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OVERVIEW

- Ecological devastation of military conflict (overall, regardless of country)

- Ecological devastation of military occupation (over 47 years in Palestine)

- Inextricable relationship between environmental justice and social justice

- Close link between environmental and social hardship

 Ecological crisis -> humanitarian crisis



METHODOLOGY

- Review of extant research 

- Broad historical assessment

- Principal emphasis on most recent military incursions (Operations “Cast Lead,” 
2008-9, and “Protective Edge,” summer 2014)



ECOCIDAL EFFECTS OF MILITARY CONFLICT

- In short, war is one of the worst things possible for the environment. 

- US military is the world’s largest institutional consumer of oil. 
 Every year it uses over “100 million barrels of oil to power ships, vehicles, aircraft, and ground operations—

enough for over 4 million trips around the Earth, assuming 25 mpg” (Union of Concerned Scientists).

 According to its own reports, in 2010, the Dept. of Defense used some 300,000 barrels of oil each day.

- Liberal emphasis on lifestyle, diet, transportation, etc. obfuscates these structural factors.

- Large percentage of automobile fossil fuel emission caused by military vehicles
 Most studies do not distinguish civilian vehicles from military ones.



ECOCIDAL EFFECTS OF MILITARY CONFLICT (2)

- In its non-scientific 2010 list of “Top 10 Environmental Disasters,” TIME magazine 
lists Saddam Hussein’s Kuwaiti oil fires as #3.

 Iraq set fire to or damaged at least 750 of Kuwait’s 943 oil wells, across eight fields, burning 4-6 
million barrels of crude oil per day (N. I. Tawfiq, “Response by Saudi Arabia to the Environmental 
Crisis Caused by the Gulf War,” October 1991).

 NASA: “The sand and gravel on the land's surface combined with oil and soot to form a layer of 
hardened ‘tarcrete’ over almost 5 percent of the country's area.”

- US bombing campaigns in Hiroshima/Nagasaki, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Bosnia, 
Yugoslavia, Grenada, El Salvador, Afghanistan, Iraq, the list goes on, certainly are 
no ecological boons.



OCCUPIED
TERRITORIES

- Illegally occupied since 
1967 (UN Security Council 
Resolution 242) 

- West Bank

 Annexed from Jordan

- Gaza

 Annexed from Egypt

- Golan Heights

 Annexed from Syria

CREDIT: OCHA (2011)

CREDIT: The Washington Post (2014)



GAZA – OCCUPIED 

- Primary focus in this presentation

- In 2005, Israeli settlers were 0.6% of Gaza’s population, but controlled:
 25% of total land,

 40% of arable land, 

 most of the scarce water resources.

- Israeli historian Avi Shlaim (January 2009, The Guardian): 
 “I write as someone who served loyally in the Israeli army in the mid-1960s and who has never 

questioned the legitimacy of the state of Israel within its pre-1967 borders. What I utterly reject is the 
Zionist colonial project beyond the Green Line. The Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip in the aftermath of the June 1967 war had very little to do with security and everything to do 
with territorial expansionism. The aim was to establish Greater Israel through permanent political, 
economic and military control over the Palestinian territories. And the result has been one of the most 
prolonged and brutal military occupations of modern times. … Gaza is a classic case of colonial 
exploitation in the post-colonial era.”



GAZA – STILL OCCUPIED

- Official “end” of occupation with September 2005 troop disengagement

- De facto occupation continues (Lisa Hajjar, “Is Gaza Still Occupied and Why Does It 
Matter?,” Jadaliyya, July 2014)
 In 2007, UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in the Occupied Palestinian Territory 

John Dugard explained Israel continued to control: 

 (a) most of Gaza’s six land crossings; 

 (b) large chunks of the strip declared as “no-go” zones where Palestinians who enter are shot;

 (c) Gaza’s airspace and territorial waters; 

 (d) the Palestinian Population Registry, which defines who is “Palestinian” and who is a Gazan resident.

- As of 2012:
 Israeli buffer zones took up roughly14% of Gaza’s total land and 48% of arable land. 

 Israeli sea buffer zones constitute 85% of what was designated Palestinian in the Oslo Accords (just 3 
nautical miles out of what was supposed to be 20).

 Approximately 23 million gallons of sewage flow into this water per day. 



BLOCKADE OF GAZA

- In 2006, Palestinians democratically 
elected Hamas.

- Israel, US, and EU withheld taxes and 
imposed sanctions in response.

- Israel, US, and Fatah orchestrated a 
failed coup to overthrow the elected 
government (see: Chile, etc.)

- Israel imposed an illegal blockade in 
2007. It continues to this day.

- UN, Red Cross, Amnesty International, 
Human Rights Watch, etc. have consistently 
said this blockade is illegal.



RECENT MILITARY INCURSIONS

- Cast Lead (2008-9)

- Pillar of Defense (2012)

- Protective Edge (2014)



CAST LEAD (2008-9)

- 1,417 Palestinians killed (Palestinian Center for Human Rights)

 236 militants

 255 police

 926 civilians

- 13 Israelis killed

 10 soldiers (4 killed by friendly fire)

 3 civilians



CAST LEAD – EXPERIMENTAL WEAPONS

- White phosphorous used by Israel

 UN, Amnesty, HRW called this a war crime.

- Dense Inert Metal Explosive (DIME) weapons 
used by Israel

 Numerous scientific studies show them to be carcinogenic.

 New Weapons Research Committee (NWRC) says 
wounded by DIME weapons are “untreatable.” CREDIT: Mohammed Abed/AFP 



PROTECTIVE EDGE (2014)

- 2,310 Palestinians killed (Palestinian 
Ministry of Health)

 Roughly 1,605 civilians

 Roughly 705 militants

- 71 Israelis killed

 66 soldiers

 5 civilians (and 1 Thai farm worker)
CREDIT: Carolyn Cole, Los Angeles Times



FURTHER DESTRUCTION

- Hospitals and Health Centers (Palestinian Ministry of Health):

 13 public hospitals were destroyed or damaged.

 17 private and non-governmental hospitals were destroyed or damaged.

 23 ministry health centers were destroyed or damaged.

 4 private and non-governmental health centers were destroyed or damaged.

 36 ambulances and civil defense cars were destroyed or damaged.

- Homes (UNRWA): 

 Over 100,000 homes were damaged or destroyed

 At least100,000 Gazans were made homeless.

 More than 600,000 Palestinians were affected.



FURTHER DESTRUCTION (2)

- Schools (Gaza Education Ministry/New York Times):

 26 schools were destroyed.

 232 schools were damaged.

- 419 businesses and workshops were damaged (UN).

- Gaza’s only power plant was destroyed. 

 It will cost an estimated $250 million to rebuild it. 

- 30% of Gaza households have no access to water.

- 50% of Gazan farmland was greatly damaged.

CREDIT: Reuters



SITUATION IN GAZA TODAY

- Oxfam: 

 “At current rates it could 
take more than 100 years 
to complete essential 
building of homes, schools 
and health facilities in 
Gaza unless the Israeli 
blockade is lifted” 
(February 2015).



INDEPENDENT MEDICAL FACT-FINDING MISSION

- Gaza 2014: Findings of an Independent Medical Fact-Finding 
Mission (January 2015)

 Based on fieldwork and research conducted by Physicians for Human 
Rights-Israel (PHR-Israel), in conjunction with several other human rights 
and medical organizations

 Conducted by 8 independent international medical experts, unaffiliated with Israeli or 
Palestinian parties, leading specialists in numerous medical, health, and human rights fields

 e.g., Jennifer Leaning, the Director of the Center for Health and Human Rights 
Department of Global Health and Population in Harvard University’s School of Public 
Health

 Supported by a wide array of prominent international organizations

 e.g., American Association for the Advancement of Science, Science and Human Rights 
Program, British Shalom-Salaam Trust, Christian Aid, Open Society Foundation, etc.



INDEPENDENT MEDICAL FACT-FINDING MISSION (2)
- PHR-Israel reported Israel did the following in “Protective Edge”:
 used civilians as human shields;

 shot civilians dead at close range;

 left mortally wounded children on the ground to die, even after soldiers made eye contact with them;

 conducted multiple consecutive strikes on a single location (“double taps”), killing injured survivors and those attempting to 
rescue them;

 bombed medical clinics that were acting as shelters for civilians and the wounded;

 “deliberately” attacked hospitals;

 prevented emergency medical evacuation, even by international organizations such as Red Cross;

 killed and injured “many” medical teams that were evacuating the injured;

 refused to allow civilians to exit areas being attacked;

 targeted civilian escape routes;

 shelled ambulances;

 attacked civilians attempting to flee areas under fire;

 physically beat civilians;

 denied civilians food and water; 

 and more.



INDEPENDENT MEDICAL FACT-FINDING MISSION (3)

- Israel used unconventional and experimental weapons, resulting in injuries local doctors 
characterized as “strange or inexplicable.” Among those used were:

 flechette munitions, 

 which doctors reported surgically removing from the faces of children

 “explosive barrel” bombs, 

 referred to as “Tzefa Shirion” weapons, which were made to be used to clear mines, but were dropped on civilians

 what are suspected to be DIME weapons, 

 leading to “unusual burns” and “unusual amputations,” with “charred” black skin that did not smell like burning flesh and black 
“tattooing” around cauterization-like stumps of amputees;

 weapons that left “‘computer chips’ with Sony markings embedded as shrapnel in people’s bodies,”

 “a gas of unknown type” 

 a white-colored substance with a “sewage-like smell” that burned skin and caused respiratory problems and could be seen and 
smelled from 500 meters away. 



UN: GAZA IN 2020

- Gaza in 2020: A liveable place?, August 2012 
report conducted by the UN Country Team 
(UNCT) in the occupied Palestinian territories 
(OPT)

- Highlights:

 Gaza population 2.1 million by 2020 (1.8 million 2014)

- “Fundamental infrastructure in electricity, 
water and sanitation, municipal and social 
services, is struggling to keep pace with the 
needs of the growing population” (p. 4).



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (2)

- Challenges (p. 4):

 “By 2020, electricity provision will need to double”

 Gaza’s only power plant was destroyed in Op. “Protective Edge”

 Damage “to the coastal aquifer will be irreversible without immediate remedial action”

 Little to no remedial action being done

 “Hundreds of new schools and expanded health services will be needed for an overwhelmingly young 
population”

 “Tens of thousands of housing units are needed today.”



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (3)

(p. 3)



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (4)

(p. 4)



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (5)

Food: 

- 44% of Gaza households are food insecure (p. 8).

- 16% are vulnerable to food insecurity. 

- Households spend close to 50% on average on food.

- “For as long as the closure continues, levels of food insecurity will remain high.”



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (6)

Water: 

- Gaza has no perennial streams and low rainfall; it essentially relies entirely on the 
underlying coastal aquifer. 

- Salinity levels are higher than the global WHO recommendation.

- “90,000 cubic metres of sewage are dumped into the sea each day” (p. 13).

 Most Gazans do not have functioning sewage systems, and Israel has bombed wastewater-treatment 
facilities.

(p. 13)



UN: GAZA IN 2020 (7)

Water (continued): 

- 90% of Gaza’s water is not safe to drink (2012). 

 Up to 95% in 2014 (The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories (B'Tselem)).

- Most Gazans have access to around just 70 liters per person per day (the global WHO 
standard is 100 liters per person per day).

- “The aquifer could become unusable as early as 2016, with the damage irreversible by 
2020.”



“ENVIRONMENTAL NAKBA”

- West Bank

- “Decline in Vertebrate Biodiversity in Bethlehem, Palestine,” Jordan Journal of Biological 
Sciences, January 2014: 

 Bethlehem University news report: “Over the last 40 years occupied Palestine have witnessed a catastrophic 
decline in biodiversity.  Loss of habitat, desertification and pollution of water sources have all been linked 
to the occupation by Israeli forces.”

- 13 of 31 (42%) species of mammals common in 1960s/1970s have gone extinct.



“ENVIRONMENTAL NAKBA” (2)

- Palestinians who live near the illegal industrial Barqan settlement in the West Bank have 
8.5 times (4.08%) higher rates of cell aberrations than average healthy persons (0.48%-
0.88%)

 This increases the incidence of cancers, infertility, and congenital abnormalities.

- In the next 30 years in the West Bank:

 temperatures are projected to rise by 4-5 degrees;

 rainfall will likely decline by 20-25%, further exacerbating the water crisis.

- In its news report on the article, Bethlehem University writes: 

 Only through a “movement to resist Israeli policies and settlement construction, to conserve local biodiversity 
and clean up water supplies, can environmental Nakba be averted.”
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