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Palestinian demonstrators gather in Khuza’a on the Gaza side of the perimeter fence between Israel and the Gaza Strip 

during the Great March of Return demonstration on 6 April 2018. © 2018 Photo Courtesy of Mahmoud Bassam 

29 March 2019 
East Jerusalem 

One year after the start in Gaza of demonstrations that became known as The Great March of Return (GMR),  scores of people, 
particularly young men, have been left dead and many others injured, as well as in need of long term medical and psychosocial 
assistance. According to OCHA figures, as of 22 March 2019, 195 Palestinians (including 41 children) have been killed and close to 
29,000 people injured. The United Nations has expressed concerns about the excessive use of force deployed by the Israeli Security 
Forces (ISF) contrary to applicable standards under international law. 
 
With information collected through its operations and testimonies of staff and beneficiaries, the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) is releasing today a report that reflects the devastating impact of the weekly 



demonstrations on the lives, livelihoods and health of Palestine refugees and on the Agency’s services. Moreover, the Agency is 
concerned about and deeply affected by the death of 13 of its students, the injury of 227 others, most of them aged between 13 and 15 
years, and the likely inability of injured students to keep up with their studies, especially in cases of prolonged absences. 
 
“Since the largely peaceful demonstrations started a year ago, not only did nearly 200 people die, but thousands of others have 
suffered injuries that will scar them forever,” said UNRWA Director of UNRWA Operations in Gaza, Matthias Schmale. “The tragic and 
unnecessary loss of lives, the inability of injured people to work or go back to school and the long-term psychological implications of 
this violence will affect them for many years to come, adding to their despair.” 
 
The ongoing violence and its tragic effects have put a strain on the entire health and social system in Gaza, including the services 
provided by UNRWA. The toll on children has been particularly high, with twenty per cent (533) of persons treated for GMR-related 
injuries in UNRWA health clinics being under 18 years of age, most of them boys (95 per cent). 
 
In addition to the physical impact, the GMR-related violence has also had a significant effect on the psychosocial well-being and mental 
health of Palestine refugees in Gaza, particularly for those who have witnessed the violence and for the families that have experienced 
casualties as a result of it. 
 
Our 22 primary health facilities in Gaza have been providing assistance to those individuals and families affected by the weekly 
demonstrations but have been strained to breaking point as a result of dealing with 2729 additional patients.  
 
“We are doing all we can to absorb the enormous pressure on our health and other facilities,” says Schmale. “However, we should 
remember that, although the ‘Great March of Return’ demonstrations are occurring within the context of an unprecedented 
humanitarian crisis in the Gaza Strip and over 12 years of an Israeli blockade, the larger context is that of a dire situation for Palestine 
refugees that needs a just and lasting solution.” 
 
The full report is available here. 

- Ends - 
 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

UNRWA is confronted with an increased demand for services resulting from a growth in the number of registered Palestine refugees, the extent of their 

vulnerability and their deepening poverty. UNRWA is funded almost entirely by voluntary contributions and financial support has been outpaced by the growth in 

needs. As a result, the UNRWA programme budget, which supports the delivery of core essential services, operates with a large shortfall. UNRWA encourages all 

https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/gaza_gmr_one_year_on_report_eng_final.pdf


Member States to work collectively to exert all possible efforts to fully fund the Agency’s programme budget. UNRWA emergency programmes and key projects, 

also operating with large shortfalls, are funded through separate funding portals. 

UNRWA is a United Nations agency established by the General Assembly in 1949 and mandated to provide assistance and protection to some 5.4 million 

Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA across its five fields of operation. Its mission is to help Palestine refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank, 

including East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip achieve their full human development potential, pending a just and lasting solution to their plight. UNRWA services 

encompass education, health care, relief and social services, camp infrastructure and improvement, protection and microfinance. 
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