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Documents  reveal alleged 
 Israeli harassment of 
Unrwa staff  in West Bank
Exclusive 
Jason Burke 
Jerusalem

  UN staff  working with Palestinians in 
the occupied West Bank have been 
subjected to a systematic campaign 
of obstruction and  harassment  by the 
Israeli military and authorities since 
the beginning of the confl ict in Gaza , 
according to internal UN documents 
obtained by the Guardian .

The documents record hundreds 
of incidents ranging from the alleged 
blindfolding and beating  of UN staff  at 
checkpoints to the use of UN facilities 
by Israeli troops as fi ring positions 
during raids on refugee camps in 
which Palestinians were killed.

The documents have been com-
piled by Unrwa , the  United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine Refugees    . The agency has been 
  accused by Israel of collaborating with 
Hamas in Gaza .       It denies the charge 

 fi eld offi  ce in East Jerusalem as well 
as  a previously unreported shooting 
earlier this year when a  driver fi red a 
handgun from his car at the driver of 
an  Unrwa truck in the city.  

The documents  detail how 
  Unrwa’s health centres in the West 
Bank ran low on crucial supplies 
after a shipment of medicine was 
held up by Israeli customs for more 

and says no solid evidence has been 
presented to  support the allegation.

      Juliette Touma ,  Unrwa’s spokes-
person, said the incidents in the 
West Bank – where the agency  runs 
9     6 schools and 43 health clinics for 
871,000 registered refugees  –  detailed 
in the internal documents were “part 
of a wider pattern of harassment that 
we are seeing against  Unrwa in the 
West Bank and Jerusalem”.

A spokesperson for the  Israel 
Defense Forces said they had “no 
issues with U nrwa in the West Bank”, 
adding: “We are not trying to harass 
them. There is nothing we intention-
ally do to disturb their important 
work. We are unable to verify these 
claims and we have not been pre-
sented with evidence . We have a good 
relationship with U nrwa and other 
organisations in the West Bank.”

A barrage of rhetoric aimed at 
 Unrwa by senior offi  cials has infl amed 
public sentiment in Israel. There have 
been weekly protests at the agency’s 
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than two months in Jordan. The 
42-pallet cargo, including antibiot-
ics, antihistamines, painkillers and 
treatment for diabetes, hypertension 
and schizophrenia, arrived in Janu-
ary in Amman but was only cleared on 
Sunday, two hours after the Guardian 
contacted Israeli authorities about it. 
A spokesperson for Israeli customs 
denied there had been any delay .

The documents also allege that 
“ Unrwa staff [in the West Bank] 
have been verbally abused, subject 
to identity checks and searches, and 
required to lift their clothing to dem-
onstrate the absence of weapons”. 

In addition, “increasingly egre-
gious violations of privileges and 
immunities of the UN have been 
recorded, including entries into 
Unrwa installations by armed per-
sonnel as part of IS F [Israeli security 
forces] operations, as well as damage 
to  Unrwa installations incurred dur-
ing the course of such operations ”.

The documents cite the   conven-
tion on the  privileges and  immunities 
of the UN , adopted in 1946, under 
which  UN agencies “are entitled to 
carry out activities in support of their 
mandate without hindrance”.

In one of the most serious alleged 
incidents , two  Unrwa staff in a 
marked UN vehicle were stopped by 
soldiers at a temporary checkpoint 
in February  as they tried to leave a 
Palestinian village near  Bethlehem .

The soldiers, who    “forced the staff  
to get out … at gunpoint”,  searched 
the vehicle and mocked the staff  
“making reference to the staff  belong-
ing to Hamas”. The staff  were then 
 instructed to kneel down, were blind-
folded, handcuff ed with  cable-ties 
and beaten  before a senior offi  cer 
intervened, the documents allege.

The documents  describe the use 
of  Unrwa facilities by Israeli troops 
during  operations in the West Bank, 
including     an  incident when  several 
Palestinians were killed.  Since 7 Octo-
ber, according to the documents, 
 Unrwa has recorded 135 incidents 
aff ecting its clinics, schools or offi  ces, 
from incursions and  misuse  to mili-
tary operations resulting in tear gas 
canisters or bullets landing in them.

The documents allege that on 8 
December, Israeli  forces  launched 
a raid targeting militants in al-Faar     a 
refugee camp  , where they broke 
through the gate of the  Unrwa  health 
 centre   and took down its UN fl ag.

“The  health centre was clearly 
marked with a UN fl ag and signage. 
At least  10 armed ISF  personnel broke 
into the building, which was closed … 
They were seen removing the UN fl ag 
on the roof and took positions on the 
balconies, upper-fl oor windows, and 
roof of the building with their fi rearms 
pointed towards the camp. After ISF 
withdrew from the camp and when 
 Unrwa staff  were able to safely return 
to the  health  centre, [spent] ammuni-
tion was found on the premises,” the 
documents say.  The  raid led to  the 
deaths of six Palestinians  . 

The documents are also critical 
of militants  based in many camps, 
 who  Unrwa calls “armed actors”.  “To 
divert ISF incursions to camps, armed 
actors in some of the refugee camps 
have set up a system of improvised 
roadblocks and IEDs, some of them 
adjacent or close to  Unrwa installa-
tions, putting refugees using those 
services and staff  providing them at 
further risk,” the documents say.

                            Israeli officials say the harsh 
measures are necessary to prevent 
terrorist attacks in Israel launched 
from the West Bank. Since 7 October, 
 15 Israelis, including four members 
of  security forces, have been killed 
and 99 injured  in the West Bank, 
including East Jerusalem, and Israel  
according to the UN.                 

  Some  418 Palestinians have been 
killed – including 407 by Israeli 
 security forces and nine by settlers 
– across the West Bank, including 
East Jerusalem,  according to the UN. 
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