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Humanitarian Concerns in the Jenin Refugee Camp

-, —~™ ie eve °f Israe''s military offensive that began on 3 April, the Jenin camp w;
home to 13",t>29 refugees (3,048 families). In terms of population, it was the second largest of
the 19 refugee camps in the West Bank. The camp had been established in 1953 within the
municipal boundaries of Jenin on 373 dunums ofland, roughly one square kilometre. Most of
the first residents of the camp were from villages that now lie within Israel and can be seen
from ihe camp. Children below the age of 15 and the elderly accounted for almost half of the
camp population..

On the first day of the offensive, electricity in both the town and camp were cut. The
next day the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) placed the town and camp under curfew. Fighting
in the camp was fierce, with the IDF firing on it from helicopters and tanks. Despite the
intensity of the fighting and reports of numerous casualties, ambulances were barred from
entering to evacuate the dead arid injured throughout the eight-day offensive. After 13
soldiers were killed in an ambush on 9 April, the IDF stepped up its offensive. Over
loudspeakers, the IDF ordered the refugees to evacuate the camp. Then, using armoured
bulldozers troops demolished houses lining the narrow alleyways as they pressed deeper into
the camp. The fighting ended on 11 April, when the last Palestinian fighters surrendered.

Some 3,000 refugees, mostly women, children and the elderly, heeded the order to
evacuate and took refuge in the neighbouring town and in. outlying villages. Males between
the ages of 16 and 50 were ordered to strip and then arrested and taken to Salem, a village
inside Israel. By 13 April approximately 600 of those detained had been released from
custody and are now in the village of Rummaneh, Northwest of Jenin.

Even before the offensive ended, UNRWA mounted a relief operation to assist the
refugees who had fled the fighting in the camp with little more than the clothing they wore.
On 9 April it distributed 2,100 parcels of tinned food to 110 families who had taken refuge in
a building belonging to the Jenin Charitable Society, as well as 1,200 refugee families and
790 non-refugee families in Jenin. That day, it also transported a half tonne of medical
supplies, including blood, to the Razi Hospital. In the course of the next five days, UNRWA
delivered over 51 tonnes of foodstuffs, 2,460 blankets, 1.20 tents and 100 kitchen kits to Jenin,
and the village of Rummaneh,

On 15 April, 12 days after the offensive had begun and four days after the fighting
had ended, an UNRWA ambulance was allowed entry to the refugee camp. In total, eight
bodies were removed from the camp, No others could be removed, because they were either
badly decomposed or pinned under rubble. That same day, after being held at a checkpoint for
two hours and 45 minutes, an UNRWA convoy carrying food and water entered the camp, but
troops would not allow the provisions to be unloaded. UNRWA managed only to distribute
bread and water to a small number of residents at the edges of the camp, who risked their
lives when they broke the curfew. Several thousand refugees remained in the camp
throughout the offensive, and by the time UNRWA gained access to the camp, they had gone
without water for several days. As a matter of urgency, UNRWA had to provide them with
food and water. By 20 April, UNRWA had delivered over 51 tonnes of foodstuffs and water
to the camp.

During the offensive, approximately 30 percent of the refugee camp was destroyed.
Buildings, many of them two and three storeys high, were reduced to rubble. Many others
were so severely damaged that they are no longer habitable. UNRWA estimates that 800
families have been made homeless. To date, 41 bodies have been recovered, including those
of four women and a 10-year-old girlQ^astfiBiav^-I9_Aj>llL> rescue workers pulled a 17-year-
old boy alive from the rubble, where flP asi
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Several of UNRWA's Installations in the refugee camp, including its health centre and
sanitation office, were badly damaged. While in positions in the health centre, troops riddled
the walls with gunfire, overturned furniture and destroyed equipment, including cold storage
facilities for vaccines. Accordingly, one of the Agency's first priorities is to repair the
damages and restore services. At present, the camp remains without electricity, and there is
running water in only a part of it. In light of the lack of water and sanitation, bodies that are
decaying beneath the rubble and the risk that drinking water has been contaminated with
sewage, UNRWA plans to carry out a vaccination campaign to prevent tetanus and other
infectious diseases. At the same time, the Agency must provide medical attention to the
chronically ill, who went without medication or treatment for several days,

On 18 April, UNRWA brought to the Jenin camp two Swiss disaster relief specialists
with long experience in relief and recovery operations following earthquakes to assist with its
relief operation. One of them stated that, in his experience, no earthquake had ever resulted in
the "havoc" he found in the camp. The same clay, six trauma counsellors began to work with
the survivors of the offensive. The following day, a team of five Norwegians, including two
bomb disposal experts, a physician and two engineers, deployed in the camp. In the lasi
several days at least four people, including a woman and two boys aged 13 and 16, have been
injured when they handled unexploded ordinance, and the experts have already uncovered
approximately 50 devices. There is now a pressing need for specialised bomb disposal
equipment, which until now the Israelis have not agreed to furnish.

The curfew oil the refugee camp was lifted on 18 April, and as the residents who fled
the camp begin to return to search for missing loved ones and salvage belongings from the
ruins from their homes, the need to clear the camp of ordinance becomes increasingly urgent.
There is also the need to shore up unstable buildings to prevent them from collapsing on
either the refugees or the relief teams. .

The very night that the 17-year-old survivor of the offensive was extricated from the
rubble, UNRWA mobilised a search and rescue operation. Today, 20 April, 15 British
specialists with sophisticated equipment to detect sounds and concentrations of CO2 beneath
the rubble began to tomb the wreckage in search of others fortunate enough to have survived.
Yesterday, the Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs agreed to dispatch a six-
member United Nations Disaster Assessment and Co-ordination Team to assist UNRWA in
its humanitarian response in the Jenin camp and elsewhere in the West Bank. The first team
member arrived the very same day. Throughout, UNRWA has enjoyed tremendous levels of
co-operation from the International Committee of the Red Cross and UNDP.

On 19 April, UNRWA's director of operations in the West Bank accompanied
William J. Burns, the U.S. assistant secretary of state for the Near East, on a tour of the
devastation in the camp. Today the U.S. Government officially designated the camp a disaster
area and arranged to have 800 tents, a water purification unit and 1,600 hygiene kits delivered
overnight to UNRWA from Pisa, Italy.

The arrival of a team of forensic experts, who will attempt to uncover the truth
surrounding the events that resulted in such widespread devastation in the refugee camp,
makes it necessary that recovery and relief efforts do not destroy any evidence, which, wil] be
of importance to the fact finding mission. At the same time, the investigation should not delay
the search and rescue operation and cause any undue distress to the survivors of the assault.
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