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alestinians, following the 
example of protests in Iraq 
and Lebanon demanding 
improved services, have 
demonstrated in the Gaza 

Strip, where rolling electricity black-
outs sparked the largest popular 
demonstrations in years against the 
enclave’s Hamas rulers.

For several days in mid-Septem-
ber, hundreds of Palestinians in 
central Gaza, mainly from al-Bureij 
and Nuseirat refugee camps, took 
to darkened streets after sundown 
chanting slogans against Hamas and 
the energy company it runs.

Elsewhere in Gaza, demonstrators 
from the southern towns of Rafah 
and Khan Younis waved torches and 
burned tyres, prompting brief clash-
es with the Hamas-run police.

It was not immediately clear if the 
protesters can sustain the momen-
tum and if they pose any threat to 
Hamas, which has ruled the region 
since 2007.

The protests underline growing 
popular frustration in an area that 
endured three Israeli wars, suffers 
from poverty afflicting about half 
the population of 1.8 million and 
unemployment estimated at 48%. 
Gaza is like a prison, with its borders 
with Israel and Egypt sealed.

Although Gaza residents have 
been relatively quiet regarding Ha-

mas, the protests underscored a 
feeling among the populace that the 
group’s leaders were jaded, creating 
a precedent for a group that seeks to 
consolidate its hold on Gaza and set 
an example that hard-line Islamists 
can rule successfully.

“We are fed up with this life and 
with Hamas,” chanted protesters in 
Bureij, referring to the shaky elec-
tricity supply of 4-6 hours a day.

Gazans have often had to live 
with rolling blackouts but those 
worsened in the summer with long 
spans of power cuts reported, partly 
due to deterioration in lines from 
Egypt, which along with Israel, sup-
plies 50% of the enclave’s electricity 
needs.

In Iraq, peaceful but large dem-
onstrations in July and August over 
frequent power cuts and calls for 
uprooting state corruption, improv-
ing health care, education and other 
services prompted hasty govern-
ment reforms, particularly tangible 
moves to prosecute corrupt officials.

In Lebanon, protests in August 
came in response to the govern-

ment’s failure to dispose of accumu-
lated waste, coupled with daily elec-
tricity blackouts, water scarcity and 
political bickering that has kept the 
country without a president since 
May 2014.

The Gaza-based Al Mizan rights 
group blamed the blackouts on the 
“absence of internal Palestinian uni-
ty”, a reference to Hamas’s disputes 
with the Palestinian Authority (PA), 
which leads the West Bank.

Hamas and the PA have traded ac-
cusations over the blackouts. The 
PA and the moderate Fatah faction 
headed by Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas said Hamas was 
refusing to pay for its fuel imports 
from Israel. Hamas blamed Abbas of 
cooperating with Israel and Egypt to 
tighten a blockade in place since Ha-
mas took control of Gaza. It accused 
Abbas of blocking Israeli fuel sup-
plies to Gaza to push its population 
to revolt against Hamas.

Senior Hamas official Mustafa 
Sawaf challenged Abbas in a state-
ment on his Facebook page, writing 
that whatever Abbas does, he will 
“never be able to uproot Hamas and 
end its rule of the Gaza Strip”.

Ahmed, a 28-year-old Gaza resi-
dent, said power cuts have been 
persistent since 2007.

“On average days when there is 
fuel, we receive some electricity 
every day, but when the feuds be-
tween Fatah and Hamas mount, we 
live in total darkness,” he said.

The Palestinian consensus gov-
ernment of Rami Hamdallah ex-

plained that Gaza’s power cuts 
worsened with longer spans of 
blackouts in mid-September when 
Israel sealed off all crossing points to 
Gaza to mark the Jewish new year. 
That delayed fuel shipments, forc-
ing power stations in Gaza to shut 
down.

“We’re not responsible for the 
crisis of electricity in Gaza. It is the 
responsibility of those who deliver 
the power to the population and de-
cide the time schedule for the power 
delivery,” Hamdallah’s government 
said in a statement.

Gaza-based political analyst Talal 
Oukal said the blackouts, which also 
caused a severe shortage of water, 
were meant to force Gaza’s popula-
tion to “accept any political solution 
in the future and make them forget 
about their legitimate right for inde-
pendence for which they have been 
struggling for ages”.

“The situation in Gaza is unbear-
able,” he warned. “If it is not imme-
diately resolved, Gaza will explode 
in the face of everyone.”

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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Palestinians take part in a protest against a power crisis in Rafah 
in the southern Gaza Strip, on September 13th.
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lashes that placed Pal-
estinian demonstrators 
against Israeli security 
forces inside and around 
Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa 

mosque compound increased Pal-
estinian fears of Israel gradually as-
serting its rule over the site — Islam’s 
third holiest place — in violation 
with Israeli obligations undertaken 
in 1967.

Those fears were enhanced by the 
fact that the Israeli ruling coalition is 
made up of far-right and Jewish set-
tlers’ parties, many of whom call for 
free access for Jews to pray inside 
the Temple Mount, as Israel calls it.

There is no sharing of al-Aqsa 
mosque, which is open for Muslims 
only, said Jordanian King Abdullah 
II, speaking in his capacity as pro-
tector of holy sites in Jerusalem, as 
he met with Arab-Israeli members of 
the Knesset.

Saeb Erekat, a Palestinian Execu-
tive Committee member, warned 
Israel against turning the nationalis-
tic Israeli-Palestinian conflict into a 
religious one.

Israel’s policy at al-Aqsa mosque 
compound aims at asserting its sov-
ereignty on the holy city, charged 
Khalil Tufakji, an expert on Israel’s 
judaisation policies of the occupied 
Palestinian territories.

Tufakji, who heads the Maps De-
partment of the Orient House in-
stitution in Jerusalem, said Israel 
wanted “to impose its historical 
and religious narrative in order to 
achieve its political chief goal, which 
is to establish, once and for all, that 
Jerusalem is the exclusive capital of 
the state of Israel”.

Tufakji said Israel’s narrative cen-
tres on the Jewish kingdom that 
was established 3,000 years ago and 
on the biblical claim that the Jew-
ish messiah will enter Jerusalem 
through the Gate of Mercy, allowing 
the rebuilding of the temple.

Jerusalem is central to any peace 
settlement as the city carries, for 
both sides, huge national and reli-
gious significance. It is presumably 
the thorniest issue of the conflict.

Palestinians hope to establish 
their capital on the eastern side of 

Jerusalem, occupied by Israel in 
1967. Israelis claim the city as their 
“eternal and undivided capital” 
and work actively at changing the 
demographic balance in the city to 
achieve by 2030 an 88% Jewish ma-
jority. 

On the ground, this amounts to 
a series of Israeli actions that could 
lead to a new Palestinian uprising, 
as was the case when former Israeli 
prime minister Ariel Sharon, in a 
massive deployment of force, visit-
ed the Temple Mount in September 
2000. For Jews, the area is believed 
to be the site of the second temple, 
destroyed by the Romans in 70AD.

Such high-profile visits are pro-
vocative to Palestinians for whom 

al-Aqsa is all that is left in a city 
being gradually lost. The Haram al-
Sharif — “Noble Sanctuary” — hosts 
two mosques — the Dome of the 
Rock and al-Aqsa — in addition to 
open spaces. It has been under un-
interrupted Muslim religious sover-
eignty since the Dome of the Rock 
was completed late in the seventh 
century.

The latest unrest followed a visit 
by Israeli cabinet minister Uri Ariel, 
who led a group of right-wing activ-
ists on the eve of the Jewish new 
year. Soon after, acting on an Israeli 
internal intelligence tip, Israeli po-
lice raided al-Aqsa compound and 
found pipe bombs and other impro-
vised “weapons” apparently pre-
pared in advance by Palestinians to 
disrupt Jews’ visits to the site.

The situation prompted the Unit-
ed Nations and the United States 
to call on Israel to respect the sta-
tus quo, set by Israel and Jordan 
following the Israeli occupation 
of the city in 1967. Under such ar-

rangements, Jews are forbidden of 
praying inside al-Aqsa compound 
but can pray beneath it at a wall 
believed to be a remnant of the an-
cient biblical Jewish temple. Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanya-
hu denied Israel wanted to alter the 
status quo, accusing instead “the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic 
movement in Israel, Hamas, the 
Palestinian Authority and Turkey” 
of doing so. He vowed to toughen 
measures such as easing the use 
by Israeli police of live fire against 
stone and firebomb throwers. Hefty 
fines on parents of Palestinian dem-
onstrators and heavy jail sentences 
for the latter are also on the govern-
ment’s agenda.

Many Palestinians fear that 
without significant action, Israel 
will end up dividing prayer time 
at Haram al-Sharif as it did in the 
Ibrahimi mosque — The Cave of the 
Patriarchs — in Hebron following 
the massacre by a Jewish settler of 
Palestinian worshippers in 1994. 

Already, Israel has divided access 
to Haram al-Sharif between Jews, 
who are allowed daily to “visit” for 
a few hours and Muslims who are 
often restricted from praying on 
the site as was the case September 
18th.

“Israel is taking advantage of the 
Arab world splits and of the Pales-
tinian divisions to implement its 
policies,” Tufakji said. Palestinian 
Authority President Mahmoud Ab-
bas has no authority on Haram al-
Sharif and relies on Jordan, which, 
under the 1994 Israeli-Jordanian 
peace treaty, has custodial rights.

Such rights amount these days 
to paying salaries to employees of 
the Muslim endowment, running 
administration of the holy site, col-
lecting garbage and cleaning car-
pets in the mosques, Tufakji said 
bitterly.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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A Palestinian girl waves her national f lag during a protest in Gaza City on September 17th against Israeli policies at Jerusalem’s flashpoint 
Al-Aqsa mosque compound, the third holiest site in Islam.
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