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Jerusalem

T 

he Israeli Ministry of Edu-
cation is offering millions 
of dollars to underfunded 
East Jerusalem schools to 
abandon the Palestinian 

Authority’s approved curriculum 
and switch to an Israeli syllabus.

The ministry in January said it 
would give more than $5 million 
to each school that teaches the Is-
raeli curriculum instead of the Pal-
estinian Authority (PA) teaching 
plan. The extra funding will not be 
extended to schools using the PA 
curriculum, although the money 
is from a general budget meant to 
serve all East Jerusalem students 
regardless of what they study.

The Palestinian Authority de-
scribed the plan, first reported 
by the Israeli daily Haaretz, as an 
outrage. Palestinian parents said it 
was a violation of students’ human 
rights and an attempt to create a 
future Palestinian generation with 
a “Zionist mind”.

“Israel wants to teach our chil-
dren that there is no al-Aqsa 
mosque and that [former Israeli 
prime minister Ariel] Sharon is a 
hero. They want our children to 
recite verses from the Torah and 
memorise the Israeli national an-
them,” said Ziad Shamali, chair-
man of Jerusalem schools parents’ 
committee.

Palestinian critics said the plan 
was part of a long series of illegal 
and unjust measures that jeopard-
ise the Palestinian presence in Je-
rusalem.

Traditionally, Israel has been op-

posed to references in Palestinian 
textbooks identifying Jews as ene-
mies, with clerics teaching religion 
classes that the last showdown on 
Earth would pit Muslims against 
Jews who would hide or run for 
their lives but not be spared.

Since Israel seized East Jerusa-
lem in the 1967 war on grounds the 
city was part of the indivisible and 
eternal capital of the Jewish state, 
attempts to rub out the identity 
and culture of its indigenous Arab 
population have increased.

Israel tried at the time to force 
Palestinian schools to teach the Is-
raeli curriculum, which omits Pal-
estinian history, but gave up after 
families staged months of strikes 
and protests.

Shamali said that “even now, the 
curriculum approved by the PA is 
censored by Israel. We are not al-
lowed to print our books and by 
the time our children receive them, 
they are full with blacked out text” 
by Israeli censors.

Palestinians in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem have expressed 
concern about the amount of mon-
ey and effort invested by Israel to 
complete what has been labelled 
an “Israelisation process”.

Rasim Ebidat, a Jerusalem-based 
journalist and political analyst, 
said: “It is evident that the Israeli 
Ministry of Education led by the 
extremist Naftali Bennett, head of 
the Jewish Home far-right party, 
has put a comprehensive plan to 
control the educational system in 
Jerusalem.”

There are about 100,000 Pales-
tinian students studying the Pales-
tinian curriculum in Jerusalem and 
1,500 studying the Israeli version, 
Shamali said.

According to Israeli statistics, 
eight out of 180 schools teach the 
Israeli syllabus and several schools 
have opened some classrooms to 

teach the Israeli curriculum.
Bennett said the main goal of the 

plan was to “bolster schools that 
already offer this curriculum and 
encourage additional schools to 
do so”. He said it aimed to “aid the 
process of Israelisation”.

Israeli commentators said the 
move allowed students to take 
the Israeli matriculation exam, 
easing acceptance into Israeli col-
leges and universities. Shamali 
said those are groundless claims, 
because Israeli universities do not 
require students to study the Is-
raeli curriculum to enroll at Israeli 
universities.

Palestinians said the plan was 
political and ideological rather 
than to benefit East Jerusalem’s 
students.

A mother of two children at a 
school run by the Jerusalem Mu-
nicipality said the plan took advan-
tage of Jerusalem’s need for extra 
classrooms because the funding is 
only for physical improvements, 
such as computer rooms and 
sports facilities.

“Israel doesn’t allow us to build 
new schools and renovate old 
ones. We need another 2,300 class-
rooms to accommodate the grow-
ing number of students. That is 100 
schools,” Shamali said.

Israel gives permits to open pri-
vate schools willing to teach the 
Israeli curriculum in exchange for 
financial support. Many Palestin-
ians send their children to those 
schools because there is no other 
option.

Palestinian Education Minister 
Sabri Saidam said the plan was 
unfair and, along with several 
Arab Israeli Knesset members, in-
structed East Jerusalem schools to 
be supplied with Palestinian text-
books free of charge.

Hanna Issa, head of the Islamic-
Christian committee, said Article 
50 in the fourth Geneva Conven-
tion says that the occupying power 
shall make arrangements for the 
maintenance and education, if 
possible by persons of the chil-
dren’s own nationality, language 
group and religion, which means 
that Israel must not interfere in the 
curriculum.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.
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Palestinian school children walk to school in the Ras Khamis neighbourhood of east Jerusalem.
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Egypt’s bid to revive Israeli-Palestinian peace 
talks has risks and benefits

E gypt’s push to get 
moribund Israeli-
Palestinian peace 
talks moving gained 
some visibility in the 
Arab world and 

Washington, enhancing Cairo’s 
importance and prestige. 
However, given Israel’s far-right 
government and the split within 
the Palestinian leadership, it is 
doubtful that tangible results can 
be achieved and failure could 
redound on Cairo.

The visit by Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry to Israel 
in July — the first time Egypt’s 
highest ranking diplomat had 
travelled to Israel in more than a 
decade — was a surprise to many 
but in some respects it should 
not have been. Since President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi ousted 
Muhammad Morsi from power in 
2013, relations between Egypt 
and Israel have warmed, primar-
ily because of the terrorist threat 
in the Sinai and mutual antipathy 
towards Hamas, which controls 

the Gaza Strip.
Israel and Egypt have infor-

mally agreed to temporarily alter 
security aspects of the 1979 
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty that 
restricts the number of troops 
and equipment in parts of the 
Sinai to allow Egyptian security 
forces to deploy more assets near 
the Israeli border to combat the 
Wilayat Sinai, the terrorist group 
affiliated with the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Egypt has destroyed numerous 
tunnels that had allowed smug-
gled goods, weapons and people 
to move between the Sinai and 
Gaza. Its efforts have been 
appreciated by Israel.

Sisi and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu have a 
mutual interest in such coopera-
tion and the two reportedly 
frequently speak on the phone. 
Achieving a Palestinian-Israeli 
deal, however, is more difficult.

Both Egypt and Israel have an 
interest in showing the world that 
they are pursuing an Israeli-Pal-
estinian deal. For the Egyptians, 
the Palestinian issue is their 
strong suit because of their 
long-standing ties to Fatah and 
the Palestinian Authority led by 
Mahmoud Abbas and their ability 
to influence the Israelis to some 
degree. The Palestinian issue still 
unifies the Arab world while 
other issues in the region, such as 
the Syrian conflict, are divisive.

By fostering good relations 

with Israel, Egypt can use the 
overture to deflect charges in 
Washington about its human 
rights record.

For the Israelis, a revival of the 
Palestinian peace process with 
the Egyptians can show that the 
government has friends in the 
Arab world and is not opposed to 
peace. Israel prefers working 
with Egypt over cooperating with 
international efforts, such as the 
French initiative which Israel 
sees as pressuring it to make 
concessions.

Despite these positives, it is not 
clear that Egypt will be successful 
in moving the Israeli-Palestinian 
peace track forward.

Egypt, while reaching out to 
the Israelis, has not bucked the 
Arab consensus and is unlikely to 
do so. It supports the 2002 Saudi 
initiative that calls for an inde-
pendent Palestinian state based 
on the 1967 borders with East 
Jerusalem as its capital and a 
“just” solution for Palestinian 
refugees. Shoukry reiterated this 
position during his visit to Israel.

Such a position is welcomed by 
Fatah and shows the Arab world 
that Egypt is not caving in to the 
Israelis but it is doubtful that 
Israel’s right-wing government 
would support it.

Although Netanyahu is on 
record supporting a two-state 
solution — with numerous 
caveats — some parties within his 
fragile coalition clearly do not 

share this view. The Jewish Home 
party, led by Naftali Bennett, 
adamantly opposes giving any 
territory to the Palestinians. It is 
not even clear how much of the 
West Bank Netanyahu would 
actually relinquish. On the issue 
of Jerusalem, he has frequently 
said the city should forever 
remain united and under Israeli 
control.

In part because of these 
positions, Netanyahu’s fellow 
Likud Party member Moshe 
Yaalon resigned as Defence 
minister in May, stating that 
“extremist and dangerous” 
elements had taken over the 
party and the government.

On the Palestinian side, Hamas 
and Fatah are still split despite 
having signed a unity agreement. 
Even if Israel and Fatah, with 
Egyptian help, were able to reach 
an agreement, Hamas could use 
its influence (and arms) to disrupt 
and scuttle a deal.

So while Egypt might earn 
points in the Arab world and in 
Washington for trying to broker 
an Israeli-Palestinian deal, it 
might ultimately elicit criticism 
in Arab circles for indulging 
Netanyahu and his government 
without getting much in return.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Both Egypt and Israel 
have an interest in 
showing the world that 
they are pursuing an 
Israeli-Palestinian deal.


