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W 

rapped in a wool-
len blanket in the 
corner of her in-
laws’ living room, 
21-year-old Yaqin 

Dawabsheh struggled to recall the 
details of the horrific night when 
she survived an arson attack that 
could have killed her and her hus-
band, Ibrahim, 24, the key witness 
in last summer’s arson-murder in 
Duma.

“We are burning! Get up!” were 
the words Yaqin woke up to as Ibra-
him tried to save her. The March 
20th incident followed a July 
31st, 2015, attack in which Jewish 
settlers sneaked into Duma and 
torched a house with a family of 
four sleeping inside.

In the first arson attack, 
18-month-old Ali Dawabsheh was 
killed and his parents, Saad and 
Reham Dawabsheh, later died from 
burns that covered 80-90% of their 
bodies. Their eldest son, 5-year-old 
Ahmad, survived despite suffering 
serious burns.

The Dawabshehs attacked March 
20th are relatives of the victims of 
the first fire and lived nearby. Some 
reports state that is was Ibrahim 
Dawabsheh who got Ahmad out of 
the burning house.

With just months between the 
attacks, anxiety and isolation have 

returned to the remote village in 
the northern West Bank. Duma is 
close to three illegal Jewish set-
tlements whose inhabitants have 
tried to force Palestinians out of 
their homes, insulting and often 
beating them while Israeli police 
looked on.

The official investigation on the 
attack on the Dawabshehs has not 
been completed but some Duma 
residents point to Jewish set-
tlers trying to intimidate Ibrahim 
Dawabsheh so he would not tes-
tify in court that he saw two peo-
ple draped in black setting his rela-
tives’ house on fire last July. That 
hearing is set for April.

Israeli authorities arrested and 
indicted Jewish settler Amiram 
Ben-Uliel, 21, along with a Jewish 
minor in the July Dawabsheh case. 
They and two others were also 
charged with membership in a ter-
rorist organisation.

A statement by Israeli police and 
the Shin Bet secret service said 
“evidence found at the scene of the 
crime does not have the character-
istics of a targeted arson by Jewish 
perpetrators”. The statement did 
not elaborate.

Adding to the troubles of Duma 
residents is a general sense of vul-
nerability that they are alone with 
nobody to protect them.

Standing near the Dawabshehs’ 
house, which is tainted with soot 
and graffiti, Abed Salam Dawab-
sheh, head of the village’s council 
and who is related to the victims, 
said Duma was in danger and he 
could not do much to protect its 
people.

“I feel pained, frustrated and up-
set because as head of the village 
council, people trust and hold me 
responsible to protect them. But 
we can’t provide them with the 
protection and safety they want,” 
he said.

Yaqin Dawabsheh is staying in 
Ibrahim’s family house, horrified 

and wondering whether she will 
ever forget the arson attack.

“I’m terrified. I don’t know how 
to describe it,” she said. “I don’t 
know if I can go back to the same 
house with this horrible memory 
tied to it.”

After the first arson attack, Pales-
tinians in Duma organised patrols 
to protect the village but they last-
ed for only two months. Worried 
about future attacks and realis-
ing official help was needed, Abed 
Salam Dawabsheh asked the Pal-
estinian Authority (PA) for official 
patrols in the area. “We have been 
waiting since,” he said.

Locals said they also felt let 
down by the PA.  Ibrahim Dawab-
sheh, the only witness to his rela-
tives’ murder, was left without pro-
tection. Villagers and town officials 
also voiced suspicion that Jewish 
settlers would go after Ibrahim to 
silence him.

“I knew it was an attack by (Jew-
ish) settlers. We saw it coming, 
especially Ibrahim,” Yaqin Dawab-
sheh said.

Ibrahim and Yaqin Dawabsheh 
said they had trouble sleeping be-
fore the arson, reporting “strange 
and hushed noises around the 
house, people moving outside the 

house at night”.
Ibrahim Dawabsheh said there 

was no way to protect Duma as long 
as the Israeli occupation exists.

Even with night-time patrols and 
security guards with flashlights, 
as long as we’re living under oc-
cupation, it is really hard to get ad-
equate protection,” he said.

“I’m gearing up for the worst. I’m 
not scared because I believe in Al-
lah but I know that something hor-
rible is going to happen again.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has reported on Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

Arson increases sense of Palestinian anxiety
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Israeli soldiers argue with Palestinian villagers at the entrance of the torched house of Palestinian 
Ibrahim Dawabsheh, the main witness in the July arson attack, in the West Bank village of Duma 
near Nablus, on March 20th.
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Israel’s shifting priorities towards the Arab world

A 

rabs paid little 
attention to com-
ments Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu made to 
CNN in January but 

they could prove important.
“We used to think that if we 

solve the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict it would solve the larger 
Israeli-Arab conflict,” Netanyahu 
said. “The more I look at it, the 
more I think it may be the other 
way around — that by nurturing 
these relationships that are taking 
place now with the Arab world, 
that could actually help us resolve 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. And 
we’re actually working towards 
that end.”

Indeed, despite the Palestinian-
Israeli peace process being in a 
stalemate and conditions in the 
Palestinian territories deteriorat-
ing, Israeli and world media are 
almost daily reporting direct 
contacts or meetings between 
Israelis and Arab personalities or 
organisations. Israel can commu-
nicate today with “almost every 
Arab state”, as long as it then does 
not make it to the front page of the 
daily newspapers, Israeli Foreign 
Ministry Director-General Dore 
Gold said in January

What is important in this com-
munication, Gold said while ad-
dressing the Institute of Security 

Studies’ (INSS) annual conference 
in Tel Aviv, “is the feeling that per-
haps — with a lot of work — we can 
create a consensus on the compo-
nents needed for regional stability 
and a regional order”.

His comments reflect Netan-
yahu’s main government policy 
line that sees common interests 
between Israel and what it calls 
the “moderate Sunni” axis, which 
includes — according to Israel’s 
definition — Egypt, Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries.

So far, Arab states with no dip-
lomatic ties with Israel have not 
demonstrated any change in their 
public positions regarding the Jew-
ish state.

But did the ongoing big changes 
in the region — especially after the 
“Arab spring”, the disintegration 
of some Arab states, Iran’s and 
other foreign powers’ expanding 
influence in Middle Eastern affairs 
and the growing danger of the 
extremist Sunni and Shia Islamist 
groups — push some Arab states to 
change their policies and look for 
“forbidden alliances” to protect 
themselves? Has normalisation 
between Israel and some Arab 
states become possible, even before 
a settlement to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict?

Arab officials remain silent about 
this sensitive issue, while political 
parties and popular movements 
continue to consider any sort of 
normalisation with Israel as “trea-
son”. On the other hand, Israeli 
and Western media highlight any 
Arab-Israeli contact and argue in 
favour of Israel’s rapprochement 
with “moderate” Arab states.

In that context, former Israeli 
foreign minister Tzipi Livni was 
the most enthusiastic, hailing the 
Arab League’s decision to blacklist 

Hezbollah as a “terror group” and 
calling for an alliance between the 
Jewish state and moderate Arab 
states. Livni, as reported by Israel’s 
Maariv daily in March, also urged 
distinctions not be made between 
Shia and Sunni terrorism, referring 
to Hezbollah and the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

During the same month, Haaretz 
commentator Amos Harel wrote 
about how Middle East chaos has 
sharpened the divide between rival 
regional alliances, even if some of 
those alliances remain under the 
table. “Israel, Egypt, Jordan and, 
to some extent, the Palestinian 
Authority have a common interest 
in countering not only the Islamic 
State but also Hamas,” he said. 
“Indeed, Egypt is even more hostile 
to Hamas’s leadership in Gaza than 
Israel is.”

Although Egypt is busy with 
its own security and economic 
problems, its ties with Israel made 
headlines in recent weeks, when 
Parliament member Tawfik Okasha, 
who is also a TV presenter, was hit 
by a shoe thrown by a colleague 
days after he hosted Israeli Ambas-
sador Haim Koren for dinner.

Although Israel says its security 
cooperation with Egypt against Is-
lamist militants in Sinai and Egypt’s 
imports of Israeli gas, though too 
little and fumbling, show warmer 
ties between the two states, Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
is aware that the Palestinian cause 
is still on the minds of his people.

Sisi, who previously revealed 
exchanging phone calls with Netan-
yahu, hinted that Egyptian-Israeli 
ties would improve if Israel took a 
political step forward concerning 
the Palestinians — and here he was 
not referring to a comprehensive 
settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli 
problem.

According to the Israelis, Sisi is 
aware that Egypt and Israel have 
many dangers in common, includ-
ing Iran’s influence in the region, 
ISIS and Hamas. He also needs Is-
rael’s help to convince US President 
Barack Obama’s administration 
that Egypt is on its side in the war 
against terrorism and to encourage 
it to be more generous in providing 
military aid to Cairo.

Sisi, worried by the recent rap-
prochement between Israel and 
Turkey, does not want Ankara to 
have a bigger say in Palestinian 
affairs.

Seeing the Saudis suffering 
attrition in the Yemen war, Israel of-
fered to share its “combat exper-
tise” and train Saudi commanders 
on tactics to fend off cross-border 
attacks, detect potential ambushes 
and lower threats of anti-tank rock-
ets. Israel says that such military 
cooperation could lay the founda-
tion for working together in other 
fields such as foiling Iran’s illicit 
arms shipments across the Red 
Sea and coordinating intelligence 
efforts against Hezbollah and Iran’s 
Quds Force. Strategically, Israel 
would certainly be happy to know 
about Saudi plans concerning Syria.

Probably what Amir Bohbot, a 
security analyst with Israel’s news 
portal Walla, wrote recently about 
the growing frustration of the Arab 
Sunni states with the United States 
for treating Iran as a key regional 
player, summarises it all: “As Irani-
an-Saudi ties get more tense, Israel 
gets closer to Saudi Arabia. After all 
sanctions under the nuclear deal 
are lifted, this rapprochement may 
develop into true partnership.”

Amine Kammourieh is a Lebanese 
journalist who has been reporting 
on Lebanon and the Middle East for 
30 years. He is based in Beirut.
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Perhaps with a lot of work  
we can create a consensus 
on the components needed 
for regional stability and a 
regional order.

 Dore Gold,
Israeli Foreign Ministry Director-General


