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H 

oping to arm-twist 
the Palestinians back 
to the negotiating 
table, US President 
Donald Trump is 
using the carrot-and-

stick approach. Except with the 
Palestinians, Trump is using only 
sticks, reserving the carrots for the 
Israelis.

Using threats and bullying one 
side in a dispute may work in some 
instances but it is highly unlikely to 
produce positive results in Middle 
East peace negotiations. Rather, 
Trump’s approach to interna-
tional peace-making will, without 
a doubt, further harm US interests 
in the region and empower Iran’s 
position of influence as a regional 
leader.

Iran, a majority Shia country, has 
been trying to make headway in 
Sunni countries since the Islamic 
Revolution overthrew the shah. A 
US withdrawal from supporting the 
Palestinians would serve up the 
Palestinian territories to Iran on a 
silver platter. The Iranian mullahs 
have already infiltrated predomi-
nantly Sunni Gaza, controlled by 
Hamas. A financial void created 
by the United States withholding 
economic aid to a region badly in 
need of such assistance would pave 
the way for Iran to jump in.

The United States gives about 
$600 million annually to the Pales-
tinians, most of which goes to pay 

the Palestine Authority’s security 
forces. Imagine if Iran controlled 
the Palestinian security services 
and how that could alter the politi-
cal map of the region.

The Iranians would gladly pay 
two or three times that much for 
the access it would give them to 
Israel.

There is no doubt that the Pales-
tine Liberation Organisation under 
Iranian influence would be a very 
different and more hard-line fac-
tion to negotiate with. If this were 
to happen, it would put the Irani-
ans in a position of unprecedented 
power in the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank. That is what the mul-
lahs in Tehran are hoping for.

The amount of financial aid 
Washington would spend on the 
Palestinians is marginal for the 
United States, especially compared 
to the amount it gives Israel every 
year.

Speaking in Davos, an annual 
gathering of financial elites from 
around the world, Trump said he 
would cut off all financial aid to the 
Palestinians unless they agreed to 
peace. What Trump utterly fails to 
comprehend is that his approach to 
resolving the conflict is only going 
to make it worse.

Trump has proven to the world, 
and to the Palestinians in particu-
lar, that the United States can no 
longer be considered an honest 
broker in the Middle East dispute.

Trump has shown his contempt 
for the Palestinians’ view of the 
conflict by stating that he would 
move the US Embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem. Israelis believe 
Jerusalem is their God-given right 
to have the holy city as their capital 
and so do the Palestinians.

Jerusalem will remain one of 
the hot issues in any peace talks. 
Trump claims his action has taken 
Jerusalem off the table. It has not. 
Trump’s decision on Jerusalem has 
further complicated future talks, 
in which Palestinians are likely to 
place the city at the very top of 
their agenda.

Add to that the financial aid 
threat, which many Palestinians 
and other Arabs see as a slap in 
the face. Crippled by the Israeli 
occupation, Palestinians are facing 
economic hardship, especially 
in the over-populated Gaza Strip 
where unemployment abounds.

Unlike other countries that 
receive US aid in quarterly instal-
ments, Israel since 1982 has been 
paid in one large lump sum at the 
beginning of the fiscal year, leaving 
the US government to borrow from 
future revenues. Israel even lends 
some of this money back through 
buying US Treasury bills, by which 
it collects interest.

Jeremy Sharp, a specialist in 
Middle East affairs at the Congres-
sional Research Service, wrote in 
an April 11, 2014, report titled “US 

Foreign Aid to Israel” that “Israel is 
the largest cumulative recipient of 
US foreign aid. To date, the United 
States has provided Israel $121 
billion (current, or non-inflation-
adjusted, dollars) in bilateral assis-
tance. Almost all US bilateral aid to 
Israel is in the form of military as-
sistance, although in the past Israel 
also received significant economic 
assistance.”

In 2001, at a presentation with 
the Centre for Policy Analysis on 
Palestine, international relations 
scholar Stephen Zunes noted that, 
while Israel is an “advanced, indus-
trialised, technologically sophisti-
cated country,” it “receives more 
US aid per capita annually than the 
total annual GDP of several Arab 
countries. Approximately one-
third of all US foreign aid budget 
goes to Israel, “even though Israel 
comprises just… one-thousandth 
of the world’s total population 
and already has one of the world’s 
higher per capita incomes,” Zunes 
said.

US government officials argue 
that this money is necessary for 
moral reasons. Some even say that 
Israel is a democracy battling for its 
very survival. Israel may be seen 
as being democratic so long as you 
are not Palestinian, where a whole 
different set of rules applies. In 
that case, it more closely resembles 
the ugly face of apartheid than 
democracy.

Cutting funds to Palestinians will boost Iran’s role in region

is a regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.
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US, especially 
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amount it gives 
Israel every year.
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T 

he US Department of 
State announced it 
would withhold $65 
million from a $125 
million aid package for 
the UN Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the 
Near East (UNRWA). Although the 
announcement created alarm over 
the future of the agency, the truth is 
UNRWA has been in a state of crisis 
since its establishment.

In 1948, during the Nakba, the 
United Nations was deeply in-
volved in the conflict over Mandate 
Palestine after the failed partition 
plan. In recognition of its role in the 
creation of the Palestinian refugee 
problem and in the absence of a UN 
agency responsible for refugees, the 
United Nations decided to establish 
several ad hoc bodies to provide 
relief to the hundreds of thousands 
of refugees and to facilitate durable 
solutions.

From those institutions, only  
UNRWA exists today, remaining as 
the sole functioning body responsi-
ble for Palestinian refugees.

Since its establishment in 1949, 
UNRWA has been mainly dependent 
on donor contributions by countries 
rather than general UN dues levy 
and budget. This funding system 
has made the provision of ser-
vices and project implementation 
dependent on the willingness of 
donors to fund them. Such depend-
ency has made UNRWA vulnerable 
to political pressure and interfer-
ence.

The chronic lack of funding has 
significantly affected the ability 
of the agency to assist Palestinian 
refugees, as the resources available 
per refugee diminish as the number 
of refugees grows. Over the years 
the Palestinian refugee popula-
tion has gone from 914,221 in 1950 
to 5,094,886 in 2014. While donor 
support has increased, it has not 
kept pace with the growth rate of 
Palestinian refugees.

Another significant development 
that affected UNRWA’s funding was 
the Oslo Accords. The peace agree-
ment brought with it a dramatic 
increase in bilateral funding for 
the newly established Palestin-
ian Authority institutions. A lot 
of emphasis was put on the West 
Bank and Gaza, as there was hope 
that the Oslo process could end the 
refugee issue.

As a result, additional resources 
were transferred to those two areas 

rather than the other regions of 
UNRWA operations. In the years 
between the signing of the accords 
and the beginning of the second 
intifada in 2000, the occupied 
Palestinian territories became one 
of the largest recipients of donor aid 
in the world.

However, while donor countries, 
whether intentionally or not, tried 
to support the peace process and 
the new Palestinian Authority (PA) 
institutions, UNRWA did not receive 
as many funds and the budgetary 
crisis deepened.

Many countries have attempted 
to dissolve UNRWA over the years 
and this is reflected in the financial 
problems of the agency.

On top of contributions to its gen-
eral fund, UNRWA receives project 
funds and emergency funds, which 
can only be used for those specific 
purposes. Thus, it is the general 
fund that has the most effect on the 
ability of UNRWA to fulfil its man-
date long term.

This is why the main strategy over 
the last two decades to put political 
pressure on UNRWA has been to cut 
the funding of the general regular 

budget of UNRWA while increasing 
the funding for projects or emergen-
cy programmes. This redirection of 
funds forced the gradual transfer of 
the essential services — education, 
health care, etc. — to host countries, 
creating an attractive scenario for 
Israel to push for the integration of 
refugees within those host coun-
tries and moving away from its 
responsibilities vis-a-vis Palestinian 
refugees under international law.

Despite the media attention 
received by UNRWA over the 
financial crisis, the agency was 
already suffering severe deficits. In 
2015, it could only begin the school 
year after an emergency appeal for 
funds. This year, before the US cut 
in funding, the agency was facing a 
deficit of $150 million.

Why is UNRWA receiving funding 
from the United States and some 
support from Israel if both want to 
dissolve the agency?

A former US State Department 
official explained this well: “The 
only thing worse than supporting 
UNRWA is not supporting UNRWA 
and having total chaos in the West 
Bank or Gaza.”

The fact that UNRWA and its ser-
vices are important factors in avoid-
ing large-scale uprisings seems to be 
the main reason behind continued 
support for the agency, even by its 
detractors. UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres said in response 
to the US announcement of fund-
ing cuts: “In my opinion, and an 
opinion that is shared by most 
international observers, including 
some Israeli ones, it [UNRWA] is an 
important factor of stability.”

With the collapse of the peace 
process and little hope for a return 
to the negotiation table, it seems 
clear that no durable solutions will 
be reached soon for Palestinian 
refugees, meaning that the agency 
will probably exist for the coming 
years although with an uncertain 
financial future.

As the Palestinian refugee popula-
tion grows, funds will remain insuf-
ficient, which is why it is crucial for 
the structural and political factors 
behind the chronic lack of fund-
ing to be addressed if UNRWA is to 
continue acting not only as a service 
provider but as a stabilising actor in 
the region.

UNRWA has been in crisis since its inception

is a legal researcher in the 
West Bank.
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Dependency on 
donors has made 
UNRWA 
vulnerable to 
political pressure 
and interference.

Extremely vulnerable. Palestinian children hold bread patties during a protest against US aid cuts 
outside the United Nations’ offices in Gaza Strip, on January 28.          (AFP)
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