Risk of imminent polio epidemic in Gaza and beyond- NGO Briefing Note (20 August 2024)

The Ministry of Health has confirmed the first case of polio in a 10-month-old child in Gaza on

16 August 2024, and the World Health Organization has found traces of polio in wastewater.

Polio mainly affects children under five years of age. However, anyone of any age who is
unvaccinated can contract and spread the disease. There is no cure, it can only be prevented.
Polio invades the nervous system and can cause total paralysis in a matter of hours. The epidemic

risks in Gaza are vast due to the destruction and lack of water and sanitation facilities, open air
wastewater, overcrowding, displacement, and destruction of and lack of access to healthcare.

A polio epidemic is a risk that children in Gaza cannot afford. At least 50,000 children have been

born in Gaza since the escalation of the conflict and are likely to have received no vaccinations
whatsoever. One in 200 unvaccinated children who become infected will suffer from irreversible

paralysis and require lifelong care. For some, the muscles they use to breathe will become
paralyzed and they will die. Polio’s re-emergence in Gaza is a result of the crippled health sector,
Israel’s systematic destruction of water and sanitation infrastructure, compounded by its

restrictions on repairs and supply access, and the presence of unexploded ordnance in and
around key infrastructure.

This outbreak will hit a child population that has very few reserves left. We expect children in
Gaza to be more susceptible to poliovirus infection due to high levels of malnutrition, destruction
of the healthcare system, destruction of wash and sanitation systems, multiple displacements,
and toxic stress. For children, the stress of this outbreak on top of everything else they have
experienced will undoubtedly exacerbate existing mental harm.

Polio anywhere is a threat to children everywhere. If left unchecked, there is a high likelihood
that the virus will spread through the region. Polio was close to elimination worldwide, and had
been eliminated in Gaza two decades ago. Polio outbreaks are highly challenging to contain as
vaccinated people (children and adults) can still be infected and spread the disease without

showing any symptoms. If swift action is not taken, there is a high risk that the virus will spread
throughout the region and beyond. Israel in particular has a low level of vaccine coverage in many
communities.

Gaza’s healthcare system is not capable of responding to a polio outbreak as the system is
‘virtually depleted’. There are only 1400 hospital beds for 2.1 million people. What health

systems that are still standing will likely be overwhelmed, inhibiting the ability to respond to all
other healthcare needs, including those being created by ongoing violence. Morbidity and
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mortality will rise for all other injuries and illnesses, as scarce medical resources go to supporting
children affected by this virus. Movements of people will be impacted and may slow down a
humanitarian access system that is already deliberately denying civilians the assistance required
to meet their basic human needs.

What humanitarians require to respond effectively to the outbreak:

1. Guarantee and facilitate safe, unhindered access for all vaccines, associated equipment
(including cold chain storage), and specialist staff through all crossing points into and
within Gaza, as well as safe unfettered access for children and families to health points
across the Strip. In addition to the vaccines, full, unhindered humanitarian access into
and within the Gaza Strip is essential. All blockages must end now for the full range of
assistance needed to sustain civilian’s basic human needs.

2. In addition to the humanitarian pause requested by the UN, the only way to

comprehensively address humanitarian and protection needs is through an immediate
and sustainable ceasefire. Thousands of children do not have time to wait for a
negotiations process that continues to delay. At a minimum, an immediate end to
hostilities across the whole of Gaza must be instituted to facilitate the vaccination
campaign in August and September.

a. These should be full, consecutive days defined by the cessation of hostilities for no
less than one week for each phase to enable setting up and undertaking the
immunization campaign, though the amount of time needed may increase due to
the challenges of operating in such a complex environment. The polio vaccine
requires two rounds that each reach at least 95% of the intended child population.

b. The timeframe is based on the assumption of no access impediments or violent
incidents of the type civilians and humanitarians witness every day in Gaza and all

attacks on humanitarian workers and medical staff must cease immediately, and
permanently.

c. lItisessential that the geographic, timeframe, access and protection conditions are
respected by all parties and the terms are outlined in writing including how
compliance will be monitored and breeches addressed. These terms must also be
communicated transparently in a timely fashion to affected communities and
humanitarian actors in order to ensure there is time to prepare.
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