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W 

hen Israel vacated 
21 Jewish settle-
ments and unilater-
ally pulled its army 
out of the Gaza Strip 

in 2005, after a 38-year occupation, 
residents hoped to turn the enclave 
on the Mediterranean into the Sin-
gapore of the Middle East.

A decade later, Gaza residents 
say Israel tricked them. True, Israel 
ended its occupation of this part of 
the Palestinian territories but it also 
tightened its grip on the enclave and 
its 1.8 million residents, plunging 
them into desperation and driving 
them to flee hardships.

About 80% of Gaza’s residential 
neighbourhoods and infrastructure 
were destroyed by large-scale Israeli 
wars since Israel’s pullout began on 
August 15, 2005.

Electricity is rarely available be-
cause of insufficient or expensive 
fuel supplies from Israel, poverty 
blights 51% of the population and 
unemployment is at a record 43%. 
Gaza is also under a stringent Israeli 
siege that restricts trade and de-
prives Gazans of travel abroad.

A further deterioration was 
caused by Hamas’s violent takeo-
ver of the strip in June 2007 from 

the moderate Palestinian Authority 
(PA) responsible for the West Bank, 
splintering Palestinian ranks and 
weakening the Palestinian position 
in negotiating with Israel.

For eight years, Gaza has been 
largely ostracised and its recon-
struction bid impeded because few 
governments are willing to deal with 
its militant rulers.

“The reality is that things have 
gotten much worse since Israel’s 
unilateral withdrawal because of 
the destructive Israeli wars and the 
endless internal divisions,” said Naji 
Shurab, a political science professor 
at Gaza’s Azhar University.

“If we look at the horrifying rates 
of poverty and unemployment, the 
damaged infrastructure, weak econ-
omy, political and social crises, one 
would understand that this was ex-
actly the motive behind Israel’s uni-
lateral withdrawal.”

When the settlements were vacat-
ed and the last Israeli soldiers pulled 
out, the PA announced ambitious 
plans to lure investors worldwide to 
rebuild the enclave.

The area Israel had occupied was 
120 square kilometres of the Gaza’s 
total area of 360 square kilometres.

Following Hamas’s takeover of 
the strip and routing out Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas’s securi-
ty forces, Hamas took control of the 
area of the evacuated settlements 
and executed its own plans there. 
One of Hamas’s immediate steps 
was changing most of the biblical or 
Jewish names of the abandoned set-
tlements, calling them after historic 
Islamic battles.

The settlements were labelled the 
Muhararat, Arabic for “liberated ar-
eas”, which are overseen by a spe-

cial Hamas-run government body, 
called the Department of Muhararat 
Affairs. Parts of the Muhararat are 
used as plantations, producing fruit 
and vegetables to end dependence 
on Israeli produce, a long-shot goal 
considering a chronic shortage of 
crops caused by insufficient water 
for irrigation.

Other parts of the former settle-
ments are used as training camps for 
Hamas, the Islamic Jihad and other 
militant groups. The rest — the parts 
that remained nearly intact after Is-
rael’s pullout — is used as residential 
neighbourhoods, hospitals and rec-
reation areas. Muhararat Director-
General Mohammed Shaer said the 
Israeli settlements had occupied 
20,000 acres but there was much 
more land around them whose own-
ers had been banned from using.

Shaer said when Israel pulled 
out, most of the Muhararat was ran-
sacked. However, he insisted that 
order was restored when Hamas 

took over “protecting the area and 
what remained inside it, mainly ag-
ricultural equipment, green houses 
and electric lines”.

Before its pullout, Israel demol-
ished one of Gaza’s landmarks, the 
Palm Beach Hotel, part of an Israeli 
chain, which Israel built during the 
occupation. Shurab blamed Hamas 
and Abbas’s Fatah Party for failing 
to invest in the Israeli disengage-
ment plan in Gaza. “Instead of using 
Israel’s withdrawal as a vehicle to 
improve living conditions in Gaza, 
they resorted to silly internal feuds 
that harmed efforts to attain Pales-
tinian dreams of political and eco-
nomic independence,” he said.

“Nothing has been accomplished 
over the past ten years,” Shurab said. 
“Peacemaking with Israel achieved 
nothing and the negotiations are 
stalled, while Jewish settlements in 
the West Bank are increasing and the 
Gaza Strip remains isolated from the 
rest of the Palestinian territories.”

Gaza political analyst Akram At-
tallah, who specialised in Israeli 
affairs, scoffed at the notion that 
Israel’s occupation of the strip had 
ended. “Israel still occupies the 
Gaza Strip because it maintains a 
tight grip on our borders and con-
trols our air and sea,” Attallah said. 
“The three wars Israel waged on us, 
the siege it imposed on us are evi-
dence that Israel is still occupying 
the Gaza Strip and this occupation 
hasn’t ended yet.”

Gaza analyst Talal Oukal said 
more “sinister” Israeli plans lied 
ahead. “Israel’s long-term goal is to 
undermine Palestinian statehood by 
pushing Gaza’s population to accept 
being in an isolated, or separate en-
tity, away from the remainder of the 
Palestinian territories,” 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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Overcoming Israeli-Palestinian barriers

I 

sraeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s and 
Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas’s 
presumed public commit-
ment to a two-state solution 

means little unless they begin 
confidence-building measures.

Even if they negotiate an agree-
ment, it will fail unless they first 
prepare their respective publics 
psychologically. Failing that only 
points to their lack of commitment 
to peaceful coexistence and no one 
should be fooled by their empty 
rhetoric. Peace will not be reached 
without the public’s — both Israeli 
and Palestinian — support and 
engagement.

Young Israelis and Palestinians 
need to see each other through a 
different lens and adjust psycho-
logically to accept that coexist-
ence is irrevocable and they must 
choose to live in violent hostility or 
in peace.

Contact between the two sides is 
very limited and does not allow for 
free social and human interaction 
to discuss their concerns about one 
another or share personal experi-
ences that bring people together.

Anyone familiar with the daily 

lives of Israelis and Palestinians 
will tell you that stereotyping, mu-
tual lack of trust and animosity are 
common. The Palestinians view the 
Israelis as cruel, uncaring and bent 
on denying them a state of their 
own; the Israelis see the Palestin-
ians as terrorists determined to 
wipe Israel off the map.

This is what the leadership on 
both sides has deliberately and 
habitually propagated over the 
decades.

 This is what has become in-
grained in the psyche of the public.

There are many measures both 
sides must take to mitigate psy-
chological impediments that have 
separated their publics for decades. 
If the leadership truly believes that 
they must reach a peace accord 
before they encourage and institute 
reconciliatory public measures, 
they are disingenuous and danger-
ously misguided.

The Israeli and the Palestinian 
governments and civil society can 
play a constructive role in reshap-
ing public opinion, including:
• Modify textbooks to more 

accurately reflect the historic nar-
rative, recognising the existence 
and rights of each other. Both sides 
ought to amend their curricula 
regarding the existence of the 
other. As long as their historic and 
religious claims to the same land 
remain set in stone, little progress 
can be made.
•Mutual tourism: Israelis and 

Palestinians should be able to 
cross security checkpoints in both 
directions to enjoy each other’s 
social settings — eat in restaurants, 
roam marketplaces and experience 

firsthand how the other is living.
• Joint sports activities: Israeli 

and Palestinian football, basketball 
and other sports teams, such as 
the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Team, 
can meet to train, compete and 
develop camaraderie. This should 
include national and professional 
teams, which implies recognition 
of sovereignty.

In other areas of interaction, the 
governments can facilitate  joint 
activities between the civil society 
and the private sectors, including:
• Student interaction: Young 

Israelis and Palestinians must be 
encouraged to mingle and talk 
about their aspirations and hopes 
to be free and unburdened by un-
certainty and perpetual conflict.
• Art exhibitions: There are 

scores of Israeli and Palestinian art-
ists who have never met or delved 
into each other’s mindset to see 
how their work reflects their lives. 
The governments should fund joint 
exhibitions and allow them to tour 
cities and expose the young and 
old to see and feel what the other is 
trying to express through their art.
• Public discourse: Universities, 

think-tanks and other learning in-
stitutions should encourage Israelis 
and Palestinians to participate in 
discussions and public lectures 
on coexistence to make it not only 
inevitable but desirable.
• Establish forums consisting 

of individuals with varied aca-
demic and personal experiences 
who enjoy respect in their field, 
are independent thinkers, hold no 
formal position in government and 
have thorough knowledge of the 
conflicting issues.

• Israeli and Palestinian media 
should regularly report on positive 
developments between the two 
sides, share with the public chang-
ing political winds and discuss 
how cooperation on trade, security 
and health care benefits ordinary 
citizens.

This should include the produc-
tion of movies, television shows 
and plays (including comedies) 
to reflect how much they have in 
common and their mutual cul-
tural influence in food, music and 
interchangeable Arabic and Hebrew 
words and jargon.
• Female activism: Civil society 

should support efforts by groups 
such as Women in Black and 
Women Wage Peace to use their 
formidable power and make their 
voices heard. 

These activities and more must 
constitute the forerunner of any 
peace negotiations.  Indeed, even 
if, at present, peace negotiations 
are not in the offing, given that 
coexistence is an irrefutable fact, 
Israeli and Palestinian govern-
ments and civil society must begin 
a process of reconciliation to create 
momentum for future talks.

 None of this will occur without 
some hurdles, resistance and even 
outright acts of sabotage as there 
still is a significant constituency 
on both sides that simply does not 
accept each other’s right for state-
hood or even to exist.  They can 
be overcome through persistent 
implementation of these measures.

Alon Ben-Meir is an American 
specialist on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict.
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