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Blue Beach Resort, a Gaza attraction despite siege, restrictions
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

T 

he new Blue Beach Re-
sort in the northern Gaza 
Strip offers a respite to 
residents accustomed 
to summer holidays in 

beachfront retreats in Egypt or Tur-
key.

Foreigners, however, may need 
to have a local with them to explain 
the ins-and-outs at Blue Beach, an 
attraction for Gaza’s elite and the 
foreign non-governmental organi-
sation community alike.

When women swim in the pool, 
men are not allowed because co-ed 
sport is banned by Gaza’s Hamas 
rulers. Usually, women swim in 
headscarf, T-shirts and knee-length 
shorts and not in one- or two-piece 
suits.

No alcohol is served on the prem-
ises, just juices such as freshly 
squeezed lemon juice with crushed 
mint. Hamas bans alcohol, how-
ever, because of local smugglers 
and foreigners, wine, beer and hard 
spirits find their way to Gaza and 
Blue Beach.

There is no bar, no nightclub, no 
discotheque and no belly dancers 
at Blue Beach. There is a lone male 
singer or an all-male band perform-
ing on specific days to an audience 
smoking water pipes or puffing 
on cigarettes, with caffeine intake 
from tea and coffee.

Smoking is not banned, although 
Hamas advocates its prohibition, 
deeming it harmful to public health.

In each room, there is a prayer 
carpet and a copy of the Quran. The 
hotel’s television sets, however, re-
ceive a variety of satellite stations 
showing Western movies, pop hits 
and video clips and sports with 

mixed sexes.
“No matter what, it’s a great place 

for family,” said Mahmoud Badder, 
55, a clothing store owner, who said 
he often visits Blue Beach with his 
wife and four children.

Previously, the family’s summer 
vacation was to Egypt or Turkey un-
til Gaza came under Israeli siege in 
2007 to punish Hamas for violently 
taking over the area from the Pales-
tinian Authority.

“The trip to Egypt or to Turkey 
in the past used to cost me around 
$2,000 for one week but this time 
we spent three nights at the Blue 
Beach and I just paid $500 for eve-
rything,” Badder said.

“Here, I have my car and within 
15 minutes, we can be at home.”

Gaza residents are generally con-

servative Muslims. 
Many come from tribal patriar-

chal backgrounds where men have 
the only say in family matters, 
while women have specific duties, 
such as cleaning, cooking and rais-
ing children.

They often reject Hamas’s mili-
tant approach and its policies. That 
includes imposing the head-to-toe 
covering, which has made its way 
into Gaza’s schools, universities and 

courtrooms, but not into private 
places such as hotels and resorts.

Attractions such as the Blue Beach 
are important for Gaza’s population 
of 1.8 million. Three Israeli wars, 
the last of which was in July 2014, 
devastated the area’s infrastructure 
and left many people homeless.

Owners of Blue Beach said Hamas 
had told them it had “no problem” 
having the resort in the area as long 
as “it would boost the deteriorating 
economy” but insisted that “con-
servative traditions and Islamic 
rules must be observed”.

The resort was built on 15,000 
square metres of land and includes 
a hotel, 152 chalets, recreation facil-
ities, a children’s amusement park, 
a bowling lounge, arcades shop and 
two swimming pools, all surround-

ed by greenery and palm trees. Cof-
fee shops and restaurants are scat-
tered along the way from the main 
hotel building to the swimming 
pools.

Nabeel al-Sarraf, chairman of the 
Palestinian Real Estate Investment 
Company, which runs the resort, 
said Gaza’s acute power shortages 
were regular problems.

“We’re working in the resort with 
half of our abilities,” Sarraf said, 
adding that more staff members 
were being trained to take up posi-
tions soon because “the numbers of 
local tourists are increasing”.

For Hamas and other Gaza resi-
dents, the resort is not only an 
outing. “It props up the economy 
through encouraging domestic 
tourism,” Gaza economist Moeen 
Rajab said.

“Local investment projects in 
tourism are good for boosting the 
deteriorated economy,” Rajab said. 
He explained that such projects are 
encouraging “because they cover 
up for the negative fallouts of the 
Israeli blockade”.

Rezeq al-Hello, director-general 
of the Palestinian Ministry of Tour-
ism and Antiquities, said Hamas 
“doesn’t obstruct or block the es-
tablishment of resorts all over the 
coastal enclave”.

“We ease the process of building 
and licencing these resorts to help 
jump-start Gaza’s poor economy,” 
he said.

Room prices are mostly afford-
able for Gaza’ better off, who make 
up about 3% of the population. The 
cost per person ranges $100-$160 
per night, depending on whether 
the room has a sea or city view.

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

A general view of the pool at Gaza’s Blue Beach resort taken from the rooftop.
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Offre Joie: Building peace, one smile at a time
Nizar Hassan

Beirut

W 

hile men in Tripo-
li’s warring neigh-
bourhoods of Bab 
al-Tabbaneh and 
Jabal Mohsen were 

fighting in May 2008, their chil-
dren were playing and laughing 
together, learning about tolerance, 
respect and forgiveness.

“Although they were enemies, 
both sides trusted us and felt that 
their children were in safe hands,” 
said Melhem Khalaf, co-founder 
and director of Farah al-Ataa — Ara-
bic for “Joy of Giving” — which took 
children to a summer camp to dis-
tract them from the bloodshed.

The organisation, known in 
French as Offre Joie, has been work-
ing for more than a decade in un-
derprivileged quarters of northern 
Lebanon’s largest city, rebuilding 
homes and restoring hope in an 
area where 40% of teenagers vis-
ited a rehabilitation facility at least 
once.

The non-governmental organisa-
tion’s (NGO) engagement in Tripoli 
started in 2002 when five volun-
teers visited the impoverished 
Baal al-Darawish on the green line 
between the two rival neighbour-
hoods and decided to change what 
they saw, said Khalaf, a law profes-
sor at St Joseph University in Beirut.

Since then, the association has 
helped reconstruct two villages in 
southern Lebanon, rehabilitated 
eight prisons in the country and 

renovated 14 schools to give chil-
dren fresh spaces to learn.

Despite the nature of its activi-
ties, Farah al-Ataa is far from being 
a typical NGO. “It is rather a young 
citizen movement founded on the 
principle of solidarity” in which no-
body, regardless of the size of their 
contributions, receives any pay-
ment in return for their services, 
Khalaf said.

Key decisions are made by five 
people who co-founded the organi-
sation in 1985. All participants are 
volunteers with responsibilities de-
termined according to their experi-
ence and capacity.

Some relief actions are undertak-
en “instantly”, even before funding 
is ensured, said Mohammad Diab, 
a volunteer who attended summer 
camps as a child and is now one of 
Farah al-Ataa’s most active mem-
bers. Money comes afterward in 
form of contributions by individu-
als or companies.

This was the case when a car 
bomb killed police intelligence 
chief Brigadier-General Wissam al-
Hassan in October 2012 and dam-
aged three apartment buildings in 
Beirut’s Ashrafieh neighbourhood. 
More than 1,600 volunteers, sport-
ing blue hats, repaired about 80 
homes in three months.

The success of his NGO model 
encouraged Khalaf to look beyond 
Lebanon. Following the bombing 
that killed 52 worshippers at Bagh-
dad’s Lady of Salvation Catholic 
church in 2010, he led a group of 
Farah al-Ataa volunteers to the 
Iraqi capital to show solidarity with 
families of the victims.

It developed into an occasion to 
recruit a number of young Iraqis, 
who after being trained in Lebanon, 
now run their own organisation, 
Farah al-Ataa-Iraq.

The group has expanded to the 
Kurdish cities of Erbil and Dohuk, 
where it established an educational 
institution in the latter, named “the 
coexistence school”,  hosting 940 

pupils.
In both Lebanon and Iraq, Farah 

al-Ataa’s defining characteristic has 
been its ability to work with a cross-
sectarian volunteer base despite in-
tense divisions. This inspired Farah 
al-Ataa’s mission to achieve “diver-
sity within unity”, Khalaf said.

At the climax of Lebanon’s civil 
war, Khalaf and four friends gath-
ered children from different reli-
gions in one place in a very divided 
Beirut. They were surprised to have 
117 participants despite all the ha-
tred and fear.

The sensitivity of hosting chil-
dren from different backgrounds 
required special measures, which 
were eventually entrenched as ritu-
als that organisers stick to in every 
activity.

Children gather for the national 

anthem in the morning, say a com-
mon prayer before every meal and 
another in the evening. More sig-
nificantly, meat is not served on 
Fridays, to respect an old Christian 
tradition and, when served, it is ha-
lal in line with Muslim rules. Those 
who wish to visit a church on Sun-
day or a mosque on Friday are taken 
to their place of worship.

“We communicate these things 
to the kids because we want them 
to be aware of the other and ex-
perience what coexistence really 
means,” Khalaf said.

This manner of dealing with re-
ligious affiliation is often criticised 
by secularists as reinforcing sectar-
ian identities.

After spending two-thirds of his 
life with his Farah al-Ataa “family”, 
as he calls it, Diab sees the matter 

differently.
“The good thing about it is that 

when we ask people to join, we 
don’t ask them to leave anything 
[their religious identity] outside,” 
Diab said. “What scares people 
most and pushes them out is the 
idea that you are here to take some-
thing from them, to extract a part of 
who they are.”

For those investing their time 
with Farah al-Ataa, the journey to-
wards change is slow and it is about 
planting seeds and being patient.

“One drop of water will not pierce 
a stone,” Diab says. “It might take a 
thousand years, but drop after drop, 
a hole will be eventually carved.”

Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based 
reporter who contributed this 
article to The Arab Weekly.

Volunteers with Offre Joie on site at Ashrafieh neighbourhood in Beirut.
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