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Shaky Palestinian unity at risk?

Beirut

T 

he resumption of peace 
talks between Israel and 
the Palestinians was not 
the only item on the agen-
da of French Foreign Min-

ister Laurent Fabius in Ramallah 
and Jerusalem.

True, Fabius wanted to know, 
behind closed doors, whether the 
Israeli leadership would accept in-
ternational sponsorship for peace 
talks, should such negotiations re-
sume.

The Palestinians were not sur-
prised by Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s rejection of 
the French proposals, for the Israeli 
prime minister has been a vocal crit-
ic of the relatively new Palestinian 
strategy of resorting to the interna-
tional community to diplomatically 
fight the 48-year-old Israeli occu-
pation of East Jerusalem, the West 
Bank and the ongoing blockade on 
Gaza.

“Clearly, [Netanyahu] prefers a 
tête-à-tête with us that can drag on 
forever and that will allow him to 
impose his diktat without being re-
minded of the international law and 
resolutions, such as the illegality of 
the Jewish settlements in occupied 
Palestinian land,” a Palestinian Lib-
eration Organisation (PLO) official 
said.

But Fabius did not leave the re-
gion totally empty-handed. Fol-
lowing his Ramallah meeting with 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Ab-
bas, he declared that the next Pal-
estinian cabinet would not include 
parties that do not recognise Israel 
or refuse to renounce violence, in a 

reference to Hamas.
The satisfaction displayed by Fa-

bius might sound awkward at a time 
when there are reports of indirect 
contacts between Israel and Hamas 
aimed at strengthening the current 
truce and softening the blockade on 
Gaza. According to senior Palestin-
ian officials, such talks are being 
mediated by Qatar. A special Qatari 
envoy named Mohammed al-Emadi 
is shuttling between Gaza and Is-
rael with the stated aim of helping 
with the reconstruction of bat-
tered neighbourhoods in the Gaza 
Strip. Some $500 million have been 
pledged by Qatar in 2013 following 
two previous wars on Gaza.

The contacts between Hamas and 
Israel aim apparently at strength-
ening the ceasefire in Gaza. The Is-
raeli blockade would be eased and 
Israel would recognise de facto the 
Islamist movement rule in Gaza, la-
ments privately a senior Palestinian 
official in Ramallah who spoke on 
condition of not being further iden-
tified.

This, of course, would weaken 
the Ramallah leadership, though 
consolidating the Gaza truce is good 
news for the strip, as donors were 
reluctant to fund the reconstruction 
of neighbourhoods that might be 
destroyed by Israel in future fight-
ing.

In any case, Palestinian officials 
in Ramallah suspect the Israelis are 
negotiating with Hamas an exten-
sion of the truce to the West Bank. 
Hamas would have to stop all armed 
actions there as well. This might 
also give a say to Hamas in the West 
Bank.

The news of such Israeli-Hamas 
contacts, which weaken Abbas’s 
authority, have irked the latter to 
the point that he willingly accepted 
a request by Prime Minister Rami 
Hamdallah to reshuffle the exist-
ing so-called national unity cabi-
net with the aim of having national 
elections within six months.

The latest resignation move by 
the outgoing Palestinian prime min-
ister — yet not officially confirmed 

— was aimed at getting rid of a few 
ministers he did not get along with, 
starting with his finance minister. 
Abbas, who wants to terminate the 
relationship with Hamas, apparent-
ly accepted the resignation, but any 
reshuffle might come at a high cost, 
warn many Palestinian members of 
the PLO Executive Committee, the 
highest executive Palestinian body 
to which Hamas is no party.

They point out that Hamas has 
threatened not to recognise any 
new Palestinian cabinet that will 
not be set with its approval. “This 
reshuffle will be the last nail in the 
coffin of Palestinian national unity,” 
a senior PLO official said as the next 
cabinet might be representative of 
the West Bank only. The link with 
Gaza — already separated geo-
graphically from the West Bank by 
Israeli territory — would be severed 
politically.

For the time being, the Palestin-
ian political scene seems fragment-
ed as other Palestinian organisa-
tions within the PLO, such as the 
secular leftist Democratic Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) 
and the Popular Front for the Lib-
eration of Palestine (PFLP),  are 
asking Abbas for a new national 
unity cabinet that will also include 
Hamas.

Abbas might also expect trouble 
from the friends of Mohammed 
Dahlan, his arch-rival within Fatah. 
The former head of a powerful Pal-
estinian security apparatus in Gaza 
left Ramallah a few years ago for 
the Emirates, after being charged 
by Abbas of corruption among 
other things. He remains popular 
in Gaza, especially among Fatah 
members of the Palestinian legisla-
tive council.

Despite the current potential for 
inner political fragmentation, there 

is one piece of good news.
It is with the backing of all Pales-

tinian parties that a delegation led 
by Foreign Minister Riyad al-Malki 
headed to The Hague to submit 
three files of information to the In-
ternational Criminal Court, hoping 
it will decide to investigate alleged 

Israeli war crimes regarding Jewish 
settlements, the treatment of Pal-
estinian prisoners and the 2014 war 
against Gaza.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Tobacco prices up as smuggling tunnels are almost out

Rafah

A 

bu Mansour spent the 
night of June 15th haul-
ing shipments of smug-
gled cigarettes and other 
tobacco from a furtive 

tunnel in the Gaza Strip.
The skinny, short man appeared 

unfazed when gunshots and blasts 
echoed from across the border.

The Egyptian Army has mounted 
an extensive campaign to destroy 
tunnels that act as lifelines for all 
kinds of goods to the Gaza Strip on 
the eastern Mediterranean. Private 
homes and installations built in a 
1-kilometre area on the Egyptian 
side of the border have been razed 
over the past two years to hamper 
smuggling, which Egypt and Israel 
say bolsters the rule of the militant 
Hamas in the coastal enclave.

Trade through the tunnels be-
gan months after Israel imposed a 
blockade following Hamas’ violent 
2007 takeover of the Gaza Strip. 
That caused severe shortages of 
supplies, such as medicine, food 
and fuel used to generate electric-
ity.

Business through the tunnels  
flourished after Egyptian president 
Hosni Mubarak was ousted in 2011 
but declined after his successor, 
Muslim Brotherhood leader Mu-
hammad Morsi, was removed.

Huge tunnels were once dug to 
allow the passage of a variety of 
goods, including food, fuel, refrig-
erators, television sets and even 
bigger items such as tractors.

Militants also used the same 
underground passages to bootleg 
caches of weapons and ammuni-

tion. The tunnels being used now 
are small, and the products are 
packed into plastic tubes that run 
from Egyptian territory to Gaza.

At least 10% of the existing “se-
cret” tunnels are operational, while 
the remaining 90% of the tunnels 
have been destroyed, according to 
sources in the business who insist-
ed on anonymity.

Since cigarettes are heavily taxed 
in Gaza, they have become popular 
items to be smuggled into the en-
clave, where jobless youngsters sell 
them on the street.

“Once upon a time, Rafah was a 
hub for smuggling from Egypt to 
Gaza,” sighed Abu Mansour, 40. He 
used a pseudonym fearing retribu-
tion from Israel, which maintains 
a tight grip on Gaza and its Hamas 
rulers, who advocate Israel’s an-

nihilation. “But after the Egyptian 
security campaign mounted, the 
city of Sheikh Zowayed in the Sinai 
peninsula, 6 kilometres east of the 
border, has become the capital of 
smuggling to Gaza,” noted the na-
tive of Rafah.

In the wake of the crackdown, 
smugglers mapped out new routes 
and techniques to keep their busi-
nesses alive, he said. “We adapt to 
all conditions by creating new tac-
tics and tricks, either by digging new 
tunnels or inventing new smug-
gling methods,” said Abu Mansour, 
whose sole career has been smug-

gling cigarettes and other kinds of 
tobacco.

Abu Mansour’s technique to cope 
with the new realities is simple: 
“We place a plastic tube in the tun-
nel with a narrow diameter, barely 
enough to fit a pack of cigarettes, 
so with its length, the tube can take 
dozens of cigarette packs. Then, I 
pull the tube out and collect the in-
coming shipment.”

On this night a friend of Abu 
Mansour’s suddenly climbed out of 
the tunnel, saying he had spent 12 
hours inside awaiting a shipment. 
The man, who declined to be identi-
fied, said he did not fear being in a 
pit and that all he cared for was the 
financial gain.

“The profit we make inspires us 
to continue smuggling,” he said. “I 
know it’s a risky business, but we 
make good dough.”

But across Gaza, some merchants 
complain that the destroyed tun-
nels, tightened Egyptian security 
measures and the smaller under-
ground passages from Egypt have 
brought their businesses to a virtual 
standstill.

Ahmed el-Hamms, a 40-year-
old tobacco street vendor for more 
than seven years, said he was barely 
making ends meet these days.

“Cigarette prices doubled, com-
pared with three years ago,” he said. 
“When the tunnel business started, 
we made a good profit, but after the 
Egyptian security campaign, it all 
dried up.”

Unemployment hit a record 43% 
under the tight Israeli blockade af-
ter Hamas’ takeover of the enclave 
from the moderate Palestine Na-
tional Authority. Hundreds of Gaza 
residents, who became jobless after 
the Israeli siege that banned its in-
habitants from working in the Jew-

ish state, turned to street vending, 
mainly selling cigarettes.

“Selling cigarettes is no longer a 
good business because prices are 
expensive for both the vendors and 
consumers,” said Hamms, as he lift-
ed a box filled with smuggled packs 
of cigarettes.

“I hope I can have a decent job 
other than selling smuggled ciga-
rettes.”

Local tobacco merchants said one 
pack of smuggled cigarettes costs 
them about $2.50 and it is sold at tri-
ple that amount. Before the Israeli 
siege, a pack of imported cigarettes 
sold at 33 cents.

Kamal Salem, a Gaza City tobacco 
store owner, said “cigarette smug-
gling has never really stopped com-
pletely. It only goes through phases, 
or difficult times, when Egyptian 
authorities confiscate cigarette 
shipments.”

A senior Finance Ministry official 
in Gaza said another hurdle in that 
business was the hefty taxes col-
lected by the Hamas government 
“to ease its cash crunch”.

Economic expert Moeen Rajab 
said merchants were also to blame, 
adding, “They buy huge quanti-
ties of cigarettes and other tobacco 
products at low prices and store 
them until prices jump to maximise 
their profit.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.

Egyptian soldiers inspect a smuggling tunnel in the divided border 
town of Rafah, along the border with the Hamas-run Gaza Strip.
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