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gypt reopened the Rafah 
border crossing with the 
Gaza Strip for the first time 
in two months, allowing in 
1,560 Palestinians, includ-

ing students, patients and others in 
need to travel abroad.

The crossing was opened De-
cember 3rd and 4th under a deal 
between Egypt and the Palestin-
ian Authority (PA), according to a 
PA statement. The PA is the recog-
nised leadership of the Palestinians 
in charge of the West Bank and had 
ruled Gaza until Hamas violently 
took it over in 2007.

Feuds between Palestinian Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah Party 
in the West Bank and Gaza’s Hamas 
rulers over who would operate Ra-
fah delayed reopening the key out-
post for several months.

Egypt closed Rafah in 2007 after 
Hamas took over Gaza. Egypt and 
the PA had jointly controlled Rafah, 
with the European Union monitor-
ing Palestinian compliance on the 
Gaza side.

Azzam el-Ahmad, a senior Fatah 
leader and an aide to Abbas, said the 

PA suggested that Egypt and the PA 
jointly operate the crossing as be-
fore but through a new mechanism.

“An agreement between the PA 
and Egypt on operating Rafah is on 
its way to be finalised soon,” Ahmad 
said.

After the border closed Decem-
ber 4th, the Hamas-run organisa-
tion for crossings and borders said 
in addition to those who crossed, 
there were 25,000 people who want 
to leave the Gaza Strip. It said the 
group included patients, students, 
Gaza Palestinians with foreign na-
tionalities and merchants.

Hamas said 1,560 Gaza Palestin-
ians crossed into Egypt and about 
1,000 people returned to Gaza dur-
ing the two-day crossing opening.

The Hamas-run Interior Ministry 
said the Rafah crossing worked in 
two directions in 2015 for a total of 
21 days, including the two in early 
December. It said the border reo-
pened the last time in mid-October, 
allowing Gazans returning from 
pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina in 
Saudi Arabia.

Hamas spokesman Sami Abu 
Zuhri thanked Egypt for temporar-
ily reopening Rafah. He said Egypt 
previously told Hamas that once 
stability is restored to militant-held 
areas of the Sinai, Rafah could reo-
pen permanently.

Ahmad said when Egypt and the 
PA conclude an agreement on per-
manently reopening Rafah, “We 
will certainly notify Hamas and get 
it involved in operating the cross-
ing.” But he declined to say what 
role Hamas would have and wheth-

er Israel would agree.
Hamas flatly rejected the plan, 

saying it opposed any deal that 
would preclude its presence at the 
border post.

Abu Zuhri said Hamas “is keen 
to operate Rafah crossing to ensure 
a free movement for our people in 
Gaza”. He accused the PA of lack-
ing the interest to reconcile with 
Hamas but had sought to have the 
crossing reopened.

“The PA is trying to sidestep a 
reconciliation agreement with Ha-
mas,” Abu Zuhri said. “Any deal 
that evades ending the discord is 
far from reality and will be very 
hard to implement.”

Senior Gaza-based Hamas lead-
er Ghazi Hamad warned that any 
“unilateral moves by the PA and 
Egypt on Gaza without involving 
Hamas are null and void”.

An official close to the PA lead-
ership, who insisted on anonym-
ity, said the new arrangements on 
operating Rafah crossing would be 
completely different from previ-
ous ones. In the past, Gazans were 
able to travel without security or 
official coordination with the Egyp-
tian side. Now, an exit permit is 
required because there are some 
Palestinians who are banned from 
travelling for security reasons.

“When the crossing point reo-

pens, those who want to travel 
must apply for a departure permit 
from the Egyptian authorities in 
advance,” the official said.

Observers cautioned that if the 
stalemate persists, a “big explo-
sion” will follow.

“The endless disputes between 
Fatah and Hamas over the past 
eight years are turning the daily 
life of the population in Gaza into 
misery and hell,” said Talal Oukal, a 
Gaza-based political analyst.

“The two sides should put their 
differences aside and think about 
their people’s interest.”

Oukal said it was evident that 
Egypt was hesitant to reopen the 
border post, “fearing that militants 
would disturb its national secu-
rity”.

By the same token, Hamas “wants 
to maintain its control of the bor-
der, while the PA and Fatah are un-
able to redeem Gaza,” he said.

Majed Abu Houli, a 22-year-old 
engineering student studying in 
Ankara, said he has been waiting to 
depart for Turkey since February. 
He said he contacted the university 
seeking to postpone his studies sev-
eral times.

“Gaza Strip has turned into a big 
Guantanamo prison,” Oukal said, 
referring to the US detention camp 
in Cuba.

“As long as wrangle between Pal-
estinian rivals remains unresolved, 
any crisis whether over Rafah or 
other matters won’t be resolved. 
Therefore, they should put their 
disputes aside and think about 
their people.”
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Palestinian men wait to cross into Egypt at the Rafah border 
crossing in the southern Gaza Strip.
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t was set up 66 years ago as 
a temporary agency to meet 
the needs of Palestinians who 
were displaced from their 
homes upon the creation of 

the state of Israel in 1948 and grew 
in the wake of the 1967 six-day war 
in which Israel seized more Pales-
tinian territory.

The UN Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA) is still providing core ser-
vices, including health and educa-
tion, for Palestinian refugees in 
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, the West 
Bank and Gaza, amid financial 
strains that many Palestinians fear 
would pave the way for a reduction 
of services and the eventual termi-
nation of the agency.

In 2015, UNRWA experienced its 
worst financial crisis with a budget 
deficit of $101 million that jeop-
ardised education for hundreds 
of thousands of Palestinians. The 
school year was saved at the last 
moment when donors chipped in 
extra funds. However, this raised 
alarms among Palestinians and 
questions about UNRWA’s future.

The agency’s director in Leba-
non, Matthias Schmale, acknowl-
edged that UNRWA has a sustain-
ability problem arising mainly 
from increasing costs that are not 
matched in the budget. “Our in-
come has remained fairly stable but 
our needs are much bigger than our 
income,” Schmale said.

Inflation, salary increases and 
the natural demographic growth 
of the Palestinian population were 
the main reasons for budget infla-
tion, Schmale said. “The services 
we provide are normally provided 
by governments but, unlike govern-
ments, we do not have tax money 
to finance them,” he said.

With an annual budget of $680 
million, UNRWA runs hundreds of 
schools and clinics in the five con-
texts of its operations, including 67 
schools and 27 health care centres 
in Lebanon. But Lebanon’s budget 
share of $100 million came under 
further pressure with the influx of 
42,000 Palestinian refugees fleeing 
the conflict in Syria.

The newcomers were incorporat-
ed in the core services provided by 
UNRWA, Schmale said, but budget 
constraints meant that cash assis-
tance for food and shelter that they 
initially received was severed.

Palestinian refugees from north-
ern Lebanon’s Nahr el-Bared camp 
also bore the brunt of UNRWA’s 
budget limitations. Some 2,500 
families, who have not returned to 
the camp after it was destroyed in a 
five-month war between the Leba-
nese Army and Islamic militants in 
2007, lost food and rent allowances 
as well.

Another service that will have to 
adapt to budget realities is health. 
While primary care continues to be 
covered by UNRWA clinics, second-
ary and tertiary care involving sur-
geries and chronic diseases will be 
mainly referred to cheaper, though 
lesser quality, hospitals run by the 
Palestine Red Crescent Society and 
government hospitals. Private care 
will be a last resort.

Nonetheless, Schmale denies 
Palestinian recriminations that 
UNRWA is cutting down essential 
assistance. “We are trying to re-
distribute our services,” he said. 
“There has been no cut in core ser-
vices… so far.”

Palestinian refugees are wary that 
UNRWA’s services will dwindle in 
coming years until the agency ceas-
es to exist. Citing cancellation of 
contracts for UNRWA teachers and 
shifting tasks usually undertaken 
by the agency to other UN bodies, 
Palestinian activist Suhail Natour 
warned that “there is an approach 
towards eliminating UNRWA”.

He said teachers for Palestin-
ian students from Syria were con-
tracted by the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP), instead of 
UNRWA in a “serious precedent in-

dicating that there is an attempt to 
dispense with UNRWA’s services”.

“First you dwarf UNRWA, then 
you say we have financial problems 
and then you have other agencies 
slowly taking over UNRWA’s tasks,” 
Natour said.

He rejected claims that UNRWA 
did not reduce its core services, 
stressing that shelter and food for 
refugees from Syria and the dis-
placed of Nahr el-Bared camp is 
“an essential and core service from 
which they have been deprived”.

Failure to match UNRWA’s budget 
with refugees’ needs is “a political 
issue”, according to Natour. “Some 
donors thought that with time the 
Palestinians would be integrated in 
host countries and would eventu-
ally do without UNRWA’s help but 
the Palestinians are attached to UN-
RWA as a symbol of the responsibil-

ity of the international community 
towards them and their Palestine 
cause,” he said.

Sabah Kenaan, her husband and 
six children have been waiting for 
eight years to return to Nahr el-
Bared. They are among the unlucky 
40% whose houses are yet to be re-
built.

“UNRWA has put a lot of pres-
sures on us by stopping the rent al-
lowance,” Kenaan said. “My neigh-
bour returned to the camp more 
than a year ago; only our sector is 
not rebuilt yet. Instead of alleviat-
ing our suffering, UNRWA added to 
it.”

While an estimated 450,000 Pal-
estinian refugees are registered 
with UNRWA in Lebanon, only 
270,000 use the agency’s services, 
as scores had migrated to other 
countries and many no longer use 

UNRWA.
The budget is built on the actual 

number of beneficiaries but the 
lists of registered refugees remain 
untouched to ensure the “right to 
return”, Schmale said. “If there 
will be a Palestine state one day, all 
those registered will be citizens of 
that state,” he said.

According to Natour, Western do-
nors have refused to increase their 
shares in UNRWA’s budget to pres-
sure Arab states to chip in, violating 
a common Arab policy that says: 
“Those who caused the Palestinian 
problem should bear responsibility 
for their action.”

For Schmale, donors have start-
ed showing signs of “fatigue” in a 
long-protracted conflict. “If they 
(Western donors) don’t have the 
money, then let them solve the 
(Palestinian) problem,” he added.
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Visually impaired Palestinian children play at the UNRWA-run al-Nour school for blind and visually 
impaired children in Gaza.


