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Gaza’s Youngest and Most 
Vulnerable Are at Greatest Risk

By June Kunugi and Monica Awad

The violence and destruction that have swept Gaza and its 1.8 million people over 
the last month have shocked and shamed the world. Children below the age of 
18 make up half of Gazan society, and they have borne the brunt of the violence, 
which has left them with deep scars and wounds. 

More than 430 children were killed in the first 28 days of the escalation; this is 
approximately one-third of all civilian deaths. Seventy percent of the children killed 
were age 12 or under. This conflict has taken a devastating toll on the youngest 
and most vulnerable, and only a ceasefire will bring an end to the suffering and 
allow the wounds to begin to heal.

For many children, this is the third military operation that they have experienced. 
There are 400,000 thousand children in Gaza who need psychosocial support to 
help them heal from the fear of bombardment and the trauma of injury or loss.

In the first 28 days of the escalation, at least 2,750 Palestinian children were 
injured. Many of these children will need long-term rehabilitation. Some of them will 
need treatment that is unavailable in Gaza, and they will have to apply for special 
permission to leave the coastal territory – unless the closure that hinders the travel 
of people and goods is brought to an end.

There is no safe place in Gaza. Preliminary assessments show that an estimated 
65,000 people have lost their homes. At least 255,000 Gaza residents remain 
displaced, seeking shelter in schools and in the homes of relatives or friends. 
Overcrowding is creating a public health crisis, with increased cases of diarrhea, 
which can be life threatening for the very young. Scabies and lice are also spreading.

At the Carmel School for Boys in Gaza City, hundreds of people sought refuge. 
Taiseer Khamees Hassan and the 12 members of his family fled from Al Zaytoun 
neighbourhood and are living in a classroom of the school. 

Alhaiya, 28, female-Heba Hamid Mohamed Alsheikh Khalil, 13, female-Tawfiq Birawy Salem Marshoud, 52, male-Marwa Salman Ahmed Alsarsawy, 13, female-Deena Rushdie Omar Hamada, 16, female-
Eman Mohamed Ibrahim Hamada, 39, female-Maysa Abdelrahman Saeed Alsarsawy, 36, female-Mohamed Rami Fathi Eiyad, 2, male-Fadaa Rafic Diab Eiyad, 23, female-Gada Subhi Saadi Eiyad, 11, 
female-Shereen Fathi Osman Eiyad, 17, female-Ghada Ibrahim Sulaiman Edwan, 38, female-Husni Mahmoud Yousef Alabbasy, 55, male-Akram Mahmoud Abdelsalam Almatouq, 39, male-Wassam Majdi 
Mohamed Hamouda, 30, male-Salem Ali Abusaada, male-Mohamed Jihad Mohamed Alfara, 29, male-Abdallah Mansour Radwan Emarra, 22, male-Fadi Ziad Hassan Asaleem, 9, male-Shadi Ziad Hassan 
Asaleem, 15, male-Tala Akram Ahmed Alaatwey, 6, female-Khadijah Ali Musa Shahada, 62, female-Ola Ziad Hassan Asaleem, 11, female-Mohamed Raed Ihsan Aakila, 19, male-Esraa Yasser Atia Hamdi, 
29, female-Layla Hassan Mahmoud Alshaaer, 30, female-Mohamed Ayman Mahmoud Alshaaer, 5, male-Salah Saleh Mohamed Alshaaer, 57, male-Heballah Akram Saleh Alshaaer, 7, female-Najah Saad 
Aldin Mahmoud Daraji, 49, female-Abdallah Yousef Abdeljabar Daraji, 3, male-Yousef Shaaban Ziyada, 44, male-Jameel Shaaban Ziyada, 53, male-Shaaban Jameel Ziyada, 12, male-Mohamed Mahmoud 
Saleem Almouqadema, 34, male-Raaed Mansour Nayef, male-Mohamed Rajaa Mohamed Handam, 15, male-Mohamed Bahdar Khalil Aldaghmah, 25, male-Basil Mohamed Ibrahim Albareem, 20, male-
Ismaeel Abdelaziz Abdelhameed Alkurdi, 21, male-Ibrahim Khalil Abdammar, 13, male-Ibrahim Salem Jumaa Alsehbani, 20, male-Akram Mohamed Ali Alsekafi, 63, male-Eman Khalil Abdammar, 9, female-
Khalil Salem Ibrahim Masbah, 53, male-Rahaf Akram Ismaeel Abujumaa, 4, female-Saji Hassan Akram Alhalaq, 4, female-Samia Hamid Mohamed Alsheikh Khalil, 3, female-Saad Mohamed Abdelrazeq 
Alhalaq, 62, female-Samar Osama Khalil Alhalaq, 29, female-Essam Khalil Abdammar, 4, male-Aaesha Ali Mahmoud Ziad, 54, male-Abdelrahman Akram Mohamed Alsekafi, 22, male-Abdelrahman 
Abdelrazaq Abdelrahman Alsheikh Khalil, 24, male-Abdrabba Ahmed Mohamed Ziad, 58, male-Essam Atia Saeed Alsekafi, 26, male-Ali Mohamed Hassan Alsekafi, 27, male-Fatima Abdelrahim Abdelkadar 
Abuamouna, 55, female-Kanan Hassan Akram Alhalaq, 6, female-Mohamed Hassan Mohamed Alsekafi, 53, female-Marah Shaker Ahmed Aljamal, 11, female-Marwan Mouneer Saleh Qanfad, 23, male-
Masaab Alkheir Salah Eldin Saeed Alsekafi-Mona Sulaiman Ahmed Alsheikh Khalil, 49, female-Hala Akram Hassan Alhalaq, 27, female-Hani Mohamed Ahmed Alhalaq, 29, male-Youself Salem Hamtou 
Habib, 62, male-Abdelrahman Abdelrazaq Abdelrahman, 24, male-Ashraf Ahmed Musa Alselawi, 36, male-Turkeiya Alaabd Mohamed Albass, 77, female-Aya Bahjat Hassan Abusultan, 17, female-Maftiya 
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“The bombing goes on day and night,” he says. “We can’t 
sleep. We always have our children in our laps. What will 
we do with this life that was created for us? How can I 
complain that there are no blankets? We need medicine for 
sick children, medicine for fever, and medicine for diarrhea.”

“I want stability. I want to go back to our home, to our lives. 
I want to feed my children and watch them grow up,” he 
goes on.

The overcrowding is aggravated by a shortage of water caused by the inability of 
technicians to access the eastern parts of Gaza and the critical water infrastructure. 
Six water-authority personnel were killed while on duty in the first 28 days of fighting, 
and officials at one point said that they would no longer risk sending their workers 
out to repair water lines. 

Gaza’s only power plant was bombed and put out of commission in July, worsening 
the existing power outages. During the 72-hour ceasefire from August 5 to 7, 
some repairs made it possible to provide Gaza with three hours of electricity a day. 
Power is essential to run pumps that push water into homes, desalination plants, 
and sewage networks. 

Still, drinking water and water to wash are expensive or hard to find. Gaza’s aquifer 
is contaminated and its water undrinkable without desalination. Thousands of tonnes 
of waste have accumulated in Gaza’s streets; while some collection has taken 
place, the final dumping site remains inaccessible. Clean water is the first line of 
defence against the spread of disease, and without it, Gaza’s children are at risk. 

It is UNICEF’s role, responsibility, and moral obligation to ensure that these children 
have a better future. Whether by providing basic essential humanitarian supplies to 
children and their families, continuously advocating for the protection of children, 
or helping children to regain a sense of normality in their abnormal lives, we can 
restore hope.

UNICEF is helping to ease the water crisis by providing communal water points – 
three have been installed and ten more await Israeli approval for entry into Gaza. It 
is also helping to coordinate the work of the water authorities, repair water tankers, 
and provide support for critical repairs to infrastructure across Gaza.

In partnership with the Palestinian Red Crescent Society (PRCS), UNICEF distributed 
thousands of adult and baby hygiene kits and jerry cans to tens of thousands of 
Palestinians in shelters. The agency is also distributing thousands of blankets, 
sleeping mats, and items of clothing for children and women, many of whom fled 
with only the clothes on their backs.

“We were playing when suddenly 
I heard the sound of planes above 
in the sky,” recalls 12-year-old 
Mohammed from Gaza.
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In cooperation with the World Food Programme, e-vouchers 
for water, hygiene products, and food were distributed to 
families whose homes have been destroyed, and the hope 
is to support up to 300,000 people.

Through its partnership with PRCS, the Palestinian Centre for 
Democracy and Conflict Resolution (PCDCR) Ma’an, Tamer, 
and Al Nayzak, UNICEF is also providing daily specialised 
psychosocial support and extracurricular activities for 

thousands of children and adolescents who are seeking shelters in Gaza public 
schools that are managed by the Ministry of Social Affairs. The PCDCR deployed 
160 counsellors to hospitals and shelters from the first days of the escalation to 
help children cope with the distress. 

In working with UNICEF, our partners have demonstrated time and again that their 
knowledge and expertise can bring about real benefits for children. But this is not 
enough.

It is high time for those in positions of command or leadership, who have a legal 
duty in both Israel and Gaza, to exercise maximum restraint and prioritise the 
protection of children from violence and harm. They also have an obligation to 
enable humanitarian access and to permit aid workers to assist those in need. Aid 
workers need to complete search-and-rescue operations, repair critical water and 
electricity infrastructure, access remote areas, and carry out needs assessments. 

For the sake of children, all sides to this conflict must put an end to the violence. 
Without a just and lasting peace, we cannot guarantee full respect for the rights 
of children. These children who have lost their childhood deserve our collective 
support. They have a right to a better childhood.

June Kunugi is the Special Representative of the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) in the State of Palestine. Over the past 22 years, she has served in 
nine countries, advocating and promoting children’s rights. Monica Awad is the 
Communication Specialist who has worked for the past 18 years with UNICEF 
based in Jerusalem.
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My son asks if we are going to die today.
Ghadeer is the mother of two small boys and works as a 
media officer for a human rights organisation in Gaza City. 
Hikmat (8) is now living through his third offensive on Gaza. 
Ahmad (6) was born shortly after Operation Cast Lead. In 
conversation with Voices of Gaza this morning, Ghadeer 
expressed deep anxiety about the on-going attacks, saying, 
“Things are getting worse and worse here. Last night was 
the worst ever. Wallah, I’m speechless.” Below, she describes 
the impact of the situation on her children.
Inside our weary bodies and souls, something will stay 
broken.
I’m a mother of two little boys, Hikmat (8) and Ahmad (6). 
Like any normal mother in this world, all I want is to keep 
my boys safe and happy but, unfortunately, it seems that this 
wish is just impossible. Why? Simply and briefly, because 
I’m a Palestinian and I live in Gaza.
To be a Palestinian from Gaza means that you can be under 
attack from Israel at any time. It means that you are just a 
postponed target, and all you can do is wait to face your 
destiny. This is how we live in Gaza, both with and without 
war. I have experienced three wars in the last six years. 
During the first war on Gaza, in 2008/2009, my apartment 
was destroyed when the Israeli occupation forces targeted 
the Palestinian government complex. At the time, I was 
seven months pregnant, and I had been decorating my baby’s 
room! In the second war, which took place in November 
2012, I learned exactly what being homeless really means. 
Israel targeted the building where my family was living and 
in which I was staying. We evacuated the building and went 
to stay at my sister’s house.
During war, the days are too long. Every single hour that 
passes feels like a whole year. Since the beginning of this 
war, I’m living the worst days and nights ever, as the peaceful 
moments are so few. As we are fasting, every day we have 
our morning and evening meals, listening to the bombing 
outside and asking God to keep us and the people of Gaza 
safe. Israeli airplanes are shelling houses. Many houses have 
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