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The disproportionate
vulnerability of older
people in humanitarian
emergencies

The Oct 13, 2023, order by the Israeli
forces for the mass evacuation of
1-1 million people from northern
Gaza before an expected ground
offensive included those of advanced
age or with higher dependency on
caregivers." With the population
already cut off from basic needs, such
as water, electricity, communication
networks, fuel, food, and medical
services, Médecins sans Frontiéres—
who are active in several hospitals in
Gaza—have described the situation
as catastrophic.? Older people are
disproportionately affected by the
war in Gaza, as in all humanitarian
emergencies. Previous data collected
by organisations, including El-Wedad,
Juzoor, and HelpAge International
show that 44% of older people in Gaza
are completely dependent on family
members to meet their basic needs,
80% reported they require medical
items or medicines, and 45% were
going to bed hungry at least one night
per week.?

The order to relocate has dire
consequences for older people, many
of whom live with pre-existing health
conditions or are less able to relocate
due to physical restrictions. In Gaza,
as previously seen in Ukraine, older
people are more likely to be left behind
during mass displacements.* This
leaves them at increased risk of the
effects of war, including intentional
violence and reduced access to health
services, clean water, and appropriate
food. They are also more likely to face
worse health outcomes, including
death, disability, injury, malnutrition,
and poor mental health.>¢

We urge all those involved in wars
in Gaza, Israel, and Ukraine, as well as
other humanitarian emergencies, to
respect international humanitarian
law,” which states that older people
must be protected as people not

participating in the hostilities. Their
specific needs and challenges must
be recognised and steps must be
taken to ensure that older people are
included in relief efforts, honouring
the humanitarian imperative of
impartiality and providing assistance
based on needs and rights alone.

We declare no competing interests.

Editorial note: The Lancet Group takes a neutral
position with respect to territorial claims in
published text and institutional affiliations.

*Elburg van Boetzelaer,

Oscar H Franco, Krystel Moussally,
Umiayek Khammash, Favila Escobio
elburg.vanboetzelaer@london.msf.org

Médecins sans Frontiéres, Operational Centre
Amsterdam, Amsterdam 1018 DD, Netherlands
(EvB); Global Public Health and Bioethics, Julius
Centre for Health Sciences and Primary Care,
University Medical Centre Utrecht, Utrecht
University, Utrecht, Netherlands (EvB, OHF);
Médecins sans Frontieres, Operational Centre
Brussels, Lebanon Branch Office, Middle East
Medical Unit, Beirut, Lebanon (KM); Juzoor for
Health and Social Development, Al Bireh, occupied
Palestinian Territory (UK); HelpAge International,
HelpAge International, London, UK (FE)

1 BashiS. Why Israel’s Gaza evacuation order is
so alarming. Reliefweb. Oct 16, 2023. https://
reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-
territory/why-israels-gaza-evacuation-order-
so-alarming (accessed Oct 18, 2023).

2 Médecins sans Frontiéres. Hospitals are
overwhelmed in ‘catastrophic situation’ in
Gaza. Médecins Sans Frontiéres. Oct 10, 2023.
https://www.msf.org/hospitals-are-
overwhelmed-catastrophic-situation-gaza
(accessed Oct 16, 2023).

3 HelpAge International. Needs assessment of
older people: Gaza - October 2021. 2021.
https://www.helpage.org/silo/files/rna-gaza-
rapid-needs-assessment-of-older-people-_
pub.pdf (accessed Oct 16, 2023).

4 Amnesty International. Ukraine: “l used to
have a home”: older people’s experience of
war, displacement, and access to housing in
Ukraine. Dec 6, 2022. https://www.amnesty.
org/en/documents/eur50/6250/2022/en/
(accessed Oct 16, 2023).

5 United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees, HelpAge International. Ukraine
situation - Moldova: protection of older
people in humanitarian settings. July 5, 2023.
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/
details/101714 (accessed Oct 16, 2023).

6  United Nations Population Fund. Violence
against the elderly: Palestine. 2019. https://
palestine.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-
pdf/violence_against_the_elderly_palestine.
pdf (accessed Oct 16, 2023).

7 International Committee of the Red Cross. The
Geneva Conventions and their commentaries.
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/treaties-
customary-law/geneva-conventions (accessed
Oct 19, 2023).

www.thelancet.com Published online October 20, 2023 https://doi.org/10.1016/50140-6736(23)02355-3

@

Published Online
October 20, 2023
https://doi.org/10.1016/
$0140-6736(23)02355-3

Submissions should be
made via our electronic
submission system at
http://ees.elsevier.com/
thelancet/



	The disproportionate vulnerability of older people in humanitarian emergencies
	References


