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A fundamental principle of health ethics 
is the preservation of human life, though 
disagreements may arise on how this is best 
achieved in times of war. With ongoing events 
in Israel and Gaza, concerns have been raised 
about the betrayal of this core ethic.1 Because 
of the possibility of war crimes and the scale of 
Palestinian morbidity and mortality, the rate 
and sum of which are unprecedented in the 
21st century and still growing, it is crucial to 
find a way to adjudicate two opposing claims. 
Is the Israeli military (a) taking appropriate 
precaution to avoid harming civilians, or (b) 
making no or insufficient attempt to avoid 
killing civilians?

A new study by Poole and colleagues adds 
some evidence to address this by examining 
the pattern of damage to medical build-
ings compared to non- medical buildings in 
Gaza. The authors conducted a geospatial 
analysis of infrastructure damage between 7 
October and 7 November 2023 and found no 
convincing evidence that medical complexes 
were spared bombing damage relative to non- 
medical buildings .2 Of 167 292 buildings 
assessed for damage, including 106 medical 
complexes, 9% of both medical and non- 
medical buildings were damaged during 
the first month of bombardment. Given the 
protected status of healthcare entities under 
international humanitarian law (IHL), and 
their crucial role in serving civilians in war 
time, Poole et al raise the larger question of 
whether IHL’s three principles of engage-
ment—distinction, proportionality and 
precaution—are being honoured by Israeli 
forces with respect to civilian objects in Gaza. 
Scrutinising Palestinian mortality data, we 
offer additional insights.

The gravity of civilian casualties demands 
particularly close attention to context and 
relevant statements. On the one hand, the UK 
prime minister claimed 19th October 2023, 
with the USA echoing soon after, that Israel 
is ‘taking every precaution to avoid harming 

civilians’.3 But Israeli leaders expressed intent 
to “cause maximum damage” and to “flatten” 
the Gaza Strip4 alongside plans for ethnic 
cleansing. In light of these statements and the 
extensive bombing, UN experts and scholars 
of genocide and Holocaust studies warned 
as early as October of genocidal intent, 
impending genocide or even a ‘textbook case 
of genocide’.5 Such violence in the service of 
native elimination is a near- universal feature 
of settler colonial projects.6 This backdrop 
contextualises the declaration from Israeli 
President Isaac Herzog that ‘[w]e intend to 
take over the entire Gaza Strip and change 
the course of history’.7

Israel also has a record of deliberate attacks 
on civilian targets. In 2014, during the most 
extensive attack on Gaza prior to the one 
currently unfolding, historian Rashid Khalidi 
addressed the question of whether Israel was 
attempting to limit civilian casualties: ‘To 
believe that is to willfully suspend belief and 
to ignore the nature of the weapons used—
and, equally important, it is to ignore Israel’s 
established military doctrine’.8 The so- called 
Dahiya Doctrine, which references the 
destruction of the Dahiya quarter of Beirut by 
Israel’s military in 2006, was revealed publicly 
2 years later by former army chief of staff, now 
Israeli parliament member, Gadi Eizenkot. 
He stated that ‘disproportionate force’ on 
civilian quarters ‘is not a recommendation. 
This is a plan. And it has been approved.’8

Despite the Dahiya Doctrine’s precedent 
and Israeli leaders’ expressed intentions 
during the ongoing attacks, the interrogation 
of Israel’s conduct regarding civilian welfare 
remains as contested as ever in 2023. Leaving 
aside the legal question of whether Israel has 
the right to defend itself from a population 
it occupies, at the heart of the issue is the 
civilian targeting exception within interna-
tional humanitarian law (IHL): civilian infra-
structures—hospitals, homes, apartments, 
schools, etc—cannot be targeted in war 
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except if they are being used to commit ‘acts harmful 
to the enemy’, and after a required warning.9 If combat-
ants take up military positions within such facilities, they 
should demonstrate that attacks on these infrastructures 
further military objectives and that the rule of propor-
tionality demanding minimised, incidental harm to 
civilians is upheld. That no evidence was found for a 
military command centre within Gaza’s largest hospital,10 
disproving Israeli and US claims, suggests suggests more 
robust protection mechanisms are needed.

Given the currently limited access into Gaza, it is diffi-
cult for external parties to directly investigate whether 
the IHL caveat on targeting civilian infrastructure is 
being respected. But the geospatial analysis by Poole 
and colleagues suggests that the high threshold of the 
civilian targeting exception within IHL may not have 
been met. This study also comes on the heels of an inves-
tigation by two Israeli journalism organisations, +972 
Magazine and Local Call, that shows Israel’s willingness 
in 2023 to target civilian infrastructure and families.11 
Based on conversations with Israeli intelligence officials 
and Palestinian witnesses, the report revealed that new 
strategies of the Israeli military, often accomplished with 
artificial intelligence- based systems and ‘contrary to the 
protocol used…in the past’, have included the foregoing 
of warning shots along with strikes on residential build-
ings with no active military targets. The intelligence offi-
cials who were interviewed all understood ‘that damage 
to civilians is the real purpose of these attacks’, gener-
ating civilian casualty numbers in the many thousands 
that are largely consistent across tallies from the Israeli 
military, the Ministry of Health in Gaza and independent 

researchers.11 12 The extensive use of US- made 2000- 
pound bombs, which kill anyone within 30 meters and 
often well beyond, further corroborates these accounts 
– especially when used in Gaza’s densely populated cities 
and refugee camps.13

A US medical ethicist, Matthew Wynia, recently 
proposed that the intentional killing of civilians in Gaza 
may be ethical, even beyond what is permitted under 
IHL.14 Providing a few ‘impossible questions’ where 
‘people with equally strong commitments to human 
rights’ may disagree, he suggests that killing injured chil-
dren or blocking essential medications may be morally 
justifiable if combatants are nearby. Whether these are 
truly impossible ethical questions has been challenged.15 
Wynia’s analysis also neglects the salient context that most 
people in the Gaza Strip are refugees who, denied their 
right of return, do not willingly choose to live in a land-
scape where the ‘unavoidable tragedy of urban warfare’ 
makes them exceedingly vulnerable to death.14 We must 
also consider the ethics of denying water, food, fuel, and 
electricity to an entire population, as similar tactics were 
widely condemned as criminal in the ongoing Russia- 
Ukraine war.

Beyond the geospatial evidence from Poole and 
colleagues, the pattern of civilian casualties in the Gaza 
Strip from 7 October until the truce beginning 24 
November (figure 1), is instructive.i

i It is not currently possible to distinguish adult male civilians from 
combatants, the latter of whom are fewer than 5% of adult men, 
so the presented data represent a significant undercount of total 
civilian mortality while also inappropriately simplifying all women as 

Figure 1 Cumulative Palestinians Killed in the Gaza Strip, Oct 7- Nov 24, 2023.
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Children make up 47% of the population in the Gaza 
Strip,16 but from 7 October to 24 November they were 
killed at a nearly equivalent proportion of 41%. Of 
note, 3.2% (36 of 1139) of people killed during Hamas’ 
attacks in Israel on 7 October were children, which 
garnered global condemnation and provided justifica-
tion for the subsequent bombardment of Gaza.17 While 
large numbers of children and women have been killed 
in attacks on Gaza over the last 15 years, the propor-
tions during the initial phase of the latest offensive are 
conspicuously higher (figure 2). Women and children 
were 30–41% of those killed in attacks on Gaza in 2008–
2009, 2012, 2014 and 2021, but they make up 67% killed 
from 7 October to 24 November. This striking increase 
in mortality, which suggests an indiscriminate approach 
to civilian targets, is concordant with the investigative 
report11 and Poole and colleagues’ study demonstrating 
a lack of special protection for hospitals.3

Surveying Gaza’s mortality data in figure 2, it is notable 
that the proportion of women and children killed would 
be indistinguishable if Israel were known to be indiscrim-
inately bombing civilians. Considering this alongside the 
geospatial data, large bombs used in densely populated 
areas, and statements from Israeli military officials and 
politicians, we are left with strong reasons to believe that 
insufficient attempts are being made to avoid civilian 
casualties in Gaza. Because this would amount to a war 
crime and a plausible breach of the Genocide Conven-
tion,18 and because many Western governments have 
provided material and diplomatic support for Israel’s 
bombardments, we recommend that investigative and 

non- combatants. See supplemental text on data for further information 
on data sources and calculation.

accountability mechanisms should be considered to 
address the roles of all complicit parties.
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Figure 2 Proportion of Women and Children Killed and Overall Numbers Killed in the Gaza Strip During the Wars of 2008- 
2009, 2012, 2014, 2021, and Oct- Nov 2023.
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