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Gaza, a story of international failure
Paris

T 

he only similarity be-
tween Cannes on the 
French Riviera and Gaza 
was the red carpet un-
folded to welcome the 

participants to a film festival. But 
unlike Cannes’ 68th movie event, 
Gaza’s first film festival was not a 
glitzy affair nor was it intended to 
be.

For one thing, the red carpet 
snaked amid destroyed houses in 
Shujaiya, one of the hardest hit 
areas of the Gaza Strip during last 
summer’s Israel’s war on Hamas. 
For three days during the festival, 
Gazans watched movies on human 
rights while sitting amid the rubble 
of their neighbourhood.

The theme of the Karama (“Dig-
nity” in Arabic) Film Festival could 
not have been more appropriate, for 
many Palestinians in Gaza lack the 
most basic human rights, including 
shelter, food security and jobs.

Nearly nine months after the end 
of a 50-day war, which killed 2,200 
Palestinians — mostly civilians — 
wounded 11,000 others and led to 
extensive destruction of residential 
areas, hospitals, schools and infra-
structure, Gaza and its population 
of 1.8 million seem to elicit little in-
ternational interest.

Despite pledges at a conference 
in Cairo last October of $3.5 billion 
aid to Gaza, the pace of reconstruc-
tion in the coastal enclave has been 
extremely slow. At this pace, it will 
take 100 years to fix what has been 
destroyed, international aid agen-
cies warned.

According to engineers from the 
UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA), 137,681 houses were 
damaged or destroyed by Israeli 

bombardment last summer. Not 
one of the 9,161 destroyed houses 
has been rebuilt. UNRWA has only 
received funding to rebuild 200 
houses but more paper work and 
clearances are still needed.

The situation is somehow eas-
ier for refugees whose houses 
sustained minor damage. Some 
60,000 families — almost half of the 
caseload in that group — were able 
to complete repairs of their homes 
with UN help.

Inhabitants of the hardest hit ar-
eas of Shujaiya or Beit Hanoun live 
in particularly harsh conditions.

Nearly 100,000 people in Gaza 
are homeless. Many families sleep 
amid rubble or in makeshift tents 
on the site of their destroyed 
homes. This winter, a number of 
children died of the cold.

Many live in schools turned into 
collective shelters while more than 
11,500 families are renting houses 
with UN subsidies, which might 
stop due to a lack of funding.

To cope with this dire situation, 
UNRWA launched an Emergency 
Shelter Programme for which $720 
million is required. So far $216 mil-
lion has been pledged — the latest 
donation of $41 million was made 
by Germany on May 13th — leaving 
a shortfall of more than half a bil-
lion dollars, said Chris Gunness, the 
UNRWA spokesman.

The slow pace of reconstruction 
has many causes.

First, there is a lack of available 
funds. By May 15th according to 
World Bank figures, only 27.5% of 
promised funds for the reconstruc-
tion of the Gaza Strip had been dis-
bursed. The remainder might never 
arrive, as was the case with previ-
ous pledges. Also, with no perma-
nent ceasefire in view, some donors 
are reluctant to finance what might 
be destroyed in the next war. The 
paradox, of course, is that econom-
ic instability might fuel the next 

conflict.
Another reason is the 8-year-old 

blockade enforced by Israel on Gaza 
since Hamas took over in 2007. By 
severely restricting the circulation 
of people and goods, the blockade 
crushed the economy of the Gaza 
Strip and its capacity to create jobs. 
Today, the blockade is slowing con-
siderably a UN-brokered agreement 
on reconstruction between Israel 
and Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas.

Israelis say they want to make 
sure that concrete and steel enter-
ing the Gaza Strip won’t be used by 
Hamas to rebuild tunnels and rock-
et launchers. Gazans waiting for the 
OK to buy building materials for 
their destroyed homes are closely 
monitored.

As for the Rafah crossing with 
Egypt — the only link for Gazans 
with the outside world — it has been 
permanently closed, except for 12 

days, since October 2014.
Reconstruction is also being 

hampered by disagreements within 
Hamas, which is ruling Gaza, and 
the Ramallah-based Palestinian Au-
thority, which is supposed to have a 
say in line with the reconstruction 
agreement.

Most worrying is the high un-
employment rate among the Gaza 
inhabitants. According to UN fig-
ures, the unemployment rate for 
Palestinian refugees in 2014 was 
44.1% and for the general popula-
tion it stood at 43.9%. This has dra-
matic consequences. The number 
of Palestinian refugees relying on 
UNRWA for food aid has increased 
from fewer than 80,000 in 2000 
to almost 868,000. So few jobs are 
available that when UNRWA adver-
tised for 200 additional teachers for 
the coming school year it received 
more than 27,000 applicants.

In the absence of Israeli-Pales-

tinian peace talks and the rise of 
extremism in the Middle East, the 
future of Gazans trapped in their 
open-air prison appears bleak.

Gunness pointed to the failure of 
the international community to ad-
dress the underlying causes of the 
situation in Gaza.

“It is clear that the time of the hu-
manitarian action alone has passed. 
We can continue and will continue 
to provide the basic humanitarian 
needs of the Palestinians,” Gunness 
told The Arab Weekly. “But we need 
a political and concerted action so 
that our efforts will be exponential-
ly developed.”

Present policies are leading to a 
“de-development” of Gaza, experts 
say and the UN has warned it may 
become uninhabitable by 2020.

Dominique Roch is an Arab Weekly 
special correspondent based in 
Beirut and Paris.

Ramallah

O 

n May 15th, Palestinians 
in the West Bank’s de 
facto capital commemo-
rated Nakba Day — the 
Day of the Catastrophe 

— when the Israelis proclaimed a 
Jewish state on the land from which 
Palestinians had been forced out or 
fled into exile 67 years ago.

The West Bank is all they have 
left of what was once British Man-
date Palestine and that has been oc-
cupied, along with the Gaza Strip, 
by the Israelis since June 1967.

The rest of their people are scat-
tered across the Middle East, most 
of them living in squalid refugee 
camps, abandoned by the world at 
large, or integrated into other na-
tions around the world.

It takes just a few minutes’ con-
versation with any Palestinian refu-
gee to understand that the “right 
of return” is carved in his heart 
and consciousness. But these days, 
they are finding it difficult to be-
lieve they are any closer to achiev-
ing that dream than their parents 
and grandparents were when they 
left their ancestral lands, the most 
tragic experience in their history.

Palestinians believe the wait 
has become way too long and that 
their leadership is powerless to re-

gain their rights from their mighty 
neighbour, Israel.

Songs of the Nakba, mournful 
and defiant, are played incessantly 
on radio and television. Black flags 
depicting the symbolic key of re-
turn flutter across Palestinian cities 
and, at noon on Nakba Day, in the 
most dramatic event of the day, si-
rens wail just as they did at noon on 
May 15, 1948, when Israel was pro-
claimed after 800,000 Palestinians 
had been driven from their ances-
tral lands.

The younger generations, which 
did not witness the Nakba, cher-
ish stories, memories and dreams 
of the homeland from parents and 
grandparents. But the majority 
of Palestinians have one thing in 
common: They refuse to compro-
mise their “right of return” to their 
homeland.

In the Ramallah home of Moham-
med Muqbil, a reprint of the Pal-
estinian pound, the pre-1948 cur-
rency in British Mandate Palestine 
hangs on a living room wall along 
with pictures of the late Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat.

Muqbil, nicknamed Abu Ali, was 
too young to remember his fam-
ily’s trek from Ramleh, now a city 
in northern Israel, to Ramallah in 
1948. Yet, that experience indelibly 
shaped the life of Muqbil, now 69.

These days, he is a leading politi-
cian and prolific writer of slogans 
— something he started doing as a 
young man — chanted by protest 
marchers over the years. Demon-
strators still use Abu Ali’s slogans.

In recent years, however, Abu 
Ali’s role has been less visible as Na-
kba Day became less of a passionate 

annual protest against a people’s 
displacement from a land their an-
cestors had lived on for millennia, 
than an officially organised activity.

“The commemoration has be-
come little more than a photo op-
portunity,” Abu Ali told The Arab 
Weekly at his home. “It used to be 
much more genuine but stopped af-
ter it lost its popular aspect as insti-
tutions started organising it in the 
last few years.” “O, our miraculous 
authority, the right of return is not a 
game,” he said, chanting one of his 
distinctive slogans.  Abu Ali rarely 
missed a Nakba Day but he longs for 
the fiery protests of old.

“I’m almost 70 and our wait is 
getting much longer,” he said. “The 
Israelis have the land, the power 

and the settlements are growing 
with no international legitimacy or 
justice.”

Many Palestinians share Abu Ali’s 
sentiment that the Nakba com-
memoration has lost its lustre and 
feel frustrated that no settlement is 
in the offing. Each year, Nakba Day 
and the political speeches attract 
fewer people. Many complain the 
events fail to emphasise the signifi-
cance of their quest to return home.

Some say the Palestinian Author-
ity has been systematically weak-
ened by Israel to the point that it 
might even surrender the right of 
return.

Rumours from the Palestinian-Is-
raeli peace talks suggested that Is-
rael will only allow a small number 

of refugees to come back in a “sym-
bolic” return. And they would only 
be allowed to go back to the West 
Bank, not to what is considered Is-
rael proper. In the Ramallah com-
memoration two days prior to Nak-
ba Day, around 1,000 people rallied 
outside the Arafat mausoleum and 
Arafat Square downtown, marking 
the steady decline in the number of 
protesters over the years.

Some question the purpose of the 
commemorations.

Visual artist Majd Abdul Hamid 
addressed this issue in an April ex-
hibition in which he challenged the 
growing inertia surrounding the 
“right of return”. One display was 
a glass-covered table covered in 
sugar pacifiers of different colours, 
signifying the keys to their former 
homes that many Palestinians usu-
ally bring out at this time of year.

“The keys are becoming a fetish 
object,” he told The Arab Weekly. 
“I want to question how that object 
relates to the Palestinian narrative, 
visually and conceptually. What 
does it mean to make it edible and 
what happens if you eat it? After all, 
it’s made of sugar.”

Abdul Haimid, born in exile in 
Damascus and now living in Ramal-
lah, dubbed the current mourning a 
“celebration of the victimised with-
out any horizon for dealing with it.”

According to the Palestinian Bu-
reau of Statistics, there are 12.2 mil-
lion Palestinians around the world, 
the vast majority living in an exile 
that shows no sign of ending.

Nida Ibrahim, based in Ramallah, 
has been covering Palestinian 
issues for nearly ten years.
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Nakba Day, a reminder of Palestinians’ fading hopes of return

Palestinians hold large keys symbolising the homes left by 
Palestinians in 1948 as they participate in a demonstration on May 
13, 2015 in the West Bank city of Ramallah.
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