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alestinian factions Fatah 
and Hamas missed a ma-
jor deadline in their rec-
onciliation bid by failing 
to transfer power in the 

Gaza Strip, with the rivals trading 
accusations of blame.

US President Donald Trump’s 
declaration of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital further complicated an al-
ready difficult attempt to trans-
fer control in Gaza from Islamist 
movement Hamas to the Palestin-
ian Authority.

The Palestinian territories, in-
cluding the Gaza Strip, have seen 
protests and clashes each day 
since Trump’s declaration.

There had been a December 10 
deadline for the handover, a dec-
ade after Hamas seized power in 
the Palestinian enclave in a near 
civil war with Palestinian Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah, 
based in the occupied West Bank.

An Egyptian-brokered agree-
ment in October set a December 1 
deadline for full transfer of power 
to the Palestinian Authority, which 
is dominated by Fatah, though 
that was pushed back.

In Gaza, the situation was essen-
tially unchanged despite the dead-
line, with Hamas police patrolling 
streets and crippling electricity 
shortages continuing.

Hamas claimed on December 9 
it had handed over control of all 
government ministries but Fatah’s 
top negotiator said “obstacles” re-
mained.

Palestinian Authority spokes-
man Yousef Mahmud said his 
government had not received 
full control in key ministries. In a 
statement released by the official 

Palestinian news agency WAFA, he 
accused Hamas of seeking to stop 
the handover.

Fawzy Barhoum, a Hamas 
spokesman, told Agence France-
Presse (AFP) that Mahmud’s 
statement was an attempt to 
“cover up the government’s fail-
ure to carry out its duties to the  
people of Gaza.”

Palestinians and international 
players had hoped that a reconcili-
ation deal could lead to the easing 
of Israeli and Egyptian blockades 
on Gaza, reducing suffering of the 
2 million people largely trapped in 
the enclave.

“Some commentators argue that 
reconciliation between Fatah and 
Hamas facilitates peace-making 
with Israel. It could give Abbas an 
answer to Israeli complaints that 
negotiations are pointless because 
he can’t ensure that a treaty will 
hold in Gaza,” wrote Jonathan Fer-
ziger for Bloomberg News.

“On the other hand, the gov-
ernment of Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu, which 
dismissed the changes to the Ha-
mas charter as meaningless, says 
it won’t deal with any Palestin-
ian government that includes the 
group.”

Azzam al-Ahmad, a member of 
Fatah’s Central Committee and the 
head of Fatah’s delegation for Pal-
estinian reconciliation, accused 
Iran of encouraging division be-
tween Palestinian factions.

“Iran is the number one spon-
sor of the division… the number 
one financier,” he told Al Arabiya 
satellite television at the end of 
November. “It seems one of the 
conditions for the return of Irani-
an support [to Hamas] is the con-
tinuation of the division.”

He also accused the Iran-backed 
group Islamic Jihad in Gaza of work-
ing to prevent Palestinian unity.

Hamas and Fatah publicly said 
they remained committed to the 
reconciliation but fears that it 
could collapse were growing. They 
appeared no closer to an agree-
ment about the future of Hamas’s 
vast military wing, which has 
fought three wars with Israel since 
2008, and they need to resolve the 
issue of two separate civil admin-
istrations.

Abbas also has not lifted sanc-
tions against Hamas, including 
cutting payments for electricity, 
worsening a severe power short-
age in Gaza.

There was little optimism about 
achieving a full handover by De-
cember 10 but Trump’s contro-
versial announcement added 
complications. The Palestinian 
government called for wide-scale 
peaceful protests against it but 
Hamas wanted a violent response, 
hailing attacks against Israelis as 
the start of a new intifada against 
the Israeli occupation.

Four Palestinians in Gaza, in-
cluding two Hamas fighters, were 

killed either in clashes with Israeli 
forces or by Israeli air strikes in re-
taliation for rocket fire.

Naji Sharab, a political science 
professor at Al-Azhar University 
in Gaza, said Trump’s move made 
the reconciliation bid harder. 
“Some want uprising and others 
don’t. Some want a military es-
calation and some don’t,” he told 
AFP. “With the Jerusalem issue, 
they cannot continue.”

Jamal al-Fadi, a politics profes-
sor, said he feared the process 
could now collapse, telling AFP: 
“It seems that the process has 
reached a dead end.”

Yossi Mekelberg, a professor of 
international relations at Regent’s 
University London, said there was 
resolve by the parties involved in 
the reconciliation bid to make the 
deal work.

“Reconciliation is possible at 
this time because it reflects both 
protagonists’ current vulnerabili-
ties, not just their strengths. Fatah 
is weak and losing support, while 
Hamas has failed to ensure either 
the security or well-being of the 
people of Gaza,” Mekelberg wrote 
in an opinion article in the Arab 
Times.

“Egypt urgently needs to harness 
Hamas’s security forces to deprive 
militant movements in the Sinai of 
their smuggling routes for weap-
ons and operatives,” he added.
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On the verge of collapse? An October file picture shows Fatah’s Azzam al-Ahmad (R) and Saleh 
al-Aruri (L) of Hamas shaking hands after signing a reconciliation deal in Cairo.                      (AFP)
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or Palestinians, De-
cember 6 may well be 
remembered as “Black 
Wednesday,” the day 
when the United States 
defied international 

law and consensus on the status 
of Jerusalem and recognised it as 
the capital of Israel.

East Jerusalem is unanimously 
recognised by the international 
community as illegally occupied. 
This was reinforced in the dying 
days of the Obama administration 
in UN Security Council Resolution 
2334.

There is no clear explana-
tion why US President Donald 
Trump chose this time to make 
his announcement on Jerusalem 
and moving the US Embassy. It 
seems at odds with his Middle 
East advisers’ efforts to end the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

An objective assessment of the 
announcement’s effect can only 
conclude that it will not help their 
efforts to bring peace, unless, of 
course, translating Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
demands is the “ultimate deal” 
Trump wants to seal.

Trump claimed that he judged 
recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital and moving the 

US Embassy from Tel Aviv to 
the holy city “to be in the best 

interests of the United States of 

America and the pursuit of peace 
between Israel and the Palestin-
ians. This is a long-overdue step 
to advance the peace process and 
to work towards a lasting agree-
ment.”

No independent analyst say this 
would contribute to peace-mak-
ing. Neither do any significant 
world leaders.

Judging by the anger the deci-
sion created around the world, 
Trump’s judgment is very lacking. 
In the final communique of its 
summit in Istanbul, the Organisa-
tion of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 
held the US administration “fully 
responsible for any repercus-
sions of it refusing to disavow 
this unlawful decision, taking 
it as a clear desertion by the US 
administration of its role as peace 
broker.”

The OIC dismissed the decision 
as “a gift to Israel for its continu-
ous renouncement of agreements 
and blatant breach to internation-
al legitimacy.”

The call was also for OIC 
members to impose political and 
economic restrictions on nations, 
officials, parliaments, companies 
and individuals “recognising 
Israeli annexation of Al-Quds 
Al-Sharif, or engaging in any form 
with measures aimed at perpetu-
ating Israeli colonisation of the 
occupied Palestinian territories.”

The move has, however, em-
boldened Netanyahu to make 
recognition of Jerusalem as Is-
rael’s capital by the Palestinians a 
condition of the “ultimate deal.”

Trump justified his announce-
ment in several ways.

First, he was implementing 
the decision of the US Congress 
in 1995, “the Jerusalem Embassy 
Act,” which mandated the US ad-
ministration to move the embassy 
by 1999. However, US President 
Bill Clinton and Presidents George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama signed 
waivers delaying the implemen-
tation of the act and Trump has 
continued the practice.

Second, Trump argued “Israel is 
a sovereign nation with the right 
like every other sovereign nation 
to determine its own capital. 
Acknowledging this as a fact is a 
necessary condition for achieving 
peace.” However, East Jerusalem 
is not part of Israel and therefore 
it cannot be claimed to be part of 
its capital. There is no question 
Israel has no sovereignty over East 
Jerusalem.

Third, Trump claimed “we 
finally acknowledge the obvious: 
that Jerusalem is Israel’s capital. 
This is nothing more, or less, than 
a recognition of reality.”

“Today, Jerusalem is the seat of 
the modern Israeli government,” 
Trump said.

He failed to understand that 
Israel was locating instruments of 
government in Jerusalem exactly 
to create a “reality” that it hoped 
would strengthen its claim to the 
city.

Acknowledging this reality is 
rewarding aggression and illegal-
ity. It is a parallel policy to that of 
illegal settlement construction to 
create more acts on the ground.

Trump claimed that Jerusalem 
is the capital the Jewish people 
established in ancient times. That 
is not factual. What state has 
Jerusalem been a capital of for 
thousands of years?

Trump failed to accept that the 
Palestinian people have had a long 
and continuous presence in his-
toric Palestine and Jerusalem and 
that if he truly wished to achieve 
peace he must acknowledge this.

It is telling that the White House 
said, a day after Trump’s Jerusa-
lem announcement, that deputy 
national security adviser Dina 
Powell, a more moderate voice in 
his administration, was resigning.

Coming up with creative ideas 
to bring peace to the holy land 
is laudable but rewarding Israel 
for its illegal policies can only 
reignite the conflict. What is next 
for Jerusalem is a greater Israeli 
drive to push Palestinians out. 
Jerusalemites will do all they can 
to stay home.

What’s next for Jerusalem?
Kamel Hawwash
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