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Ramallah

T 

he UN Educational, Sci-
entific and Cultural Or-
ganisation (UNESCO) 
adopted by consensus 
a resolution affirming 

Muslims’ connection to al-Aqsa 
mosque compound and other holy 
sites in East Jerusalem and the 
West Bank and condemned Israel’s 
violation of Palestinians’ freedom 
of worship.

Palestinians lauded the resolu-
tion as a victory on the diplomatic 
level. It comes after the adoption 
of a similar resolution that used 
the Muslim terms only for the holy 
sites al-Aqsa mosque and al-Haram 
al-Sharif.

In the latest draft resolution sub-
mitted by Algeria, Egypt, Lebanon, 
Morocco, Oman, Qatar and Sudan, 
UNESCO’s executive board criti-
cised Israel for several policies and 
measures, including its refusal to 
implement previous UNESCO deci-
sions concerning Jerusalem.

The resolution requested UN-
ESCO to appoint a permanent rep-
resentative to be stationed in East 
Jerusalem to report on the situa-
tion on a regular basis.

The vote passed with 24 coun-
tries, including Russia, China, 
South Africa and Pakistan, in fa-
vour. Mexico and Brazil sought a 
revote to change their votes from 
being in favour of the resolution 
but the request was denied. Brit-
ain, Estonia, Germany, Lithuania, 
the Netherlands and the United 
States voted against the resolu-
tion and another 26 countries ab-
stained.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 

said the decision sent a clear mes-
sage that the international com-
munity does not approve of poli-
cies that protect the occupation 
and create a state of instability.

Israeli officials expressed dismay 
at the vote and said it would not 
cooperate with UNESCO. Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu referred to UNESCO’s session 
as a “theatre of the absurd” and 
described the decision as “delu-
sional”.

He added: “UNESCO has lost 
what little legitimacy it had left.”

Some Israeli commentators, 
however, saw UNESCO’s note as 
a reflection of the Israeli govern-
ment’s failure.

The resolution criticised Israel’s 
policy that restricts Muslim’s ac-
cess to the site and aggressive tac-
tics by Israeli police against the 
Ministry of Awqaf and its person-
nel and against Muslims’ access 
to al-Aqsa mosque and al-Haram 
al-Sharif.

“The Executive Board… deeply 
deplores the failure of Israel, the 
occupying Power, to cease the per-
sistent excavations and works in 
East Jerusalem particularly in and 
around the Old City,” the UNESCO 
statement said

The resolution also addressed 
reconstruction of the Gaza Strip, 
which the UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in 
the Near East (UNRWA) recently 
said Israel continues to hinder and 
reaffirmed that al-Haram al-Ibra-
himi in Hebron and the Bilal Ibn 
Rabah mosque in Bethlehem were 
an integral part of the Palestinian 
territories.

Israel claimed that the resolu-
tion denies Jewish connections to 
the city, even though the resolu-
tion stated the importance of the 

Old City and its walls for the three 
Abrahamic religions.

Murad al-Sudani, secretary-
general of the Palestinian National 
Commission for Education, Cul-
ture and Science, said Israel tried 
to present the conflict as religious 
that targets the Jewish people. “We 
are not against Judaism, and the 
resolution affirmed all three mono-
theistic religions’ connection to Je-
rusalem unlike any other,” he said.

Palestinians argue that Israel 
aims to present the resolution as 
an attack against Jewish people to 
shift focus from the purpose of the 
resolution, which aims to end Is-
rael’s dangerous and illegal actions 
against Palestinian rights and holy 
sites in Jerusalem.

The Palestinian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, in a news release, said: 
“We regret that some countries 
succumbed to the PR bullying or-
chestrated by Israel, which shifted 
the focus from Israel’s illegal ac-
tions in occupied East Jerusalem to 
issues irrelevant to the content and 
objectives of the resolutions.”

Alaa Abu Taha, a researcher in 
international relations and law, ar-
gued that the vote was not momen-
tous but still significant because it 
supported the Palestinian histori-
cal narrative and went along with 
the internationalisation of the Pal-
estinian cause.

He said the decision was a reflec-
tion of the success of Palestinian 
diplomacy but should not be seen 

as a victory by itself. “UNESCO is 
not a political organisation,” he 
said, “but educational. We do com-
mend the vote but it is not an ulti-
mate victory.”

Sudani said he believed Palestin-
ians, along with the Arab and Mus-
lim world, must urgently intensify 
efforts to fight Israeli propaganda 
and its attempts to conceal the 
truth about its occupation.

“In a previous vote this year, 33 
countries voted in favour of [the 
Palestinian territories] but only 24 
voted in favour this time,” he said. 
Mexico’s and Brazil’s change of po-
sition should not be taken lightly.”

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.
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Palestinian Ambassador to UNESCO Elias Sanbar (L), f lanked with Palestinian Deputy Ambassador 
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T
he peace process 
with Israel should 
be declared dead 
and Palestinians 
should wake up 
from their “peace 
dreams”, former 
Palestinian chief 

negotiator Nabil Shaath said in 
an interview.

“If anything, past experiences 
and alterations in the world and 
around us in the region tell us 
that we should start depending 
on ourselves, not wait for others 
to give us our rights,” Shaath told 
The Arab Weekly. “Rights are not 
given but taken by force.”

Shaath, international relations 
commissioner for the ruling Fatah 
movement in the occupied West 
Bank, said he does not mean Pal-
estinians should wage war against 
Israel. Everyone in the Palestinian 
territories realises that heav-
ily armed Israel is far stronger 
militarily than the Palestinians, 
he said.

“But still we are far stronger 
when it comes to public action,” 
Shaath said. “The Palestinians can 
still defeat Israel, even without 
arms, tanks and fighter jets.”

A consumer boycott should be 
the Palestinians’ weapon against 
Israel, he said.

The “Arab spring” opened the 
door to wars in a number of Arab 
countries and pushed the Pales-
tinian struggle for liberation and 
statehood into a backseat.

The usual patrons of the Pales-

tinian cause — Egypt, Jordan and 
the Gulf Arab countries — have 
been trying to solve their own 
internal political, security and 
economic problems.

“Instead of causing us to be sad 
or weak, this should push us into 
more unity,” Shaath said. “Unity 
among political factions will make 
us strong and bring us closer to 
the fulfilment of the statehood 
dream.”

Among the Palestinians, how-
ever, unity seems to be easier said 
than realised. Over the past few 
years, numerous factional recon-
ciliation projects ended in vain, 
sometimes in catastrophe.

The most recent reconciliation 
project was in 2014 when Fatah 
and Hamas, the Islamist move-
ment that rules the Gaza Strip, 
agreed to reunite and hand over 
administrative control of Gaza to 
Fatah in preparation of general 
elections a few months later. The 
agreement, however, did not 
bridge differences between the 
two movements.

The stalemate has given rise 
to calls inside Fatah for moving 
ahead in the struggle against 
Israel and towards statehood 
without Hamas.

“This is very possible, by the 
way,” said Hazem Abu Shanab, a 
member of Fatah’s Revolution-
ary Council. “Hamas is about 
only a fraction of the Palestinian 
people.”

Hamas’s absence from any Pal-
estinian unified action would not 
even weaken the effort, he said.

However, Shaath said he was 
optimistic about the prospect for 
reconciliation with Hamas.

“Hamas did not go for reconcili-

ation after 2011 because it did not 
need it,” Shaath said. “The Mus-
lim Brotherhood’s rise to power 
in Egypt and in a number of other 
countries gave them confidence 
that they could do without Fatah 
but this is changing now with the 
Brotherhood on the way out of the 
Arab political scene everywhere.”

Although some may disagree 
with Shaath in his optimism about 
Hamas, many side with him in 
that it is time the Palestinians 
take matters into their own hands.

“The Palestinians have no 
other choice,” said Amr Moussa, 
a veteran of Arab politics and the 
former Arab League chief. “The 
Arab world in its traditional form 
is over. A new regional system is 
emerging instead.”

Shaath called on his fellow 
Palestinians to depend on them-
selves more because his years 
spent involved in the negotiation 
process with Israel taught him 

that the Jewish state would never 
give the Palestinians their land 
back freely.

He said the usual brokers, such 
as the United States, cannot force 
Israel to make peace with the Pal-
estinians. France, he added, has 
put forward an initiative to bring 
the Palestinians and the Israelis to 
the negotiating table but it cannot 
realistically put pressure on Israel.

“Israel does not give anything to 
anybody for free,” Shaath said. “It 
will never give us our land if the 
cost of occupying this land is not 
far higher than leaving it.”

Shaaath  was in Cairo to speak 
about his new book: My Life from 
Nakba to Revolution,  which docu-
ments Shaath’s early years, his 
family and his relationship with 
Yasser Arafat along with the Pales-
tinian struggle for statehood.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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