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Special report on Gaza and southern Israel prepared by the
Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children
and Armed Conflict

L. From the launch of “Operation Cast Lead” on 27" December 2008 until the
ceasefire of 17 January 2009, the extensive Israel Defense Forces (IDF) led air and ground
operations within Gaza 1,440 people were reported killed, including at least 314 children,
as verified by the inter-agency working group, and 5,380 injured, including 1,872 children;
up to 200,000 people, including 112,000 children, displaced and movement for the majority
of the population severely restricted. In the closely built-up areas of Gaza it became
increasingly difficult to obtain accurate and updated information. At times during the 22
days of bombardment, international and local media broadcasts were the only information
available to humanitarian or human rights agencies. In periods when there was a lull in air
or ground attacks, there were some opportunities for staff of human rights agencies to
verify information being received. Since the ceasefire, capacity to verify information has
improved and this report is compiled from reliable reports provided by the inter-agency
Working Group member organisations. In Southern Israel it is reported that 3 Israelis were
killed and 182 people injured, although specific information on children is currently
unavailable.

2. Civilian targets, particularly homes and their occupants, appear to have taken the
brunt of the attacks, but schools and medical facilities have also been hit. This is despite the
fact that, in the case of UNWRA schools, GPS coordinates were provided to the IDF by
UNWRA.

3. The intensity of Operation Cast Lead has resulted in many psychosocial difficulties
for children; so much so that UNICEF has made psycho-social support one of its
emergency priorities in Gaza. This is also true in southern Israel, where the days of conflict
resulted in a high incidence of psycho-social complaints on the part of children there.

Children killed and injured

4. 56 per cent of the 1.5 million population, of Gaza, are under the age of 18 years; the
latest conflict and preceding 18 months of almost total blockade has had a massive impact
on a generation of young people. The Palestinian Authority (PA) Ministry of Health (MoH)
reports that at least 431 Palestinian children have been killed since 27" December 2008;
independent monitors from the inter-agency working group have verified 314 cases of
children killed to date. Work continues to verify final numbers.

5. Many children have been injured during the period of fighting and the PA MoH
reports 1,855 children injured while independent monitors report at least 860 children
have sustained injuries. Handicap International estimates that up to 50 per cent of people
injured have sustained severe injuries that, without proper rehabilitation, could result in
permanent disability.

6. During this period, the Magen David Adom, the national emergency medical,
disaster, ambulance and blood bank service, reported that 3 Israelis were killed in Southern
Israel and 182 people were injured by rocket fire from Gaza. The Inter-agency working
group (working group) have been unable to verify this. The lack of greater casualties is
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most likely attributable to a very effective programme of security awareness training in
schools and an early warning system by the Israeli authorities.

7. Violations were reported on a daily basis, too numerous to list: below are just a few
examples of the hundreds of incidents that have been documented and verified by the
working group.

8. On 3 January, during an IDF operation in Gaza City at 6.30 AM a tank shell landed
near a family’s house; a father and his two young sons, both aged under 11 years, emerged
to survey the situation. As they exited their home, IDF soldiers shot and killed them (at the
entrance to their house), with the daughter witnessing. The IDF ordered the mother and
daughter to leave the house, refusing the request of the girl to move the bodies. Bulldozers
commenced destroying the house with the woman and child still inside; as they exited from
the house the woman sustained a broken hip. The mother and child then watched as their
home was destroyed; rubble and bodies being bulldozed together. Days later, the child was
still in shock and only moving her eyes; the mother has lost the ability to speak.

9. On 7 January, after several days of requesting safe passage to the above-mentioned
area of Gaza City, during a three-hour lull in hostilities, an ICRC/Palestinian Red Crescent
Society” medical team was allowed on foot (without ambulances) into the closed military
area to evacuate any remaining survivors. According to the ICRC, in one house, the team
found four small children next to their dead mothers who were too weak to stand up on
their own. Due to the limited time allowed, the team was not able to reach all houses in the
area. In all, ICRC/PRCS evacuated by donkey cart 30 Palestinians including 18 wounded.
The IDF restricted further access to the area, prompting the ICRC to issue a public
statement demanding urgent access and charging the Israeli army with failing to assist
wounded Palestinians.

10. On 15 January, as IDF tanks moved into Tal Al Hawa, south-west of Gaza City,
families moved from their apartments to the ground floor of the building, bringing bags or
personal belongings with them. IDF soldiers entered the building. A number of young
people had their wrists tied and eyes covered and were ordered to stand aside. Other
children and older women were made to stand on the other side of the room. One of the
boys (aged 11 years) was told to open the bags one by one; one of the bags had a lock
which a soldier shot at as the child struggled with it, although the boy was uninjured. The
boy was then made to accompany the IDF for a number of hours during a period of intense
operations. As the group of soldiers moved through the town the boy was made to walk in
front. When they entered the building of the Palestinian Red Crescent Society the 11 year
old boy was made to enter first, in front of the soldiers. Later while moving through the
town the IDF met with resistance and were shot at, the boy remained in front of the group.
On arrival at the Al Quds Hospital the boy was at the front but they released him at the
entrance to the hospital. This appears to be in direct contravention to a 2005 Israeli High
Court ruling on the illegality of the use of human shields and a violation of international
law.

11.  There have also been allegations of Hamas effectively using civilians as human
shields. In addition there have been reports of Hamas firing from densely populated places
and near protected areas. The working group is currently investigating these reports.
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The Palestinian Red Crescent Society is the recognized Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement in
Gaza and is an internationally recognized organization with medical functions. It is the operational
partner of the International Committee of the Red Cross in this humanitarian operation, and a member
of the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.
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12.  On Monday 29 December 2008, at about 1:00 a.m., an IDF missile struck Imad Agel
Mosque in the centre of the densely crowded Jabalia camp, damaging the surrounding
houses. A family house was hit, and five sisters aged 4-17 years were killed in their sleep
when their bedroom was completely destroyed. Four children, aged 2-16 years, were
injured in the same attack.

13.  On 4 January, IDF foot-soldiers moved members of one extended family, from
different houses, into a single residence, ordering them to stay inside. There were over 100
Palestinian civilian family members in the house. Approximately twenty-four hours later,
IDF forces shelled the home, killing twenty-three, including nine children aged 8 months-
17 years, and seven women. Those who survived and were able walked two kilometres to
Salah Ed Din road before being transported to the hospital. An additional seven members of
the same family, including three children, were killed in the same area in separate incidents
during the military operation.

14.  On 28 December 2008, one family was sitting around a fire in farmland near their
home in al-Zaitun village. The head of household asked his 7 year old daughter to fetch tea
in their home and, as soon as the girl entered the house, it was hit by a missile and reduced
to rubble. Family members outside all sustained shrapnel wounds and were transferred to
Al-Shifa hospital to be treated for broken bones, cuts and bruises. The young girl’s body
was found only the next morning, when rescue workers finished clearing the rubble.

15.  On 2 January 2009, one 8-year-old boy, his brother (11), and a member of the
extended family (11) went to pick some sugar cane from an adjacent property in Al-Qarara.
North of Khan Younis, in southern Gaza. Upon returning from the field, they were struck
by a missile fired from an Israeli drone aircraft. Two of the boys died at the scene, while the
third boy died on the way to hospital.

16.  On 3 January 2009, Israeli soldiers entered a family house in the Zeitoun
neighbourhood of Gaza City. Standing at the doorstep, they asked the male head of the
household to come out and shot him dead, without warning, while he was holding his ID,
hands raised up in the air, and then started to fire indiscriminately and without warning into
the room where the rest of the family was huddled together. The eldest son was shouting in
vain the word “children” in Hebrew to warn the soldiers. The shooting did not stop until
everyone was lying on the floor. The mother and four of the brothers, aged 2-12 years, had
been wounded, one of them, aged four, fatally.

17.  On 18 January, the IDF fired artillery shells that hit a house located on Salah Ad-Din
Street in Jabalia Refugee Camp. The shelling killed 3 children, aged 14-17 years, and
injured two others from the same family.

Alleged use of white phosphorous weapons in civilian areas by the
Israel Defense Forces

18.  There have been allegations of white phosphorous being used during the IDF attacks
in Gaza. The use of weapons is governed by the general principles on the conduct of
hostilities, i.e. the principles of distinction, proportionality and precaution, as outlined in
the legal framework section. In addition, although not specifically banned in any treaty, the
use of incendiary weapons is limited by Protocol 11" of the 1980 Geneva Convention.®

GE.09-13542

Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons Which May
be Deemed to be Excessively Injurious or to Have Indiscriminate Effects of 10 October 1980.
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19.  The following are two reports on incidents that have been verified:

In Jabalia, on 10 January 2009, white phosphorous shells hit a family house which is
located west of the (former) Civil Administration building. Two children were seriously
injured from burns (two 16 year old boys). The first boy is in Shaifa Hospital and the other
who is suffering from third degree burns has been transferred to a hospital in Egypt.

At 6:30 a.m. 18 January 2009, the IDF fired several shells - some of which appeared
to be white phosphorus - which landed in and around the UNRWA Beit Lahia Elem School
that sheltered displaced civilians. One shell struck a classroom, where civilians were
sheltered. The shell broke through the roof and exploded on the ground, spreading its
shrapnel into classrooms. Two children (5 and 7) were killed and their mother was injured.
Total number of injuries from this incident was 14. Four of the injured indicated
phosphorous burns (including one child) UNWRA has stated that they have evidence of
white phosphorous having being fired into their installations, including the UNWRA school
in Beit Lahia. This is also supported by video footage of phosphorous shells being used.’

20.  The aftermath of the conflict has left many risks for children in the form of
unexploded ordnances, small arms and possible contaminated shrapnel which has already
resulted in deaths to children. On 20 January two children were killed by unexploded
ordnances in Az-Zaitoun, in the eastern part of Gaza City. The boy (10) and girl (11) were
playing in an area from which the IDF had recently withdrawn.

Attacks on schools and health facilities

21.  Seven Ministry of Education schools were destroyed and 157 schools were damaged
by air strikes and related bombardment in Gaza, in addition damage to 36 UNWRA schools.
In an area where many Gazan schools already operate a double shift system, the provision
of education to children will be under exceptional strain.

22.  On 6 January 2009, three shells landed outside the UNRWA Jabalia Prep C Boys
School, resulting in at least 37 fatalities, including 14 children (three aged 10, three aged 13,
three aged 15 and one each of 3, 11,14, 16 and 17 years of age). There were at least 55
injuries (including 15 children) of which 15 are reported to be in critical condition. Further
investigation is required to determine the exact location of where children were injured and
killed. The school was being used as a shelter for people fleeing hostilities.
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Israel did not ratify the Third Protocol but its military manuals reflect restrictions on white
phosphorus use (A 1998 Israeli military manual states: “Incendiary arms are not banned.
Nevertheless, because of their wide range of cover, this protocol of the CCW is meant to protect
civilians and forbids making a population centre a target for an incendiary weapon attack.
Furthermore, it is forbidden to attack a military objective situated within a population centre
employing incendiary weapons. The protocol does not ban the use of these arms during combat (for
instance, in flushing out bunkers).”

Statement from the Times: The Israeli army has, however, launched an internal inquiry into whether
white phosphorus was used in some cases in built-up areas, having eventually admitted that it did use
the incendiary substance, which is not illegal as a battlefield smokescreen but is banned from being
used in civilian areas. Camera footage from one such attack shows what appears to be white
phosphorous raining down on a UN school in Beit Lahiya, where Red Crescent ambulances and their
crews were stationed.
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23.  In the same period, two schools in Ashkelon, southern Israel were damaged by
rocket fire from Gaza. One “Grad” rocket hit the Tzvia school, a religious girl’s school and
another hit at the entrance to the Newe Dkalim school. Due to preparations made in both
schools there were no casualties.

24.  During the fighting, damage was reported in 14 of the 27 hospitals in Gaza and at
least 38 clinics were damaged by IDF fire. Fata and Al-Wafa rehabilitation hospitals,
managed by NGOs, are the only rehabilitation hospitals in Gaza and both were severely
damaged. Additionally eight UNRWA health centres sustained light damage. Of the 148
ambulances in Gaza, at least 29 have been damaged or destroyed. Two ambulance stations
(Gaza and Jabalia) were also destroyed.

25.  Al-Quds Palestinian Red Crescent Society Hospital in south Gaza City, was hit by
direct IDF fire. Soldiers surrounded the hospital during the early hours of 15 January and
opened fire on the hospital compound. The administrative building and pharmacy adjacent
to the hospital were hit and caught fire. Fearing an imminent explosion or the spread of the
fire, hospital authorities evacuated all patients to the hospital’s ground floor and prepared
for a complete evacuation. At least 50 patients, 20 of whom were confined to their beds,
waited several hours to be evacuated. Fire-fighters and ambulances were prevented from
evacuating the patients for about five hours. Between 27 December and 19 January, 16
health personnel were reported to have been killed while on duty, and an additional 22
injured.

Denial of humanitarian access

26.  The 20-month blockade of Gaza had already resulted in a scarcity of many goods
and an insufficiency of basic support services. This has impacted upon children in the
decreased availability of nourishing foods, and the compromised ability to provide essential
services such as health and education. The blockage of basic provisions has not changed
since the crisis and continues to limit not only the normal development of children but now
recovery from the immense impact of the 22-day conflict.

27.  Approximately 91 per cent of Gaza’s population - some 1,275,300 people
including 14,168 children - are now dependent on food assistance. Despite the severity of
the attacks and the immense humanitarian need, there have been no significant changes to
access restrictions in Gaza prior to that of 26 December 2008. From 27 December to 21
January 2009, the total number of trucks that entered was an average 95 per day through
Kerem Shalom and 56 through Karni, for a total average of 151 per day. Aid experts cite
that a minimum of 400 trucks per day are needed to satisfy critical humanitarian needs in
Gaza, while emergency reconstruction efforts would necessitate at least 1,500 trucks per
day.

28.  Without construction materials being allowed into Gaza there can be no significant
recovery for the communities. The IDF continues to block the delivery of pipes and fittings,
which is having a deleterious impact on the access to safe drinking water. On 25 January
UNICEF was informed that a solar refrigerator for vaccines destined for North Gaza was
denied entry; this is having a direct impact on children and pregnant women who are unable
to receive vaccination at their local Primary Health Clinic.

29.  An estimated 3,300 babies were born during the conflict, during which there were
reports of premature labour and delivery due to the lack of access to healthcare. Also,
primary health care services were reported to have declined by about 90 per cent, and many
programmes such as vaccination schemes and neonatal care stopped completely for
significant periods.
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30. Water, sewer, electricity and education infrastructure and services were also
extensively damaged and interrupted; almost certainly compounding obstacles to recovery
and rehabilitation for displaced children and their families. For example, at the height of the
conflict, nearly all of Gaza’s population - including 793,520 children were without
electricity, and at any given time during the conflict, some 500,000 people were without
water. Around 30,000 babies - or three quarters of Gaza’s infants under 6 months of age -
are not exclusively breastfed, exposing them to a high risk of infection or malnutrition from
using breast milk substitutes prepared with potentially contaminated water.

31. At least 2,200,000 litres of sewage have leaked out of Gaza’s waste water system
due to damage from shelling, affecting at least 91,727 people, including 51,367 children,
this now poses serious health risks, and the impact on children has the potential to be
significant.

32.  Until the Government of Israel allows an increased range of supplies into Gaza,
including construction materials, there can be no meaningful recovery for the children of
Gaza. School and health facilities have been badly affected by the attacks. The education
system was already under severe strain and now an increased number of schools are
without adequate resources to provide education for children. In addition to construction
materials, schools need paper for text books, school stationary supplies, recreation and
sports kits - all of which have been denied access by the IDF since the end of the 22-day
conflict.

Displacement

33. It has been estimated that 200,000 people were displaced, among them 112,000
children, at some point during the conflict. At the peak of displacement on 17 January,
UNRWA was accommodating, 50,896 displaced persons in 50 UNRWA shelters. As
of 25 January 2009, 510 people (88 families) remained housed in UNRWA run emergency
shelters in community based organisation and of the areas so far surveyed 66,000 people
are living with host families for a total of 66,510 people.

34.  For example, on 04 January 2009 at 15.00 hrs, fighting between militants and the
IDF in Al Zatioun resulted in approximately 5,000 persons fleeing their houses and taking
refuge into another area. In another incident, on 05 January 2009 at 06:00 hrs, IDF
armoured vehicles advanced into the Customs Junction in Beit Hanoun and opened fire
repeatedly into the nearby neighbourhoods. About 80 households were forced to evacuate
their homes, owing to the IDF offensive, and take refuge in schools which UNRWA had
opened to shelter them. Among them were about 150 children. Later, Israeli troops
advanced into the aforementioned area and destroyed approximately 20 houses.

35.  The situation for many families is now extremely difficult, with at least 4,100
residential structures destroyed and another 17,000 severely damaged; forcing many of the
residents, among them thousands of children, to seek shelter elsewhere. The long term
impact on children of being homeless increases their vulnerability and decreases their
capacity to recover from the ordeal of the 22 days of attacks.

Arrests and detention

36.  Reports have been received that children under the age of 18 years have been
arrested for security offences along with adults by Israeli security forces in Gaza during the
course of Operation Cast Lead. To date the working group has not been possible to verify
this.
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37.  During the period of attacks in Gaza, lawyers have observed that the number of
children arrested in the West Bank increased and the number of children brought to the
Israeli Military Courts in pretrial hearings in the first two weeks of January was twice as
high as in the same period in 2008. During the first two weeks of January alone, DCI-
Palestine’s legal department received 10 new cases of children for legal representation in
the Military Courts compared with a monthly average of 10-15 new cases. Out of these 10
cases, eight were arrested from the street or during demonstrations against the Gaza attacks.
DCI-Palestine has not yet been able to take statements from the children nor confirm if they
were actively participating in demonstrations.

38.  From 19-29 January, six cases of children aged 12-13 arrested for throwing stones at
the Wall or in demonstrations, and taken to the Israeli Military Courts have been recorded.
Lawyers were unable to obtain their release. These six children are awaiting trial and are
likely to be sentenced and imprisoned. Under Israeli Military Order 378, stone-throwing
carries a maximum sentence of 20 years, for adults and children. However, children usually
serve 3-6 months in prison for throwing stones.
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