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E
ast Jerusalem is yet again the focus of simmering tension 
after a new crisis erupted over Israel’s attempt to control 
access to Haram al-Sharif, the Muslim holy site known to 
Jews and Christians as the Temple Mount.

The restrictions were perceived by Palestinians as 
another means of encroachment on their internationally 
recognised territories and by Muslims as an impediment 

to free access to a sacred site.
What triggered this crisis was Israel’s installation of new security 

measures, including metal detectors near the entrances to Haram 
al-Sharif, the site of al-Aqsa Mosque, Islam’s third holiest shrine, after 
a July 14 attack by Arab-Israelis who killed two Israeli policemen 
outside al-Aqsa Mosque.

Israeli authorities appeared surprised by the outcry provoked by the 
new measures, which violated previously negotiated arrangements.

Since July 14, six Palestinian civilians have been killed and hun-
dreds injured by Israeli forces during protests in the West Bank, 
including Jerusalem. Three Jewish settlers were killed in the West 
Bank on July 21.

Even after Israel dismantled its new security apparatus on July 27, 
clashes continued and hundreds of Palestinians were injured when 
Muslim worshippers re-entered the compound.

A senior Amnesty International official condemned the firing of 
stun grenades, tear gas and sponge-tipped bullets as “a flagrant 
violation of Israel’s obligation to uphold the rights of Palestinians to 
peaceful assembly.”

The sad reality is that Israel seems to have learned nothing from 
similar incidents in the past. In September 2015, violence broke out 
when Palestinians protested Israeli interference within the Haram 
al-Sharif complex. Just as in the current crisis, Israel restricted access 
to al-Aqsa. At least 50 people died in the resulting protests, most of 
them Palestinian.

Not without reason, Palestinians suspect Israeli leaders, especially 
right-wing extremists, of trying to unilaterally impose their will over 
Jerusalem’s holy sites, which are sacred to all three Abrahamic faiths. 
Israeli hardliners, including some in the Israeli government, regard all 
of Jerusalem, including the predominantly Arab east sector, which 
Israel captured and annexed in 1967, as its “indivisible capital” but 
this claim is rejected internationally.

It is dangerously irresponsible for Israel to seize on every opportu-
nity to impose its own fait accompli in such a sensitive and conten-
tious site.

Jerusalem’s status is a fraught issue that cannot be resolved by one 
party’s diktats. To seek to pre-empt the outcome of the Jerusalem 
issue before final status negotiations over the entire Palestinian issue 
is wrong and the world should call Israel out on its behaviour.

Palestinians will continue to vent their frustrations over a brutal 
occupation that seeks not just to deprive them of their holy sites but 
of their homeland and of hope itself.

Days of rage and seasons of outrage are not the way forward. It falls 
on Israel to resolve the crisis over al-Aqsa. As Jordanian Foreign 
Minister Ayman Safadi warned: “Unless Israel acts responsibly, then 
we’ll be facing another crisis that will push us all towards the abyss.”

Tensions over religious sites in Jerusalem will delay the prospects 
of Palestinian-Israeli peace, inflame opinion in the Arab and Muslim 
world and play into the hands of religious extremists. It is past time 
for Israel to wake up to this reality and behave responsibly.

Jerusalem remains 
the crux of the 
Palestinian-Israeli issue
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Abadi can still
assume the role of  
national leader in Iraq

I
raqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi has started cashing 
in politically on the victory 
over the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Mosul even though he 
knows very well, just as 

everyone else does, that the 
terrorist organisation is alive and 
well in alternative forms and sizes 
within Mosul’s f lanks in Tal Afar 
and in al-Hawija at Kirkuk and in 
western Anbar.

As he sees members of his party 
and friends from outside his party 
frantically trying to benefit politi-
cally from the victory at Mosul, it 
is perfectly legitimate for Abadi 
to use all means at his disposal to 
pursue the same objective. The 
state has tremendous political, 
military and security capabilities 
that he can harness to convince 
the Iraqi public that he is the right 
man to lead the country after the 
next elections.

Abadi, however, knows very well 
that he cannot use the victory at 
Mosul as a springboard to jump 
over the tremendous challenges 
ahead. These are many. Mosul’s 
inhabitants have a tonne of de-
mands. They want to retrieve their 
children held under the suspicion 
of belonging to ISIS in internment 
camps very much like camps dur-
ing the Nazi period. They want 
to go back to their homes, even 
though the homes are in ruins be-
cause of the bombardment by Iraqi 
and coalition forces. They want 
the government to account for the 
40,000 dead and thousands of 
injured from these bombardments. 
Abadi must deal with accusations 
of human rights violations com-
mitted by members of the Iraqi 
armed forces and related militias 
in Mosul and the other liberated 
zones.

Abadi is under pressure while 
leaders of the other Shia parties 
have it easy. Fortunately, the Iraqi 
military redeemed itself in Mosul 
and recaptured the former glory 
and fighting spirit of the Iraqi 
soldier. Still, Abadi seems to think 
that his party is his private hunt-
ing ground and that he is the best 
qualified politically to lead Iraq.

The victory in Mosul is going to 
have ground-shaking reverbera-
tions inside Iraq and in the region. 
It is not surprising therefore to 
witness the preparation frenzy 
that has gripped the local political 
forces. Some have skipped the cur-
rent stage and jumped to the next. 
For example, Ammar al-Hakim’s 
initiative of forming a new politi-
cal party was not enthusiastically 

welcomed by Shia groups that have 
seen their military might increase 
in the last three years.

Not to be outdone, the Sunni 
camp went, without great con-
viction, through the motions of 
preparing for the post-ISIS phase. 
They had meetings in Turkey and 
Baghdad with circles from the Arab 
world concerned about the fate of 
the Sunni Arabs in Iraq.

Old habits die hard, however, 
and the Sunni political forces 
reverted to protecting their own 
petty interests and had no solu-
tions to offer to the myriad of 
problems plaguing the Sunni com-
munity in Iraq.

The Shia political leadership 
seems confident that the main 
power principle giving full control 
to the Shia circles will remain 
intact. The fierce battle on the 
horizon is for the leadership of the 
“Shia Power.”

Abadi might see himself the 
best fit for this role. The war 
against ISIS is unfinished and, the 
coalition leadership warned, will 
require a long time. For this rea-
son, Abadi said that the objective 
of “military victory” should take 
precedence over all other consid-
erations, demands and political 
needs. He goes as far as question-
ing the legitimacy of Iraqi circles 
and individuals demanding an end 
to all abuses and more protection 
for the Sunnis.

Abadi seems more intent than 
his colleagues on preserving sec-
tarianism in Iraq. He seems to have 
forgotten that he can no longer 
postpone his responsibilities 
towards the urgent problems of the 
Iraqi people.

What does he intend to do about 
the rampant dangerous criminal-
ity in Baghdad? Is he going to do 
something to alleviate the frequent 
power outages in Baghdad? Does 
he have a project for stamping out 
the real causes behind the rise of 
ISIS?

The usual litany of blaming 
everything on former members of 
the Ba’ath Party simply will not do 
anymore. What has Abadi done to 
guard against ISIS’s return in other 
forms?

The window of opportunity 
is there for Abadi to assume the 
role of a truly nationalistic leader 
genuinely concerned about Iraq’s 
future. Iraq needs fewer politi-
cal auctions and settlements and 
more sacrifices and non-sectarian 
fairness.

Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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