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Introduction

Access to food has been significantly restricted in the
Gaza Strip since the beginning of the October 2023 war,
resulting in severe health risks for the population. The
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC)
identifies 5 food insecurity phases: minimal or none,
stressed, crisis, emergency, and catastrophe/famine (1).
Between September and October 2024, the entire Gaza
population was classified in Phase 4 (emergency),
meaning that the entire population was experiencing
crisis, emergency or catastrophic famine. About a year
into the war, approximately 1.84 million people in Gaza
were experiencing acute food insecurity, classified in
IPC Phase 3 (crisis) or above, including nearly 133 000
people facing catastrophic food insecurity (IPC Phase
5) and 664 000 in IPC Phase 4 (2). Households were
experiencing extreme lack of food, starvation and
exhaustion. Acute malnutrition was 10 times higher
than before the October 2023 war (3).

Approximately 365 km? in size, Gaza Strip is home
to around 2.2 million Palestinians, 80% of whom are
refugees registered with the United Nations Relief and
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) (4).
Since 2007, following Hamas’ victory in the Palestinian
elections (5), Israel has imposed land, air and sea closure
andblockade overthe GazaStripand hastightly controlled
the entry and exit of people and materials, amounting to
collective punishment based on Article 33 of the Fourth
Geneva Convention (6,7). Lorenzo Veracini describes the
Gaza Strip as a site of non-diplomatic transfer where
a territorial section of the settler-controlled locale is
seemingly excised from the settler body politic and
indigenous peoples are transferred outside of the settler
entity’s population economy (8).

Since the blockade started in 2007, Palestinians
in Gaza have largely been denied the right to travel
within the occupied Palestinian territory and beyond,
and since May 2024, they have been totally denied this
right. The Gaza Strip has been described as an open-
air prison (9), and based on international law, Israeli
military occupation in Gaza is illegal and needs to be
terminated (10).

Food deprivation as a tool of
collective punishment

Mass starvation is a violent, intentional warfare tactic
often facilitated by the blockage of food, supplies, and
aid, leading to inevitable destruction of the targeted
population. The Gaza Strip represents an extreme case of
collective punishment. Israel maintains control over the
territory but violates its responsibilities as the occupying
power. As the occupier and administrator, Israel is
obliged to provide food, health care and other services to
the occupied Palestinian population (7,12).

Israel controls Gaza’s food basket on Israel's
terms. When Gaza provided cheap agricultural and
construction labour to Israel, Israel developed the food
industry and monitors the increase in food intake.
After the Intifadas (Palestinian uprisings), Israeli
punitive measures included tightening the movement
of people and goods, de-development and dismantling
of Gaza’s food production abilities aimed at collectively
punishing the population and deepening food
insecurity (12).

Since the Oslo Accords in 1995, Israel has retained
its status as the occupying power in Gaza, but it
subcontracts its legal duties for the provision of food
and medical supplies to humanitarian entities funded
by third-party states and international institutions,
thereby forcing them to coordinate with Israel to access
Gaza to provide aid (13). By 2018, over 80% of Gaza’s
population relied on humanitarian aid for food and
continue to struggle to meet their nutritional needs (14).

Israeli occupation and siege affect food security
in the occupied Palestinian territory, the control of
import and export of food by Israel is detrimental to
local food production (15). A 2008 court report released
after a lengthy battle shows how Israel calculated the
minimum number of calories necessary to keep Gaza
residents from malnutrition and how they used it to
calculate the number of aid trucks allowed to enter the
Gaza Strip, thus capping the aid allowed to enter Gaza
(Figure 1) (16).

Small-scale farming and fishing activities, which
have long served as a safety net for the local population,
are hindered by the siege, and a third of the agricultural
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Figure 1. Calculation of total number of trucks allowed into the Gaza Strip (14)
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land was declared a “no-go zone” (17). Israel has
repeatedly sprayed herbicides, destructive to crops and
humans, near the fence in Gaza to clean the terrain
(18,19). Fishing became riskier as boats were targeted
and confiscated by the Israeli military (13). Jasbir Puar
describes the tight caloric restriction as a 21st Century
version of settler colonial biopower where neither
living nor dying is the aim, but rather a form of mass
debilitation or collective maiming - in this case, in the
form of malnutrition (20).

Siege, warfare and starvation

The combined effect of an 18-year blockade, the denial
of access to, or sovereignty over, natural resources,
and impoverishment of Palestinians has significantly
contributed to food insecurity in Gaza. Of the Palestinian
population, 68% suffers from significant food insecurity,
and children in Gaza, who are over half the population, are
particularly vulnerable (21). A 20% prevalence of stunted
growth before the age of 2 years has been reported
among children in Gaza (22), and in 2022, UNRWA was
supplying food to over 1 139 000 refugees in Gaza, 14
times more than it supplied in 2000 (12).

Gaza had witnessed 4 major Israeli military on-
slaughts during the years of siege preceding the October
2023 war and each had deepened food insecurity and
injustice among Palestinians. In 2009, the United Nations
Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict found that
during Operation Cast Lead, Israel operated a “deliberate
and systemic policy” of targeting food production
facilities (23). The military aggression damaged almost
all of Gaza’s 10 000 smallholder farms, destroyed around
half a million trees and over 35750 cattle, sheep and
goats, and over one million birds and chicken. Each war
was followed by a cycle of donor-funded reconstruction
and aid, limited by the siege (6).

Intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method
of warfare amounts to war crime when committed
in the context of an international armed conflict,
including military occupation (24). In October 2024, the
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of
human rights in the Palestinian territories determined
that systematic attacks on Gaza food sovereignty
indicate an intent to destroy its population through
starvation, specifying that starvation and obstruction of
humanitarian aid by Israel constitute genocidal acts (25).
Over one year into what the International Court of Justice

(IC]) deemed a “plausible” case for genocide (26), the IPC
has declared an emergency food situation across the
Gaza Strip, and international aid organizations predict
that the catastrophic starvation will result in more deaths
than Israeli military attacks (27). In addition to the control
of humanitarian aid, the war has halted food production
on the Gaza Strip, which cannot be restored by a ceasefire
alone. Israel’s blockade of sea access has long devastated
the Palestinian fishing industry (13). The livestock sector
has also collapsed due to massive famine and denial of
sovereignty over water resources (28).

In January 2024, the ICJ ordered Israel to “take
immediate and effective measures to enable the
provision of urgently needed basic services and
humanitarian assistance to address the adverse
conditions of life faced by Palestinians in the Gaza
Strip” (26). However, Israel continues to block the
entry of food and to attack humanitarian convoys,
failing to comply with the court order (29). Amnesty
International opines that Israel is committing
genocide against Palestinians in Gaza, emphasizing
that essential parts of the food production system have
been severely damaged or destroyed (30).

Conclusion

The Gaza Strip is currently witnessing the combined
effects of settler colonial warfare, forced displacement,
illegal siege and occupation, destruction of the healthcare
system, starvation, and crowded and unsanitary living
conditions. These conditions are not an unfortunate,
unexpected bye-product of war, but an intentional tactic
to collectively punish and eliminate the Palestinian
people. Ending Israel’s illegal siege and blockade of
Gaza and ensuring unimpeded humanitarian access
are obligations of the international law and immediate
priorities (31). However, achieving food justice and food
security in Gaza requires the adoption of effective,
coherent measures to address the deep, decades-old
structural causes of the forced displacement, land
dispossession, exploitation, and de-development to
which Palestinians have been subjected (32), and full
realization of the rights of Palestinian people to return to
their land, to sovereignty and self-determination.
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