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or almost three years, the 
Palestinians of Yarmouk 
district on the edge of Da-
mascus have been caught 
in the crossfire between 

rebels and government forces and 
probably thought they had seen it 
all: a siege of the camp, bombings 
and an Islamic State (ISIS) invasion.

But now diseases are looming. An 
outbreak of typhoid among the Yar-
mouk displaced population is rais-
ing concerns that the disease will 
spread if no serious action is taken.

The alarm for this latest catastro-
phe in the making was sounded by 
the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) after its medical teams 
were granted rare access to Pales-
tinians and Syrians from Yarmouk 
sheltering in nearby Yalda, Babila 
and Beit Saham.

Medical personnel in Yalda con-
firmed 23 cases of typhoid, a bac-
terial infection caused mainly by 
contaminated water and food. If left 
untreated, it can result in death in 
about 20% of cases.

A UNRWA mobile health unit 
treated hundreds of refugees from 
Yarmouk, as well as members of 
host communities, for various dis-
eases and 150,000 water purifica-
tion tablets were delivered to local 
committees to help ensure that resi-
dents have access to clean drinking 
water.

The number of typhoid cases is 
likely to rise, UNRWA spokesman 
Chris Gunness said. “What we are 
seeing is the tip of the iceberg… 
given the catastrophic public situa-

tion,” he said. But what worries the 
UN agency most is that, for the past 
five months, it has had no access to 
the estimated 15,000-18,000 people 
inside the camp.

“We know from anecdotal evi-
dence that the water and sewage 
system in Yarmouk is largely de-
stroyed… The main water supply 
into the camp became dysfunction-
al in September last year,” Gunness 
said. Before the war Yarmouk was 
a large thriving district housing, 
in concrete buildings, more than 
160,000 Palestinians and Syrians, 
including many doctors, engineers 
and civil servants.

After Syrian rebel groups took po-
sitions inside the camp in Decem-
ber 2012, the Syrian Army besieged 
it, severely restricting access to 
food, water and other supplies. Last 
April, an ISIS attack further dam-
aged the camp.

Gunness pointed out that “after 
aerial bombardments and street-
to-street fighting that followed the 
ISIS takeover on April 1st, the camp 
(was) largely in ruins with the pub-
lic infrastructure catastrophically 
degraded”.

ISIS eventually withdrew, leaving 
control of most of the camp to al-
Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.

Despite the catastrophic humani-
tarian situation, those inside Yar-
mouk are keen on having their chil-
dren resume school on September 
13th, when the UNRWA school year 
opens in Syria.

Gunness pointed out to the im-
portance of education to Palestin-
ians. At Yarmouk, he said, “some 
school buildings have been hit and 
badly damaged. Nonetheless, Pales-
tinians prize education and realise 
that it is a passport to dignity, how-
ever distant a prospect that might 
be. “Interestingly, there were pro-
tests in Yarmouk against the pos-
sible decision by UNRWA to delay 
its school year. Imagine that. In a 
destroyed refugee camp, which has 
seen no aid since the end of March, 
there were protests about schools 
not opening.”

The United Nations has wit-
nessed, said Gunness, some “grass-
roots education with local initia-
tives to teach children. And for the 
last few years, the government and 
groups inside the camp have facili-
tated the exit from the camp of doz-
ens of children so they could come 
out and sit for their exams.

“Extraordinarily, Palestinians, in-
cluding those from Yarmouk, have 
outperformed Syrian students. That 

alone offers a ray of hope amid the 
black hole that Yarmouk has be-
come,” Gunness said.

The situation of Palestinians from 
Yarmouk has elicited little atten-
tion from the world community. 
It may be that their sufferings are 
comparable to those of an overall 
Syrian population going through 
terrible ordeals with approximately 
250,000 people killed in more than 
four years of war and more than half 
the population displaced internally 
or externally.

But the Palestinians of Syria are 
extremely vulnerable as they have 
been displaced many times, starting 
with the creation of Israel on their 
ancestral homeland nearly seven 
decades ago. UNRWA’s 2015 emer-
gency appeal for $415.4 million for 
additional humanitarian aid for the 
Palestinians in Syria has been fund-
ed only 30.8%. One of the main pil-
lars of this humanitarian response 
is cash assistance to refugees in ad-
dition to emergency education and 
health care.

“We are simply unable to distrib-
ute sufficient levels of cash, which 
might give the refugees a modicum 
of a sense of stability,” laments Gun-
ness. Almost all 560,000 Palestinian 
refugees in Syria need assistance.

UNRWA’s view is that develop-
ment aid will promote stability and 
security in the Middle East while 
poverty and desperation might lead 
some to join armed groups in search 
of an income.

“Please ask the donors why they 
are prepared to allow the continued 
drastic underfunding of our emer-
gency work in Syria, when groups 
like ISIS are actively recruiting,” 
Gunness said.

“Development assistance is al-
ways cheaper on the tax purse than 
military expenditure. Make no mis-
take if UNRWA doesn’t do this work, 
others will step into the vacuum our 
underfunding creates,” he warned.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Palestinian children drinking water at the besieged Yarmouk refugee camp, on August 18, 2015.
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A 

ugust has witnessed a 
surreal game of musical 
chairs played by the two 
major Palestinian rivals. 
Hamas was secretly par-

ticipating in back-door diplomacy 
with Israel to break Gaza’s isolation 
and Fatah was sending a delegation 
to Tehran eager to reconnect with 
Iran. Alas, both sides were merely 
attempting to kill time.

Like many other regional issues, 
Palestine is in waiting mode. Nei-
ther Israel nor Hamas is interested 
in war or peace, while Palestinian 
Authority (PA) President Mahmoud 
Abbas is mostly invested in politi-
cal survival. Palestinian unity talks 
have recently failed: Fatah and 
Hamas were unable to use the mo-
ment of international disinterest in 
Palestinian-Israeli negotiations to 
patch up their differences.

Hamas has had a couple of rough 
years. Its relationships with Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and Iran have been 
strained. Khaled Meshaal, the head 
of the Islamic group’s political bu-
reau, had to leave Damascus for 
Doha, as the movement he leads 
struggled to define its position on 
two major regional events: the civil 
war in Syria and the ousting of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s regime in 
Egypt. Hamas is not sure whether 
to stay with Iran or move closer to 
Saudi Arabia. Whatever it chooses, 
there will be a price to pay.

Now Hamas is trying to change 

the dynamic. Seizing an opportuni-
ty in the potential environment cre-
ated by the nuclear deal with Iran, 
Meshaal began a shuttle diplomacy 
tour, inspired by Qatar, to mend 
fences with leaders in Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt and Turkey.

Meshaal’s message was that Gaza 
cannot survive without Egypt and 
Hamas never intervened to help 
the Muslim Brotherhood or to un-
dermine stability in Egypt, while 
calling for a political solution in 
Syria that meets the demands of 
the Syrian people. With Egypt’s 
cold shoulder and anxious reac-
tion, Saudi Arabia publicly down-
played the importance of Meshaal’s 
“non-official” visit to Riyadh and 
reiterated that there is no change 
of policy on Hamas. The Egyptian 

government did not take long to act 
with the mysterious disappearance 
of 50 Hamas militants near the Ra-
fah border as they were travelling 
from Gaza via Egypt. 

More importantly, Meshaal’s re-
gional efforts give the impression of 
veering away from Tehran, which 
might further highlight the sub-
tle division with Hamas’s military 
wing. Meshaal’s balancing act will 

be to reconcile a diplomatic tone 
and policy with the armed strug-
gle spearheaded by al-Qassam Bri-
gades and funded by Tehran.

The other tricky part of Meshaal’s 
tour is not only attempting to push 
for elusive autonomy in Gaza but 
acting as if the PA has ceased to ex-
ist or that its existence is complete-
ly jeopardised by the Israeli occu-
pation. This is a recipe for further 
isolation.

Meanwhile, Abbas’s local, region-
al and international clout has been 
dwindling. Palestine’s membership 
in the International Criminal Court 
(ICC), as a prelude to prosecute Is-
raeli officials, has caused dismay 
among US and Israeli officials. US 
efforts to revive the peace track are 
on ice given the strained relation-
ship between US President Barack 
Obama and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

With Meshaal’s reluctance to visit 
Tehran, Abbas has been offering an 
olive branch to Iran, which is not 
quite ready to receive him until it 
figures out what to do with Hamas.

On the domestic front, Abbas 
seems afraid of his shadow, sens-
ing everyone is after him. Haunted 
by corruption charges, an almost 
bankrupt authority and turmoil 
around his shaky leadership, Abbas 
and the majority members of the 
Executive Committee recently re-
signed, forcing the first election of 
the Palestinian Liberation Organi-
sation (PLO) since 2009 and a pos-
sible first meeting of the Palestin-
ian Council in 20 years. Although 
it is not clear whether it is just a 
manoeuvre or a real attempt to re-

vive the organisation, the ultimate 
goal seems to change the balance of 
power inside the PLO and strike an-
other blow to the 2005 Cairo agree-
ment with Hamas, which called for 
a united and temporary PLO lead-
ership as a first step to reform the 
organisation.

The formation of a unity gov-
ernment in June 2014 has created 
further internal divisions on both 
sides. Abbas’s decision to reshuffle 
the cabinet, apparently without 
consulting Hamas, prompted Ha-
mas to declare the government “ex-
pired”. Underneath the daily bick-
ering, the base of both rivals has not 
overcome the bad blood caused by 
Hamas’s takeover of Gaza in 2007 
and Israel’s three wars on the Gaza 
Strip since 2008. Small confidence-
building measures have not been 
enough and there is no steady re-
gional hand or synergy to push the 
two sides together.

Both sides need to resolve their 
leadership struggles and solidify 
their regional strategies, while rec-
ognising that they face an impasse 
in all directions.

 No peace negotiations led by 
Fatah can have legitimacy or reach 
their conclusion without the Ha-
mas-controlled Gaza, and the only 
way for Hamas to break the strip’s 
isolation must run through the in-
ternationally backed Palestinian 
Authority. Waiting in limbo is not 
the answer.

Joe Macaron is a Washington based 
independent writer and political 
analyst. He can be followed on 
Twitter @macaronjoe.
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Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meeting with Hamas 
leader Khaled Meshaal in Doha, in July 2014.
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