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The Maiming Fields of Gaza

Since 30 March 2018, Palestinians civilians living as refugees and exiles in Gaza ever
since they were driven out from Palestine have been gathering in mass, unarmed
demonstration about their right of return to the homeland they lost in 1948.
Confronted by the Israeli army, including 100 snipers, the toll of dead and wounded
Palestinian civilians is mounting at a shocking rate as we write.

There is a background to this. Firstly, there is the ongoing impact of the 12 year long
Israeli blockade of Gaza on the care and health of her people, and the degrading of its
health services. The violence and destruction inflicted by Israeli military action in
Operation Protective Edge in 2014 and Operation Cast Lead in 2008-9 marked a
distinct turning point in the pauperization of Gaza, against a backdrop of an ever
tightening blockade since 2006.That assault in 2014 killed over 2,200 civilians, a
quarter of whom were children, wounded 11.000, destroyed 15 hospitals, 45 clinics
and 80,000 homes.(1)

Since 2014 Israel has further tightened the passage of essential medicines and
equipment into Gaza, and of the entry of doctors and experts from abroad who offer
technical expertise not available locally. Gazan hospitals have been depleted of
antibiotics, anaesthetic agents, painkillers, other essential drugs, disposables, and fuel
to run surgical theatres. (2) Patients die while waiting for permission to go for
specialist treatment outside Gaza. All elective surgery has been cancelled since last
January 2018, and 3 hospitals have closed because of medication, equipment and fuel
shortages (3). Medical personnel have been working on reduced salaries. Gazan
health professionals find it almost impossible to get Israeli permission to travel abroad
to further their training. The regular episodic military assaults on Gaza and the current
targeting of unarmed demonstrators are part of a pattern of periodically induced
emergencies arising from Israeli policy. The cumulative effects of the impact on
healthcare provision for the general population have been documented in multiple
reports by NGOs, UN agencies and the WHO. (4).This appears to be a strategy for the
de-development of health and social services impinging on all the population of Gaza.

The current systematic use of excessive force towards unarmed civilians, including
children and journalists, is provoking a further crisis for the people of Gaza. Since 30
March 2018, snipers firing military grade ammunition have caused crippling wounds
to unarmed demonstrators.(5) As of 23 April 2018,5511 Palestinians, including at
least 454 children, have been injured by Israeli forces, including 1,739 from live
ammunition according to the Palestinian Ministry of Health in Gaza. As of April 27,
the death toll has reached 48 and additional hundreds wounded.

Even the BBC has shown films of the deliberate shooting of people who were
standing harmlessly or running away, including childrenand journalists (6). The



sniper-fire is mostly not to the head, with most of the wounds to the lower torso and
legs. Dozens have needed emergency amputation of either one or both legs, and a
further 1,300 required immediate external fixations which will entail an estimated
7,800 hours of subsequent complex reconstructive surgery if the limbs are to be
saved. This is calculated maiming. More may die or incur life-long disability because
of the degraded state of health service sand the prohibition by Israel of the transfer for
the seriously wounded (7). How is Gaza to survive this situation? And meanwhile, the
many that have lost non-emergency healthcare because of the ongoing lack of
medicines and energy will be joined by many more now that all scarce resources are
going to life and limb saving efforts.

Whilst various UN and WHO agencies have condemned Israeli actions, Western
governments have not uttered a murmur and thus bolster the impunity Israel seems
always to have enjoyed in its treatment of Palestinian society. Others who seek to
document and to draw attention to events like this, including in medical journals, are
often subject to vilifying ad hominem attacks, as have journal editors (8). These are
matters of international shame.
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