes the situation even worse
for the refugees is that their inability to feed themselves is not their fault: the very donors
who are cutting their contributions to UNRWA are the ones who stood by and let the
refugee problem develop in the first place, have been standing by and letting the problem
continue, and are now making life even more difficult for the refugees.

In the last emergency appeal, UNRWA said it would “continue to contract local
flour mills to produce flour rather than relying exclusively on international
sourcing” (UNRWA, 2011a: 13). UNRWA has also intervened in the border issue so that
wheat can be brought to the local mills, from which UNRWA then buys flour. This is
economically significant for Gaza because it creates many job opportunities.

2.7 Assistance Cuts: Who Is to Blame?

There are two possible reasons for UNRWA’s budgetary deficits: 1) UNRWA’s manage-
ment failed to highlight Palestinian refugees’ needs, their poverty and their unemploy-
ment conditions sufficiently, and therefore failed to influence donors and convince them;
or 2) an external agenda influences donor policies and contributions.

Perusal of UNRWA documents yields an overall picture of the tragic socio-econom-
ic situation in Gaza but few details about the roots of that situation. There is an attempt
to represent whole complex situation with numerical tables and statistics, which is only
one, albeit essential, aspect of the situation; statistics by themselves cannot convey the
appalling misery of those in need. In the last UNRWA Medium Term Strategy (MTS), a
radical organizational development was presented: a new programming approach (decen-
tralization, re-engineering of key processes, and more innovation) as well as institutional
reform (resource mobilization, knowledge management and evaluation, HR manage-
ment, risk management and accountability). UNRWA did not fail to highlight the needs
of Palestinian refugees. However, while still addressing refugees’ needs as caused by the
conflict, UNRWA plays no role in mobilizing efforts for a sustainable solution which can
be achieved by resolving causes of conflict, not just by dealing with its impact. The UN-
RWA strategy will certainly affect planning and implementation of its programmes as we
will see in the following chapter. Nevertheless, this leaves us with the possibility that the
budgetary deficits are not just an economic problem but remain under the influence of
political agendas.

2.8 UNRWA: The Realpolitik on the Ground

UNRWA is supposed to operate on the basis of humanitarian principles, but the reality
of the situation in Gaza means that political factors play a significant role in its work.
This can be seen in the following quotations from an interview with a senior staff mem-
ber of UNRWA (Interview UNRWAS?2).

“We know we never capture the right number of refugees in Gaza, because the number of poor
Sfamilies that benefit from our programmes, either the Special Hardship Case programme or Social
Safety Net programme, has been dependant always on the available budget.”
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“I believe that there is nothing in this world not related to politics. [...] certainby, the donations
and economy in general are associated strongly with the political situation. The most important fac-
tor that caused the UNRW.A’s and other organizations’ financial problem is the financial crisis
that hit the whole world. The countries have not recovered fully from it. Another factor is the compe-
tition with other disaster areas as in Africa. But as I said, you cannot exclude the political factor
completely. It will be there, but you cannot ask a donor country, why did you reduce or cut your
Sfunds? Certainly it will use economic problems as an argument, which could be true.”

Given the ‘available budget’ approach and UNRWA’ critical financial situation, it is
clear that UNRWA’s establishment by a UN resolution to take care of all Palestinian
refugees is not enough for it to carry out its mandate. In order to feed people who are
denied return to their land, UNRWA is still required to provide donor countries with a
justification during each budget appeal round. This financial dependency on donors
contradicts the principle of independence, especially since the biggest donors to UNR-
WA are allies of Israel.

There are three reasons for the aid cuts: the first is political: the more pressure that
is put on Hamas, the more ungovernable Gaza should become. The political will is to
make Hamas less popular and to bring about its failure. Hamas’ failure is what Israel has
persistently sought. The second reason is environmental: competition with other disaster
areas. The third reason is financial: the financial crises which made donor countries re-
luctant to give money.

I assume that the current economic situation is worse than before in terms of avail-
ability of money. However, donor countries can still decide to prioritize channels
through which the -‘less money’ can be spent. By correlating the timing of aid cuts, we
can see a concurrence with events in the Palestinian political arena. For example, there
was a serious financial crisis in 2008, yet there was no problem channelling aid in late
2008 and early 2009 when operation Cast Lead was launched by the Israeli military. Cur-
rently, while announcing serious financial problems in the UNRWA budget for food and
job creation programmes, UNRWA spends millions of US dollars for other programmes
in Gaza. The UNRWA Summer Games are one example; while sports are very important
for the physical and psychological well-being of children in Gaza, parents are wondering
how to feed their children. So, again, priorities are not determined on the basis of
Maslow’s pyramid of needs (Jahn, 2004), but on the basis of what donors decide.

2.8.1 Games with needs

“The agency is paying for Summer Games but it did not rebuild houses for people who lost theirs.
It cuts food conpons but pays for other programmes” (Interview PR5).

“T am for Summer Games for my children. The holidays are over and they have not gone to a beach
or to a garden. The children have not left the house, and they need entertainment camps. But enter-
tainment is not more important than food. I can waive the entertainment, but I cannot waive food.
For my children, food is first” (Interview PR13).__

Some interviewees also noted that the UNRWA Summer Games were launched as
the largest competitor to camps for children organized by Hamas. Thus the timing and
generous financing for them could be seen as questionable. It was difficult for the fathers
and mothers to express their priorities versus UNRWA priorities. It is sad for parents to
say, “I do not want joy for my children,” but if the joy is at the expense of food, they are
forced to choose. Most mothers preferred to increase the amount of food as they be-
lieved good nutrition of children to be more important than entertainment. However,
some said: “Children also have ‘right to play’ as well as ‘right to eat’” (Interview PR16).
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The views expressed by aid recipients reflect conflicts at the household level be-
tween food needs and non-food needs. The point is not whether or not non-food pro-
grammes should be stopped, but rather about the capability of UNRWA to be transpar-
ent with recipients by engaging them in deciding priorities.

2.9 UNRWA-Refugee Relations

When refugees were asked about current status of UNRWA assistance and future pos-
sibilities of aid being stopped, their reaction varied. Some expressed disbelief and des-
pair:

“I¢ is impossible that UNRW.A will leave us without a sustainable solution” (Interview PR77).

“It wonld be a real disaster to stop aid, especially with the current blockade. There are no income
sources except UNRW.A, how can they cut the assistance?” (Interview PR73).

From the perspective of the Gazan people, the Agency has stronger authority in the
Strip than the Hamas government does. It is an advantage to be an UNRWA employee
rather than a government employee. It is also an advantage to be assisted by or connect-
ed to UNRWA rather than the government. It is seen as a privilege to be on the UNR-
WA side. It is the best option available in Gaza.

2.10 Conclusion

I have argued in this chapter that the political context is the main determinant of UNR-
WA’s assistance to Palestinians. Aid to the oPt is neither neutral nor independent. Its
function has been transformed from reducing poverty and meeting necessities to impos-
ing sanctions on the recipients to achieve political objectives. The people in the oPt are
not the only ones to experience this; Randel et al. (2002) discuss several examples of aid
being tied to political conditions. One of the examples during the Cold War was the aid
given by the US to Mozambique under the condition that Mozambique would end its
close links with the Soviet Union. Some years later, the US State Department stated that
all US aid is political and that there are always conditions even if they are not stated ex-
plicitly. Randel notes that France also conditioned its aid to its former colonies in Fran-
cophone African countries. A frequent pre-condition for continued development aid is
‘good governance’, which in practice means governance in accord with the donor coun-
try’s policies. So donor countries enforce their own governance styles, leaving no space
for indigenous concepts of governance and leadership.

Given the political influence on aid in conjunction with marginalization of the prin-
ciples of humanitarian imperatives, it is not surprising that humanitarian programmes
have limited success in improving the socio-economic status of beneficiaries.

Another determinant of the effectiveness of aid is the way the process is organized.
The nature of organization (establishment base, structure, implementation schemas) is
deeply associated with political factors, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3
UNRWA'’s Assistance Implementation Problems

3.1 Introduction

Chapter 2 presented determinants of aid that might not be under UNRWA’ control. In
this chapter, I will analyze determinants that are under UNRWA’s control and test the
Agency’s application of two principles of humanitarianism: impartiality and humanity.
Impartiality means that “Humanitarian action must be carried out on the basis of need
alone, giving priority to the most urgent cases of distress” (OCHA, 2010). The human-
ity principle, as defined earlier in this paper, means ensuring that suffering is addressed
with total protection and respect for human beings. It is difficult to design a framework
of humanitarianism using only one principle independently of the others. Cleatly, in or-
der to fulfil impartiality as an essential principle you should also ensure independence
and neutrality of aid and the financial sources. While keeping this mind, the main aim of
this chapter is to analyze whether UNRWA’s practice is in accordance with the principles
of impartiality and humanity.

3.2 Strategic Planning

“This dependency on donor contributions introduces a risk for fixed-term employees. For example,
3.5% is an annual increase in our programme beneficiaries, which represents natural population
growth. A long time ago we used to have an annual increase in the budget equivalent to 3.5%. To
meet the increase in the number of beneficiaries, the number of social workers should be increased.
At least for the last 3-4 years if not more, the programme has not been able to hire a single social
worker. We are afraid that if the Agency funding continues to decrease, the Agency will have to
terminate staff. So, imagine what could happen then!” (Interview UNRWAS?2).

The above quotation indicates the vulnerability of the Agency’s strategic planning
for sustainability. By sustainability I mean both to equip refugees with self-sufficiency
tools, and to ensure stable and substantive financial resources for its own continuing care
of refugees. As to the former, if there is expectation of long-term conflict (and I think
there should be after 63 years) it is worth empowering refugees with mechanisms to fight
hunger independently. With regard to the latter, UNRWA has not taken any steps to gen-
erate its own income sources, remaining at the mercy of annual donations. Due to the
absence of this strategic planning, UNRWA is now unable to fulfil its responsibilities to-
wards refugees. The consequences of insufficient planning are now threatening both
refugees and UNRWA employees’ job security.

UNRWA'’s dependence on annual financial appeals means that the Agency will con-
tinue to work under the influence of donors and their geopolitical agendas regarding the
oPt and Israel. This influence impacts on UNRWA’s ability to assess and address the real
needs of the refugees fully, as the recent changes in eligibility criteria show.

3.3 Creating Classifications: UNRWA Social Survey, Eligibility Crite-
ria and Gradations of Poverty

Since the end of 2007 or the beginning of 2008, the Special Hardship Case Programme bas
been reformed into a new programme - Social Safety Net. This new programme is poverty based, by
which the poverty status assessment of a family is carried out through a computerized system de-
pending on a formula called Proxy Means Testing Formula (PMTF). This formula is applied in
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over 70 countries around the world to assess the poverty status of families. Using this formula, the
programme became much more objective. 1t was much more subjective earlier, because it was mainly
depending on social workers assessment of family conditions. A social worker made a recommen-
dation whether the family should be included in the programme. This does not happen anymore.
Now we have a special questionnaire which is filled ont by a social worker during a housebold visit.
Then the filled-ont questionnaire is entered into the system (SSM module) which shows the result:
the family is ‘non-poor’ or ‘turning/ absolutely poor or ‘abjectly poor’. The quantity and quality of
assistance will be determined on the basis of this classification of poverty level of the family” (In-
terview UNRWAS2).

This explanation about the reform to bring about ‘more objectivity” was given with
conviction by a senior UNRWA staff member. The timing of the reform brings us back
to the time when Hamas took over control of the Gaza Strip and the funding cuts by
main donors were initiated. The cuts demonstrated the politics of aid, emphasized by
Volberg (2006), who shows how external factors like donors, host governments and hos-
tilities can affect the pragmatism of humanitarian space.

UNRWAs Poverty Survey is based on collection of verifiable socio-economic data
which can be used to predict family expenditure levels. Collected information includes
housing characteristics (type of tenure, total number of rooms, connection to water,
availability of a toilet, etc.); availability of durable goods (refrigerator, washing machine,
etc.); economic status; and level of education (UNRWA, 2011d).

The poverty-based system is designed to include “observable and verifiable character-
istics on (i) household demographics and characteristics of household head; (i) owner-
ship of assets; (iii) housing quality, and access to facilities and remittances; and (iv) loca-
tion variables in a formal algorithm to proxy household welfare” (Sharif, 2009). The
PMT formula may function in poverty-stricken areas, but it fails to take into account the
reality that the Gazan refugees are in a volatile economic situation due to occupation.

For example, the most influential category of people in the last ten years in Gaza
were the 100,000 Palestinians who worked in Israel. They were less educated than public
service workers in Gaza because it was more advantageous to leave school and go to
work inside Israel to enable them to improve their families’ lives. They earned a compara-
tively high income before 2000 and thus could afford to buy refrigerators and other
‘white goods’. After the outbreak of the Second Intifada, those workers were fired (often
without ‘end of service’ payments) and left without sources of income. Their living
standards deteriorated dramatically. Having discontinued their education to earn a good
income, they were less privileged educationally but more privileged financially; now they
are less privileged economically, financially and socially. Their case is a typical example of
“structural impoverishment”.

Palestinians who were able to work and build houses before the Second Intifada and
were able to buy a TV or a refrigerator. However, in their current situation they cannot
even afford their daily food. Most of them have already sold their jewellery and furniture
as a coping strategy. Additionally, at any moment Gazan people might lose everything
under Israeli air strikes, which occur frequently. So, application of a universal poverty
formula in conflict area like Gaza has to take into account sustainable and sufficient
sources of income, and not merely the amount and quality of furniture and ‘white
goods’ in the house.

The 2010 Emergency Appeal Progress Report states that “A refined poverty-based
targeting system identified beneficiaries, ensuring that only the neediest families received
food aid” (UNRWA, 2011b: 16). The main theme in the report is the exposition of selec-
tion criteria and targeting mechanism. The “neediest” means the most impoverished
segment among refugees. As budgetary deficits increased, the size of the assisted seg-
ment of population shrank. This is in line with the original mandate of UNRWA, as giv-
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en in the Consolidated Eligibility and Registration Instructions (CERI), which specifies
that UNRWA services are “subject to budgetary limitations:

“UNRWA’s mandate is to provide relief, humanitarian, human development and protec-
tion services to Palestine Refugees and other persons of concern in its Area of Opera-
tions. In pursuance of its mandate, UNRWA has formulated criteria and standards for
identifying those who ate entitled to be registered in its Registration System and/or to
receive the Agency’s services. These standards and criteria are intended to facilitate the
Agency’s operations. The provision of UNRWA services is subject to budgetary limita-
tions and all relevant Agency Instructions, Regulations and Rules.” (UNRWA 2009).

In this light, I would argue that the gradation of poverty introduced by the new
UNRWA criteria is cynical, dishonest and unethical. It would have been more honest and
ethical to say openly that there is no money, than to pretend that better, more ‘objective’
criteria are in place. Furthermore, this gradation clearly contradicts the humanitarian
principles of impartiality and humanity, which require that aid be given on the basis of
need alone, and that this be done with respect for the recipients. Breaking the ethical
framework affects recipients heavily and increases their suffering; as argued earlier, in-
ternational donors frequently use aid to increase suffering on the assumption that the
pressure will lead to achievement of specific political goals.

One female refugee summarized her family’s situation:

“I see UNRWAS financial problems as a punishment on Gazgan people. Social workers come to
our houses and see that we own furniture and electronic devices. So they consider us non-eligible.
Does the furniture feed us? If you ask, “Why did you cut our conpon?”  they will answer, “Since
you have this and that in your house, you are able buy your food.” We bought those things a long
time ago. But now we cannot buy food” (Interview PR3).

Another housewife hoped that the social survey would be conducted fairly (Inter-
view PR2):

“I hope as a housewife that the social worker who comes to check out my case will be able to consid-
er all aspects of mry problem. This house is not mine and my husband is not working. Why should
I wait one year to have assistance? Why doesn’t the social worker report immediately about the field
visit and the status of the family? If we had work, I would not seek coupons. But what can 1 do
when we do not bave any income? When we ask about the result of the social survey, the answer is,
Your name is listed in the computer system” . What benefit do I get with my name in the system?’

While refugees trace the problem to the field staff, in fact the survey questionnaires
and decisions taken by a social worker are not the main issue. As argued eatlier, the posi-
tion of the Agency is problematic in itself, with its dependency on donors and their poli-
tics, and the ways in which it handles this dependency.

3.4 Issues of respect: Quality of services and food

Humanitarian agencies that are in charge of looking after the welfare of refugees are of-
ten responsible for widespread and avoidable violation of the rights of those dependants
(Verdirame and Harreil-Bond, 2005). Service provision, treatment of people, the quality
and quantity of food, how it is delivered and how people’s concerns and complaints are
handled, strongly influence the human security of refugees as well as their attitude to-
wards UNRWA. This section focuses on situations in which UNRWA has failed to ac-
cord the refugees the respect and human dignity they deserve.

“Iz is an unusual humiliation. May Allah bless all people so that they do not need to be at the
food distribution centres. Like beggars, we stand at doors; a person may hit you, or a cart. No
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respect, but we have been pushed us into this to avoid an even worse sitnation”  (Interview
PR13).

“We used to stand under the sun. No chairs there. If you left your place in the quene, you would
have to quene again” (Interview PR5).

“The day of receiving food is the day of humiliation. 175 always crowded, because we queue to re-
cezve food in the street, under the sun. Of counrse m earnestly looking for a job to avoid being life
a panhandler” (Interview PR13).

These images captured through the descriptions of food recipients indicate that
UNRWA considers its responsibility to end at the doors of the distribution centres.
Whatever happens outside the doors is not its concern. It does not seem to care if the
recipients stand in the street without a canopy to protect them from the hot sun. Put
simply, UNRWA does not provide the conditions necessary to preserve human dignity.

A similar observation can be made about the timing of food distribution. Gazans
adjust their food needs according to an expected income source. Employees regulate
their life on the basis of their salary at the end of each month. Food recipients, too, or-
ganize themselves on the basis of a pre-determined time cycle of food distribution.

“Once I know that my conpon receiving time is close, I dream of it. On receiving day, 1 wake up
very early at morning and go with my son to collect food. I have never failed to collect it becanse 1
always go to receive it on time’ (Interview PR2).

“The coupon before the last was delayed. When I went to collect it on 17 February, they told me
that it was delayed until 3 March, and I bave no clue why! |...] that month I borrowed some food
from my brother-in-law’s wife who receives her compon from CHE" and I promised her that 1
would return it once I received my coupor” (Interview PR10).

One would expect UNRWA to make sure it could meet distribution dates as much
as possible. Regrettably, frequent delays in distribution were regularly mentioned by the
interviewed refugees.

Lack of respect for human beings is against the basic principles of humanitarianism.
Moreover, it can hinder the original goals of implemented programmes. Food aid pro-
grammes aim to ameliorate the chronic poverty and food insecurity levels among
refugees. However, when they provide low-quality services, they add to human insecurity.

Food insecurity as well as human insecurity are embedded in this testimony of one
of the interviewees:

“Some time ago, delivery of food rations was every two months. Now, it is every three months and
sometimes every four months. Then it will become every six months, and then good bye. It is all
polities” (Interview PR2).

UNRWA field workers themselves are touched by the tragedy of people. An UNR-
WA community developer said:

A miill owner swore to me that dozens of people come to take wheat that should be given to ani-
mals.8 This happens frequently when there is a delay in the entry of wheat by UNRWA and

7 CHF International (Cooperative Housing Foundation) is an international organization that
gives food rations to non-refugee Palestinians.

8 In mills, wheat is sifted through many stages, the very lowest quality being used to feed animals.
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UNWEP [into Gaza]. If the biggest organizations are not able to import wheat on time, traders
certainly cannot do that, and people have a desperate need to eat” (Interview UNRWAST).

The quality and quantity of the commodities were frequently mentioned by the in-
terviewees.

“Food assistance is not enough. One day I had no food and the food ration had run out; I found
bad wheat flonr which had been thrown away becanse it was rotting and had a very bad smell. Nev-
ertheless, 1 took it and made bread to feed mry children. 1 cannot afford to buy better-quality wheat
Slonr” (Interview PR2).

“Maybe aid cuts are punishment. Why not? If assistance is cut, it is a disaster. It is a slow deat).
War is better than such a slow death” (Interview PR4).

“The quality of food is not that good, but I do not sell compons because I cannot afford to buy
higher-quality food” (Interview PR5).

In spite of many shortcomings in relief action, relief actors still hardly ever consider
the voices of the refugees. They look at them through the lens of philanthropy, not the
lens of rights (Slim, 2002). Consequently, there is no an effective complaints system.

“When the last problem of low-quality wheat flonr occurred, we did not submit a written com-
Pplaint. We were talking about the problem in the food distribution centre while the social worker
was listening. We are afraid that our coupon will be cut if we submit a written complaint’ (Inter-
view PRS).

“There is no option of objecting. This is your commodity; if you do not want it, you can sell it and
use the money instead” (Interview PR1).

Asking food recipients about the “UNRWA complaints system” resulted in reactions
that can be classified into three categories. In the first one, a complaint is made but no
feedback is received. In the second category, no complaint is made because of a belief
that it will not change anything. In the third one, no complaint is made because of a fear
that expressing dissatisfaction will lead to assistance being cut. These reactions show a
darker face of humanitarianism, one which discourages refugees from pursuing action to
ensure a minimal level of accountability on the Agency’s part. This aspect is discussed
by Verdirame and Harreil-Bond (2005) from a socio-legal perspective. They observe that
refugees are rarely in a position to pursue action against the organization that feeds them
and argue that integrating the protection aspect in the pragmatism of aid organization is
necessary in humanitarian action. Protection also entails making refugees aware of their
rights. Treating refugees as a voiceless category and exercising great power over their
lives contradicts the principle of humanity.

3.5 Dealing with adversities: Finding the ways around

In spite of the low level of satisfaction with the quality of UNRWA service in general,
there was a noticeable difference between the reactions of Relief and Social Services
(RSS) programme beneficiaries and those in the Emergency Programme (EP). RSS bene-
ficiaries expressed more satisfaction than EP beneficiaries did. There are two main reas-
ons for this. Firstly, the RSS programme comprises both relief and social aspects. Its
beneficiaries receive more food than those in the EP. Moreover, they receive a cash sup-
plement ($40 per person per year) and social support through a permanent social worker.
Each social worker is responsible for a specific number of families, so they can commu-
nicate easily in case of need. Complainant must receive written feedback about the status
of their complaint, which is also filed in the complainant’s family file. Thus, the greater
satisfaction expressed by RSS beneficiaries demonstrates that organization plays an im-
portant role in optimizing service quality in a conflict-affected area.
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Cash supplements, sufficient food quantities and systematic feedback system are all
advantages that are not enjoyed by EP beneficiaries. The EP social worker is more a data
collector. The relation between EP social workers and households comprises filling out
an application form during a single visit. The RSS programme is directed at the most
vulnerable refugee segments, such as orphans and widows. This is an incentive for
refugees to find ways to become beneficiaries of the RSS, not EP. One informant nar-
rated how she changed her assistance from the EP to the RSS programme. She applied
to the RSS programme as a divorced woman and started receiving assistance. After a
while, she re-married her ex-husband and gave birth to a daughter in addition to her four
older children, but she did not inform the RSS about her changed status because she
feared being cut off. She continued receiving assistance for five persons instead of seven,
but RSS support for five persons is better than EP assistance for seven persons (Inter-
view PR13). This is one way of coping with the limitations of aid.

Secondly, the difference between the previous living conditions of RSS and EP be-
neficiaries is significant. RSS beneficiaries have a background of poverty and so are used
to deprivation. A widow who lost her husband a long time ago and became dependent
on basic RSS services does not make comparisons between the current situation and her
previous one because they are almost the same. The situation is different for EP benefi-
ciaries. They were relatively better off before 2000, while now they survive on emergency
coupons provided by the EP. They keep recalling what forced them to resort to food
coupons and they continue comparing the quality of food.

What is similar to both groups, however, is their dependence on aid, with all its
negative consequences. The quality of life for many Palestinians is currently decided by
international actors implementing different programmes and projects according to dif-
ferent criteria and decisions. One of the outcomes of such a situation is development of
a ‘coupon culture’.

“We have become coupon-people, which is not good. Talking all the time about food coupons is
undesirable. We need work, not coupons. If 1 had work, or my husband had work, we would not
care about coupons” (Interview PR5).

A big part of most people’s daily life in Gaza is about coupons. The coupon’s con-
tents and time are discussed in taxis, neighbourhoods and among friends. The issue of
coupons has also received attention from Palestinian activists and bloggers.

Another consequence of the refugees’ aid dependency in Gaza is a distorted deci-
sion system. Sometimes, following restrictive mathematical calculations of income in the
selection criteria, people are forced to reject a temporary job (which is usually the only
kind of job available in Gaza) in order to stay eligible for aid, and their names are not
cancelled from the assistance lists. The ‘New Humanitarianism” approach is useless for
dealing with this problem. It leads to structural impoverishment of beneficiaries instead
of lending them a hand.

“When my coupon is delayed, 1 buy on credit until 1 receive my coupon” (Interview PR3).

Adpversity has led to a changing pattern of food consumption in Gaza. Shifting to
lower quality and quantity of food is a main coping strategy, and general decrease in the
quality of food consumed is reported by households. Many parents reduce their intake to
enable their children to eat. According to a survey conducted by WEFP, FAO and UNR-
WA (2008), half the surveyed population had decreased their spending on food, 89 per
cent had reduced the quality of food, and 75 per cent had reduced the quantity since
January 2008. Almost all the people had reduced their consumption of fresh fruit, veget-
ables and animal protein to save money. Very few Palestinians now eat fresh (red) meat.
The overwhelming majority of the households interviewed reported that they buy food
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in very small quantities two or three times a week. This was confirmed by retailers, who
also reported that consumers were buying less, which had forced many of the retailers to
start selling bulk packages (ibid.: 10).

Secking food aid more than before is another coping strategy. Utilization of food aid
rations from UNRWA hat increased, according to the WEFP et al. (2008) survey. Addi-
tionally, refugees use aid food to increase variety in their diet. Selling of jewellery and
other assets (if any are still left), use of life savings (if they have not already been ex-
hausted) and borrowing are also common strategies to buy necessities. The most com-
mon coping strategy is to buy food on credit. People resort to borrowing food from rel-
atives and neighbours or buy on credit from supermarkets and retailers. This strategy is
not available to everyone; several retailers extend credit only to employed customers, or
customers whose family members are known to have a regular job. The chronically un-
employed, who have no regular source of income, such as the labourers who used to
work in Israel, have a very limited capacity to buy on credit due to lack of regular in-
kind or in-cash assistance. Having already sold their disposable assets, 59 per cent of
households are now relying on credit to buy food (ibid). The poor, who have no alternat-
ive ways to get food, have to resort to scavenging in the trash bins of poulterers and re-
tail stores.

Some of these strategies can be effective in the short term, but they lead to nega-
tive livelihood outcomes and reduce the households’ long-term ability to cope with ex-
ternal shocks. Some of the strategies are only available to those with a reliable income.

3.6 Refugees’Perspective: Reasons for UNRWA Food Aid

“UNRWA is feeding us to keep us silent about what is going on; conflict and war. The Palestinian
Authority does not do anything. The Fatah government went and the Hamas government came,
there is no difference! ... Why did UNRW.A give us food six months after the Nakbah? This is
to keep us silent. Now UNRWA is cutting its assistance. "This is better, then people will revolt
and regain their lands” (Interview PR7).

Refugees have no expectations that UNRWA will provide total protection on the
basis of total responsibility. They realize that the context of conflict is the major reason
for what is going on in the oPt. They know that UNRWA will not give them more than
the bare minimum they are receiving currently, and their hope is that the minimal neces-
sities will not be reduced further. Their perception of UNRWA has shown up frequently
in studies, even in the academic arena. For example, Abowed (2008: 731) describes her
experience with a Palestinian feminist and refugee rights activist in her seventies, who
told her that since 1948 she had been against the UN or any other external organization
giving even “one bag of flour” to the refugees in Gaza. The activist was against classify-
ing Palestinians as exiled and displaced because that might create a foundation for that
status to be made permanent. Abowed’s nuanced analysis, which fleshes out the “plural-
ized experiences” of the refugees, is illuminating, Referring to the multiple phenomena
impinging on ostensibly isolated and contained locales in Gaza’s persistent state of
emergency, she provides potent insights into how services—as well as d ocuments
—“transform the relationships of places to each other” (2008: 178).

3.7 Conclusion

The strongly amplified feeling of insecurity among registered refugees is an outcome of
the uniqueness of UNRWA as an organization acting like a government for a very long
time, rather than like an aid agency. The authority that UNRWA enjoys as the oldest
refugee aid agency in history makes it less subject to critical evaluation of its perfor-
mance as a humanitarian agency by its target group or host governments. This, in turn,
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enhances the bureaucratic tendency in its work. The losers in all this are the refugees, be-
cause turning the priority in UNRWA’ work away from humanity and impartially princi-
ples results in the dignity of refugees being violated.

As long as UNRWA prioritizes donor-oriented programmes ignoring the real needs
of the refugees, it violates the principle of impartiality, which requires humanitarian ac-
tion to be carried out only on the basis of needs. UNRWA’s priorities are determined by
the donors, whose interests apparently lie in supporting continued occupation of the
oPt. The fact that UNRWA’s funding and strategies continue to be based on their being
of an emergency nature, even though the agency has been targeting the same group of
Palestinians for more than 60 years, raises questions about the seriousness of the donors.

UNRWA is responsible for a target group that has no other option for assistance.
UNRWA acts under legal and political responsibility but disregards its humanitarian re-
sponsibility towards refugees. As an organization, UNRWA is located in a framework
that does not allow it to operate independently. The reasons for this might lie in UNR-
WA original foundation in the late 1940s. It was established and expanded without the
existence of a real effective government in Palestine. It has been delivering assistance for
over 60 years to people whom it considers to be voiceless. Consequently, it is accountable
not to the people it supports, but to those who finance it and control its operations with-
in the given political framework of the Israeli occupation of Palestine.
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Chapter 4

Conclusion

UNRWA’s transfer of most of its services from permanent programmes (such as con-
struction, relief and social services) to the Emergency Programme financed through a
fund separate from the core budget, has proved to be an inefficient strategy of refugee
support. It has had a negative impact on refugees’ human security. The expansion of the
emergency services budget to USD 379 in 2010 (UNRWA, 2011c) at the expense of oth-
er services (USD 38.2 in 2010, according to UNRWA, 2011c) resulted in fragility of the
core UNRWA programmes. By using emergency assistance schemas, UNRWA can trans-
fer the blame to the donors. However, as an organization set up to ensure the welfare of
Palestinian refugees, it has responsibilities that cannot be ignored. Moreover, the EP  is
still = after 60 years - working according to the early recovery phase, without considering
long-term development. It is failing to address the causes and effects of the ongoing Is-
raeli control over Gaza (through the economic blockade, border closure and periodic
military attacks on Gaza residents) which is the main cause of the continuing humanitar-
ian crisis. For example, it provides cash to compensate those who have lost their houses
because of Israeli military actions in Gaza, while knowing very well that the Israeli block-
ade makes it impossible for people to purchase construction materials approved by it to
rebuild their houses. UNRWA frames its responses to Gazan refugees in the context of
conflict, and at the same time it ignores the conflict in its daily operations.

UNRWA’s assistance is influenced by geo-politics, so it cannot change the poverty
and unemployment problems without a change in the political context. While emergency
food aid is important in the case of natural disasters, in a political conflict situation it just
feeds the roots of conflict in different ways. The fluctuation of service level is strongly
correlated with political strategies. UNRWA’s inability to prevent budget cuts as well as to
importing sufficient quantities of food on time shows that, in the current situation of
political pressure from Israel and the donors, it is incapable of providing a satisfactory
level of service.

Aid is used by the international community as a weapon in this conflict. As shown
earlier in this study, this kind of official assistance leads to structural poverty that keeps
the Palestinian population at the mercy of charitable organizations and Israel. This ma-
nipulation of funding is conducted while violating essential humanitarian principles and
has become part of the New Humanitarianism’ approach in which aid is used as a tool
to achieve political goals. It violates the principles of neutrality, independence, impartiali-

ty and humanity.

International donors have formulated their policies in such a way as to keep the Gaza
Strip dependent of Israel for all supplies, and that enables Israel to continue — and even
extend — its violations of Palestinians’ rights. Until the recent change of government in
Egypt and that country’s limited opening of the border with Gaza, Gazans managed to
survive the Israeli blockade by bringing in some food and other supplies through secret
tunnels between the two countries. The international community’s reaction to this coping
strategy was to condemn it, arguing that the tunnels would also enable Hamas to import
arms. As a result of its budget vulnerability, UNRWA has been placed in a position
where it is effectively colluding with Israel in its violations of international conventions
and agreements on war, occupation and human rights. For example, the donors refuse to
let any of the money given to be used to buy materials/commodities that have not been
imported through Israel. While Mubarak was in power in Egypt, there was no attempt to
persuade him to allow such imports through the border at Rafah. Nor, in the face of de-
liberate Israeli obstruction of UNRWA aid supplies, was there an attempt to import ma-
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terials through Rafah. Even, now, after the Egyptian Revolution and reopening of the
Rafah crossing, no attempts are being made to use this opportunity to ease the effects of
the Israeli blockade.

The food recipients perceive food programmes as only an analgesic, a temporary
pain killer. Their insecurity is amplified by such emergency schemas, which have had un-
desired outcomes with regard to their social and economic situation. UNRWA was creat-
ed with a mandate to provide relief, but Gazan refugees have found themselves in the
trap of hunger and poverty without work opportunities, relief or real resolution of the
refugee problem.

Given all this, one has to conclude that, while many factors have contributed to UN-
RWA’s failure to improve food security in Gaza, the main reason is political. If there is to
be a solution, it has to be a political one. UNRWA’s ability to deliver a satisfactory level
of assistance is also limited by a combination of bad policies and bureaucratic dysfunc-
tion, in addition to the political constraints. The responsibility for failure does not lie
with UNRWA alone, but also with the whole system of donors, donor states, the PA, and
Israel.

The failures of specific interventions should not erase the spirit of humanitarian ac-
tion. Humanitarian agencies should use their power to ensure that their organizations
abide by principles and are accountable to their beneficiaries. Thus, UNRWA should con-
tinue providing basic services and humanitarian assistance to the world’s largest refugee
population, but without ignoring the larger political context in which it was created and
operates. UNRWA should also try to influence the donors and highlight the refugees’
priorities. Starting a dialogue with the refugees about their vision of implemented activit-
ies would help to change the perspective of beneficiaries towards the Agency’s pro-
grammes. Sufficient food aid and, to a lesser extent cash aid, could play a major role in
preventing a further increase in food insecurity and contribute to filling the shelves of
the poorest groups. However, food aid alone cannot offset the decline in the socio-eco-
nomic conditions affecting the Gazan refugees. A structural approach is needed to im-
prove Gaza’s economy, starting with support for increased productivity in the agricultural
sector. More predictability and independency of aid resources to optimize safety nets and
caseload coverage is important. Welcoming food recipients as vital stockholders and re-
sponding to their demands (such as effective social surveys, a complaints system and an
updated database system) could help to diminish the non-inclusion of the “newly
needy”, so that they can be addressed quickly by the targeting systems, in order to dignify
them as human beings. This would be in accordance with the spirit and the letter of hu-
manitarian principles and actions. Complementing food assistance with livelihood sup-
port (providing refugees with self-sufficiency skills to grow their own food) would con-
tribute to more secure livelihoods in exile. Above all, highlighting the urgent need for a
just and permanent solution to the refugee problem should be a priority in conflict situ-
ations like Gaza.

Humanitarian agencies need to be aware that there is a conflict between traditional
humanitarian principles on the one hand, and the conflict management principles under-
lying liberal peace and stability on the other. History shows that humanitarian assistance
cannot fill the vacuum left by ineffective political engagement. Humanitarian action must
be driven by the aim of alleviating suffering irrespective of colour and creed when all
else has failed. In discussing relief agencies and their moral standing in war, Slim (1997)
emphasizes the responsibility of any third-party relief organization to be transparent in
its position and to preserve, rather than distort, traditional humanitarian principles and
language. The challenge for aid agencies is to understand their role in the growing politi-
cization of aid, to uphold the need for witnessing and the duty of care, and to craft a
renewed consensus of humanitarian principles based on a universal respect for humanity.
Otherwise, humanitarian intervention weakens the humanitarian imperative instead of
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tulfilling the needs of victims. Awareness of how the ‘New Humanitarianism’ differs rad-
ically from the principles of humanitarian action can be the first step to counteracting
the growing politicization of aid.

Hopefully, understanding the context within which humanitarian organizations op-
erate can help them to improve their analyses and motivate them to take better action by
following the ethical framework of humanitarianism with its main principles.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Documents used in the Analysis

Consolidated Eligibility and Registration Instructions
Medium Term Plan 2004-2009

Medium Term Strategy 2010-15

Emergency Programme (factsheet)

Relief and Social Service program (factsheet)

Social safety-net programme (factsheet)

Refugee organization publications (BADIL)
International conventions (UN papers and statements)
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics surveys

Documents of other organizations such as Food and Agtriculture Organization
(FAO), UN World Food Programme (UNWFEP), United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and UN Office for the Coordination of Human-
itarian Affairs (OCHA).

Appendix 2: Food Security Group Descriptors

Table 1: Food Security Group Descriptors

Food Secure

Marginally Secure

Vulnerable

Food Insecure

Households with
income and
consumption
above USD 6.2 per
adult equivalent/
day

OR

Households with
income and
consumption
between USD 5.1
and USD 6.2 per
adult equivalent/
day and show no
decrease in total
food and non-food
expenditures.

Households showing
either income or
consumption above USD
6.2 per adult
equivalent/day (not
both)

OR

Households with both
income and
consumption between
USD 5.1 and USD 6.2 per
adult equivalent per day
with no decrease in
expenditure patterns

Households showing
both income and
consumption below
USD 6.2 per adult
equivalent per day
EXCEPT house-holds
showing no
decrease in
expenditure
patterns
(categorize as
marginally secure)

Households with
income and
consumption below
USD 5.1 per adult
equivalent/day

OR

Households showing
decrease in total
food and non-food
expenditures,
including house-
holds unable to
further decrease
their expenditure
patterns

Source: WFP, FAO & UNRWA (2008).
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Appendix 3: Interview codes

Code

Description

10

11

PR1

PR2

PR3

PR4

PR5

PR6

PR7

PRS

PRY

PR10

PR11

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 3 July 2011.

7-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 6 July 2011.

9-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 14 July 2011.

8-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 14 July 2011.

10-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 16 July 2011.

8-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 16 July 2011.

4-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 16 July 2011.

2-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 20 July 2011.

11-member family receives assistance from UNRWA RSS
programme.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 20 July 2011.

5-member family receives assistance from UNRWA RSS
programme.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 23 July 2011.

4-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 23 July 2011.

7-member family receives assistance from UNRWA RSS.
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12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

PR12

PR13

PR14

PR15

PR16

PR17

PR18

UNRWAS
1

UNRWAS
2

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 23 July 2011.

7-member family receives assistance from UNRWA RSS and
EP programme.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 23 July 2011.

7-member family receives assistance from UNRWA RSS
programme.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 23 July 2011.

9-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP
programme.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 24 July 2011.

2-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 24 July 2011.

1-member household receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the Gaza Strip,
on 24 July 2011.

7-member family receives assistance from UNRWA EP.

Telephone interview with a Palestinian refugee residing in the
Gaza Strip, on [DATE?] August 2011.

Interview with a staff member of UNRWA on 1 July 2011.

Interview with a senior staff member of UNRWA on 18 July
2011.
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