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Overview 

Under Hamas control and Israeli containment policies, the Gaza Strip continues to pose multiple challenges for humanitarian and 

reconstruction efforts as well as broader U.S. strategic interests in the region. Panelists described obstacles to current U.S.-funded 
humanitarian efforts as well as the impact of the crisis on both Palestinian political developments in Gaza and in the region overall. 

 

Speakers 

Ambassador Philip C. Wilcox, Jr. is Former Chief of Mission and U.S. Counsel General, Jerusalem; and President, Foundation for 
Middle East Peace. Ambassador Wilcox has over 30 years of diplomatic service, including as Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for 

Middle Eastern Affairs and Director for Israeli and Arab-Israeli Affairs. He also served as Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State for Intelligence and Research and as Ambassador at Large and Coordinator for Counter Terrorism. He spoke to U.S. regional 

strategic interests impacted by the failure to respond adequately to the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. 

Sarah Ferris is Deputy Mission Director for West Bank/Gaza and Israel at Mercy Corps, a U.S.-based nongovernmental 
organization. She spoke about operational constraints facing American nongovernmental organizations working in Gaza. 

Ellen Willmott is the Deputy General Counsel and Assistant Corporate Secretary at Save the Children USA. She spoke on 
International Humanitarian Law and U.S. anti-terrorism policies that guide U.S.-funded operations in Gaza.  

Taghreed El-Khodary is the New York Times Correspondent based in Gaza (on leave); Fellow, Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace; Former Fulbright Scholar, Murray State University; and Ruth Cowan Nash Fellow, Harvard University. She 

described the social and political radicalization in Gaza emerging from the nearly three years of isolation imposed by the blockade. 
 

Main Themes 

Lack of progress addressing the humanitarian crisis in Gaza adversely impacts U.S. interests in the region 

• The Gaza Strip may be a relatively small place, but events in Gaza ripple throughout the Arab world and impact the United States' 
global image and security. The U.S.’s close relationship with Israel leaves much of the Arab world convinced that U.S. policy either 

directly supports or at least condones Israel’s blockade and therefore its impacts on Gaza’s civilian population.  

• The ongoing humanitarian crisis and growing political radicalization in Gaza complicates efforts for reconciliation talks between 
Hamas and the secular Fatah party of Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas.  

• Without Hamas's support for Fatah's engagement in negotiations, Fatah will not be a credible representative of the Palestinian 
people, and U.S. efforts to support Israeli Palestinian peace talks will not move forward. As asserted by General Petreus, lack of 
progress on the peace talks has strained U.S. strategic relationships in the region, most notably in anti-terrorism and military 

operations measures in Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan. 
 

Continuing restrictions on movement and materials into Gaza prevent implementation of U.S.-funded and authorized 

programs and services, including relief, job development, after-school programs, and psychosocial support for families. 

• According to the United Nations Office of Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA), 713 truckloads of supplies entered 
Gaza in the first week of May 2009. The average weekly number of trucks prior to the blockade was 2,807. The lack of even basic 

items such as food, reconstruction materials, and school supplies increases social instability and prevents economic recovery.  

• Movement of supplies into Gaza is controlled by the Israeli Defense Force’s Coordination Office for Government Activities in the 

Territories (COGAT). Implementing agencies such as Mercy Corps and Save the Children must submit full lists of all materials 
needed for programs to USAID, which then submits the lists to COGAT. Every individual item must be priced, photographed, 

publicly verified, and tagged with an identification number logged into a 165-page USAID procurement document. However, 
COGAT does not provide a standardized list of which goods are allowed, criteria that govern this decision-making, or timelines for 

granting or denying approvals. Not being able to predict which goods may be approved or when they will move into Gaza greatly 

increases costs and inefficiencies for U.S. programs.  

• COGAT’s approval process takes months. At the time of the briefing, Mercy Corps' USAID-funded cash-for-work program was still 
waiting for approvals on basic supplies like pencils since February 2010. Besides increasing costs, such delays can cause relief 

programs to miss critical time-sensitive needs or lose entire shipments of perishable items. 
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• COGAT also controls movement of personnel into and out of Gaza. Most Palestinian staff members working in U.S.-funded NGOs 
are unable to exit through the Erez Crossing Point (between Israel and Gaza) for work-related travel, visa appointments at the U.S. 
Consulate in Jerusalem, or training activities. The transit approval process is unpredictable and time-consuming; when approval is 

granted it often comes too late to allow for staff to attend the events that motivated them to apply for permission to exit Gaza. 
 

Competing U.S. policy objectives also inhibit the implementation of U.S. humanitarian programs. 

• The ability to provide life-saving programming is often hampered by U.S. prohibitions and requirements enacted in support of U.S. 

and Israeli security priorities. Specific U.S. regulations on Gaza include: 

1. “No Contact Policy” (Mission Notice 2006-WB/G-17, West Bank and Gaza) prohibits partially or wholly funded USAID 
programs to have written, verbal, in-person or remote communication with governing authorities. This restriction applies to 

both expatriate and local staff of U.S. funded grantees in Gaza. 

2. USAID WB/G Revised Mission Order 21 (Notice 2007-WBG-26, October 5, 2007) was enacted to ensure USAID funds 

do not inadvertently benefit individuals or groups that support terrorism.  
o Requires NGOs to provide names, government IDs, and other sensitive information of staff and program beneficiaries. 
o The USG may share this information with counter-intelligence agencies and foreign governments.  

• US embargoes and economic sanctions administered by Treasury (OFAC) and Commerce (BIS) are the US foreign policy and 
national security sanctions against foreign countries, individuals and groups. These include the following: 

o Global Terrorism Sanctions Regulations (31 C.F.R. Part 594) 
o Terrorism Sanctions Regulations (31 C.F.R. Part 595) 
o Foreign Terrorist Organizations Sanctions Regulations (31 C.F.R. Part 597)  
o Export Administration Act of 1979, 50 U.S.C. App. 2405 (“EAA”) 

• The above highlighted regulations result in significant “unintended consequences,” by impeding aid programs and undermining the 
humanitarian relief, health, education and democracy goals of US foreign assistance. 

• Avoiding governing authorities through the “No Contact” policy causes distrust and suspicion of U.S.-funded NGOs. As a result, 
NGOs lose critical support from local authorities, making it harder to negotiate access, logistical needs, and safe passage of 

personnel in emergency situations.  

• Requiring NGOs to collect sensitive personal information from local staff and beneficiaries creates the perception that 
U.S.-funded NGOs are extensions of U.S. and Israeli intelligence operations. NGOs depend on their neutrality to generate 
critical trust from local people. Instead NGOs become less effective and increase the danger to their personal safety. 

• Many legitimate local organizations are excluded from participating in U.S. assistance programs because they refuse or are unable 
to comply with these U.S. regulations. The decrease in participation reduces humanitarian services and resources, increases 

instability and frustration, and leaves vulnerable hearts and minds open to the influence of extremist elements. 

• Although there are humanitarian exemptions for the procurement process of ECCO-funded activities, such exceptions are not 
consistently built into U.S. political and economic sanctions regulations. This leads to the politicization of humanitarian aid and 

delays or denials of critical responses to the humanitarian imperative. 

• Although local purchase of commodities is allowed by the U.S. government in other conflict zones, U.S. policy prohibits purchase 

of these goods in Gaza unless it can be verified that the goods are not smuggled through the tunnels.  
 

Recommendations 

• Encourage U.S. authorities to work with COGAT in developing transparent and efficient procedures for access and movement of 

personnel and materials needed to implement humanitarian and development activities authorized and funded by the USG.  

• Include a visit to Gaza on Member and staff travel to the region in order to observe U.S.-funded humanitarian operations on the 
ground. If you would like to visit Mercy Corps in Gaza, please contact Heather Hanson in the DC office (hhanson@dc.mercycorps.org). 

• USAID implements a vetting system that does not require the NGO community to participate or be complicit in US foreign 
intelligence and law enforcement activities. 

• OFAC and Commerce creates standard exceptions for basic NGO equipment and materials (including basic communication and 

computing technology) and expedited processes to ensure ability of NGOs to operate where needed most. 

• USG funding agencies agree to engage in negotiated rule-making with grant recipients—as it does with contractors—to ensure 
NGOs’ security concerns and humanitarian programming needs are addressed in advance of publication of rules and policies.  

• U.S. policymakers identify a credible forum to discuss and establish a global framework of agreements for states to adopt that 
protect the NGO space to operate in accordance with the Code of Conduct for International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief.  


