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Frustration mounts 
in Gaza Strip over 
reconstruction

Gaza City

E 

very day, from dawn to 
dusk, Subhi Gharbali sits 
on a pile of ruins of what 
used to be his two-storey 
home, destroyed during an 

Israeli military offensive in the Gaza 
Strip.

Gharbali, 67, has been desper-
ately, yet eagerly, waiting for several 
months to have his house rebuilt.
“I heard there’s a reconstruction 
plan being considered but I don’t 
know when it will start,” Gharbali 
told The Arab Weekly while sitting 
on a chunk of concrete atop a heap 
of debris from his demolished home 
in Shujaia district in eastern Gaza 
City. “It has been 11 months since 
the war ended,” he sighed. “A truce 
is holding but no reconstruction has 
begun.”

“Look around you, it’s like the war 
ended just yesterday,” he added, 
pointing with his cane at wreckage 
in his middle-class neighbourhood, 
where rows of cement and white-
limestone houses were demolished 
by Israeli shelling.

“We want to return to our homes 
soon and our patience is wearing 
thin.”

On July 8, 2014, Israel launched 
an air, sea and ground military op-
eration on the coastal enclave on 
the eastern shores of the Mediter-
ranean Sea, saying it wanted to stop 
rocket attacks against Israeli cities 
by Gaza’s militant Palestinian Ha-
mas rulers.

Hamas’s attacks increased after 
Israel clamped down on the group’s 
adherents in the West Bank follow-
ing the June 12th kidnapping and 
killing of three Israeli teenagers by 
two Hamas members.

Hamas fired more than 400 rock-
ets at Israel. Its goal was to bring 
international pressure to lift Israel’s 
blockade of Gaza, force the release 
of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli 
jails and overcome its political iso-
lation following its 2007 seizure of 
the strip from moderate Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas.

Israel’s offensive on Gaza ended 
with an Egyptian-brokered truce on 
August 26th.

Nonetheless, the conflict left 
2,140 people dead and more than 
10,000 wounded and resulted in 
massive destruction of thousands of 
homes, mainly in the area between 
the northern and the eastern bor-
ders of the Gaza Strip with Israel. 
Housing, infrastructure, industry 
and agriculture in Gaza all sustained 
significant damage.

The United Nations estimated that 
more than 7,000 buildings — homes 
to 10,000 families — were destroyed. 
An additional 89,000 homes were 
damaged by the bombing. Rebuild-
ing costs were calculated to run 
from $4 billion to $6 billion over 
20 years. Many of those who had 
their homes destroyed took shelter 
in schools, while some lived on the 
debris of their flattened homes and 
others rented apartments in the 
densely populated strip, home to 1.8 
million people.

Gharbali said he and 35 members 
of his family fled their home at the 
outset of heavy Israeli military shell-
ing days into the war. The family ran 
from one house to another in Gaza 
until it found shelter at a school with 
other displaced families. He said his 
family later moved to a small apart-
ment.

“I go to the rented house to sleep 
but I come back the following day 
in the morning and stay near the 
debris of our destroyed home,” said 
Gharabli. He said he hears in the 
news that reconstruction will start 
soon.

“But nothing happened yet.”
“Every passing day feels like a 

year has gone by,” he said angrily. 
“Our situation is tragic. We got used 
to living happily in our home and 
we find it difficult to stay in a small 
apartment.”

Others like Gharbali said what 
Gazans hear about reconstruction 
“are only empty promises”, mainly 
from the international community.

Mahmoud Salem, 53, lives with 
his family at a school run by the UN 
Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine Refugees in the Near East (UN-
RWA). He said the school shelters 
hundreds of homeless Palestinians. 
He said his house consisted of three 
floors which were turned into rub-
ble.

“We are living a new Nakba,” Sa-
lem said, using an Arabic word that 
means  “catastrophe” – a term Pal-
estinians attribute to the day Israel 
was founded in British-mandate 

Palestine following the 1948 Middle 
East War.

Salem said conditions in Gaza 
were deteriorating.

“The world is neglecting the dis-
placed Gazans and the Israeli siege 
was never lifted,” he said. “The 
promises and pledges we heard are 
just lies and the international com-
munity is playing with our emo-
tions.”

Last October, Arab and interna-
tional donors pledged at a meeting 
in Cairo to disburse $5.4 billion for 
Gaza’s reconstruction but disputes 
with Israel on the mechanism of 
shipping raw material to the enclave 
blocked the process.

Many Western nations and their 
traditionally moderate Arab allies 
are hesitant to release funds to an 
area under the rule of militants, 
who reject a negotiated settlement 
with Israel and call for its annihila-
tion.

Disputes between Hamas and Ab-
bas’s Fatah movement have also de-
layed the reconstruction bid.

Adnan Abu Hasna, UNRWA’s me-
dia adviser in Gaza, said his agency 
had asked an international donors 
conference in Cairo for $724 million 

but only $216 million has been de-
livered. “UNRWA understands the 
frustration and outrage among the 
population, mainly the homeless 
people who are living a tragic life,” 
said Abu Hasna. He warned that 
there was a broader concern that 
if reconstruction remained stalled, 
“the popular frustration will mount 
and may lead to an explosion”.

Hamas officials blame reconstruc-
tion delays on tight Israeli secu-
rity restrictions on crossing points, 
which are hampering the entry of 
reconstruction materials.

Talal Oukal, a Gaza-based politi-
cal analyst, told The Arab Weekly 
that “the reconstruction plan is 
stuck and not moving ahead be-
cause the process of allowing con-
struction material into Gaza is fully 
controlled by Israel”.

“So, what is happening now is lit-
erally giving people pain killers by 
making promises that reconstruc-
tion will start to keep them under 
check,” he said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.
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A Palestinian man hangs a sign calling for the reconstruction of houses in Gaza.

We want to return to 
our homes soon and 
our patience is 
wearing thin

The ordeal of Palestinians crossing into Jordan

Ramallah

S 

ummertime means vaca-
tion and travel time for 
many West Bank Palestin-
ians, when children are on a 
break from school and fami-

lies yearn to be with fellow Arabs 
or with relatives in the West, away 
from the hardships they face under 
Israel’s military occupation.

Their only viable link with the 
outside world is via Jordan through 
a border post known as Karama (Ar-
abic for “dignity”), a total paradox 
compared to an arduous journey for 
Palestinians out of the West Bank.

At Karama, there is a lone span, 
known as Allenby Bridge, across the 
Jordan Valley. There, Palestinians 
are stopped multiple times for strin-
gent checks by Israeli and Jordanian 
security. They hop-on, hop-off the 
bus in rides of short distances under 
scorching heat, when average tem-
peratures reach 50 degrees Celsius.

Previously, Palestinians were al-
lowed to drive private cars to Jor-
dan but the procedure was stopped 
for security reasons. So, what used 
to be a 2-hour drive from the West 
Bank town of Jericho to the Jorda-
nian border now takes at least half a 
day, or longer, depending on Israeli 
and Jordanian handling of passen-
gers and luggage.

The presence of Palestinian police 
and immigration officials on Allenby 
was revoked in 2002 after the out-
break of the second intifada. It was a 
joint presence with the Israelis that 
was supposed to lead the Palestin-

ians to take command at the border 
post after the 1993 Oslo Accords that 
gave them self-rule.

However, the agreements gave Is-
rael final say when it comes to secu-
rity arrangements and the decision 
as to who leaves and enters the Pal-
estinian territories.

Now, Palestinian travellers em-
bark on their journey from a Jericho 
station, where buses specifically 
designated for the bridge service 
leave in small convoys to the Israeli 
side of the bridge, then on to the 
Jordanian border.

On the bridge, Palestinians speak 
of horrible mistreatment, long waits 
aboard buses with no access to fa-
cilities, such as drinking water and 
restrooms. Often, bus air condition-
ing is off.

“We want to travel with moderate 
security checks with the least stops 

and not undergo that stress and suf-
fering”, said Fatima Abdul Karim, 
a volunteer with Karama, an inter-
national campaign advocating free 
Palestinian movement.

“There are unjustified security 
points and they are just tools of 
humiliation” for Palestinian pas-
sengers, Abdul Karim told The Arab 
Weekly.

She is among activists, legal 
workers and university professors, 
among others, who started in 2008 
to lobby in the international arena 
to end Palestinian travails at the 
bridge, partly by restoring the Pales-

tinian security presence there.
Munir Salameh, head of the presi-

dential committee in charge of the 
Allenby Bridge, said Palestinian 
hardships on the bridge will remain 
as long as Israel is there.

“What we’re doing now is trying 
to alleviate the suffering,” Salameh 
said.

“After the al-Aqsa intifada in 2000, 
Israel tightened its grip on the Pales-
tinian-Jordanian border and all the 
security devices and services there,” 
Salameh noted. Israel increased re-
strictions on Palestinian movement 
after the intifada, or uprising, that 
began when Israeli politician Ariel 
Sharon made a visit to the Temple 
Mount on which the al-Aqsa mosque 
is built, a site holy to both Muslims 
and Jews.

The bridge’s operating hours cre-
ate another stress to travellers, who 
must cross between 8am and 11pm 
in the summer and by 10pm in win-
ter. Palestinians in transit through 
Jordan with onward travel plans 
must arrive in Jordan a day early, 
incurring the extra cost of accom-
modation, to arrive to the airport in 
time for their flight.

Despite that, most people travel 
on the weekend when the bridge op-
erates only six hours on Fridays and 
Saturdays, respectively, the Muslim 
weekend and Jewish Sabbath.

“This is the only border crossing 
that has opening and closing times,” 
Abdul Karim said. “We don’t see an 
airport closing down unless there’s 
an emergency. “But in our case, we 
live in an emergency situation.”

Activists are lobbying for 24/7 
bridge working hours. Israeli au-
thorities opened the bridge for 24 

hours at one point but shortly there-
after said expenses were too high 
and limited the operating hours.

The cost of the trip adds more 
than strain on Palestinians; many 
of them consider it expensive. Be-
tween bus rides and bridge fees, 
West Bankers pay around 150 Israeli 
shekels (about $40).

Palestinian police said that 18,722 
travellers crossed the bridge leav-
ing the West Bank in the last week 
of May, whereas 14,674 crossed into 
the Palestinian territories.

Abdul Karim said people usually 
complain about the Jordanian part 
of the bridge.

“The Jordanians levy 10 Jordanian 
dinars ($14) in fees for each Palestin-
ian, every time a passenger crosses 
the bridge,” Abdul Karim said. “Peo-
ple also complain that their luggage 
gets stolen and that services in gen-
eral could be better.”

After the difficult trip, public 
transportation on the Jordanian side 
of the bridge is chaotic and hectic, 
with no clear schedules, wait times 
or even sometimes no buses waiting 
for passengers, who end up sitting 
on their luggage under a broiling 
sun.

“It can be organised in a better 
way. The services should improve to 
make the journey easier for Palestin-
ians,” said Hanna Burbar, a 53-year-
old mother who recently made a trip 
to Jordan to visit her daughter in 
Germany.

“The bridge is an exhausting trip.”

Nida Ibrahim, based in the West 
Bank, has been covering Palestinian 
affairs for seven years for several 
Western media outlets.
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