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The latest escalation of more than 100 years
of violence in occupied Palestine has caused
phenomenal levels of yet more suffering.
This violence must end. The United Nations
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs reports that at least 3785 people are
known to have been killed in besieged Gaza,
79 people killed in the occupied West Bank
and 1400 people killed in Israel over the
course of 12 days, since 7 October 2023." As of
19 October, approximately one million Pales-
tinians and people of other nationalities have
been internally displaced, many of whom are
seeking refuge in overstretched designated
emergency shelters and hospitals, several of
which have been hit by Israeli airstrikes.' This
represents an increase in the number of inter-
nally displaced people in Gaza of more than
2000% in just 12 days." 30% of all housing
units in the Gaza Strip have been destroyed or
rendered uninhabitable." Additionally, Pales-
tinian workers from Gaza who were working
in Israel have been beaten, detained and forc-
ibly transferred to overcrowded facilities in
the West Bank.”

The WHO has reported that at least 12
Palestinian health workers have been killed on
duty in Gaza between 7 and 15 October, while
the Palestinian Minister of Health Dr Mai
Al-Kaila released a statement on 14 October
stating that a total of 28 health workers have
been killed by Israeli airstrikes.” * Casualty
lists made available to the authors suggest
this number could be almost twice as high.
Four of those killed were Palestinian Red
Crescent Society paramedics, whose marked
ambulances were targeted in east and north
Gaza on 11 October despite advance coor-
dination with the Israeli military.” UNRWA
has also reported violence against its staff,
confirming that at least 14 essential human-
itarian personnel have been killed, as of 18
October.’ In Israel, an emergency medical

technician working for Magen David Adom
was killed on 8 October.”

These most recent, egregious healthcare-
related attacks follow a long history of Israeli
violence against health workers, the destruc-
tion of health infrastructure, the systematic
obstruction of access to healthcare,” and the
implementation of eliminatory settler colo-
nial strategies by the Israeli occupation that
aim to increase morbidity and mortality (such
as the de-development of Palestinian health
and other essential services,” exerting full
control over—and now withholding—the
water and electricity supply to the Gaza Strip'’
and the deliberate targeting of limbs leading
to traumatic limb loss and disability),"" in
occupied Palestine.'

With this in mind, it is impossible to divorce
the violence of recent days from the long
history of the Israeli occupation of Palestine.
This history is marked notably by the 1948
Nakba that involved the violent displacement
of more than 700 000 Palestinians from over
400 villages and towns by Israeli settlers,"” '*
and the preceding British colonial occupation
of Palestine. Since 2007, a complete blockade
has been enforced by Israel around the Gaza
Strip, while the West Bank has been under
occupation by Israel for more than 55 years
following the Six Day War in 1967. As Israel
has maintained its occupation of the land and
has continued to oppress and dispossess the
Palestinian people, Israeli politicians have
enabled the construction of hundreds of

'At the time of writing, information pertaining to fatali-
ties has emerged from several sources, and has not been
disaggregated by professional affiliation. As such, there
may be some overlap in fatalities counted by different
sources. We encourage readers to read this data as
an indication of the scale of violence, and to refer to
confirmed deaths by specific organisations as an indica-
tion of particularly egregious violations against protected
cadres of health and humanitarian workers.

BM)

Smith J, et al. BMJ Glob Health 2023;8:014269. doi:10.1136/bmjgh-2023-014269 1

1ybuAdoo
Aq payosloid "sea1MBSs Atelqi 10N ¥e €202 'z 1990100 U0 /wod fwg yby/:dny woly papeojumod €zZ0g 1200300 Tz U0 6927 T0-€202-UBIWA/9ETT 0T Se paysiiand 1s1iy :y)eaH go|9 CINg


http://gh.bmj.com/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmjgh-2023-014269&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-010-21
http://gh.bmj.com/

BMJ Global Health 8

illegal settlements in the West Bank and provided mili-
tary protection to settler-led pogroms, property destruc-
tion and violent—often deadly—attacks.'> '°

The WHO'’s Surveillance System for Attacks on Health-
care has documented 5316 distinct incidents related to
attacks on patients, healthcare workers or health infra-
structure in 20 countries and territories since February
2017."7 A staggering 1519 (28.6%) of these incidents
were perpetrated against the Palestinian population,
Palestinian health workers and the Palestinian health
system. One hundred and eleven Israeli attacks on
Palestinian health workers and health services occurred
between 7 and 15 October 2023 alone.” Among a litany
of atrocious attacks, on 13 October, the Al-Durrah Chil-
dren’s Hospital was evacuated after reportedly being hit
by white phosphorus shells fired by the Israeli military.'®
Human Rights Watch has verified footage of the use of
white phosphorus munitions in Gaza and Lebanon by
Israel, which may constitute war crimes. Despite verifica-
tion, the Israeli military has denied use of such chemical
weapons.'? On the evening of 17 October an airstrike on
Al-Ahli Hospital in Gaza City killed at least 471 people.
The hospital was operational and treating patients at
the time, while internally displaced people had sought
shelter close to the facility.*’

The Al-Ahli Hospital airstrike represents one of the
most horrific attacks on a healthcare facility in our
collective history. It is of a magnitude greater than the
heinous US military bombing of the Kunduz Trauma
Centre in Afghanistan in 2015, which killed 42 patients,
caretakers and MSF staff.?’ In the aftermath of the
Kunduz bombing, the UN Security Council unanimously
adopted Resolution 2286 in 2016, which condemned
acts of violence against the wounded, sick, and health
and humanitarian workers; demanded compliance with
international law; demanded safe passage for health and
humanitarian workers; and emphasised state responsi-
bility to ‘to end impunity and to ensure those respon-
sible for serious violations of international humanitarian
law are held to account’, among other commitments.*
MSF International President Joanne Liu spoke passion-
ately at the same UN Security Council meeting, reiter-
ating that ‘seeking or providing healthcare must not be
a death sentence’, while calling on UN Security Council
members to ‘make this resolution save lives’.*”

On the evening of 18 October, the United Nations
Security Council could not even approve a resolution
that sought to condemn all violence against civilians;
call for the protection of medical and humanitarian
personnel; and urge the continuous and unhindered
provision of essential goods and services needed to
sustain life—water, food, medical supplies, electricity,
and fuel—among other urgently needed commitments.
The resolution was vetoed by representatives of the
United States government.** While we acknowledge
a long and enraging history of a lack of accountability
following attacks on civilians, health and humanitarian
workers and essential infrastructure, it is both morally

and legally necessary to reaffirm the protection of health
workers and health services in conflict. Legal safeguards
are codified in several Geneva Conventions, breaches of
which constitute violations of international humanitarian
law. The failure to uphold these protections continues
to undermine any sense that these international legal
frameworks function to serve our collective humanity.

Itis of additional, grave concern that on the evening of
12 October, the Israeli military issued a 24-hour warning
that more than 1 million Palestinians living in northern
Gaza must leave, failing which they risked more of the
indiscriminate violence caused by the ongoing Israeli
siege and bombardment. This displacement order was
extended to staff and patients in hospitals providing life-
saving health services in the northern Gaza Strip, with
no recognition of their protected status under interna-
tional humanitarian law.” In addition, the Rafah border
crossing in southern Gaza into the Sinai Peninsula,
Egypt, remained closed as of 19 October following Israeli
bombardments and the subsequent intensification of
Egyptian military patrols, leaving Palestinians and people
of other nationalities in the densely populated Gaza Strip
with nowhere to seek safety, and no access to Gaza for
essential humanitarian assistance. The threat of forced
displacement without any guarantee of safety or return
amounts to a war crime.”® These threats are comparable
to calls for the expulsion—or ‘forced transfer’—of the
Palestinian people from their land, which have been
central to Zionist expansionism and advocated by several
Zionists prior to and following the formation of the state
of Israel in 1948.%7

Any credible commitment to—and movement for—
health justice must see both the ongoing and long-
standing violence against health workers and attacks
against healthcare in this context as an extension of the
systematic campaign of violence and oppression against
the Palestinian people, and must interrogate its root
causes accordingly.

The horrific escalation of violence over the course of
the last two weeks must end. We join the calls of millions
of people worldwide demanding an immediate end to
all hostilities in occupied Palestine. Urgent and long
overdue, principled regional and international engage-
ment, a steadfast commitment to—and the meaningful
application of—international law, along with newfound
respect for fundamental human rights, are needed now
to ensure the immediate de-escalation of the threat posed
by Israel to the lives of millions of Palestinian people.
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