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UNRWA | Juliette Touma, UNRWA Director of Communications, visiting the Deir Al-Balah camp in southern Gaza, in January 2024

Gaza: ‘The siege is the silent killer’
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22 January 2024 Humanitarian Aid

In Gaza, bombs and bullets are far from the only threat to life. Residents lack food and clean
water, health facilities are practically nonexistent and communication with the outside world
is patchy at best. 

That’s according to Juliette Touma, Director of Communications for UNRWA , the UN Agency for
Palestine Refugees, who spoke in depth to UN News’s Conor Lennon on Monday about her most recent
visit to the Strip.

The interview has been edited for clarity and length.

“This was my second trip since the war began. I try to go whenever it's possible to express solidarity
with the people there who are severely impacted by this brutal war and also to see our colleagues who
continue to serve the communities through their humanitarian mission.

This time, however, I visited the middle areas, including Deir al-Balah, and then in the south, I went to
Rafah and Khan Younis.

It was absolutely desperate. Wherever you looked, there were people who are displaced, people asking
for assistance, and people were just very, very exhausted and tired after three and a half months of
what has been a very brutal war.

I think that what was different to the first visit I took is how congested a city like Rafah has become. 

Makeshift shelters

The population of Rafah in the south has quadrupled since the war began. People kept fleeing, looking
for shelter in that part of Gaza, in the hope that they will find safety and protection.
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Wherever you drove, wherever you walked, wherever you looked, the city was covered with these little
structures that people who fled to the area have set up. They're very basic, just a couple of wooden
poles covered with plastic sheeting. That's all people can find, and these have become home to many,
many people. 

UNRWA | The congested Deir Al-Balah refugee camp in Gaza (January 2024).

‘These are not conditions meant for human beings’

I spoke to one mother who was living in one of those informal structures. There were 26 people living
on top of each other in a small space, less than three square metres. 

She was carrying two of her kids, and she told me that they have no way to stay warm at night, that
they were frustrated, that they are tired of this life.

She said that, in terms of assistance, she only had one piece of vegetable to be shared between the 26
people. She told me that she cannot wash; either the queues are too long or the showers don’t work.



These are not conditions meant for human beings.

© UNOCHA/Ziad Taleb | Hala tries to send messages to her sister, but they don't get through.

Total communication blackouts

Since the beginning of the war, phone and internet services have been cut several times, leading to
total communication blackouts, but this has been the longest [still ongoing at time of publication]
telecommunications blackout that Gaza has had since the war began. This is due, I understand, to
severe damage that was done to the telecoms network in the southern part of the Gaza Strip.

When I was there, you couldn’t even send a simple WhatsApp message, and you could forget about
trying to place a call from one mobile phone to another.

The majority of people feel extremely isolated from each other and the rest of the world. This also
contributes to a lack of safety. 

Imagine, you’re in the middle of a war zone, and you need to call an ambulance. Or you want to call for
help, check on your loved ones. You simply cannot do it.



The other impact this has is on our own aid operation, whether it's UNRWA, the UN system or the
humanitarian organizations in general, because it is, as one can imagine, very challenging to
coordinate. You need to be able to call truck drivers and to organize with those who do the loading, the
off-loading, the storing and the distribution. A phone is absolutely indispensable.

Humanitarian ceasefire, now

So, right now, we are continuing to call for a humanitarian ceasefire to bring respite and calm not only
to people in Gaza, but the people across the region.

Meanwhile, there is a need for more humanitarian supplies, including medicines for chronic diseases,
which are in very short supply at the moment.

That is why we said, after the trip to Gaza, that the siege is the silent killer of people in Gaza. People
are likely dying as a result of hunger, disease or a lack of medical and health care.

And then what also needs to happen is more commercial supplies should come to the private sector in
the Gaza Strip because the entire population almost entirely now is relying on humanitarian
assistance, and that's not sustainable, not in the medium term and not in the long term.”

♦ Receive daily updates directly in your inbox - Subscribe here to a topic.

♦ Download the UN News app for your iOS or Android devices.

 

GAZA UNRWA

https://news.un.org/en/content/un-newsletter-subscribe?utm_source=UN%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=un_news_newsletter
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/un-news-reader/id496893005?mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=org.un.mobile.news&hl=en
https://news.un.org/en/tags/gaza
https://news.un.org/en/tags/unrwa


LISTEN TO UN RADIO



INTERVIEWS 7'4" 

‘These are not conditions meant for

human beings’: UNRWA off...

RELATED STORIES

00:00 / 00:07

https://news.un.org/feed/download/1145762/en/sites/news.un.org.en/files/audio/2024/01/22JAN2024-INTV-Touma-Gaza.mp3
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)


NEWS TRACKER: PAST STORIES ON THIS ISSUE

25,000 civilians killed in Gaza war as humanitarian needs go on
rising

Despite funding crisis, Palestine refugee classrooms set to stay open,
says UNRWA

Dramatic funding shortages a ‘severe catastrophe’ for people of Gaza:
UN Coordinator

UN chief praises impact of Palestine refugee agency as ‘our common
success’, at key pledging conference

https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/01/1145742
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/01/1145742
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/11/1025211
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/11/1025211
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/11/1025211
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/11/1025211
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/10/1023952
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/10/1023952
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/10/1023952
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/10/1023952
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041251
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041251
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041251
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041251


22 January 2024 Humanitarian Aid

“Intense” Israeli bombardment in Gaza continued on Monday
along with rocket fire into Israel by Palestinian armed groups
as UN humanitarians reported that more than 25,000 have
died in the enclave since war began on 7 October.

At Non-Aligned Movement summit,
Guterres repeats call for Gaza ceasefire,
release of hostages

20 January 2024 Peace and Security

UN Secretary-General António Guterres repeated his call for a
humanitarian ceasefire in Gaza and the unconditional release
of all hostages, in an address to the latest summit of the Non-

Aligned Movement (NAM), which concluded in Kampala, Uganda, on Saturday.
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