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T 

he Israeli military set up 
roadblocks, cordoned off 
Palestinian villages and 
deployed reinforcements 
to the West Bank after an 

Israeli settler was killed in a drive-
by shooting by suspected Palestin-
ian gunmen.

Raziel Shevah, 35, was shot mul-
tiple times from a passing vehicle 
January 9. He was taken to a hos-
pital where he died of his wounds.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu issued a statement 
vowing Israel’s security services 
“would do everything possible to 
apprehend the despicable mur-
derer.”

The attack took place near Havat 
Gilad, an unauthorised Israeli set-
tlement outpost near Nablus. The 
isolated community of a few hun-
dred Israelis is deep inside the West 
Bank. Israeli Defence Minister Av-
igdor Lieberman called for the out-
post to be retroactively recognised 
in response to the attack.

Under international law, all Is-
raeli settlements in the occupied 
West Bank and East Jerusalem are 
considered illegal. Israel differenti-
ates between settlements it has ap-
proved and those it has not.  Those 
without approval are referred to as 
outposts and are typically populat-
ed by hard-line religious national-
ists who see the entire West Bank 
as part of Israel.

Israel captured the West Bank 
in the 1967 war. Settlements are 
viewed as major obstacles to peace 
as they are built on land the Pales-

tinians consider part of their future 
state.

About 400,000 Israeli settlers 
live in the West Bank among some 
2.6 million Palestinians.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 
governs autonomous zones within 
the West Bank but has no authority 
in the 60% of the territory known 
as Area C, where settlements are 
located.

Hundreds of people attended 
Shevah’s funeral, which included 
cries for “revenge” from young 
people in the crowd during a 
speech by Education Minister Naf-
tali Bennett from the far-right Jew-
ish Home party. Bennett responded 
by saying the only revenge should 
be in building more settlements in 
the West Bank.

Some Israeli officials called for 
punitive measures against Pales-
tinians, such as the demolition of 
the homes of the attackers.

The Palestinian movement Ha-
mas praised the shooting as “hero-
ic” but did not claim responsibility 
for the attack.

Sporadic unrest has occurred 
since US President Donald Trump 
recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital on December 6. Fourteen 
Palestinians have been killed since 
then, with most of them shot dur-
ing clashes with Israeli forces.

Shevah is the first Israeli killed 
since Trump’s announcement but it 
was unclear whether the shooting 
was linked to the Jerusalem issue.

US Ambassador to Israel David 
Friedman, a supporter of West 

Bank Israeli settlements, said on 
Twitter: “An Israeli father of six 
was killed last night in cold blood 
by Palestinian terrorists.”

“Hamas praises the killers and 
PA laws will provide them financial 
rewards. Look no further to why 
there is no peace.”

The Palestinian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs said in a statement that 
Friedman’s comments reflected his 
“prejudiced and selective attitude 
towards the occupation, settle-
ment construction and the Pales-
tinian just and legitimate national 
rights.”

It pointed to Friedman’s silence 
over what Palestinians say was the 
killing by Israeli forces of a disabled 
Palestinian man during protests 
and clashes on the Gaza border and 
other killings as evidence of his 
bias.

“Friedman’s remarks and posi-
tions further complicated the road 
towards the peace process and the 
resumption of negotiations be-
tween the Israeli and Palestinian 
sides, specifically after President 
Donald Trump’s declaration on Je-
rusalem,” the statement added.

The Palestinians said they would 
no longer engage with the Trump 
administration’s push for peace 
talks and the US president retali-
ated by threatening to cut aid to the 
Palestinians.

The Palestinian-US tensions 
prompted the European Union and 
Norway to convene an emergency 
meeting of donor groups that pro-
vide funding for the Palestinians 
on January 31.

“There is an urgent need to 
bring all parties together to discuss 
measures to speed up efforts that 
can underpin a negotiated two-

state settlement,” Norway’s For-
eign Ministry said in a statement.

The 15-member International 
Donor Group for Palestine includes 
the United States.

“European countries feel strong-
ly they still have a role to play in 
Mideast peace-making,” David Ma-
kovsky, the Ziegler distinguished 
fellow at the Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy, wrote in 
Haaretz.

“Many officials speculate that 
if the Europeans feel spurned and 
marginalised, then mainstream 
European countries, not just the 
Swedes, will say the time has come 
to recognise Palestine. I heard this 
throughout my trip,” added Mako-
vsky, who served as a senior adviser 
to the US secretary of state during 
the most recent round of Israeli-
Palestinian peace negotiations.

The Arab League is to meet Feb-
ruary 1 to discuss how to counter 
Trump’s move to recognise Jerusa-
lem as Israel’s capital, Egypt’s state 
news agency MENA reported.

Six Arab foreign ministers who 
recently met in Amman said Arab 
countries would start a diplomatic 
drive to persuade the United Na-
tions to recognise a Palestinian state 
with East Jerusalem as its capital.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.
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H 

amas downplayed 
threats by the Islamic 
State’s (ISIS) branch in 
Egypt’s Sinai, saying 
the group is “too weak” 

to intimidate its members.
The Palestinian group said it was 

not surprised that a member of ISIS 
Sinai had called Hamas a “bunch of 
infidels,” as ISIS is a radical group 
that frequently denigrates other 
movements.

“ISIS usually describes all other 
Islamist movements as mere apos-
tates anyway,” said Mahmoud al-
Zahar, a member of Hamas’s polit-
buro. “This is why the views or the 
threats of the radical group do not 
scare us.”

ISIS Sinai released a video pur-
porting to show the execution of a 
Hamas renegade accused of smug-
gling arms and supplies from Sinai 
to the Gaza-ruling group. Another 
Hamas defector was shown shoot-
ing the man in the head. ISIS threat-
ened to kill all Hamas members, 
describing the Palestinian group as 
“irreligious.”

Animosity between Hamas and 
ISIS flared up last May when the 
Palestinian faction, which has ruled 
Gaza since 2007, issued a policy 
document ending its association 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
that it was ready to support a Pales-

tinian state on 1967 borders.
Relations between the two 

groups worsened when Hamas 
tried to mend fences with its Pal-
estinian rival, Fatah, which rules 
the occupied West Bank, and said 
it would cooperate with Egypt in 
securing Gaza’s border with Sinai, 
where ISIS is militarily active.

“Even before Hamas issued its 
new policy document and took 
measures to start its fledgling rec-
onciliation with Hamas and Egypt, 
ISIS viewed Hamas as a hypocritical 
movement that adopts an Islamic 
discourse but little enforces Islamic 
law as a system of rule in Gaza,” 
said Sameh Eid, an Egyptian expert 
in Islamist movements.

“Despite claims by Hamas to the 
contrary, the outbreak of animosi-
ties between Hamas and ISIS will 
have a direct effect on the security 
situation in the Gaza Strip.”

Gaza boasts many jihadist 
Salafists who harbour strong sup-
port for ISIS and its leader, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi.

In 2006, Hamas struck a discord-
ant note with Gaza’s Salafists when 
it participated in the Palestinian 
legislative elections but that was a 
time when the Salafists kept a low 
profile in Gaza and had little sup-
port.

Hamas’s subsequent control of 
Gaza brought it into a confrontation 
with many Islamist movements, 
including Salafists, active in the 
coastal Palestinian enclave.

The Israeli blockade on Gaza and 

Hamas’s failure to improve condi-
tions there caused the movement’s 
popularity to decline. At the same 
time, jihadist Salafists gained popu-
larity because of their commitment 
to resisting the Israeli occupation.

In 2014, Gaza’s jihadist Salafists 
warmly welcomed the emergence 
of Baghdadi’s self-styled caliphate 
in Iraq and Syria.

When ISIS sprouted up in Sinai 
in late 2014, some Gazan Salafists 
sneaked into Sinai to join the radi-
cal organisation and fight the Egyp-
tian Army.

Hamas, which harboured hos-
tility to the Egyptian Army over 
its backing of the uprising against 
Muhammad Morsi of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, an ideological 
offshoot of Hamas, ignored the 
Salafists’ presence in Sinai and the 
activities of some ISIS members in 
Gaza.

In July 2015, the Army of Islam, 
one of the oldest jihadist Salafist 
movements in Gaza, released 
a video in which it described 
Baghdadi as the “caliph” of Mus-
lims. The group also considered  

Hamas an “infidel group.”
In April 2015, a group calling it-

self Supporters of the Islamic State 
in Jerusalem popped up in Gaza. It 
swore allegiance to ISIS and later 
attacked foreign institutions inside 
Gaza.

This is likely why a flare-up be-
tween Hamas and ISIS Sinai could 
reverberate inside Gaza and influ-
ence security inside the Palestinian 
territory, experts said.

“These hostilities will increase 
even more as Hamas moves ahead 
with its reconciliation with Fatah 
and cooperates with Egypt in secur-
ing the border with Sinai,” Eid said.

Apart from tightening security 
on the border with Sinai, where 
ISIS has been fighting the Egyptian 

Army for almost three years, Hamas 
gives Egyptian authorities informa-
tion on defectors who join ISIS Si-
nai and also provides information 
about the whereabouts of militants 
in Egyptian territory.

Where exactly the showdown 
between Hamas and ISIS will reach 
and how it will affect the situation 
in Gaza is unclear. However, an 
event last August could provide an 
indication of what Gaza will face in 
the days ahead as Hamas and ISIS 
collide.

On that day, an ISIS supporter 
set off a bomb near Hamas troops 
guarding the border with Egypt. 
The attack left a Hamas soldier 
dead and five others injured.

Salah al-Bardawil, another mem-
ber of the Hamas politburo, accused 
ISIS of being an Israel protege that 
only tarnishes the image of Hamas 
as a resistance movement.

“They want to smear the Pal-
estinian resistance as a whole,” 
Bardawil said, “but Hamas will not 
be scared and will continue to stick 
to its principles, knowing that it has 
support from all Palestinians.”
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Renewed West Bank tensions after Israeli death

Israeli settlers live in 
the West Bank among 
some 2.6 million 
Palestinians.

About 400,000 
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Looming showdown. Members of al-Qassam Brigades, the armed wing of the Palestinian movement 
Hamas, attend a rally marking the 30th anniversary of their group, on December 14.                                 (AP)

Hamas-ISIS 
hostility opens 
door to more 
Gaza violence

Tense mood. Israeli soldiers man a checkpoint near the West Bank 
city of Nablus, on January 11.                       (AFP)

Gaza boasts many 
jihadist Salafists 
who harbour strong 
support for ISIS and 
its leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi.
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