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A 

tef el-Zaza’s home in 
Shujaeya neighbour-
hood in eastern Gaza 
City was flattened in an 
Israeli aerial attack that 

destroyed thousands of homes in a 
50-day war in the summer of 2014.

At the end of the offensive, Arab 
and international donors pledged 
$5.4 billion to rebuild Gaza’s homes, 
offices, schools and mosques and 
fix infrastructure that had been de-
stroyed.

Nearly 2,200 Palestinians were 
killed and more than 11,000 were 
wounded in the war, in which Gaza 
militant rulers fired missiles on Is-
raeli cities, killing 73 Israelis and 
wounding 1,600 others.

Zaza, 52, and his 14-member fam-
ily looked delighted when they 
moved back on November 12th to 
their brick-and-cement home. Their 
previous three-storey house was 
turned into rubble during an Israeli 
missile attack on the neighbour-
hood.

The Zaza family is the first to 
move back into its rebuilt house in 
densely populated Shujaeya, which 
is close to the Israeli border and had 
received the lion’s share of Israeli 
tank shelling and air strikes. More 
than 1,200 housing units have been 
built in Gaza since the war ended, 
although the target was 3,000 
homes.

“We ran away from our house and 
from the entire neighbourhood be-
cause we were being showered with 
missiles and tank fire,” Zaza said 
while in his home, where interior 
walls glistened with shiny colours.

“This spot used to be a pile of de-
bris and rubble after Israel struck 
it,” added Zaza, a jobless merchant 
who rented an apartment when his 
home was destroyed.

Thousands of homes were de-
stroyed during the war, leaving 
20,000 families homeless, accord-
ing to Gaza government statistics. 
The UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) assisted some of the fami-
lies, paying their rent to keep them 
off the streets.

“UNRWA paid our rent in the past 
13 months,” Zaza said. Additionally, 
UNRWA also gave cash to him and 
others rebuilding their homes, say-
ing the money came from Germany.

“UNRWA helped displaced fami-
lies from A to Z,” Zaza said.

Zaza’s house was supposed to 
be rebuilt within 70 days, with 
the same architecture and shape 
it was before being destroyed. But 
he noted that reconstruction was 
obstructed by the lack of building 
material.

Gazing at houses still in rubble 
in his neighbourhood, Zaza said he 
was “so happy that my home was 
rebuilt”.

“But this happiness won’t be 
complete until all displaced fami-
lies return to their rebuilt homes,” 
he said.

Naji Serhan, a deputy minister 
of housing and public works, said 

the Gaza government led by the 
militant Palestinian Hamas group 
“fully understands the situation of 
the owners of the destroyed homes, 
their problems and their daily suf-
fering”.

“We’re happy to see some of the 
families returning to their rebuilt 
homes,” Serhan said.

He said reconstruction in Gaza 
will pick up if money and construc-
tion materials were available.

Construction material has been 
scarce under tight Israeli scrutiny of 
commodities bound for Gaza. The 
monitoring is in line with an Israeli 
siege imposed on Gaza after Hamas 
took over the area from the Pales-

tinian Authority.
Serhan said delays persisted de-

spite an agreement on shipping con-
struction material to Gaza reached 
between the United Nations and 
Israel in coordination with Palestin-
ians.

Outlining reconstruction plans, 
Serhan said 9,000 housing units 
were expected to be built in Gaza 
within three years but pointed out 
that delays under the siege were 
hampering the effort. “We have to 
build 3,000 houses each year but 
right after the war we were only 
able to build 1,200 new housing 
units,” he said.

Another reason is the shortfall of 

pledged donations by foreign gov-
ernments, which seem to be hesi-
tant to send money to areas ruled by 
Hamas, which Israel considers a ter-
rorist group. The World Bank said 
in a recent report that construction 
was slow because “some donors 
didn’t fulfil their pledges”.

Maher Tabaa of the Gaza Chamber 
of Commerce said rebuilding homes 
“does not signal that a real process 
of reconstruction has started.

“We still have a long way to go.”

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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Workers rebuild a Palestinian house that was destroyed in 2014’s 50-day war in Gaza Strip.
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T 

he European Union pub-
lished new guidelines 
on November 11th for 
labelling products made 
in Israeli settlements in 

the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries, opening the debate once more 
over Israel’s illegal settlement pro-
gramme.

Drawn up over three years by the 
European Commission, the guide-
lines mean Israeli producers must 
explicitly label farm goods and 

other products that come from set-
tlements built on land occupied by 
Israel if they are sold in the Euro-
pean Union.

Palestinians view the illegal Jew-
ish settlements in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem as a major 
stumbling block to reaching a two-
state solution, particularly as East 
Jerusalem would serve as the capi-
tal of a future Palestinian state.

Israel continues to dismiss inter-
national criticism of its expansion-
ist building, saying the settlements 
would be resolved in peace talks. 
Virtually every country in the in-
ternational community, including 
the United States, views the settle-

ments — seized in the 1967 war — as 
illegal. Israeli settlements range 
from those authorised by Tel Aviv 
to wildcat homesteads.

The settlement issue has scup-
pered previous peace talks between 

the Palestinians and Israelis, with 
successive Palestinian delegations 
demanding the Israelis stop settle-
ment expansion during any nego-
tiations.

More than 570,000 Israelis reside 
in settlements on occupied Pales-
tinian territory, according to the 
Israeli anti-settlement watchdog 
Peace Now. Approximately 2.2 mil-
lion Palestinians live in the West 
Bank and another 300,000 are in 
East Jerusalem.

In 1972, there were only 10,000 
Israelis in settlements in the West 
Bank and East Jerusalem. Twenty 
years later, ahead of the Oslo Ac-
cords, that figure stood at 231,200 
with close to an even split between 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

By 2000, during the second inti-
fada, there were more than 365,000 
Israelis living in the occupied terri-
tories, with more living in the West 
Bank — 198,000 — than in East Je-
rusalem.

This was after Israel established a 
number of major settlements in the 
West Bank during the 1980s and 
1990s, including Ma’ale Adumim in 
1975 and Beitar Illit in 1985. Ma’ale 
Adumim now has a population of 
more than 40,000 and Beitar Illit’s 
is close to 45,000.

Modi’in Illit, one of the most 
populous Israel settlements in the 
West Bank with about 60,000 peo-
ple, was built in 1994 and has had 
an annual population growth of 
around 10%.

Israel has a fairly steady popu-
lation growth of about 1% but the 
population of Jewish settlers in the 
West Bank has been growing four 
times faster, Bloomberg reported in 
2014.

This is due to many Israelis 
choosing to live in the occupied 
territories, whether for economic 
or ideological reasons. Many Jews 
have settled in the area ostensibly 
for religious reasons. Others do so 

for a more practical reason: Gov-
ernment subsidies, including fa-
vourable mortgages and discounts 
on purchases of property, amount 
to about $800 per settler per year.

East Jerusalem has seen an un-
precedented spike in the number of 
Israelis living there, with dire polit-
ical repercussions. Just 1,500 Israe-
lis lived in East Jerusalem in 1972 
but that figure is now approaching 
200,000.

“Since the annexation of East Je-
rusalem in 1967, Israeli authorities 
have promoted the twofold goal of 
expanding the city’s Jewish popu-
lation and reducing its Palestin-
ian population,” the independent 
Israeli human rights organisation 
B’Tselem said.

The location of the capital of a 
future Palestinian state in East Je-
rusalem is a major demand for the 
Palestinians and one that no Pal-
estinian negotiating delegation is 
likely to surrender.

“Al-Quds [the Arabic name for 
Jerusalem] and everything that 
was conquered in the 1967 war is 
part of the Palestinian state,” Pal-
estinian President Mahmoud Ab-
bas affirmed in January 2014 from 
Ramallah.

His comment came in the midst 
of US efforts to draw up a frame-
work peace agreement. Those ef-
forts ended with failure after the 
Palestinians rejected a proposal 
that did not guarantee East Jerusa-
lem as the capital for a future Pales-
tinian state.
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