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A still image taken from handout
video supplied by the Israeli ministry
of transportation and intelligence
shows animation of an artificial
island off the coast of Gaza. (Reuters)

Gaza island proposal
excites Hamas while
angering Fatah and Egypt
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

proposed artificial island off the coast of Gaza
is giving Hamas hope
that Israel’s blockade of
the Palestinian enclave
might end. The idea is, however,
igniting worry among Fatah, a Hamas rival and the movement of the
Palestinian Authority, that Palestinians’ statehood dream could end,
too.

Apart from ending
the Palestinians’
statehood dream,
the project would
turn Gaza into a
security menace.
Unveiled by Israeli Intelligence
and Transport Minister Yisrael
Katz, the project envisions an island with a port, a cargo terminal
and likely an airport on it to bring
in essential goods for almost 2 million people living in Gaza.
“If implemented, the project will
ease the movement of people and
goods into and from Gaza,” Hamas
spokesman Sami Abu Zuhri said.

“It will put an end to the blockade,
which is causing untold suffering
to our people.”
Gaza suffers shortages on many
fronts. Medicine is hard to find at
its hospitals; electricity is provided
only three hours a day and construction materials are lacking. The
poverty rate is rising dramatically
and unemployment has reached
close to 50%.
Katz said the proposed island, a
plan introduced at an Israeli cabinet meeting in June, would help
Tel Aviv disengage from Gaza, a
move declared in 2005 but never
completed. The project would, he
was quoted by the Israeli news
site Ynetnews as saying, change
the view that Israel is to blame
for the deteriorating conditions of
Gazans.
There is total opposition to the
proposal in Ramallah, the Fatah
stronghold. Fatah officials say Gaza
with a connection to the outside
world would be under no obligation to be part of the Palestinians’
statehood dream.
“This will deal this dream a fatal and final blow,” said Azzam
al-Ahmad, a member of Fatah’s
Central Committee, the decisionmaking body in the West Bank-ruling movement. “This is why Fatah
totally rejects it and the Palestinian

Authority rejects it, too.”
Repeated attempts to unite Hamas and Fatah have failed. The two
movements, at loggerheads since
Hamas captured Gaza in 2007, need
to work together to compel Israel to
negotiate with the Palestinians, experts said.
The artificial island project will
cost $5 billion and can be implemented over five years. If approved
by the Israeli cabinet and international partners, the 525-hectare
island could be built by an international consortium, 5km off the coast
of Gaza. It would be connected to
the mainland via a causeway, which
would include a section that could
be raised to cut off access any time.
The island, Katz said, would improve the humanitarian situation in
Gaza, without endangering Israel’s
security needs.
In Egypt, however, this is perceived as a looming danger. Observers said that, apart from ending the
Palestinians’ statehood dream, the
project would turn Gaza into a security menace.
“A Gaza turning into an independent state with its own port and airport will entice Hamas to make it a
radical entity that threatens the security of its neighbours, especially
Egypt,” said Egyptian Member of
Parliament Samir Ghattas. “Israel

Dubious vision. Israeli Transportation and Intelligence Minister
Yisrael Katz speaking during an interview in his office in Tel Aviv
last April. 			
(AP)
is anxious to implement the project because it will serve its original
purpose of further polarising the
Palestinians and getting rid of their
demand to have their own state.”
Egypt has intensified pressure
on Hamas for almost four years by
often closing the Rafah Crossing on
the border with Israel.

The artificial island
project will cost $5
billion and can be
implemented over
five years.
Cairo accuses Hamas of aiding a
branch of the Islamic State (ISIS)
that has been fighting the Egyptian
Army in Sinai.
In recent weeks Hamas showed
signs of yielding to the Egyptian

pressure by beefing up security on
the border with Sinai and establishing a security fence in the area.
Cairo reciprocated by sending hundreds of tonnes of fuel to Hamas to
operate Gaza’s power plants.
Egypt opposed the Gaza port and
airport project when it was proposed by Turkey almost two years
ago and used its leverage in Tel Aviv
to convince Israel to reject it.
Abu Zuhri said opponents of the
project want Gaza to continue to suffer and its people to lose hope that
their living conditions will improve.
“These opponents want to ensure
that Gaza’s suffering will not come
to an end,” he said. “To these people I say: We have a right to live like
humans.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Gaza powers down as politicians play with lives
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he Gaza Strip has been
suffering from a severe
power and energy
crisis since Israel
bombed Gaza’s sole
power plant in 2006.
The crisis was compounded by the
imposition of the Israeli siege on
the Palestinian enclave in 2007
when Hamas took power.
While the siege was intended to
make governing Gaza impossible,
ten years on the Islamist governors of the area remain in power
while the people of Gaza are
suffering the consequences of the
Hamas-Fatah-Israeli free-for-all.
The Israelis say the siege is
necessary to suffocate Hamas and
other groups’ supply lines,
thereby preventing rocket attacks
on Israel. Hamas, which controls
the Gaza Strip, insists that it will
continue to strike Israel if Gaza is
threatened and includes the siege
as one of the threats Gaza faces.

The people of Gaza are suffering
the consequences of the HamasFatah-Israeli free-for-all.

This has led to the territory
often being left without electrical
power, which places vital infrastructure, including hospitals, in
difficulty as they try to serve the
needs of Gazans.
Gaza’s sole power plant has
frequently broken down with
Palestinians often enjoying a
precious few hours of power
before they are once again
plunged into darkness. Several
efforts to ease the siege to allow
essential maintenance and
resupply of the power station
have failed and the situation has
reached a crisis point.
As Israel controls a large portion
of the energy infrastructure
entering Gaza, the process
involves the Palestinian government collecting money from
Gaza’s 2 million residents’
electricity bills to be used to cover
the cost of the power supply. This
is usually deducted from tax
revenues collected by Israel on
behalf of the Palestinian Authority (PA).
This understanding has been
flipped on its head. Hamas has
been withholding funds raised

from billing Gazans since they
took power in 2007 and only
recently has the PA under President Mahmoud Abbas used this as
an excuse to say his administration would halt payments to
Israel. In April, Abbas asked Israel
to reduce its supply of power to
the Gaza Strip. On June 13 Israel
announced that it was complying
with that request. Palestinians in
Gaza now have 2-4 hours of
electricity a day.
Whatever the faults of Hamas,
Abbas is supposed to be the leader
of all Palestinians, including those
in Gaza. Instead of finding
alternate ways to pressure Hamas,
he has played his hand by joining
in on the life-choking siege that is
affecting regular Palestinians and
not Hamas officials. Abbas and
Hamas have shown a complete
callousness towards Gazans, with
the former slashing PA employee
salaries in Gaza by almost onethird and the latter seemingly
using the outrage stirred in the
Gaza Strip to stoke sentiments
against the PA. Abbas and Hamas
are playing a game of tug-of-war
in which the rope is the Palestin-

Abbas and
Hamas have
shown a
complete
callousness
towards
Gazans.

ian people and the umpire is
Israel.
Rather than exchanging insults
and barbs and engaging in
one-upmanship that does not benefit the Palestinians but only
serves the interests of the Israeli
occupation, Hamas and the
Fatah-led PA must settle their
differences. Otherwise their
claims to champion the Palestinian people and their cause can
only be considered rhetoric, as the
people who suffer most due to
their bickering are those they
claim to represent.
Until the political players
introduce some humanity into
their considerations, the people of
Gaza will continue to be used as
pawns in a seemingly never-ending game of cat and mouse.
Ultimately, it is not the politicians who suffer the consequences but ordinary people who
just want to lead normal lives.
These people are instead being
toyed with like bargaining chips in
negotiations and political ploys.
Jehan Alfarra is a Palestinian
writer based in London.

