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Children Under Siege

Ann-Charlotte Nilsson, LL.M., Bs, MA in International Affairs

“We were not scared because there had been hours of shooting.” Mervat, Palestinian girl, talking about that day in school when Hoda, her school mate, was shot in the head sitting at her desk in their class room. UNRWA’s Khan Younis Elementary School, the Gaza Strip, UNRWA film, 2003

As the girl in the abovementioned quote reflects, the Palestinian children in their innocence are accustomed to a level of violence that ought not to be acceptable. The continuous siege of the Gaza Strip by Israel after Hamas took over control in June 2007 and the internal violence has lead to deep despair, chaos, family dysfunction and an increased fear among the population. Experts warn that the mental health problems among the population have reached “unprecedented levels.”
 This situation particularly affects the children, whose human rights are constantly being violated. In addition the internal security chaos with little respect for the rule of law has resulted in a continued militarization of the society with different local groups and militias fighting each other.
 The children also live with increased violence in schools that is reflected in schoolmates fighting other schoolmates. School teachers have also increasingly resorted to physical violence in schools as a form of punishment. In addition there is an increase in intra-family violence where both fathers and mothers take out their frustrations on the children by physical abuse. Another form of intra-family violence is domestic abuse between husband and wife which have also increased and which children are exposed to. The children are living with a level of violence that not only has been going on for several years but that has escalated into new levels since the Israeli siege of 2007. The depth of the problems that the children are faced with every day creates deep-seated emotional consequences that affect the behaviour of the children in fundamental ways. After all the years of disrupted peace negotiations, recurrence of violence, continuous occupation, the closure regime and the siege of the Gaza Strip how was it permissible to allow the situation to evolve to this point? 

Introduction

In her report from her visit to the West Bank and Gaza in April in 2007, the United Nations Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, Ms. Coomaraswamy, stated that 

“Like all children, Palestinian children have that inner strength and optimism that is inherent in all youth. However, there is a palpable sense of loss and a feeling of hopelessness that places the children of the West Bank and Gaza apart from all other situations the SRSG has visited to date.”

Of all the countries and territories that Ms. Coomaraswamy has visited in her capacity as the Special Representative, the sense of loss and the feelings of hopelessness that the children she met in the West Bank and Gaza exhibited had been the far worst she had encountered so far. These comments show the urgent need for the international community to address the situation for the Palestinian children without delay. Ms. Coomaraswamy’s visit was in April 2007, and since then the situation has only deteriorated. 

The Palestinian children are deeply affected by the continuous violence in fundamental ways. About 39 children in the occupied Palestinian territory (OPT) have died between January and March 2008, while in 2007 within the same period 10 children died.
 In 2007, 70% of those 124 children that were killed in the conflict were adolescents aged between 13 and 18 years of age.
 In 2007 more children in the OPT died in internal violence than in the two years before that.
 While Gaza has been under a virtual siege since June 2007, in the West Bank the expansion of the closure regime has lead to that the closures have increased to 580 obstacles to movement from 376 in November 2005.
 The Palestinian children of the second intifada of year 2000 are considered to be the generation that is the most accepting of violence.
 This is within a context of a very young population, where half of the population in Gaza are under 15 years of age. 66.7% of the population in the OPT are between 0-24 years of age.
 And 23% of the whole population are between 10-19 years. For the adolescents 13-18 years of age the past five years have lead to a decrease in their psychosocial situation.
 They exhibit headaches, sleeping disorders, violent acts and loss of appetite, and they are more vulnerable to aggression, rebellion, risk-taking behaviour, feelings of helplessness, frustration and withdrawal than other children.

The World Bank states that the result of the continuous conflict since 2000 and especially after Hamas’ win in the Palestinian legislative council elections of January 2006, is “a near collapse” of the Palestinian economy, as well as high unemployment and poverty rates.
 The establishment of the Caretaker Government in June 17, 2007 sworn in by President Abbas, while declaring the Hamas authority in the Gaza Strip illegal, lead to that the international community and Israel accepted this government and restarted economic and technical assistance.
 Israel began to transfer the clearance revenues and accrued interest it is obliged to transfer to the now Caretaker Government led by President Abbas. As a result, the West Bank has made some economic progress since 2007, however this economic progress has excluded the Gaza population which amounts to 40% of the Palestinian population.
 The World Bank reports that the economic gap between the West Bank and Gaza has widened as a result of the difficult situation in Gaza.
 The closure policy which Israel implemented as a response to the second Intifada in 2000 and which was tightened after the Hamas takeover of the Gaza strip in June 2007 has had such a devastating impact on the economy of Gaza that it will be very hard to reverse the effects the World Bank warns.
  While the Palestinian economy in the OPT had a steady growth until 1999 due to both public investments and investments in private enterprises, there are no such investments any longer and this has severely affected the Palestinian productive sector and instead created a reliance on governmental jobs and international aid.

After Israel withdrew from the Gaza Strip in the summer of 2005 Israel argues that Israel does not any longer carry any legal responsibilities towards the Palestinian population in Gaza. In reality Israel maintains control over all the entry points into and out of the Gaza Strip, of all the Gazan airspace, territorial waters, and the land crossings.
 In addition after the Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip in June of 2007, Israel imposed a blockade on Gaza with severe restrictions on the transfer of fuel that generates electricity, on import of goods and all raw materials that is not considered humanitarian, export of goods from Gaza, and import of medical supplies which all have had the consequence of creating the worst humanitarian crisis in the Gaza Strip in 38 years.
 In 2007, 75% of the factories in Gaza needed to close because there were not enough raw materials available already within three weeks after the blockade.
 As of 2008 the result of the severe restrictions of imports and exports imposed and the tightened closure regime has resulted in that about 98% of all the factories in Gaza have been closed down.
 This situation has lead to a very high unemployment rate and further poverty.

Israel wanted to disengage from any responsibilities but still have total control over the population in the Gaza Strip. According to the U.N., Gaza remains an occupied territory, and therefore Israel has a particular responsibility towards the population, including providing protection for the civilian population.
 Breaches of this responsibility constitute war crimes. Even if there is no longer an occupation by Israel, Israel still has responsibilities in terms of providing access and passage of humanitarian goods and services according to humanitarian law.
 To prevent bomb materiel is a legitimate concern, but not to prevent food and goods to enter. The U.N. means that it is Israel that has total control over the entry and flow of food and goods.

The Human Rights of the Children 

“The child should be fully prepared to live an individual life in society, and be brought up in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations, and in particular in the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and solidarity”.
 The Preamble to the Convention on the Rights of the Child

“Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.”Article 2, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 10 December 1948

In this environment of chaos and violence the human rights of the Palestinian children in the Gaza Strip are being constantly violated in the most basic ways. Fundamental rights such as the right to life, the right to adequate living standards, to health, to freedom of movement and to education are continuously being violated. A little Palestinian girl said after a human rights workshop for children that she didn’t know that there was such a thing as the right to play.
 From a child’s perspective in a context of constant violence to learn that as a child you actually have a right to play opens the door to life affirming thinking as well as instilling a sense of self worth in the child. Since no distinction is being made by the different combatants between civilians, children and combatants, children are constantly in the middle of the fighting and exposed to extreme violence. Children’s recreational areas such as ‘Safe Play Areas’ set up by UNICEF have been frequently destroyed by Israeli forces. Keeping in mind the obligation in Article 31 in the Convention of the Right of the Child of State Parties to protect the right to rest and leisure and to play, the right to play is another human right of the Palestinian children that is being violated.
   

These human rights violations occur despite the fact that there are several human rights instruments that are to protect and safeguard the rights of individuals within a country or territory without any distinction to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.
 This is the fundamental principle of non-discrimination that the international human rights instruments are founded on. The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights celebrates 60 years in 2008 and, as the United Nation’s Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights states, is a document that embodies a real commitment to universal dignity and justice to be practically experienced by all.
 The Universal Declaration of 1948 is the most translated legal document in the world.
 It has set the standard for human rights protection all over the world and puts the individual human being at the center for protection from specific acts by governments and state entities that were determined to be violations of their rights. The International Bill of Rights comprising the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Cultural and Social Rights are the most basic human rights instruments that put a direct legal obligation on governments and state entities to protect the human rights stated in the Covenants.
 While these documents also protect the rights of children both generally and more specifically in some articles, protection of the human rights of children was considered to be of such importance that it required a much more comprehensive legal framework and therefore the Convention on the Rights of the Child was developed.
      

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) that was adopted by the U.N. General Assembly in 1989 and went into force in 1990, is interestingly enough the human rights treaty that has the most ratifications of all treaties.
 The State Parties to the Convention on the Rights of the Child agreed to legally protect the rights of all children, and that means all children in the world. The Convention is comprised of both civil and political rights as well as economic, social and cultural rights. Of significance is that the Convention is indivisible and that its articles are interdependent.
 The Committee on the Rights of the Child has identified four general principles that are to guide the implementation of the treaty and be applied to all other articles.
 These general principles are the principle of non-discrimination in Article 2, which means that all children shall have the same rights, the principle that the best interest of the child is to be taken into consideration regarding all decisions concerning the child in Article 3, the principle that all children have the right to life, survival and development in Article 6, and the principle to take into consideration the views of the child in matters relating to the child in Article 12.
 Children should have their opinions respected. The Convention established the Committee on the Rights of the Child in its Article 43 which is a mechanism to monitor the implementation of the Convention by the State Parties.
 The State Parties are obliged to turn in reports to the Committee on the situation of the child in their country, a first report no later than two years after the ratification of the Convention and thereafter every fifth year.
 The Committee does not hear individual complaints, however other committees that have competence to hear individual complaints could bring up issues concerning children’s rights if applicable.
 The Convention invites non-governmental organizations to contribute to the reporting and monitoring process, which is the first time a human rights treaty does this.
 The United Nations Children’s Fund, UNICEF, is given a legal obligation in the Convention to participate in the implementation process of the Convention, which is the first time a human rights treaty gives specialized United Nations agencies such a role.
  

In addition, the Committee monitors the implementation of the two Optional Protocols to the Convention. The first protocol is the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts, which was adopted by the U.N. General Assembly February 12, 2000. This Optional Protocol makes compulsory recruitment of children into armed governmental forces to participate in direct combat under 18 years illegal.
 The minimum age of voluntary enlistment of children is 15 years of age, but the children cannot participate in direct combat until they are 18 years of age. The Protocol also addresses recruitment of children by non-state actors. The Protocol states that the recruitment or participation of anyone under 18 years is forbidden by these non-state actors “under any circumstances”.
 Recruitment and the use of children under 15 years of age is a war crime according to the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC).
 Of importance is that the Rome Statute addresses both national armed forces and non-state armed actors. 

The second Optional Protocol II is on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography and was adopted by the General Assembly May 25, 2000 and entered into force January 18, 2002.
 

The widespread exposure of children and youth to conflict and violence became an increasingly important issue for the United Nations to address especially as internal conflicts came to the fore during the 1990s. Graҫa Machel issued the report “Impact of Armed Conflict on Children” in 1996, which was the first report to seriously bring up the issue of how children and youth are affected by conflict to an international level.
 As a result of the report the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict was established in 1997.
 The mandate of the Special Representative includes raising greater awareness of the special situation of war-affected children, and to ensure their rights as well as protection during and after conflict. Most importantly, the Special Representative also has mandate to establish contacts with non-state actors. A strategic review of the Graҫa Machel’s study was undertaken in 2007 by the U.N. Secretary-General’s Special Representative on Children and Armed Conflict, called “Machel plus 10”.
 The review specifically addresses the fact that children are living in the middle of conflicts and are many times directly targeted by the different combatants.
 It points out that children as a result of living in the middle of a conflict suffer the consequences of malnutrition, disease, displacement and poverty due to the conflict. Because of the changing nature of conflicts to mainly internal conflicts, the review also addresses the issue of impunity by different non-governmental armed groups that commit human rights violations against children. 

The Security Council adopted for the very first time a resolution on war-affected children in 1999, resolution 1261, and acknowledged children in armed conflict as a peace and security concern.
 The Security Council condemned the targeting of children in armed conflicts as well as urged all parties to a conflict to take special measures to protect especially girls from rape, sexual abuse and gender-based violence. In its subsequent resolution 1314 in 2000, the Security Council broadened the measures given previously including for States not to give amnesty for grave crimes committed against children.
 In the Security Council resolution 1379 of 2001 the issue of sanctions was introduced for the first time as well as the establishment of a mechanism that would list those parties to a conflict that recruit and use child soldiers.
 These lists were to be annexed to the annual report of the Secretary-General on children and armed conflict and include both state and non-state parties to a conflict. In 2003 in its resolution 1460, parties to armed conflicts were asked to prepare action plans to stop the recruitment and use of child soldiers.
 In 2004 the Security Council asked in its resolution 1539 the U.N. Secretary-General to set up an action plan in order to establish a monitoring and reporting mechanism.
 The monitoring and reporting mechanism, the MRM, and a Security Council working group on children in armed conflict were established in 2005 through Security Council resolution 1612.
 The working group reviews reports prepared by the monitoring and reporting mechanism on a regular basis. The working group is also to review the progress of the implementation of the action plans the Security Council asked parties to armed conflicts to implement in its resolution 1460 with regards to the recruitment and use of child soldiers. The members of the working group are the member states of the Security Council at any given time.
 The purpose of the working group is to make recommendations to the Security Council on actions to be taken on how to protect children affected by armed conflict, as well as to make such recommendations to other relevant U.N. agencies that work with children.
     

The U.N. Secretary-General has identified especially six grave violations of children’s rights that are to be given priority under the MRM mechanism.
 These six violations were given special priority because they represent particularly ‘egregious’ violations and can be practically monitored. They are
:

(1) Killing and maiming of children;

(2) Recruiting or using child soldiers;

(3) Attacks against schools or hospitals;

(4) Rape or other grave sexual violence against children;

(5) Abduction of children;

(6) Denial of humanitarian access for children.

While all these six violations are to be given priority attention, most attention generally has so far been given to the recruitment and use of child soldiers. The U.N. Secretary-General in his annual report on children and armed conflict in 2005, asked for country task forces of monitoring and reporting to be established in all those countries where children are affected by armed conflict.
 However, so far it is only the recruitment and use of child soldiers that will get a party onto the lists annexed to the annual reports of the Secretary-General and it is only the recruitment and use of child soldiers that will result in the establishment of a country task force.
 This is a significant oversight since all of these violations severely affect children in conflict situations to different degrees. With regards to the Palestinian children, the killing and maiming of children, attacks against schools and hospitals and the denial of humanitarian access for these children are all grave violations of their rights according to this list of priority violations, so the question is why so little has been done to prevent all of these violations from happening? 

For the Palestinian children in the OPT there is an informal U.N. working group with a rotating chair set in place. It is the same process as for a formal U.N. country task force, while it is not a formal task force per se. The core participants and collectors of information of the informal working group include UNICEF, UNOCHA, UNHCR, WHO, DCI and Save the Children-UK. This group reports to the UN Security Council. In addition, national organizations such as Palestinian Ngos from Gaza and Israeli Ngos are also data collectors. The UNICEF holds the chair as part of the 1612 mandate for the UNICEF. The working group provides the UN Security Council with the longest horizontal note. At the level of the UN Security Council the working group does not have an official status and as such it is unofficially reporting to the Council. It is in this context the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, has stated that she would advocate together with UNICEF and its civil society partners to strengthen the monitoring and reporting task force for the OPT and Israel.

At the same time the situation for the Palestinian children as well as for the Israeli children is on the agenda of the Security Council. The Secretary-General includes the situation for these children in his annual reports on children and armed conflict. While at first the information provided regarding the situation for the Palestinian and Israeli children was very limited, the information in the annual reports has become more substantial. Furthermore, the Security Council working group on children and armed conflict monitors and reports on the situation for the Palestinian children. At the 9th meeting of the working group in July 2007, the situation of the children in the OPT was presented in the Secretary-General’s ”horizontal note”.
 It read: “In the occupied Palestinian territories, the number of children killed or injured as a result of the conflict had increased in the most recent period, and the restrictions on movement had adversely affected access to education”.
At the subsequent 14th meeting of the working group in May 2008, another “horizontal note” of the Secretary-General was presented and once more included a particular emphasis on the situation in OPT.
 This briefing also included Israel, “In the occupied Palestinian territories and Israel, the number of children killed or injured had increased in the first quarter of 2008 owing to an upsurge in violence between the parties to the conflict. In addition, schools were being affected more often by the conflict.” In his annual report on children and armed conflict in 2007, the Secretary-General reported that Israel’s security agency, Shabak, had continued a practice of recruiting Palestinian children to become collaborators either inside prisons or after they are released from prison.
 Another practice used by the IDF forces is to force children to enter and clear areas in potential zones of conflict. The U.N. monitoring and reporting mechanism is an important tool because it brings up children’s issues to the highest international level, which is the U.N. Security Council level.  

The European Union’s work with children affected by armed conflict is conducted within the context of that the promotion and protection of the human rights of all children is a priority area of the EU’s human rights policy.
 With regards to children and armed conflict the European Union, EU, has developed several policy documents. In 2003 the EU Guidelines on children and armed conflict was adopted, and its implementation strategy was adopted in 2006. These Guidelines were further revised and updated in June 2008.
 Further policy documents are the EU Concept for Support to disarmament, demobilization and reintegration in 2006, the Checklist for Integration of the Protection of Children affected by Armed Conflict into European Security and Defence Policy, ESDP, in 2006, and the Commission Communication “Towards an EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child” in 2006.
 In May, 2008 the EU reviewed the implementation of the checklist for the integration of the protection of children affected by armed conflict into ESDP operations.
 In addition, the Council adopted some Conclusions regarding the promotion and protection of the rights of the child in the EU’s external actions in the development and humanitarian areas.
 The result was that the EU is to pay special attention to the educational needs of children in emergencies and in armed conflict. The current priority areas for the EU within this context are implementation and follow-up of the EU guidelines, reporting on the situation for children affected by armed conflict and education.
 
In order to have a more effective implementation of the guidelines, the EU set up a strategy in April 2006 that involved e.g. monitoring and reporting and improved cooperation with the United Nations.
 An informal task force was set up to follow-up on the implementation on this strategy and as a result in June 2006 the EU came out with specific guidance and instructions regarding the protection of children in conflict areas to its missions in the priority countries and its special representatives in conflict areas.
 In 2007 the EU’s work on children affected by armed conflict focused on how to address the situation for children in priority countries, in potential new areas of conflict, child soldiers and how to improve the U.N. MRM process.
 Of importance is that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict has been put onto the list of priority conflicts in accordance with the EU Guidelines on Children and Armed Conflict.

The European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid has acknowledged the particular vulnerabilities of children in humanitarian crises and within this framework the European Commission is to pay special attention to children.
 The Commission has supported several humanitarian projects that include a child component. They include nutrition projects in Sudan, Colombia and Palestine and psychosocial support in Sierra Leone, Sudan, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and Lebanon.

A regional legal human rights instrument for the Middle East has been developed called the “Arab Charter on Human Rights”.
 The Arab Charter entered into force March 15, 2008, one month after the seventh state, the United Arab Emirates, ratified it.
 The Arab Charter includes specific articles that protect the rights of children. The Charter bans the exploitation of children in situations of armed conflicts in its Article 10 (b).
 Article 10 (b) states that “Forced labour, trafficking in human beings for the purposes of prostitution or sexual exploitation, the exploitation of the prostitution of others and all other forms of exploitation or the exploitation of children in armed conflict are prohibited”. The Charter further states in its Article 29 (b) that a child should acquire the nationality of the mother, and that state parties should implement legal measures that makes this possible.
 Violence against women and children are prohibited according to the Charter which stipulates in its Article 33 (b) that states shall ensure “the prohibition of all forms of violence or abuse in the relations among its members, particularly against women and children.” This provision offers wider protection than Article 19(1) of the UNCRC does in that the UNCRC does not address violence in the family through a prohibition.
 Article 17 of the Charter addresses the issue of juvenile justice which states “Each State party shall ensure in particular to any child at risk or any delinquent charged with an offence the right to a special legal system for minors in all stages of investigation, trial and implementation of sentence, as well as to special treatment that takes account of his age, protects his dignity, facilitates his rehabilitation and reintegration and enables him to play a constructive role in society.”
 
The Defence for Children International/PS has commented on that especially two articles in the Arab Charter that address children are not compatible with either the Charter itself or of other human rights instruments like the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
 These articles pertain to the death penalty and the right to life, and the right to education. The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child stipulate a direct prohibition to impose the death penalty on persons under 18 years of age.
 While the Arab Charter says in its Article 7 (a) that “Sentence to death shall not be imposed on persons under 18 years of age, unless otherwise stipulated in the laws in force at the time of the commission of the crime.” What DCI/PS points out is that every member state of the Arab League has already endorsed the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child, but that no one made any reservations regarding Article 37(a) of that convention.
 With regards to the Palestinian context, the DCI/PS underlines that the execution of children under 18 years is already prohibited in the Palestinian domestic legislation.
 The DCI/PS also has pointed out that regarding the right to education the States Parties are under the obligation according to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the UNCRC to ensure the protection of all people under its jurisdiction and not only its citizens.
 That a state party is under the obligation to ensure the rights of all people under its jurisdiction is a fundamental principle in international human rights protection. However the Arab Charter only protects the citizen of a state party in its Article 41(b) which stipulates that “the States parties shall guarantee every citizen free education at least throughout the primary and fundamental levels. All types and levels of primary education shall be compulsory and accessible to all without discrimination of any kind.”  The DCI/PS points out that the Charter’s Article 3 states that all the States Parties are to ensure the protection of the rights in the Charter to “all individuals subject to their jurisdiction, while at the same time deviates from that principle in its Article 41(b).
 The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the UNCRC both ensure the protection of all people to have a free primary education.

The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, (OHCHR) works with the Palestinian Authority, Hamas and the government of Israel regarding the responsibility to ensure the human rights of the people within the OPT.
 These parties are “the duty-bearers” with respect to the protection of human rights in the occupied territories according to the OHCHR.
 This is within a political environment where Hamas’ June 2007 military takeover of the Gaza Strip is not recognized internationally including by the United Nations while the emergency Palestinian Authority government based in the West Bank is. In the Gaza Strip, as OHCHR states, it is the Hamas affiliated Executive Forces or the Ezzedine al-Qassam Brigades who have taken over the responsibility for law and order, and that this is done outside of a legal framework and with no judicial oversight.
 The PA emergency government decided in June 2007 that the justice and law enforcement administrative institutions in the Gaza Strip should stop carrying out its work. One priority area for the OHCHR in the OPT is the issue of accountability in an environment of widespread impunity and the lack of the rule of law.

What does it mean to live under Siege?

“It’s tension we’re eating and drinking here. We are living in tension and sleeping in tension and waking up in tension, when we can sleep.”

The UNICEF reports in 2008 that

 “Living conditions have rarely been worse for Palestinian children.”
 

Deprivation, poverty, feelings of anger, frustration, hopelessness, feelings of powerlessness and despair characterize the situation for the people in Gaza today as a result of the continuous siege and escalating violence.
 This situation does gravely impact the mental health of the population and the psychological pain the people experience is being manifested in the high levels of domestic, tribal and community violence.
 The effects of the situation on the children have consequences for not only their behaviour but for how they mentally think about social and political peace.
 The issue for many Palestinians now is that people have a sense that they do not know how it is going to end, that people do not know where to go from here.
 The siege and the violence have also resulted in heightened feelings of resentment, oppression, defiance and extremism and these feelings risk affect the mentality of the young people who risk develop new expressions of violence and ideologies of extremism in the future if not dealt with.
 This is being reflected in that there is a growing radicalization of youth and not only in Gaza, and that there is increasing support of Hamas in the West Bank.
 The youth have a sense that there is a lack of future in progress.

As a result of Israeli military air strikes and artillery attacks houses and properties are being destroyed, including medical facilities in the Gaza Strip.
 The air strikes and the artillery attacks are frequently carried out without any regard for the civilian population. On the other hand, rockets are fired by Palestinian armed groups onto Israeli territory. The internal infighting by Palestinian armed groups adds to the chaos and destruction. Civilians that are taking no part in the hostilities are killed in cross-fires as bystanders, and this many times includes children.
 In addition many more people are being injured during the different attacks and violence.  
The violence the children are exposed to in the Gaza Strip include killings, being maimed or injured, being caught in the cross-fire between local groups or between local forces and Israeli military forces, being shot in their living rooms, being struck by explosives or shellings in their backyards, and being shot at while in school. The Palestinian Centre for Human Rights (PCHR) has warned against the continuous militarization of the society.
 The enveloping security chaos and the lack of the rule of law is not an environment conducive to the building of a peaceful and democratic state.

With the siege, the children grow up within a context where all people experience different degrees of trauma. This means that the adults the children depend on also experience trauma and might therefore not be able to adequately care for their children. Many people become restless and anxious because the siege traps them in such a way that they feel that they cannot escape or find a way out from the situation.
 This leads to people building up a lot of violent energy that they need to find an outlet for. 
The United Nations‘ Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, John Dugard, has specifically identified the prolonged occupation as one reason to why the situation within the OPT has worsened.
  He means that Israel remains an occupying power regarding Gaza because Israel retains effective control over the territory.
 He has also stated that the Quartet, made up of the United States, the European Union, the Russian Federation and the United Nations, does not show enough consideration for the human rights situation of the Palestinians.
 The Special Rapporteur has reported that large-scale violations of human rights and international humanitarian law are being committed in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.
 These include the continuance of the expansion of settlements and house demolitions. That the situation in the Gaza Strip is especially difficult is being reflected in that the three largest United Nations humanitarian appeals in the world today are for Darfur in Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo and for the Gaza Strip.

The adolescents suffer to a great extent from the endless violence that they grow up within and they are a specially vulnerable group. Of all the children killed in 2007 within the OPT, 78% were between 13-17 years of age.
 UNICEF underlines that the relentless violence leads to extreme emotional duress and feelings of great insecurity for the adolescents.
 More children are dropping out at the secondary school level because of reasons such as low learning achievements, poverty and early marriage.
 Also, within the context of growing up to be responsible adults, the adolescents receive little information about issues such as HIV/AIDS and other current issues of importance. UNICEF says that almost all adolescents know about HIV/AIDS, however 91% do not know how to protect themselves from the disease.

The Right to Health
The health consequences for the children within the OPT are severe especially for the children in Gaza. 10% of the Palestinian children under the age of five suffer from chronic malnutrition, of which 50.000 children live in Gaza.
 The chronic malnutrition affects the intellect of the child, Dr. Al-Sarraj explains. He says that because of the malnutrition, 15% of the children of Gaza experience impairments in their intellectual abilities.
 There are estimates that about half of the children under two years of age are anemic, while 70% are vitamin A deficient.
 There are also high levels of stunting because of a protein-deficient diet, which in turn exists because of lack of access to sufficient protein rich food.
 Because of the deteriorating living conditions and increased poverty in Gaza there is a difference between the Gaza Strip and the West Bank in terms of the health conditions of the children.
 21 per every 1.000 of those children born alive die before the age of one in the West Bank, while 31 per every 1.000 children die in the Gaza Strip.

In the OPT about 10% of the girls between 15 to 18 years of age are either pregnant or have a child.
 About 1/5 of the children have been exposed to violence from a family member.

The health care situation in Gaza has been severely affected by the Israeli blockade. Hospitals and medical facilities experience frequent shortages of electricity, lack of equipment, spare parts and medications due to the blockade.
 Because of an escalation of fighting including Israeli military air strikes and artillery attacks on the Gaza Strip between February 27 and March 3 in 2008 which lead to over 100 Palestinians being killed of which half were civilians and a large number of people were injured, the Palestinian Ministry of Health declared a state of emergency.
 In addition there is a lack of access to medical care because of the border closings. When adequate medical help is not available in Gaza, the patient needs to be transported to a hospital in Israel, but due to the border closures there are few opportunities to be able to cross the border. Access to medical care has become a very important problem due to the closure regime.
 Some hospitals and medical facilities have been destroyed by Israeli military attacks from the air.  

The Right to Education

All children have the right to have an education according to the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child.
 That means every child including children living in countries or areas of conflict. As Save the Children states, education is a basic human right, even during conflict.
 The Palestinian Authority and UNICEF work together to provide education to the children that are not refugees in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East, UNRWA, provides education to children registered as refugees under its mandate in the Gaza Strip, the West Bank including East Jerusalem, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan.
 
That the school environment is difficult for the Palestinian children does a study by the Birzeit University show.
 The study revealed that 45% of the school children had seen their schools besieged by Israeli troops. 25% of the schools had been exposed to firing and shelling. 18% of the school children had witnessed troops kill a schoolmate. 13% of the school children had seen a teacher being killed. 45% of the school children experience violence in schools on a daily basis. 37% of the school children are exposed to physical violence while in school. 51% of the school children said that they had used physical violence against a school mate. 44% of the teachers in school use corporal punishment against the school children. The children experience violence at home as well and the study showed that 52% of the fathers and 60% of the mothers use physical violence as punishment against their children. Because of the deteriorating environment in school about 30% of the adolescents typically fall down two or three levels below their normal grade.

With regards to UNRWA’s work, with the 2nd Intifada in 2000 the situation dramatically worsened and at that moment the view of UNRWA changed.
 During 2002-2003 UNRWA needed to reorganize its structure that would reflect the new political and military situation. Switzerland took the initiative to modernize UNRWA in 2004 with hosting a conference in Geneva on UNRWA.
 In connection to the conference several thematic seminaries were organized with the purpose to reform the work of UNRWA. For instance Sweden, the EU Commission, PLO and the US were each responsible for different thematic seminaries and different political areas. The European Commission got the responsibility for the economic area and Sweden got responsibility for the refugee children. For children under the age of 18 years, Sweden chaired the conference’s working group “Promoting the Well-Being of the Palestinian Refugee Child”.
 Sweden identified through a series of workshops with for instance the Red Crescent, the PA, the PA minister of youth and the ICRC different issues regarding the refugee children that included their specific exposure in armed conflict and the importance of having a human rights perspective when addressing the situation for children. The purpose of the workshops was to find a way to strengthen the rights of children. As a result some recommendations came out, and one action that Sweden was found to be able to do was to finance a position with UNRWA for child protection, called ‘senior protection policy adviser’.
 
UNRWA, provides education, healthcare, relief, social services, micro-credit loans and emergency aid to the Palestinian refugees who are under its mandate in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank including East Jerusalem, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan.
 More than 4.4 million Palestinian refugees are served by UNRWA. When it comes to education, UNRWA builds and currently runs 684 schools in total for about 481.130 students.
 UNRWA’s educational program is its largest program and over 50% of its budget goes to this program.
 More than three quarters of UNRWA’s staff are working in the educational program. 

UNRWA has had a very good record in the past regarding providing education to the Palestinian refugees. In the 1960s UNRWA introduced the first equal enrolment in schools of boys and girls in the Middle East.
 Palestinian refugees have always valued education and has long have the reputation of being among the best educated in the Middle East. However, this positive development is now changing in especially the Gaza strip, the West Bank and Lebanon.
 In Gaza for instance standards have slipped and students are falling behind. As an example, regarding mathematics for grades 4-9 about 60 to 80% of the students fail, and regarding Arabic about 40-50% of the students fail.
 A comparative survey of private, UNRWA and Palestinian Authority (PA) governmental schools in the OPT published in a World Bank report in September 2006, showed that the PA and UNRWA schools were falling far behind private schools.
 

There are several reasons for this downward development. These include under investment in the school facilities, lack of funding, double-shifting of schools and a need for more quality training of the teachers.
 In Gaza because building material has not been allowed into Gaza due to the siege, construction and repairs of schools have not been able to take place.
 This has meant that toilets and windows in schools have not been able to be repaired. Also, the increasing malnutrition, not being able to sleep enough, overcrowding at home and domestic violence are all factors that impede the children’s performance in school.
 

To improve the situation in its schools, UNRWA has been working to reduce the number of children in its classrooms. There are about 41 children per class in 121 schools. Also, UNRWA addresses the overcrowding in its schools by providing schooling on double-shifts as most of the other Palestinian schools do.
 That means that the same school building is being used for two different schools, with the schools being open at different times. One school is open in the morning and the other one in the afternoon. About 77% of the UNRWA schools provided double-shifting in 2006.
 In addition the continuous home demolitions severely impact the living conditions of the children, and have consequences for a child’s performance in school. Another serious factor is the many closures in Gaza and the West Bank that severely impedes the children’s access to schooling in that the freedom of movement for them has become increasingly limited. This lack of access and lack of freedom of movement have had the consequence that many children as well as teachers cannot get to the schools either at all or not on time. UNRWA has attempted to provide long distance education, but it was not successful because families do no have internet connection at home or always electricity.
 

UNICEF reports that because of the military operations, closures and curfews schools in the West Bank are falling behind on the curriculum.
Another factor is high drop-out rates of especially younger boys. UNICEF reports that one in three of younger males between 15 and 19 years of age drop out of school in the OPT.
 These boys drop out of school to work instead to provide an income for their families, however 20% of them are unemployed. The girls that drop-out of school are expected to get married and have children.
 About 18% of the 15 and 19 years old girls get married, however more than one in ten divorce their husband soon after their wedding.

 In the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon high drop-out rates has had the consequence of creating a gender gap in the UNRWA schools with a ratio of 70 girls to 30 boys.
 The young boys drop out of schools because going to school does not seem to provide them with a better future, in a context of high unemployment rates and limited academic opportunities for adult Palestinian refugees in general in Lebanon.
 

Another challenge for UNRWA is to identify and provide education to children with special needs. UNRWA believes that about 20% of all the children in its schools would need special education, but are not receiving it.
 To remedy the situation UNRWA has launched an initiative to provide education to children with Special Education Needs (SEN).

The UNRWA Gaza Field Office has put in place an action plan to improve the situation there and the measures to be implemented include providing remedial education, to reduce class sizes to 30 students for boys at the preparatory level and providing more classes in Arabic and mathematics.
 The boys at the preparatory level were shown to have scored the worst of all students in the tests given. The schools have tried to provide make-up classes, but it has not been enough and the end result has been a loss of education for these children.
 However, the action plan has had some positive effect regarding remedial education in Gaza, because recent results have shown a marked improvement in academic performance in UNRWA schools among previously failing students. 
 
UNRWA provides different educational programmes that aim to help young people escape poverty and radicalization.
 With the Gaza Strip as an example, there are about 196.000 children registered in UNRWA’s schools in Gaza, but now because of the security situation there are only 100.000 children actually attending.
 Because of the increased violence in Gaza the schools are not safe anymore, since violence takes place all around. A typical situation that has developed is that children get shot inside school rooms because of the violence that takes place on the school grounds between Israeli forces and Palestinian groups.
 Statistics have shown that if children are too close to the fighting, the children are injured or killed. To counter the sense of insecurity and fear that develops in this environment, at the height of the Fatah and Hamas violence in the summer of 2007, UNRWA held summer games in the Gaza Strip in order to provide some sense of normality for the children in this highly charged political context.
  These games were held over a ten week period and were launched one week after the end of the Palestinian factional violence in Gaza in June 2007.
 Around 200.000 children and youth participated. These games were highly appreciated by the children and their parents who were happy to have alternative constructive activities provided for their children in the context of the endemic violence.

However violence within schools has increased and UNICEF states that violence in classrooms has become all-encompassing.
 The teachers living under the pressure of the siege and the conflict are becoming increasingly distressed and quickly lose patience with the students which lead them to use capital punishment. In the UNRWA schools, to address this problem, UNRWA has initiated an independent review of its education programme with the help of UNICEF and the World Bank.
 In the context of education the World Bank has taken the lead in education policy dialogue and programme implementation at an international level.
 The objective of the review is to improve the protection of the children in the UNRWA schools. In the Gaza UNRWA schools, UNRWA is implementing a zero tolerance policy on corporal punishment. Furthermore a teacher training programme in alternative methods of discipline is being conducted together with the Gaza Community Mental Health Programme and Save the Children-Sweden.
 In the West Bank a Task Force on Violence in Schools is being established that is to examine the issue as well as recommend ways to address the violence.

The Issues of Trauma, Psychological and Socio-Psychological Consequences

To live in a state of uncertainty and fear on a long-term basis deeply affect us as human beings. To deliberately disregard the rights of others, at the expense of these others is detrimental to human dignity and risks produce violent responses. In a conflict situation people experience constant attacks on the will to live. These experiences include the destruction of homes and communities as well as the break-down of family ties. In addition destructive behaviour by a family member or by the child itself risks augmenting a sense of hopelessness that is already there and risks further breaking down the will to live. To deliberately attack and destroy all that is of value for someone else can lead to that the will to live weaken on behalf of the individual that is being violated. Many times what has taken generations to build up, is lost in an instant. These constant attacks on the will to live can be one cause of radicalization in some situations. Also it can be one answer to why young people in the OPT are ready to take their own lives in suicide missions. In the end, you give that which is the most valuable, yourself.

When everything has been broken, how do you rebuild and regain the will to live? How do you rebuild your life not to the same as before, but to something new of equal value? After having experienced exclusion, how do you create an environment of inclusion with a place for everybody?

How much violence is acceptable? When an individual lives in a context of much violence under a long-term on-going basis, the threshold for how much violence is accepted for that individual might be very high without that individual being consciously aware of this. To become consciously aware of this dynamic is important in order to be able to decrease acceptance for violence.  

How does the polarization affect children? The dynamic that at a very early age children learn that another child could be your enemy, that that is what you have experienced. To have enemies is not a child’s world – where somebody is being dumb and takes your toy. It is a reality where somebody can actually hurt you or your family. What does that do to the child?

We Need to Ask What Characterizes Strength? What Does It Mean to be Powerful?

When a person lives in an environment where he is faced with guns, attacks and shootings on a daily basis, the people who are carrying out the shootings are the ones defined as being powerful and strong, when at the same time the very same people might feel vulnerable, helpless, powerless and maybe even worthless because of the violent environment that causes them to act out. At the same time people show genuine strength and resilience in living through these experiences. Many times people unknowingly demonstrate that real strength comes from within and not from violence and being in the possession of a gun. In addition this strength is many times not acknowledged by outside forces that confuse being victimized with being a victim and weak. The feelings of vulnerability and of being powerless and worthless are many times made worse by having outsiders defining who you are, how your words and acts are to be understood, and of being seen as a victim. These beliefs make people susceptible to being manipulated by those who want to use other people for their own interests. There is a necessity to heal beliefs of being helpless, powerless and worthless, when people really are not any of this. 

How to Make Sense of the Violence and of What the Children Have Been Through?

What does harmful mean?

What does harmless mean?

Many children in conflict situations live and participate in conflicts that they don’t understand.  In such environments to be imposed issues of religion, ethnicity, hatred, division and intolerance cannot be considered as anything else but child abuse. There is a susceptibility of youth to powerful messages from people who seem to care for them and their futures. There is many times an underlying anger beneath this susceptibility and to understand what that anger represents would be helpful in understanding the causes of radicalization. When a child has experienced the killing of one or both of their parents, siblings, relatives or friends, feelings of revenge and vindication naturally often develop. In the context of a conflict situation, when not properly channelled or dealt with, the child risks acting out these feelings by joining an armed group. Revenge is one powerful incentive to join an armed group. And as child soldiers, the children are forced to carry out acts that they are not mentally or emotionally fit to understand. 

However, as the Palestinian adolescents participating in the first Intifada of 1989-1993 showed, children can also exhibit a clear sense of meaning regarding their participation in a conflict.
 As Barber has explained, the youth participating in the first Intifada were not passive recipients of the trauma of war, but instead displayed a deep understanding of the reasons for the Intifada and of political issues in general.
 Nevertheless, the violence that they were participating in and were exposed to also left marks. As has been documented, the Palestinian children during the first Intifada were exposed to a very high degree of violence and brutality where many children died or were injured.
 About 20.000 to 25.000 children needed medical treatment during the first year of the first Intifada for injuries caused by Israeli military personnel or settlers.
 Some children did not want to be registered as having what was termed Intifada-related injuries because of fear of harassment and intimidation from an Israeli military interrogation. This led to some children seeking alternative care to hospital care in their homes. Children younger than 13 years and their parents were less afraid of seeking care and be registered as an intifada-related injured patient than older patients because they had less fear of being harassed or arrested by the Israeli military.
 However 13 to 15 year old boys were afraid of harassment and being arrested when seeking health care.
 In some cases because of curfews, sieges, round-ups and mass-arrests children could not go to a hospital and had to resort to home care. In the first year of the Intifada about 18% of those killed were children between 0 to 15 years of age.
 They died as a direct result of the conflict. The injuries the children suffered and at times died from included beatings, injuries from tear gas (the so called silent death), rubber-coated bullets, metal-ball bullets and gun shot wounds. From February 1988 to August 1989 six children died a month and one child was killed every fifth day.
 Gunshot wounds and injuries from tear gas exposure were the main causes of death for children under 18 years during the first six months of the Intifada, and gun shot wounds were the most common cause of death at the end of this period. The average age of the children killed during the first two years of the intifada was 10 years of age.
 There was a difference in the risk of being killed between the children living in Gaza and the West Bank.  For the children living in Gaza there was a higher risk of being killed by 1.4 times than for those living in the West Bank.                                                                                                                                                                                    

That these events and experiences would not leave any marks on these children and their communities and later on impact their thinking and behaviour would have been both an insensitive and irresponsible conclusion as these children did not act in a vacuum. Instead they acted within a context of continuous Israeli occupation and control, competing Palestinian power interests as well as Palestinian state building. The Gaza Community Mental Health Programme did a study of three thousand children from Gaza that had experienced the first Intifada. The study confirmed again that the children had experienced a very high degree of violence and many traumatic events during the time of the first Intifada.
 While these experiences and events had all affected them psychologically, it was found that the hardest experience for many had been to witness their fathers being beaten by Israeli soldiers and not being able to defend themselves.
 These experiences combined in the end changed this generation of the first Intifada into something new, and they are now the men of the brutal and divisive second Intifada.
 The second Intifada is characterized by its brutality, hatred and unchecked violence. These children of the first Intifada believed in a much better future for themselves and their families and acted upon this belief, but lost hope about this better future when they in the end witnessed their fathers being helplessly beaten by Israeli soldiers.
 The role model became instead the Israeli soldier who used force to show his power and defend himself. What is being termed “chronic social toxication” is a phenomenon that has been found to be a consequence of long-term armed conflicts, and leads people to exhibit less sensitivity, more brutality, irrationality, being more impulsive and violent.
 It leads some individuals to establish new groups that are separate and different from the traditional family structures as well as from the traditional society, and they are not afraid of using ruthless force and violence as a means of establishing and maintaining power.
 The leaders of these new groups then in turn become the new role models for especially the disadvantaged and vulnerable in society. One important finding from studies of the first Intifada is that it has been shown that there was a strong link between neighbourhood social disorganization and higher levels of Intifada involvement for those adolescents that came from disorganized neighbourhoods.
 In addition, neighbourhood social disorganization was connected to more parental psychological control of the adolescents, lower levels of parental monitoring, more association with deviant peers, and lower school and religious integration.
 

An additional consequence of chronic social toxication is specifically the loss of the authority of the father and the values and morality of the family unit as well as of society.
 Especially young men’s search for identity results in looking for new role models that are not vulnerable or helpless as their parents. This creates a gap and in this gap step different Islamic organizations and armed militia groups to provide that new strong identity, and the consequence has been that many young people have become estranged from their own communities and from society at large.
 This is also within the context of a government ruled by the PA that has performed very poorly and resulted in the further disintegration and chaos of the Palestinian society, also leading to even more new groups being established first with the support of the PA but which later turned against the PA.
 While the first Intifada encompassed solidarity between the Palestinian people, resilience and the commitment to shared moral values, the second Intifada has been characterized by chaos, disintegration and division.
   

The Issue of a Sense of Inadequacy

How do the conflict environment and the poverty reflect the value of the child from the child’s perspective? When the child grows up in a war situation or in poverty – what does that tell you – the child about his or her worth as a human being? When a bomb explodes or when a child looks at the poverty surrounding him, what does that situation tell the child about his worth as a human being?  Does it say you are a worthy human being? No it does not. In these situations you need to have a very strong environment around you that instil in you your worth and value as a human being. To confirm the value of the human being in itself, is to confirm the value of the child. The true value of the child is not measured or determined by the clothes the child wears or if the child is rich or poor.
The Issue of Exposure

In a conflict situation people live with a threat that they do not always understand or can control. It is important to understand how that affects people. When a bomb explodes, you are utterly exposed, and the feeling of being utterly exposed can remain for life. If you are exposed over and over again to extreme danger, your capacity to sense danger risks being damaged as well as that people might get de-sensitized to the feeling of fear. This damage will be reflected in an individual in the inability to understand if a person is good for you, mean well for you or not. Also, the sense of exposure leads to that boundaries breaks down. It can have consequences for you as an adult and for example you might put your own children at risk with people that are not good for your children. And it is all done unconsciously, at an unconscious level.
The sense of exposure also affects what is acceptable behaviour for an individual. There is an increased risk for children to participate in community violence or becoming child soldiers if they as children have been exposed to violence through witnessing, victimization or perpetration.

It is important to understand that also children not directly exposed to a violent event, but who lives in the context of a conflict situation may develop emotional problems such as high anxiety and worry levels because of the violence occurring around them.
 A Palestinian study from Gaza from January and February 2001, examined both children who had been directly exposed to bombardment and home demolitions and children who had not been directly exposed.
 It was found that the children in the non-exposed group were much younger than the children in the exposed group and that if the parents had higher education their children were not as directly exposed to bombardments or home demolitions as the children with parents with lower education levels. The exposed children who had lost their homes in bombardments had severe to very severe post-traumatic stress disorder reactions, and the children who had been directly exposed to bombardment and home demolitions also exhibited high levels of post-traumatic stress disorder reactions.
 These children however did not exhibit high anxiety levels as the children in the non-exposed group did.
 The children in the non-exposed group showed high levels of anxiety that was manifested in that the children were worrying a lot of the time. These children were exposed to the violence and different events through the media as well as through adults’ reactions, and exhibited anticipatory anxiety thinking and were worrying about what might happen to them.
 This study showed that “children’s emotional responses to different kinds of exposure to political violence are acute and severe.”
 This study underlines the importance of paying special attention also to those children who have not been directly exposed to a violent event, because they also suffer the consequences of living in a context of a conflict.
 And many times their emotional problems risk being neglected because their problems are not recognized and thus not receiving adequate attention.
 The study also showed that it is important to provide training to health care professionals and other professionals such as teachers that come into contact with children and that this training can be developed to help these children alleviate their emotional problems. Otherwise the children risk being left alone and worrying on their own with their limited ability to process and understand the trauma as well as with their limited ability to express their feelings. 

The television is an instrument of exposure to the continuous violence for the Palestinian children in various ways and it has consequences. The internal violence between Fatah and Hamas as seen on TV has led to children in schools imitating the scenes of clashes between the different groups.
 The children re-enact both the scenes of the clashes as well as martyrs’ funerals as seen on TV. Fatah and Hamas both have television stations that produce programs for children. These programs for children also at times have a political content as well as glorify the martyrs and martyrdom.
 A finding of a survey of Palestinian children regarding their reactions to scenes on TV was that scenes of martyrs and scenes of people getting injured were the most traumatizing to watch for the children surveyed (98.5%).
 Of interest is that for adults to watch mutilated bodies and wounded people on TV was the most common traumatizing event a study in the Gaza Strip showed (97.1%).
 In a study regarding trauma exposure of pre-school children in the Gaza Strip aged 3 to 6 years of age, it was found that the most common traumatic event for the children in this age group was witnessing mutilated bodies and wounded people on television.
 Witnessing bombardment of other people’s houses by airplanes and helicopters (51.3%) and witnessing firing at a neighbour’s house by tanks and heavy artillery (27.9%) were also common. The least common event for this age group was witnessing the beating or the killing of a close relative. The children at the urban kindergartens were more exposed to traumatic events than other children. These children exhibited traits such as faddy eating, sleeping in the same beds as their parents, having difficulties sleeping at night, being overactive, having dependency behaviour, being attention seeking, having poor concentration as well as being worried and fearful.
 Again this study showed that it is important to understand that all children regardless of age experience the effects of conflict in different ways and degrees in terms of behavioural and emotional problems, and that it is vital to acknowledge that a child’s ability to communicate his or her feelings or thoughts might be limited because of age and therefore extra attention needs to be given to these children. 

The Impact of Prolonged Conflict and Exposure of Conflict on Children and Youth

“Even day-time shooting scares me now.” Another of Hoda’s school mates talks about her feelings after the shooting of Hoda. UNRWA’s Khan Younis Elementary School, the Gaza Strip, UNRWA film, 2003

The children of the second Intifada that begun in 2000 are what their parents call “the lost generation of Palestine.”
 This generation is considered to be the most radical, the most accepting of violence and the most despairing of any generation so far. Opinion polls conducted by the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research shows “that this generation is more supportive of armed struggle and terrorism than their parents”.
 Their research also showed that the youth directed its violence against each other and that Israel was not the only target.

The value of a peace process should not be underestimated because a peace process has great value in itself in bringing some kind of normalcy to families and children. During the peace process in Palestine between 1994 and 2000, the children experienced some level of normalcy in their lives.
 They could focus on their studies and could dream about the future. One research study revealed that one year after the end of the first Intifada in 1993, children’s reactions from post-traumatic stress disorders had decreased to 10% from previous levels.
 But after the end of the peace process, the effects of the on-going conflict on the children and youth in the OPT have been devastating. The Palestinian Child Secretariat tried to get children in the OPT to imagine what they would do the following year. However, the children could not answer such a question, because they could not see their future longer than to the present week. They said that ”I don’t know if I’m alive then”.
 Kairo Arafat, a child psychiatrist and the director of the Palestinian Child Secretariat, explains that children act in their home environment, and that the rights of the Palestinian children are constantly being violated.
 Many have pointed out that the Palestinian children learn very early on that their parents cannot protect them from the bombs, the shootings and the house demolitions, and that they have become accustomed to death.
 Kairo Arafat means that when children grow up in such environments they lose their sense of fear, even if they are fearful and anxious as all other children.
 Marianne Albina, a Palestinian activist, argues that children growing up with so much uncertainty ”become helpless, aggressive, afraid, extremely disobedient or compliant, depressed and fatigued”.
 

Dr. Eyad Al-Sarraj of the Gaza Community Mental Health Programme has said regarding the failure of the Oslo peace accord that “It is true that the failure of the Oslo peace accord created an atmosphere of such profound disappointment and despair that a large portion of the population believed that they had nothing to lose and nothing to live for. Our nation has become one of anger and defiance. The struggle today is how not to become a suicide bomber, because there are long queues of people willing to join the road to heaven.”

Kairo Arafat has stated that “I see children that are no longer afraid of Apache helicopters or of being shot at. They have gotten used to it. And they have gotten used to death. We have 13-14 year olds who say that ‘I don’t care if I die, since I’ll get to a better world then.’ These children don’t have any difficulties with reconciling with the thoughts of death. In their everyday life there are so many barriers, so many frustrations. They believe that their lives after death will become better lives.”
 

Regarding the Palestinian suicide bombers Kairo Arafat categorizes them into three different groups:

· “One group is the fundamentalists. They see the Israeli military actions as directly       attacking Islam. According to them, the only way they can defend their faith is through attacking Israelis wherever they are.

· The second group does it in order to become heroes.

· For the third group it is more a matter of personal beliefs. They may have lost their closest relatives, experienced how the military has destroyed their homes, how family members have been jailed since a long time, how their cities and villages have been closed off for long period of times. They know that Israel has one of the world’s most sophisticated weaponry, both in terms of materiel and expert-knowledge. The only weaponry they have is to offer their own lives.” And Kairo Arafat means that that is probably the weapon the Israeli fears the most.
It is worth keeping in mind the words of Tauriya, a.k.a. Tawriya Hamamra, who was supposed to carry out a suicide bombing in Jerusalem sent by the Fatah Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, who said in the first interviews with her after her arrest that “I didn’t feel fear. I am not afraid of dying. I went for personal reasons.”
 Even if Tawriya Hamamra was 25 years at the time of her arrest, the statement that she didn’t feel fear reflects a young woman having been exposed to death more than once in her life.  

As a consequence of the continuous violence, the Palestinian children have developed deep-seated fears that have resulted in physical symptoms such as involuntary urination. According to the Director of the Psychiatric Hospital in Gaza, Aish Samour, 30% of the children under the age of 10 experience this condition.
 The exposure to high levels of violence on a continuous basis has long-reaching effects means Aish Samour. He means that “a child exposed to this much violence becomes violent in his interactions with his peers and siblings, and his condition lowers his educational level and weakens his ability to concentrate.”
 

The increase of violence since 2006 including the inter-factional Palestinian violence has also increased the number of children that seek help at the Gazan Psychiatric Hospital with 30% since 2007.
 

The Gaza Community Mental Health Programme conducted a study that revealed that 45% of the children that took part in the study had witnessed firsthand how occupation soldiers had hit and insulted their fathers.
 Dr. Al-Sarraj means that a child feels directly ‘estranged’ if the child bears witness to the fact that the father cannot provide security.
 Dr. Al-Sarraj explains that because of the on-going violence the children have lost a sense of security and a sense of joy and happiness, which are the two most central foundation blocs for a child’s development.

The loss of a sense of security and the fact that there is no protection from the violence not even within the family environment has real consequences. It leads to that some children turn to the different armed groups. Dr. Al-Sarraj means that the Palestinian children that turn to armed groups do so in order to obtain “a new strong identity that can protect them.”
 From the child’s perspective such groups give the impression of providing not only protection but also some degree of certainty and discipline.
 As an example, Hamas that operates as a clan, becomes a new family in providing both protection and identity for the child.

Of interest to note is the research that is being done in Colombia regarding the consequences for children and youth that have been members of armed groups. This research shows that in general terms the children and youth exhibit psychological symptoms such as difficulties in concentrating, nightmares, difficulties in establishing intimate relationships and that they are used to using violence as a way to interact with other people.
 Further research has shown that other psychological effects include aggression, irritability, a sense of loss of one’s personal identity, suicide thoughts, and the showing of paranoid symptoms.
 Psycho-social symptoms were found to include lack of trust in other people, feelings of uncertainty of the future, feelings of loss of identity, difficulties in making decisions, the internalization of violent forms in order to achieve justice and an identity based on the use of force. Professor Duran Strauch argues that much more research needs to be done with regards to the psychological and psycho-social symptoms that children and youth suffer from as a consequence from having been members of an armed group.
 He means that each child’s experience is different from another child’s, and each child handles his or her experiences differently. Furthermore, in Colombia, there are differences from having been a member of one of the guerrilla groups, Farc or Eln, or of a paramilitary group because the children have had different experiences in these different groups and because of these different experiences they suffer from different health symptoms. Also, subsequent research has shown that regarding the social competences of these children and young people, their interpersonal relationships are being affected, such as their ability to communicate, as well as their pro-social conducts such as their ability to take responsibility, to cooperate and show respectful behaviour, and other issues that can impede effective social interaction like adaption to norms, physical aggression and verbal aggression.
 

Since the Palestinian and Israeli conflict has been going on for such a long time, Dr. Al-Sarraj, says that the violence and the repression that the children experience have accumulated over the years and that this situation has affected the creative capacities of the child, and has lead the child to use “extreme acts that reflect the pain and frustration” that the child experiences.
 About 36% of the boys between eight and twelve years of age and 17% of the girls want to die in attacks on the occupation army.
 Others point out that the scenes of the violence, killings and the destruction have led to behavioural changes in especially children of the primary school age.
 These scenes stay on in the minds of the children and come out in the children’s drawings because most of the time they draw jets, tanks, bulldozers, martyrs and destroyed homes.

The Internal Infighting

The internal security chaos and lack of respect for the rule of law persist in the Gaza Strip after unprecedented levels of political violence in 2007 between the different factions of Fatah and Hamas.
 Many civilians including children lost their lives or were injured as bystanders. Grave human rights violations were committed by all the Fatah and Hamas security forces and armed groups showing no respect for the civilians.
 Amnesty International has listed several abuses that both sides are responsible for, they include the reckless use of force, deliberate killings of political opponents and of hostages, the use of hospitals, schools, civilian residential buildings from where to carry out attacks, abductions, hostage-taking, arbitrary detention, torture and ill-treatment.
 There is a continuance of the use of weapons in personal and clan disputes which further worsens the security chaos situation in the Gaza strip.
 As an example of the internal security chaos, the armed takeover by masked gunmen belonging to Hamas of the Khan Yunis youth club shows how the lack of the respect for the rule of law exposes civilians to arbitrary actions by groups that violate fundamental human rights.
 The prevalent presence of masked gunmen in the Gaza Strip reflects the militarization of the society.

When Hamas took over the Gaza Strip in June 2007 it was the first time that Hamas had actually controlled territory. The situation in the Gaza Strip has increased the influence of Hamas’ local leaders as opposed to the Hamas’ leadership in the West Bank and in exile. Hamas initiated a campaign against the different opposition groups in Gaza, which seemed to have been coordinated and well planned.
 The Fatah leader in Gaza, Zakariya al-Agha was arrested and imprisoned by Hamas as a direct response to the Hamas PLC members being arrested in the West Bank by Fatah.
 Furthermore, the PA affiliated governors in Gaza City, Khan Yunis and Rafah were arrested by Hamas. Only the governor of Rafah has been released. The Gaza police and the Qassam Brigades began a mass arrest campaign that was both targeted and indiscriminate.
 Also, about 205 local political, social and cultural offices and organizations in Gaza were targeted because of alleged links to Fatah in Ramallah. Fatah leaders have stated that about 140 of these organizations were civil society organizations, and that the others were politically affiliated in some ways or others.
 Just like the PA had justified a similar operation in the West Bank by Fatah against organizations suspected of being affiliated with Hamas, with saying that the organizations did not have official papers and were not following Ramallah’s regulations, Hamas said that the Fatah affiliated organizations in Gaza did not follow the regulations of the Gaza interior ministry. Many of these organizations have been able to return to work, expect for those organizations Hamas consider to be directly Fatah affiliated or have “security concerns.” 

Furthermore masked Qassam members not identifying themselves ransacked the offices of the independent legislator Ziad Abu Amr’s as well as members of Fatah’s Gaza parliamentary bloc.
 Members of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, PFLP, were arrested, and their radio stations were closed down. These campaigns has led to that Fatah is “all but finished” in the Gaza Strip, and while it still has political support, it has weak leadership and no direct program to move it forward with.
 Since the cease-fire with Israel, only one meeting of the different factions had been initiated by Hamas. In addition all West Bank newspapers have been banned in Gaza except for Al-Quds. The end result is that Hamas has gained an almost ‘single-party rule”, with no political space for any opposition party, or opposing view.
 There are Hamas leaders that do acknowledge the excesses of the powers that Hamas has shown including its use of excessive brutal force for example during the attack against the Hillis family in August 2008. However while these leaders acknowledge the excesses and understand the anger this has caused, they say at the same time that they anticipate that the people will come to appreciate the Hamas government and forget the excessive abuses.
 Keeping in mind Hamas own inability to forget the abuses of for example Fatah and pays back without a problem, these leaders’ anticipation might be to underestimate the power of other people’s emotions. Regarding the governmental agencies in Gaza, Hamas wants to have administrative control, and has focused on especially the health and education ministries.
 While earlier Hamas replaced the upper tier of these governmental departments and public sector institutions consisting of Fatah members with Hamas affiliated persons, the lower tiers such as the teachers and healthcare workers have been focused upon now. Fatah has responded by organizing strikes by its affiliated workers.

The competition between Fatah and Hamas has been on-going for a long time, with competing interests for influence and power. The Palestinian Authority that was created in 1994 conducted arbitrary arrests and used torture of those Palestinian men they thought were opposing them from the start of its establishment. The Palestinian Authority has long been characterized by corruption and favouritism. The renewed internal in-fighting since 2000 has manifested in tribal and family feuds, which has resulted in a political fragmentation and a restriction of people’s sense of identity.
 The Palestinian aggression that had been directed solely against Israel, began to be directed against the Palestinian community itself. These signs have been reflected in the establishment of new armed militia groups and that people have taken the law into their own hands due to the authority and law vacuum that has been created.
 Also, leaflets were beginning to be distributed that accused members of the Palestinian Authority of corruption and they received many death threats. In terms of identity, with Israel as the common enemy, people saw themselves as Palestinians. However with the internal in-fighting, people have increasingly come to represent militia groups, a political party or a tribe or a family, and that identity takes precedent over a national identity.
 The going back and forth of the internal Palestinian violence culminated in the summer of 2007 with the Hamas take over of the Gaza Strip after Hamas won the Palestinian legislative council elections in Gaza in January 2006, with members of Hamas screaming “pay back time’ to the Fatah members they were fighting with.

The inter-factional fighting since 2006 between Hamas and Fatah has had devastating effects on the sense of unity among the Palestinian people which also has now trickled down to how children are being treated and how they act towards each other. “We are pushed all the time to be more political, more militant, more religious, more extreme” argues Shadi el-Haj a student at An Najah.
 He continues “We want to be Palestinians, like the generation of the first intifada. But people push you, ‘Are you Fatah or Hamas?’ All our problems start with, ‘I’m Fatah, I’m Hamas.’ It wasn’t like that before”.
 Children as young as eight years old have been harassed by armed men from Hamas for wearing a Fatah garment.
 An eight year old boy, Shahab al-Akhras, was harassed by four armed men from Hamas on a street in Rafah for wearing ‘the hata’ which is the scarf associated with Fatah.
 The boy said “they took off my shoes and put them on the scarf and stamped on them. Then they told me to put out my arms in front of me and beat me with a stick. They said that if they saw me wearing the scarf again they would shoot me in the legs. I hate them!”

Hamas seemed to have defeated Fatah in Gaza in the summer of 2007, and many children of Fatah members saw their fathers and other male relatives lose this fight. Some of these children are now becoming rebellious and taking on adult responsibility and are increasingly defying members of Hamas in a manner that the adults would not be able to do.
 This rebellion has have the consequences of dividing schools and making not only teachers and other members of the society concerned, but also members of the different armed groups.
 A former spokesperson for Hamas, Ghazi Hamid, has stated that “I have never seen such splits in Palestinian society. Such hatred. And it really worries me. I have eight children and they talk about what goes on in school. The children abuse each other over what party they say they follow. Because people know who I am, I am recognized in the streets. Then they shout: Shia! Shia! It is shameful.”

When youth direct their violence against each other it deepens the sense of division that is already there even further. Within the context of increased extremism, bitterness and polarization that exist already between the adults, the children and youth are to find their way growing up. This division between adults is now having an effect on their children and it risks having negative consequences for a peace process as well as for the final establishment of an independent Palestinian state. If this division is allowed to deepen then what will an independent Palestinian state be built on and consist of? If hate between children and youth is allowed to continue, how then can that hatred be conducive for a peace process with the Israeli people? What is very disturbing is that also very young children are becoming deeply affected by this sense of division. As a mother of a five year old daughter explained: “I once took my primary school age daughter out to a park, and there was this other little girl there. My daughter came to me and said the other girl kept saying how Hamas was better than Fatah. I told her to go back and talk about school things and play. But the other girl just carried on... It is damaging everything, this hatred. What will happen when these five-year-olds become 18? All these children will remember is how Fatah and Hamas fought. That is why I am worried for the future.”
 Dr. Al-Sarraj says that even his two-year old son is very pre-occupied with the question of who belongs to Fatah or Hamas.
 His son asks him if he is Fatah or Hamas, while he always answers I’m Palestinian. 

Professor Nader Said of Birzeit University in Ramallah argues that “with this internal fighting, there is more and more a feeling that we don’t deserve a state, that we’re inadequate, which kills the morale of the young.”
 

Mr. Zubeidi was a hero of the first Intifada, and says that ”When I was younger I thought, ‘if I die, that’s natural, it’s for a cause.’ And today I think differently. To die? For what? For these people who can’t agree? That’s what this generation fears. That it is lost, and its sacrifices are meaningless. Is the Palestinian dream dying? In these circumstances, yes.”

Youth played a key role during the first Intifada, but that is not the case any longer. “Now the youth are irrelevant”, says Professor Nader Said.
 He argues that “this generation has lost faith in political solutions. They haven’t lived one moment in a period of real hope for a real state.”

One of the most harmful results of the second Intifada, is the glorification of death. Dr. Al-Sarraj means that “the psychology of the people has changed with many younger Palestinians instinctively prepared to sacrifice their lives.”
 He continues that the Intifada was not being constrained was “a disaster” from the beginning, not only resulting in a cult of death, “but also in vigitalism, revenge killings and a frayed social fabric.”
 Other internal consequences have been a proliferation of militias, mafiosos, security officers and weapons, in a context of impunity.
 The level of internal violence that Palestinian children and youth have experienced is very high. As an example Fatah conducted a demonstration in Gaza in November 2007 in memory of Yassar Arafat, and the demonstrators were attacked by members of Hamas.
 Several children were injured and the severities of the injuries reveal how much violence children are encountering. As examples, one 13 year-old boy was shot in the head, a 11 year-old boy was shot in the stomach and a twelve year-old boy was so severely beaten that his pelvis broke.
 This violence that children and youth experience is being committed within the context of increased intra-family violence as well as in addition to the violence that has been committed by the different Palestinian factions between the adults, and to the violence committed by the Israeli military and security forces. 

However, not all children and youth are glorifying death. Rafat a 13 year old boy is the grandchild of the Hamas member and suicide bomber Fatima al-Najar. She died and wounded six Israeli soldiers in 2006. Rafat does not want to belong to any party and says “I don’t want to belong to Hamas, or any party. But there is sometimes trouble at school between the parties. There are arguments and fights. And there is pressure from other students to join their side.”
 Rafat explains further how the situation is at his school and how much the two political parties have infiltrated the school environment: “The first day of term they’ll hand you timetables they’ve made up to show how good their party is, or get your books or they ask you to sit with them. If you do that and the other side sees you sitting with people from the other party, then they won’t talk to you again. It bothers me that politics is coming into school, which should be a place just for learning. But since the internal violence between Hamas and Fatah, it is happening so much more.”

The right of the Palestinian people to self-determination has been recognized by the United Nations Security Council in its resolutions 1397 (2002) and 1515 (2003), the General Assembly resolution 61/25 (2006), the International Court of Justice, and Israel, as well as the members of the Quartet.
 Since the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination is an established policy as well as a human right, the Quartet as well as the rest of the international community has an obligation to make sure that this goal is established. However, the Special Rapporteur states that the Quartet does very little to encourage Palestinian national unity after the Palestinian legislative council elections in 2006, and has instead adopted a divisive policy where it prefers one faction over the other, where it speaks only to one faction at the exclusion of the other and where it deals with only one faction and isolates the other faction.
 After the elections of 2006, the international community decided to impose severe economic sanctions on the OPT mainly as a result of Hamas’ refusal to acknowledge Israel as well as already signed agreements by the Palestinian Authority. Most of the Palestinian people that voted for Hamas did so because they had had enough of the then government of Fatah who they saw as very corrupt and ineffective. The sanctions have had devastating effects on the Palestinian population and on governance, law and order, the security agencies and the social cohesion of the Palestinian society.
 Before there was a strong social network, but because of the ensuing poverty and unemployment this social network has now broken down.

The EU is the largest donor to the Palestinian Authority, and Sweden is one of the largest donors to UNRWA. Sweden as a member state of the EU is used here as an example of how the aid from EU members states is being provided. The Swedish development and humanitarian aid are planned and delivered according to the EU’s sanctions laws. According to both EU law and Swedish law it is illegal to directly or indirectly provide economic resources or financial services to an organization that is considered to be a terrorist organization and targeted by the sanctions laws, such as Hamas or the PFLP.
 Because of the international and national sanctions laws, Swedish aid can only be provided directly to specifically targeted projects and the aid needs to be monitored and followed-up so as to guarantee that the money goes to support those projects it was intended to and not to support Hamas or the PFLP. 

The member states of the EU have reached a political agreement saying that until further notice they will not have any political contacts with the Hamas’ government in the Gaza Strip or with any member of Hamas with a political function.
 As long as Hamas exists as a partner this is considered to be a hindrance to engagement. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          The siege and the sanctions have led to widespread poverty in especially the Gaza Strip, since at the same time donors stopped sending aid while Israel stopped paying out the tax and custom money it collects on behalf of the Palestinians. These decisions lead to that the 165.000 employed by the Palestinian Authority only got 50% of their salaries in 2006.
 Over 90% of the population in Gaza lives below the official poverty line.
 1.1. million people out of the 1.4 million people living in Gaza receive food aid from UNRWA and the World Food Programme.
 The living conditions were already very difficult in 2006, but they have progressively deteriorated in Gaza since 2007.
 People have become increasingly desperate because there are no work opportunities and people do not have anything to do. At the same time the conflict with Israel continues and this situation has made many people feel very pessimistic.
 Israel designated Gaza a hostile territory in September 2007 which further worsened the situation.
 In addition, because of the inter-factional fighting and continuous violence people are beginning to loose hope. Also, since year 2000 there is an increasing conservatism in Gaza, and after Gaza was closed off in 2006 many people have even more turned to introverted ideas since people cannot leave Gaza.
 The whole situation has lead to low morale in Gaza and the siege has developed into threatening the whole social fabric of Gaza’s society.

That the escalation of violence in 2007 has had psychological consequences for the people in the Gaza Strip does a survey conducted by Dr. Taiseer Diab show. 
 Dr. Taiseer Diab showed that there were considerable clinical differences among the Gazan population regarding their mental health between two time periods surveyed by him in 2007. Dr. Diab looked at the period between 01-01-2007 and 01/06/2007 and compared it with the period between 01/06/2007 and 30/11/2007. It was found that in the second period new psychological symptoms had developed due to the escalating violence. These psychological symptoms were as examples identification with the aggressor, feelings of mistrust between people, frustration, feelings of hopelessness and a lack of a sense of affiliation with a group.
 In the second period it was also found that there was a significant increase of fear, irritability and feelings of insecurity among the population and an increase in domestic violence.
 School children and university students showed an increased lack of concentration in school work. 

While the living conditions in Gaza were already serious in 2006 after the international sanctions were imposed, there was a progressive deterioration in Gaza of the living conditions for people before Hamas takeover in June 2007.
 The international sanctions have had a devastating effect on governance, law and order and social coherence among the population, while the security agencies have become overwhelmed. As a consequence many people lost their jobs, and unemployment and poverty lead to that the social network that had existed before in Gaza stopped to properly function.
 Before the international community imposed the sanctions regime in 2006, the international budgetary and development support of $6.5 billion that had been given to the Palestinians were the highest per capita development aid given to any developing country, and by May 2007 it was destroyed.
 There have been very high human and material costs as a result of the international sanctions. 

Save the Children reported in 2007, that more than 70% of the nine-month old children in Gaza are anaemic, 140 Palestinian children lost their lives during 2006 because of the violence, two thirds of the children living in the West Bank and Gaza have no access to any safe areas for entertainment, socializing or playing sports.
 In the West Bank and Gaza, 73% of the 40.000 children under 18 years of age work because they need to help supporting their families because of the poverty. 

Both Israel and PLO were surprised by the youth of the first Intifada.
 In January 2006, the international community was surprised that Hamas won with a landslide victory over Fatah. How could the international community be surprised? This region has been the most watched, the most investigated, the most followed of all regions in the world, with countless peace negotiations at various stages with different partners since 1948, with a U.N. presence on the ground since 1948, so how could the international community be surprised by Hamas’ victory? Where has the focus been by the international community? Both the Palestinian people and the Israeli people deserve much better from their own leaders and governments and from the international community. Both the Palestinian people and the Israeli people have lived with a cycle of violence and uncertainty since 1948, at very different degrees and with different consequences for both sides. But the experience of living with a cycle of violence and uncertainty is a common factor.

In a March 2006 opinion poll, 62% of Israelis were in favour of having direct talks with Hamas.
 After the January 2006 elections the new Palestinian prime minister Haniyeh stated that the Hamas government was ‘ready for a dialogue’ with the members of the Quartet, as well as stating that it would end its rejectionist position pending whether the Palestinian people would accept an agreement.
 Hamas who had observed a cease-fire agreement since August 2004, said it was open to extend such a cease-fire agreement if it was reciprocal. 

In the Palestinian elections of January 1996, of all registered voters, 75% voted and in Gaza 85% voted.
 Arafat received 88% of the votes, Fatah and affiliated independents got 75% of the Legislative Council seats. Arafat established his Presidential office in Ramallah. However since 1996, the Fatah officials had disappointed people mainly because of their corruption and nepotism. The January 2006 legislative council elections were considered as honest and fair, and Hamas won with a clear majority.
 Hamas got 74 of 132 seats in the parliament. At the time the Hamas leaders wanted a unity government between Hamas, Fatah and some independent political parties.
 Hamas wanted Abbas to continue as president and handle all foreign affairs. However, the leaders of Fatah refused to join a government with Hamas.
 Moreover, Hamas was in favour of Olmert and Abbas directly engaging in peace talks.

P. Lynn Pascoe, the United Nations Under-Secretary for Political Affairs, has stated that if left unaddressed, the continued Palestinian internal division would be more difficult to overcome.
 The Under-Secretary-General said that in September and October 2007 there had been ‘the most intensive political dialogue on the Middle East in years’.
 However the talks were between the Israeli government and President Mahmoud Abbas of the Palestinian Authority and Hamas was not part of that dialogue. The Quartet has supported the talks, and has met with the Arab League, but not with Hamas. 

John Dugard has stated that the impositions of sanctions have led to a loss of confidence in the United Nations within the OPT.
 In addition the political division within the Palestinian community and the geographic separation of the territories, affect the U.N. as an organization.
 Because the internal division has lead to a lack of cooperation between the two parties, Fatah and Hamas, that in turns have consequences for how effective for instance UNRWA can be. 

Karen Koning Abu Zayd, the Commissioner-General for UNRWA, has pointed out how important it is to understand the role the international community plays here.
 To establish an independent Palestinian state is a goal for the international community as it has been for the Palestinian people and Israel.  However, the international community has followed a policy of only engaging with one partner, Fatah, at the exclusion of the other partner, Hamas, who has a significant constituency, and this policy has not encouraged any sense of unity among Palestinians.
 Many Palestinians are loosing hope in having a peace agreement that will result in an independent state.
 The international community needs to pay attention as not to fuel a sense of division that is already there, if the international community is to follow through on the final goal of establishing an independent Palestinian state. 

The Effects of Conflict and Violence on Parenthood  and Families. The Concept of Protecting the Children.
As the Palestinian parents of two children, Mr. and Mrs. Assar explain, 

“I feel that there is no way I can protect them or hide them.” Mrs. Assar says. Her husband Mr. Assar continues “We can’t give them security and safety. They can’t live as normal children. When a kid realizes a parent can’t supply security and safety, what is the point of these parents?”

A conflict situation takes away the ability of parents to conduct effective parenting in various ways.  In the occupied Palestinian territories there are different types of violence the children are exposed to within the family context. They include intra-family violence where the mother or the father use physical violence against their children and/or each other, and/ or violence such as when fathers have been beaten, tortured or threatened either by internal Palestinian armed groups or by Israeli forces. 

In a Palestinian study in 2006, 1/3 of the parents interviewed said that they were not able to fully care for their children.
 In a subsequent study in 2006, 1 in 2 mothers interviewed said that their children had been exposed to violence, of which 93.3% revealed that another family member was the abuser.
    

It has been shown that constant violence has an effect on the whole family and that it is not only the children who become traumatized, their parents also become traumatized without consciously understanding it. This in turn affects how they are able to care for their children. Dr. Aish Samour of the Gazan Psychiatric Hospital says that 47% of the children are experiencing psychological shock, but that their families have not understood this.
 Violence is an endemic feature in the Palestinian camps, in Lebanon, the West Bank and Gaza. Violence against women and children has increased. UNRWA has noticed that intra-family violence has increased due to the over-crowded living conditions, poverty and unemployment.
 The unemployment and poverty make people and especially the men feel useless, and some men take that frustration out on their families. Dr. Al-Sarraj of the Gaza Community Mental Health Programme has stated regarding the increase of intra-family abuse that “in many cases children perceive the trauma through the eyes of the parents, through their behaviour. A father tortured in Israeli jails would come home and project all his anger and aggressiveness against his wife and children. Domestic abuse is on the rise again.”
 In 2007 two in five women were victims of violence, while in 2006 the number was one in five.
 Also honor killings have increased, with 12 such killings in 2007 while there were four killings in 2004.
 
Children are violated against by their own parents because of a severe breakdown of the structure in the family.
 It is important to be aware of that living under extreme conditions can push parents to treat their children in extreme ways. One example is in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where the conflict with its external threats and the severe hardship that families endure push some parents or guardians to negatively magnify individual characteristics or preferences of the child, including disability or behavioural issues, to such a degree that they believe that there is something wrong with the child and that the child is possessed by witch craft.
 Many of these children become street children because their parents push them out onto the street. In other cases, these children are being severely maltreated by the parents in different ways.  

In these cases, the parents are so stressed and become so overwhelmed by the constant conflict, rampant poverty and pressures, so that anything viewed as negative is being misinterpreted into something being severely wrong with the child. They project their overwhelming feelings onto the child. The child becomes the problem, and if there’s anything wrong with the child, that problem becomes magnified into something huge. All perspective is being lost. This shows that there is a great need to assist families in conflict areas in dealing with these fundamental stresses psychologically, so that they don’t develop into mental instabilities. 

Most importantly the lack of adequate parenting is also of a major concern from the perspective of children and youth in conflict. The Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children carried out surveys asking youth in some conflict countries about their concerns they had about their situation. They found that for instance young people in northern Uganda and Sierra Leone cited as major concerns for them lack of parental and family care, child abuse and neglect by elders and the government.
 In all of the countries that the Women’s Commission carried out surveys, all children and youth surveyed said that gaps in family and community support had a profound impact in that these gaps seriously increased their vulnerability to different kinds of threats.
 Many of the children surveyed explained that they felt betrayed by the adults and the society, and that they many times didn’t feel loved and cared for.
 One consequence was that friendships became very important for these children and youth, as they felt that the adults failed them by not being able to protect them. Much more research is needed on these issues both from the perspective of the parents and from the children, and on what can be done to alleviate the burden of both parents and children.  
The findings from these surveys are also relevant for the situation of the Palestinian children. It has been shown that since many of the Palestinian parents cannot provide for their children’s most basic needs, including food and security the children experience feelings of abandonment and neglect.
 The change in the dynamics of the conflict since the second Intifada with a continuous siege, international sanctions, an escalation of internal infighting and violence, also has impacted the ability of the Palestinian parents to provide protection of the children from the violence psychologically.
 Research regarding the first Intifada showed that perceived parental acceptance regarding Intifada participation had the effect of protecting the adolescents from the stress and trauma of the violence they experienced in such a way that their children did not show any increase in antisocial behaviour.
 Without that parental protection the children become totally exposed to the violence and in a sense are on their own in finding a way through the violence. With the decreasing authority of the fathers and the family values as is happening in the Gaza Strip, the parents risk having a lesser and lesser impact on the values and morality of the child and the child will most likely turn elsewhere for not only protection but guidance. It is also of importance to note that during the first Intifada, the importance of school and religion played a role regarding the behaviour of the children. Research showed that positive school values and religiosity also protected youth who participated in the Intifada from anti-social behaviour.
 This shows that real, positive and healthy values carry an invaluable importance and if those values are becoming of lesser value in the context of a disintegrating society, these values will be replaced by other values reflecting that society at that given time.  

Detention of Palestinian Children in Israeli Prisons – To Be Taken Away Your Ability To Protect Your Children
Many Palestinian children have been subjected to detention in Israeli prisons for long periods of time for security reasons. Over 5.500 children under the age of 18 years have been imprisoned by the Israeli authorities since the second Intifada.
 Of these some have been 12 years of age. When the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict (SRSG) visited Israel and the OPT in July 2007, about 400 children were in Israeli detention.
 Of the 400 children, 360 children were in security detention for which the minimum age is 12 years according to the Israeli law.
 42 children were imprisoned because of alleged criminal offense, with the age for criminal responsibility according to Israeli law being 12 years of age. 15 children were in administrative detention where the youngest child was 16 years of age.

The Israeli government issued the Military Order #132 in 1987 during the first Intifada and reinstated it in 1999, which makes it possible to arrest, detain and imprison children (some aged 12) in the OPT for alleged security and criminal offenses.
 This military order is only applicable for the Palestinian children, and not for the Israeli settlers living in the West Bank. This is a military court system, and many children have to remain in detention for years before being able to go to trial before a military court. In Israel everybody under 18 years of age is considered a child and should go to a juvenile court, however this does not apply to the Palestinian children. The Palestinian children have no possibility to go to a juvenile court, which the SRSG has pointed out is a breach of the non-discriminatory rule in Article 2 of the CRC.
  Many times the children are arrested and taken from their homes in the middle of the night and have to stay in detention or interrogation centres for long periods of time. They are at times forced to sign confessions at times in Hebrew which they do not understand. The military court system has no special rules or procedures for children. The SRSG found that all children that had been put on trial by a military court received incarceration as punishment for different periods of time.
 She meant that Israel in its handling of Palestinian children seems to prefer imprisonment while not providing any alternative remedies. Detention and imprisonment of children is supposed to be the last resort and not the first resort according to the Convention on the Rights of the Child which Israel is a party to.
 Administrative detention means to be kept without charge or trial for an undisclosed period of time.
 For the children being incarcerated in 2006, 64% of the cases were for stone throwing and 19% for membership in a banned organization.
 Many Palestinian child prisoners are systematically transferred to Israel, which is a violation of Article 49 in the Fourth Geneva Convention.
 Article 49 prohibits individual or collective transfer of protected persons from occupied territory, and protected persons convicted of offences shall be detained and serve their sentences within the occupied territory according to Article 76 of the Convention.
 Many children do not receive regular visits by family members because of restrictions in the freedom of movement and that people do not get permits to visit. Also, only persons with a first degree relationship to the child can visit, such as parents.
 In addition, many children have parents and siblings who are also imprisoned.

It is important to keep in mind the four general principles in the Convention on the Rights of the Child that are to guide the States Parties in the implementation of the Convention which is a legally binding document. These are the principle of non-discrimination in Article 2, the principle of the best interest of the child in Article 3, the principle that all children have the right to life, survival and development in Article 6 and the principle of that the views of the child shall be taken into consideration and that includes in judicial and administrative proceedings concerning the child in Article 12 of the Convention. Article 12, 2 states that “For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.” In terms of detention and imprisonment the rights of the Palestinian children are being violated in many ways further fuelling resentment and hatred and confusion.  

Conclusion
There is a level of insensitivity that has been shown the Palestinian children and a lack of understanding of their situation that is incomprehensible. The Palestinian children have experienced an exceptional high level of violence for a very long period of time. Children during the first Intifada are now becoming adults. To live in a context of fear, chaos, to see family and friends die lead to a lot of confusion for children because they live with a fear and confusion that they might not understand. This has consequences and as has been shown here also very young children feel worried a lot of the time. The lack of protection for children from the violence, also to some extent indicates a degree of acceptance of the violence since it is allowed to continue which also exacerbates confusion and fear. The fact is that the children and their families are left to fend for themselves, in a context of no protection of civilians. This also leads to the issue of parental and family breakdown, in that many parents because of an overwhelming disastrous situation stop being able to care for their children. Children and their situation are not really taken into account or being respected, they are merely viewed as victims of war and not as valuable participants of society. 
The value of an on-going viable peace process needs to be recognized, because it gives children hope for the future and reinforces the belief that life is worth living and thriving in. The idea to have something to prepare for and to anticipate with joy and positive expectations is vital for positive human development. To be able to plan for a future with hope and fulfilment is a necessity for all human beings. 

My aim with this article has been to highlight the difficult situation the Palestinian children are living under, and how the continuous conflict and the siege affect children. I have also wanted to highlight the fact that the Palestinian children have human rights and are supposed to have some international legal protection just like anyone else. This is a situation that has been underreported and not been taken seriously enough at the international level. While many United Nations agencies have raised the deploring situation for the Palestinian children, it is as if their appeals are falling flat on the ground.
 The continuous politicization of the situation and focus on security, terrorism and the ever persistent conflict separate the international actors from the violence the children are actually experiencing and have resulted in a kind of de-sensitization on behalf of the international actors regarding the situation of the Palestinian children. There is a lack of understanding and knowledge of the situation that has lead to this total exposure of the children to violence and a neglect of the fact that these children have human rights in their own right that are to be respected. 

The lack of protection of the civilians and the children and the exposure of them to the violence, and the context of politicization at the different levels make the Palestinian population very critical of the United Nations which further impedes progress. If there is a perception that the international actor does not really care about the situation while simultaneously people’s human rights are being fundamentally disrespected also by those actors who actually could do something about it but leave it to rhetoric, will risk leaving scars among the population with feelings of helplessness (where is one to turn to for help?), exhaustion and disbelief (how can this be acceptable?), deep sadness, feelings of abandonment and hopelessness. 
This paper shows that a conflict situation that has been allowed to escalate to such a degree as in the Gaza Strip does have a serious emotional impact on the children. This does not mean that the children will not be able to grow up to healthy adults, instead it does mean that there is an urgent need to give special attention to and to address the problems the children are experiencing in order for them to be able to find a positive life affirming way forward. The Palestinian children’s innocence needs to be protected and that ought to be a priority. Because if not, which experiences will determine the children’s outlook on the world and their values they will hold sacred for themselves and their families in the future? 
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