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➢ The COVID-19 pandemic is a global public health threat of serious

concern especially in conflict settings that face fragility and lack

adequate resources and capacities.

➢ Gaza's population is consequently living in a poor humanitarian situation with

high rates of unemployment, poverty, over-crowdedness, and a weak health

system. This makes Gaza particularly fragile and affects its ability to

effectively respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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➢ The Israeli occupation has also impeded Palestinian efforts to combat

COVID-19, including restricting the entry of essential ("dual-use")

needed for the environmental and health sectors such as equipment and

medications via the Israeli-controlled Karm Abu Salem crossing, the

main commercial crossing.

➢ However, the pandemic is expected to make Gaza the worst-case scenario

with respect to WASH-related diseases and deepen the fragility of Gaza's

environmental and health systems, which are already overstretched beyond

their limits.
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1. Introduction

Figure 1. A map shows the total number of

COVID-19 cases in the Gaza Strip,

including the distribution of the cases on

its five governorates.

#Palestinian MOH

27-11-2020 10:00 AM

#COVID-19 daily updates in #Gaza Strip.

PCR tests:2863

New cases: 922

Cumulative confirmed cases:18333

Seriously ill cases:98

Cases that need medical care:302

Recovered cases

New:270

Total:10254

Active cases:7993

Deaths

New:2

Total:86

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Palestinian?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/COVID?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Gaza?src=hash
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➢ This paper provides an overview of the status of environmental

pollution in the Gaza Strip in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and its

impacts on the health system and public health.

1. Introduction

➢ Information was gathered through literature review and in-depth

interviews with related health and environmental Palestinian actors as

presented below:
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➢ The poor water quality, along with the deteriorating WASH infrastructure

and services, continue to negatively impact the quality of life in the Gaza

Strip and has numerous implications on public health.

2.1.1 Water, sanitation, and hygiene crisis

➢ According to the PWA, the per capita daily water consumption 88.3 liters per

capita per day (lcd) in 2019, which is below the acceptable standard of 100

liters per capita per day, recommended by the WHO.
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2.1.1 Water, sanitation, and hygiene crisis

Figure 2. A contour map of the nitrate and 

chloride contamination in Gaza’s Coastal 

Aquifer.
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➢ Solid waste management (SWM), including collection, transportation, and

disposal, is among the most critical challenges facing service providers in

the Gaza Strip.

➢ The total solid waste generation in Gaza is estimated at around 1,330 tons

of waste per day, with a daily solid waste generation per capita of 0.7

kg/day.

2.1.2 Solid waste management crises
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2.1.2 Solid waste management crises

Figure 3. A photo showing the

Beit Lahia dumpsite in northern

Gaza.
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➢ In Gaza, the annual rate for the use of agricultural fertilizers and pesticides

reached 12,000 and 893.3 tons, respectively, including about 160 brands,

19 of which are internationally banned for their short and long-term

adverse health effects.

2.1.3 Soil pollution 

➢ Furthermore, since 2008, Gaza has witnessed three devastating wars,

during which Israel bombed Gaza with heavy missiles and rockets causing

extensive and long-term damage to soil and its physical, chemical, and

biological characteristics needed for agriculture.
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2.1 Literature and desk review findings

2.1.3 Soil pollution 

Figure 4. Soil pollution causes in the 

Gaza strip
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2.1.4 Coastal and marine pollution 

➢ In the times of COVID-19, the immense electricity deficit affecting the

Gaza Strip, alongside the longstanding shortage of adequate sanitation

infrastructure, continues to result in the discharge of 100-108 million liters

of poorly treated sewage into the sea every day.
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Figure 5. A map showing the locations of estuary sewers along the shores of Gaza.
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2.1.4 Air pollution and climate change

➢ Toxic gases, including sulfur dioxide and carbon monoxide, which harm

the respiratory system, are released into the air due to the use of home

generators. These are used extensively in Gaza to compensate for the

shortage in electricity supply resulting from Gaza's inability to run its

power plant full-time. It is estimated that there are about 100,000 of these

generators in use and that they consume about 500,000 liters of fuel per

day.
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2.1.4 Air pollution and climate change
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➢ Eng. Reem Abu Shomar, Program Coordination Unit, Palestinian Water Authority

(PWA), and Eng. Motaz Abo Al Qomboz, Head of the Design Department at the

Coastal Municipalities Water Utility (CMWU) talked about the current WASH

status in the Gaza Strip:

Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) crisis
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"…The main concern is to ensure continuous access to safe drinking water and sanitation, despite

increasing restrictions, to minimize the impact of COVID-19. Current needs identified by the Palestinian

Water Authority (PWA) and other service providers, to ensure cleaning and disinfection of WASH

facilities include the procurement of calcium hypochlorite and other sterilization materials, are for an

initial cost of approximately $188,000, and the rehabilitation of key WASH facilities.“ Eng. Reem Abu

Shomar, said.

Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) crisis
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"…The containment measures of the COVID-19 pandemic have put an additional burden on WASH cluster

partners. Since the onset of the pandemic, more water quantities are demanded to ensure hygiene

practices at the household level and infection prevention control at healthcare facilities when

compared to the prior COVID-19 era. More attention was given to ensure the provision of WASH services

and new procedures have been adopted for the disinfection and dumping of trucked wastewater in the

allocated dumping sites to reduce the risk of spreading COVID-19, particularly wastewater from

quarantine centers. However, Israel is largely restricting the number of WASH supplies entering the

Gaza Strip. This lack of safe WASH services raises public health concerns and increases the risk of

spreading COVID-19 infection among the population in Gaza." Eng. Motaz Abo Al Qomboz, said.

Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) crisis



2.2 In-depth interviews findings

30 November 2020Samer Abuzerr 20

➢ The director of the Joint Service Council for Solid Waste Management in Gaza

Strip, Dr. Ali Barhoum, and Eng. Samir Matar, from the Municipal Development

and Lending Fund, summarized most of the key factors affecting the SWM sector

during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Gaza Strip:

Solid waste management (SWM) crisis
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"…Concurrently with the declaration of the Palestinian Government of the State of Emergency when the

first positive case of COVID-19 was diagnosed on 5 March 2020, we noticed that the generation of solid

waste was increased by about 20% in March and April 2020. Training of solid waste workforces on

infection control measures was conducted, providing them with personal protective equipment as well

as disinfection and sterilization materials for personnel and vehicles entering and leaving quarantine

premises. Every day, almost 3-4 tons of solid waste is collected from quarantine centers in the Gaza

Strip. These wastes are disposed of in a designated area neighboring landfills. The COVID-19 pandemic

led to an extra financial burden on the council which faces chronic financial crises due to significant

funding cuts and the severe shortage of equipment and essential supplies, that threaten public health

and increases the risk of spreading COVID-19 infection in the community." Dr. Ali Barhoum, said.

Solid waste management (SWM) crisis
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"… In reality, SWM continues to be seen as a serious environmental and human health concern in the

Gaza Strip resulting from the accumulation of tons of uncollected trash in some areas. Residents of

these areas report that the smell intensifies as temperatures rise, with the air becoming toxic,

compounded by outbreaks of flash fires and smoke. The accumulated trash also attracts stray dogs and

cats, as well as rodents – all possible vectors of diseases-, which has become an increasing safety

concern, especially for children. Consequently, even though the outbreak was contained in the first 5

months of the pandemic, solid waste is a potential source of contagion." Eng. Samir Matar, said.

Solid waste management (SWM) crisis
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➢ The members of the Central Committee for Infection Control at the Ministry of

Health in Gaza, Dr. Rami Al Abadla and Dr. Majdi Dohair, explained the major

gaps in the health system during the COVID-19 pandemic:

The burden on the health system during COVID-19 pandemic
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"… So far, major challenges which are increasing the threat of COVID‐19 infection in Gaza, including 1)

overstretched the healthcare system; 2) inadequate access to safe water, sanitation, and hygiene

(WASH) services, which are essential for infection prevention, particularly in quarantine centers. The

virus could rampage through the Palestinian population of nearly two million, the majority of whom

live in tightly packed refugee camps. Gaza’s health infrastructure, crippled by an Israeli blockade and

further damaged in the war, will be unable to cope with the worst-case scenario wherein tens of

thousands of people require hospitalization when there are only 2,500 beds available. Hence, in the

case of COVID-19, Israel should ease the blockade to let in hygiene kits, ventilators, and other

supplies, and suspend the requirement for transit permits for those who require hospitalization

outside of Gaza." Dr. Rami Al Abadla, said on 21 August 2020.

The burden on the health system during COVID-19 pandemic
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"… In the Gaza Strip, only 17 out of the 52 primary healthcare centers are functioning and two health

centers have been converted to quarantine centers. Four hundred doctors, nurses, and administrative

staff were mobilized to support quarantine centers. Meanwhile, breast cancer screening has stopped

and is limited only to diagnostic services. Routine NCD patient care has also been postponed, in

addition to early child growth and development services, oral and dental health services, and

physiotherapy. All hospitals in Gaza have postponed elective surgeries and outpatient services. 4,000

elective surgeries (in addition to over 8,000 existing cases) have been postponed due to preparedness

measures for possible management of COVID-19 cases. Also, the Israeli occupation is crippling various

preparedness and response measures. The lack of electricity, WASH services, and medical supplies also

interrupt the continuity of service provision to people who are in quarantine centers, which means

that public health facilities' ability to adhere to advised WASH protocols in the fight against COVID-19

will be deterred." Dr. Majdi Dohair, said.

The burden on the health system during COVID-19 pandemic
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➢ The COVID-19 pandemic is a serious environmental and public health

concern worldwide, particularly in conflict settings such as the Gaza Strip,

which face fragility, weak governance, and significant deficits in resources.

The 14-year ongoing Israeli siege on Gaza is causing a dire humanitarian

situation as the COVID-19 crisis has revealed major issues in environmental and

health systems. Hence, the pandemic is an opportunity for governments,

decision-makers, and donors to address these humanitarian difficulties in

order to ensure the full enjoyment of basic human rights for the civilian

population in the occupied Palestinian territory, particularly in Gaza.



3. Conclusions and recommendations

30 November 2020Samer Abuzerr 27

In order to mitigate the impact of environmental pollution on public health in

light of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Gaza Strip, the following

recommendations were proposed by the stakeholders in the webinar held to

discuss the findings of this report:
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1. All local and international human rights and advocacy organizations are

invited to put pressure to immediately end Israel's closure on the Gaza Strip

that is causing a serious shortage of medical supplies, environmental

infrastructure, humanitarian needs, and fuel in compliance with international

humanitarian law and the provisions of the Israeli Palestinian Agreement on

Movement and Access of November 2005;
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2. Urging donor countries and international health and environmental

organizations to continue their efforts to ensure the provision of necessary

political and financial support to the establishment of seawater desalination

and wastewater treatment plants in the Gaza Strip and providing them with

sufficient energy.
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3. Further coordinated efforts between the different Palestinian environmental

and health actors are needed to develop a national strategy towards the

implementation of sustainable environmental and health development.
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