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The demolition of WASH infrastructure in the OPT 
has placed Palestinians at increased risk of disease 
and illness, preventing herding and agricultural 
communities from practising their livelihoods 
and leading to significant levels of displacement. 
International humanitarian law and international 
human rights law explicitly forbid the destruction 
of infrastructure vital to public health and water 
supply.1 Destruction of WASH infrastructure by the 
Israeli authorities in the West Bank has increased 
since the beginning of 2010, affecting 14,971 
Palestinians—over half of whom are children—and 
displacing 3052 individuals between 2009 and 2011. 
For example, three cistern demolitions occurred in 
2009, 21 in 2010, and 32 in 2011.3 In addition, Israeli 
settlements, illegal under international humanitarian 
law, also confiscate, destroy and hinder access to 
WASH infrastructure in their vicinity.4 The Gaza 
Strip experienced widespread damage to water 
and sanitation facilities during the government of 
Israel’s military ‘Operation Cast Lead’ and continues 
to experience destruction of water and sanitation 
facilities as a result of air strikes by the Israeli military.
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1. In 1967, Israel occupied the West Bank and unilaterally annexed
 to its territory 70.5 km  of the occupied area

Oslo Agreement
Area (A), (B)

Area C & Nature Reserves

2

    Area A : Full Palestinian civil and security control
Area B:  Full Palestinian civil control and joint Israeli-
Palestinian security control
Area C:  Full Israeli control over security, planning
and construction

 Oslo Interim Agreement 
2.

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
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Areas A, B and C in the West Bank, OPT

1  Articles 53 and 56 of Geneva Convention IV are provisions which prevent unnecessary destruction of civilian 
infrastructure and emphasise the responsibility of the occupying power in ensuring public health and hygiene.  
Article 54 of the 1977 additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions prohibits destruction of infrastructure vital to 
the survival of the population.

2  UN OCHA Displacement Working Group in coordination with UNICEF.
3  Emergency Water, Sanitation and Hygiene group (EWASH) and Al-Haq. Joint Parallel Report to the Committee on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on the occasion of the consideration of the Third Periodic Report of Israel. 
(September 2011)

4  UN OCHA. Israeli settler violence in the West Bank. (November 2011)
5  EWASH. Water, sanitation and hygiene in Area C. Revised (November 2011).
6  A unit of the Israeli Ministry of Defense 
7  UN OCHA. Special focus on demolitions. (2011)
8 Diakonia IHL Resource Centre. Israel’s Administrative Destruction of Cisterns in Area C of the West Bank Legal Brief. 

(September 2011)

The West Bank: Discriminatory Permitting

Most demolitions of WASH infrastructure take place in Area C, which comprises almost 60% of the West 
Bank and is under full Israeli military control. In order to construct water and sanitation facilities there, 
Palestinians require permits5 , which are extremely difficult to obtain as permits for construction are 
generally only allowed within the parameters of an Israeli Civil Administration-approved plan. 6 It is not 
always clear which structures and what kinds of infrastructure work require a permit. Plans cover less than 
one percent of Area C and relate predominantly to areas already built up.7 The planning and permitting 
regime favours Israeli settlers over Palestinians living in the same area.8  Some structures located in Area 
B, which is under the administrative control of the Palestinian Authority, have also been destroyed by the 
Israeli military. For example, in 2011 the Israeli military destroyed five agricultural wells in Nassariya located 
in Area B of the West Bank. 

Demolition & destruction of water, sanitation & 
hygiene (WASH) infrastructure in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory (OPT)
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Cisterns: Confiscating essential water 
sources and cultural heritage

“I am old and I’ve seen many things 
get worse and worse. The people will 
survive if they have a cistern, trees to 
cover them from the sun and people 
to help them. It’s better if I have a 
cistern here than a grand villa.”
Ali Abu Ali. Resident of Um Ad Daraj, 
Southern West Bank, who saw the 
community cistern destroyed in 
December 2010.

Threatening good hygiene and public 
health

At least 20 toilets and sinks have been demolished by the Israeli 
military since January 2009. In Khirbet Tana, in the West Bank, 
the community has experienced five demolitions since 2005, 
including two in 2011. A sanitation and hygiene programme 
was due to start in the local school to educate children on good 
hygiene practices. However, the school was demolished by 
the Israeli military in 2010, and rebuilding it is now a greater 
priority for the community. In Area C, incidence of diarrhoea in 
children is high. A recent survey of herder communities found 
44% of children between six months and five years of age had 
suffered from diarrhoea in the two weeks prior to the survey.10 
Hand washing is the most effective way of reducing incidence 
of diarrhoea. Lack of awareness of good hand washing practice, 
inadequate access to water for hand-washing and demolitions 
of sanitation and hygiene infrastructure affecting the 
functioning of hygiene education programmes are all likely to 
have a negative impact on public health.

Limited livelihoods

Irrigation equipment and access to water are necessary 
to protect the livelihoods of many of the most vulnerable 
communities. In July 2010, the Al Farisiya community in the 
Jordan Valley twice experienced demolitions resulting in 
the destruction of irrigation equipment along with homes, 
ovens and sink and toilet facilities. The destruction of wells in 
Nassariya in September 2011 left farmers with no safe source of 
irrigation water, forcing them to use wastewater to keep their 
crops alive.

“We dig wells because there is not 
enough water. We need water to drink 
and in order to work and to feed our 
children” 
Nabeel, resident of Nassariya 
Nablus.2011

9 Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and Gaza Strip (Oslo II) (1995). Article 40. 
Palestinian Water Authority. Statement on the Government of Israel’s destruction of water cisterns in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. January 31st 2011.

10 UNRWA, UNICEF & WFP Household Survey, Food Security and Nutrition Survey for Herding Communities in Area C. 
(February 2010)
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The use of cisterns in the OPT dates back to pre-Roman times. 
Rainwater harvesting cisterns remain vital to the livelihood of 
the Palestinians, particularly those in Area C who rely on them 
to water livestock, grow crops and sometimes for domestic 
water supply in the absence of a network connection. Yet 
many rehabilitated cisterns are demolished or threatened with 
demolition. In 2011 the Israeli military destroyed 32 cisterns, 
affecting 651 individuals. According to the Palestinian-Israeli 
interim agreement and subsequent military orders issued by 
the Israeli authorities, prior approval or a construction permit is 
not required for rehabilitation of cisterns. 9 

Between 2009 and 
2011 the Israeli military 
has destroyed:
• 125 water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) structures in the West Bank 
including:
• 56 rainwater collection cisterns. 
• 44 wells supplying communities 
with water.
• Irrigation equipment vital for food 
production and at least 20 toilets and 
sinks
In addition, WASH infrastructure has 
been destroyed or damaged in attacks 
by Israeli settlers, while vital WASH 
equipment, such as water trucks and 
tanks, have been confiscated. 
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Susya struggles to avoid displacement in the face of ongoing 
demolitions
Amniyr and Susya are Palestinian villages located near   an illegal Israeli settlement also called Susya. The 
Palestinian communities in Amniyr and Susya suffered four separate demolitions in 2011. On February 22 
the Israeli military demolished seven tents and two water cisterns, including an old Roman structure. On 
March 29, three toilets were demolished and four tents confiscated by the Israel authorities. On May 5, the 
Israeli military demolished cisterns, which were in the process of being repaired by international volunteers. 
Finally on July 5, the Israeli military confiscated ten water tanks which had been provided by Islamic Relief 
as an emergency response to ensure the community had access to the minimum amount of water needed 
for domestic use.

Zarifeh and her grandson in front of a 
temporary shelter and the remains of 
her home in Amniyr.
She says “We have a huge problem 
– first there is no water in the wells 
we use now because there is less 
rain. Secondly,  the army destroys our 
cisterns. Before the army destroyed the 
cisterns, ten families drunk from them 
and used them for their livestock. Now 
we must buy the water from far away. 
It’s expensive and we struggle to afford 
it. Life is very difficult without water.”

Remains of the Al Nusseirat pumping station in the 
Gaza Strip.
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Destruction as a result of military operations: the Gaza Strip
In the Gaza Strip, destruction of WASH infrastructure has occurred during air strikes conducted by the Israeli 
military. On August 19 2011, an Israeli airstrike resulted in the destruction of a sewage pumping station. 
The pumping station had only just been completed to connect 130,000 residents of the Al Nusseirat and 
Al Bureij refugee camps to a mains sewage system. In April of the same year, 30,000 residents in the Gaza 
Strip were without water for three days as a result of an airstrike that damaged the Al Mintar reservoir. In 
addition, a 60-year-old water well serving 39 dunums of land and nine domestic water tanks supplying 59 
people with water were destroyed in an airstrike in July 2011, the cost of this damage is not known.
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Cisterns destroyed or damaged (West Bank) $100,000

Destruction of Khuzaa municipality storage unit, sewage truck & spare parts (Gaza Strip) $62,140

Damage to Gaza City Coastal Water Management Utility Building $30,000

Destruction of Al Nusseirat pumping station (Gaza Strip) $1,200,000

TOTAL	 $1,392,140

Who foots the bill?
At present, the international aid community is responding to demolition and destruction of water and 
sanitation infrastructure through emergency response mechanisms. The cost of demolished infrastructure 
alone was around $100, 000 in the West Bank during the first ten months of 2011. In the Gaza Strip, the 
cost of damage to water and sanitation infrastructure as a result of airstrikes is approximately $1,292,140. 
Successive demolitions of WASH infrastructure, in particular after the international community has rebuilt 
and repaired it, highlight the importance of ensuring that duty bearers, in this case the government of 
Israel, are held accountable for violations of International Humanitarian Law which prohibits destruction 
of civilian infrastructure. The impact of lost livelihoods and the inability to access adequate water and 
sanitation facilities is very difficult to quantify financially. This bill of damages represents a small fraction of 
the WASH infrastructure demolished or damaged by the Israeli military in 2011. Costs have been calculated 
for infrastructure only and exclude livelihood losses, costs over the course of the infrastructure life cycle, 
water losses and emergency response.
2011 SELECTED INVENTORY OF INFRASTRUCTURE DAMAGE                              COST (USD)

RECOMMENDATIONS
• All demolitions and damage to water and sanitation facilities in the West Bank and Gaza Strip should 

cease, in line with the government of Israel’s obligations as an occupying power under international law. 
The government of Israel should also ensure that its citizens do not destroy WASH facilities that belong 
to Palestinian communities.

• The international community should investigate and record the destruction of water and sanitation 
facilities in the Gaza Strip so that a clear and reliable inventory is created and political pressure for 
reparations can be exerted.

• Construction and rehabilitation of cisterns should be based on humanitarian need and not be subject to 
the current permit procedures. 12

• The costs associated with the demolition and destruction of water and sanitation facilities by the 
Israeli authorities should be borne by the government of Israel, which is ultimately responsible under 
international law for ensuring the wellbeing of the Palestinian civilian population. This includes 
emergency humanitarian response as well as long-term development of water and sanitation 
infrastructure.

This fact sheet was produced by the EWASH Advocacy Task Force: a sub-committee of the EWASH group (www.
ewash.org), in collaboration with the WASH Cluster in the OPT. EWASH represents over 30 organisations 
working in water, sanitation and hygiene in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and its members include local 
and international NGOs and UN Agencies.

This fact sheet is endorsed by the following organizations:
Action Contre la Faim (ACF), Applied Research Institute – Jerusalem (ARIJ), Asamblea de Cooperación por la Paz 
(ACPP), House of Water and Environment (HWE), International Christian Committee (ICC), LifeSource, Maan 
Development Center, Middle East Children Alliance (MECA), Oxfam International, Palestinian Hydrology 
Group (PHG),  Palestinian Wastewater Engineers Group, Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committees (PARC), 
Palestinian Environmental NGOs Network (PENGON), Polish Humanitarian Action (PAH), Première Urgence – 
Aide Médicale Internationale (PU-AMI), Comitato Internazionale per lo Sviluppo dei Popoli (CISP)

This project is funded by the European Commission Humanitarian Aid department. The views expressed in this 
document do not necessarily reflect the official opinion of the European Commission. 

11 The Way Forward: Recommendations for oPt donors regarding cistern demolitions” presented to 
EU Friday Group by the Agriculture Sector and WASH cluster as well as Diakonia and NRC on 17 
June 2011. According to the Consolidated Appeal Process for 2011, there are 441 communities in the 
West Bank accessing or consuming less than (or equal to) 60 litres of water per capita per day (l/
pc/pd), which is far below the World Health Organization recommendations of 100 l/pc/pd
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