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Qalansawe

P 

alestinian citizens of Israel 
are angry after 11 homes in 
Qalansawe, an Arab town 
in central Israel, were de-
molished.

Abu Khaled, standing on the ru-
ins of one of his son’s houses, com-
plained that, in spite of years of ap-
plying, he was refused a building 
permit, so he built without one. He 
was served with demolition orders 
and the next day, the bulldozers 
came.

A demonstration attended by 
thousands and a general strike by 
Palestinians around Israel had no 
effect.

The government bulldozers ar-
rived again eight days later, this 
time at Umm al-Hiran. A years-old 
plan to demolish the Bedouin vil-
lage was realised when hundreds 
of police entered the village and 
destroyed eight homes and seven 
agricultural buildings.

The predicament of Umm al-Hi-
ran is unique. In 1956, the govern-
ment removed the residents from 
Khirbet Zubaleh, where they had 
lived for generations, and relocated 
them to Umm al-Hiran. However, 
the village remained unrecognised 
— without infrastructure, water, 
electricity or any municipal ser-
vices.

In 2015, the Israeli Supreme Court 
ruled that Umm al-Hiran could 
be demolished so a Jewish-Israeli 
town called Hiran could be built on 
its ruins.

Prior to the demolition, Yaqoub 
Abu al-Qiyan, whom witnesses said 
was leaving the village in his car, 
was killed by Israeli police. Accusa-
tions by police that he was attempt-
ing to attack them were proved 
false upon examination of a video 
the police released. It showed that 

Abu al-Qiyan’s car veered in the di-
rection of the police — killing one — 
after shots were fired at him.

Not only have the demolitions 
angered Palestinians but the body 
of Abu al-Qiyan has been held since 
his death, further inflaming ten-
sions.

A second demonstration by thou-
sands took place in the Arab village 
of Arara. Parliamentarian Ayman 
Odeh, chairman of the Arab Joint 
List, told those gathered that there 
were 50,000 houses built without 
licences because of the country’s 
planning policies.

“This means that demolitions 
will not stop and can happen to 
your homes and in your cities,” he 
said, adding that the gathering is a 
“cry of people who want to live in 
their homeland in dignity”.

A convoy of 200 vehicles inched 
towards Jerusalem at 20kph to pro-
test in front of the parliament and 
demand the release of Abu al-Qi-
yan’s body.

That evening, the Israeli Supreme 
Court ruled the body must be re-
turned to the family.

The demolitions came after Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Net-
anyahu, Israel media reported, told 
officials to “work to issue demoli-
tion orders for the illegal structures 
located in Arab towns in northern 
and southern Israel, as well as in 
eastern Jerusalem”.

Many say Netanyahu is trying to 
appease Israeli settlers who are be-
ing removed from the illegal West 
Bank settlement of Amona. They 
compare illegal building by Arab 
citizens of Israel to the illegal build-
ing of outposts and settlements on 
Palestinian land.

The Arab population of Israel, 
numbering 1.7 million, is facing a 
severe housing crisis. A January 
16th letter sent to Netanyahu by 
lawyers from Adalah — the Legal 
Centre for Arab Minority Rights in 

Israel — said the housing problems 
“stem from years of discrimination 
in state zoning regulations and land 
distribution policy”.

The letter continued: “This dis-
crimination has been expressed via 
massive state land expropriations 
from Arab citizens, the shrinking 
of jurisdictional boundaries of Arab 
municipalities, lack of distribution 
of state land for the purposes of de-
velopment, budgeting earmarked 
for Judaisation of the landscape, as 
well as discrimination in the state 
budgeting of Arab municipal au-
thorities.”

Since Israel’s establishment in 
1948, no new Arab towns have been 
built, while 600 new Jewish mu-
nicipalities have been. Arab towns 
occupy around 2.5% of the land and 

overcrowding is becoming a serious 
problem with the increase in the 
Arab population.

As of 2012, only 41 of 119 Arab 
communities have master zoning 
plans that have been approved by 
the state. Another 44 communities 
have outdated zoning plans and 34 
have plans in various stages of de-
velopment.

In 2015, 38,095 tenders were is-
sued by the state for the construc-
tion of housing units in Jewish 
communities and only 1,835 hous-
ing units in the Arab ones, which 
translates to 4.6% of new construc-
tion tenders approved for Arab ap-
plicants.

Shuaa Mansour, the mayor of Tai-
beh, the second largest Arab city in 
Israel, said after the demolition in 

nearby Qalansawe: “We are not en-
emies. We are the sons of this land. 
Every minority has rights.

“Demolitions are like the de-
struction of humanity. It is the last 
weapon that the government is us-
ing against us.”

He said he worried that if the 
demolitions orders were not fro-
zen, anger among Arab citizens 
would grow and the leaders would 
not be able to control the people.

Data collected by the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs indicate that 2016 showed 
the highest number of demolitions 
in the West Bank in seven years.

Noreen Sadik is a
Palestinian-American journalist 
based in Israel.
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Member of parliament Ahmad Tibi protests against house demolitions carried out by Israeli 
authorities in Arab neighbourhoods, in front of parliament in Jerusalem, on January 23rd.                       (AFP)

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (C) meets with representatives of the 
Palestinian political parties and movements in Moscow, on January 16th.              (AP)
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Will Russia succeed in brokering Palestinian unity?

T
he main Palestinian 
factions of Fatah and 
Hamas, following 
reconciliation talks 
brokered by Russia in 
Moscow, have agreed 

to form a national unity govern-
ment.

Elections would follow the 
formation of a unity government 
and a national council, which 
would include exiled Palestinians. 
Representatives of Islamic Jihad 
and other small factions were 
also at the talks but it is not clear 
whether they would have a role in 
the proposed government.

Islamic Jihad tries to avoid 
engaging in partisan politics and 
does not take part in elections but 
its leaders do receive financial sup-
port from Iran, which may explain 
why they were invited by Moscow, 
Tehran’s ally in the region.

“Today the conditions for (such 
an initiative) are better than ever,” 
said senior Fatah official Azzam 
al-Ahmad.

Indeed, with the new US ad-
ministration of President Donald 
Trump poised to be more pro-Is-
raeli than its predecessor, the Pal-
estinians may have no option but 
to look towards Russia for help.

However, the Palestinians may 
not be seeking a Russian role that 
would counter the American one 

but rather influence it as there is 
an assumption that Trump would 
be more open to listening to Mos-
cow than previous US presidents.

Fatah and Hamas representa-
tives have asked for Russia’s help 
to dissuade Trump from moving 
the US embassy in Israel from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem.

The officials also expressed dis-
satisfaction with the Quartet — the 
United States, Russia, the Euro-
pean Union and United Nations — 
which is working on resolving the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
“Russia can play a substantial 

role” in the region, said senior Ha-
mas official Mousa Abu Marzook.

Recent weeks have been very 
bleak for the Palestinians. The 
Paris conference on peace in the 
Middle East was a failure, as Israel 
was unwilling to engage in it. The 
UN Security Council met to discuss 
Israel’s latest plan to expand 
Jewish settlements on Palestinian 
territories but failed to condemn it.

Not only did the Trump 

administration decline to criticise 
Israel’s expansion plans, the US 
State Department said it was 
reviewing a decision made by 
Barack Obama’s administration 
to release $220 million to the 
Palestinians.

From the Palestinians’ perspec-
tive, things are moving from bad 
to worse. “We must not have the 
wrong impression that Obama was 
somehow good to the Palestin-
ians,” said Ahmed al-Burai, a lec-
turer at Istanbul Aydin University.

“On the contrary, he increased 
financial and military aid to Israel 
and vetoed six UNSC [UN Security 
Council] resolutions because they 
were critical of Israeli policies 
towards the Palestinians.”

So it is understandable why the 
Palestinians would turn to Mos-
cow. However, the real question 
remains: Are the Russians willing 
or even able to help?

Amid a US withdrawal, Russia is 
trying to increase its influence in 
the Middle East but that does not 
mean that Moscow’s interventions 
would serve anyone’s interests 
other than its own. Let us not for-
get that Russia is an ally of Israel.

The local, regional and even 
international factors preventing 
Fatah-Hamas reconciliation are 
complicated and intertwined.

Russia’s involvement in that mix 
might further delay focusing on 
the root issues.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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