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t may be too early to predict 
the success or failure of the 
agreement between Fatah and 
Hamas to engage in a new rec-
onciliation process.

For a full decade, Hamas 
behaved as an alternative leader-
ship for the Palestinians. Hamas 
leaders said they were more de-
serving of leadership than the Pal-
estinian Liberation Organisation 
(PLO) and the Palestinian Author-
ity (PA), especially after winning 
the 2006 legislative elections.

Hamas’s ambitions grew with 
the rise to power of political Islam 
during the “Arab spring” in Egypt, 
Tunisia and Syria in 2011. That rise 
came to an end and Hamas found 
itself isolated.

The agreement between Hamas 
and Fatah resulted from pressure 
on both parties coming from sev-
eral factors. Hamas was experi-
encing tremendous difficulty in 
administering the besieged Gaza 
Strip, especially as foreign funds 
dried up following the Qatari crisis 
and trade through the smugglers’ 
tunnels in Sinai stopped when 
they were destroyed.

The second factor has to do with 
the failure of political Islam. Islam-
ist movements in the region were 
driven out of power either because 
they were rejected by international 
or regional powers or because they 
failed to win widespread, popular 
support.

The third factor lies in Hamas 
failing to offer the Palestinian 

population in Gaza a different or 
better vision of their role than the 
one offered by Fatah. Hamas could 
not delineate what it wanted the 
Gaza Strip to be. Was it going to 
be a base for liberating Palestine? 
Could it bear the burden of that 
task alone? How would it fight 
Israel?

The fourth factor comes from 
the fact that the Palestinian Au-
thority under President Mahmoud 
Abbas reached a dead end in its 
negotiations for a two-state 
solution with Israel. The latter 
was aggressively pursuing 
its colonisation operations 
in the West Bank and 
Jerusalem and confis-
cating Palestinian land 
behind the separation 
wall. Negotiations 
stalled and Israel 
wants to impose oc-
cupation, economic 
dependence and the 
obligation to coordi-
nate security matters 
with it as the new 
reality for Palestin-
ians.

The fifth factor is 
Egypt’s role in the agree-
ment. Cairo leveraged 
its weight and influence to 
get Fatah and Hamas to the 
negotiation table and sign the 
agreement.

It is obvious that Fatah and Ha-
mas needed such an agreement 
but experience has shown that 

signing a document is not going to 
be enough. The agreement came 
under pressure and was not the 
result of choice by both parties.

Agreement aside, there are 
hanging issues to be decided. 
Perhaps the most important one is 
the issue of weapons in Gaza. The 
issue is not about opting for armed 
resistance or for negotiations. It is 

more complex than that.
In Gaza, weapons meant for 

resistance and weapons meant 
for keeping security are not 
distinguishable. So, the Palestin-
ian Authority’s concerns about 
security forces in Gaza need to be 
addressed before proceeding with 
full reconciliation.

Second, there is the issue of 
the fate of the 40,000 employees 
and administrators appointed by 
Hamas after taking over the Gaza 
Strip. Related to this, there is the 

question of the new form of 
administration in Gaza. The 

Palestinian Authority will 
certainly want to oversee 

the management of all 
affairs in Gaza, including 

border crossings, but 
will Hamas acquiesce 
to that?

Hamas wants a larger 
share in the power 
structure of the PLO 
but it is not sure that 
Fatah will agree to that.

Finally, the issue of 
legislative and presiden-

tial elections in the West 
Bank and Gaza is pending.
The Palestinian political 

structures are ageing and los-
ing their punch in defending 
the nationalistic interests of 
the Palestinian people. Fatah 

and Hamas have to do much 
more than agreeing on sharing 

power or they risk losing their le-
gitimacy among the Palestinians.
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he prospect of reconcili-
ation between rival Pal-
estinian factions Hamas 
and Fatah appears more 
likely than previously 

but remains far from a done deal 
despite the landmark visit of Pal-
estinian Authority Prime Minister 
Rami Hamdallah to the Gaza Strip.

While in the Gaza Strip Hamdal-
lah led his first cabinet meeting in 
three years.

“Today, we stand before an im-
portant historic moment as we 
begin to get over our wounds, put 
our differences aside and place 
the higher national interest above 
all else,” he said at the televised 
meeting.

Hamas handed over adminis-
trative responsibilities of Gaza to 
the unity government that was 
formed in 2014. “There might be 
some difficulties on the road but 
we will conclude reconciliation, 
regardless of the cost,” Hamas 
leader Ismail Haniyeh said during 
a meeting with Fatah officials.

The cabinet meeting was at-
tended by Egyptian intelligence 
Director Khaled Fawzy. Egypt has 
been pressuring Hamas and the 
Palestinian Authority to reach a 
rapprochement.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi, in a videotaped speech 
played at the meeting, said: “I as-
sure you we have no time to waste 
and that history will hold account-
able those who waste the current 
opportunity to bring about peace.”

Hamas and Fatah officials are 
to take part in talks in Cairo but 
Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas said he would 
not lift sanctions imposed on Gaza 
before seeing a positive conclu-
sion to those negotiations. Abbas 
halted payments for Israeli-sup-
plied electricity to Gaza and cut 
salaries for the strip’s civil serv-
ants.

The delay drew criticism from 
Hamas. “The government has as-
sumed its responsibilities in Gaza 
and therefore delay is not justi-
fied,” Hamas spokesman Fawzi 
Barhoum said. “There is no ex-

cuse for delaying or undermining 
measures that would ease the suf-
fering of Gaza’s people.”

Abbas said he would not tolerate 
a “Hezbollah model” in the Pal-
estinian territories, in a reference 
to having an armed group outside 
the control of government, as is 
the case in Lebanon. “Everything 
must be in the hands of the Pales-
tinian Authority,” said Abbas. Ha-
mas has refused to disarm.

UN Middle East envoy Nickolay 
Mladenov said he was “encour-
aged” by the developments, call-
ing for the Palestinian Authority 
to exercise full control in Gaza. 
“This is essential for resolving the 
humanitarian situation as soon as 
possible, most notably the crip-
pling electricity and health crises,” 
Mladenov said in a statement.

US Special Representative Ja-
son Greenblatt cautiously wel-
comed Hamdallah’s visit to Gaza 
but stressed that any Palestin-
ian government “must unambigu-
ously and explicitly commit to 
non-violence, recognition of the 
state of Israel, acceptance of pre-

vious agreements and obligations 
between the parties and peaceful 
negotiations.”

The US position was in sync with 
Israel’s demands. “Whoever wants 
to make such a reconciliation, our 
understanding is very clear: Rec-
ognise the state of Israel, disband 
the Hamas military arm, sever the 
connection with Iran — which calls 
for our destruction,” read a state-
ment from Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

Israeli commentators were di-
vided on whether Hamas’s move 
represents a victory or a setback 
for the movement.

“If there is an underlying theme 
here, it is that Hamas as a gov-
ernment has come to terms with 
things that Hamas as a terror or-
ganisation had refused to come to 
terms with and that’s a positive,” 
Eran Lerman, a former deputy di-
rector of Israel’s National Security 
Council, told the New York Times.

Lerman said Israel has the 
“same instincts as the Egyptians 
do when it comes to Hamas… The 
consequence is that we basically 

trust them to take steps that re-
strain Hamas and undermine their 
legitimacy in the long run.”

Other commentators said Hamas 
has fooled Fatah and Egypt. “The 
ceremony isn’t being portrayed as 
a Fatah surrender to Hamas but it 
is. It’s also an Egyptian surrender 
to Hamas,” wrote Caroline B. Glick 
in the Jerusalem Post.

“Just as Abbas has decided to 
restore financing to Hamas to keep 
[former senior Fatah official Mo-
hammed] Dahlan at bay, so Sisi 
has decided to embrace Hamas to 
keep Iran at bay,” argued Glick. “In 
all cases, of course, Hamas wins.”

Left-wing journalist Amira Hass 
saw reconciliation between Ha-
mas and Fatah as good for Israel 
as Gaza’s woes, if uncontained, 
would likely affect Israel.

“One can always hope that 
someone in Israel nevertheless 
understands that the top prior-
ity now is to prevent Gaza from 
deteriorating into an even worse 
environmental and humanitarian 
disaster than it’s already in,” Hass 
wrote in Haaretz.
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Moment of Detente. Palestinian Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah (C) meets with members of distinct Palestinian political groups in Gaza 
City, on October 4.                              (AFP)
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