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HUMANITARIAN COMPLICITY

By llana Feldman

Concerns about doing harm are central to humanitarian considerations, as
aid workers and agencies worry that the provision of aid in conflict
situations could contribute to prolonged violence. Despite these worries,
humanitarian actors have determined that, in most instances, the help their
presence offers outweighs these harms. In Gaza, international donors—
such as governments, foundations, and individuals—will likely be asked to
carry the financial burden of repairing the damage caused by the Israeli
bombardment. But their willingness to repeatedly pick up the tab for
rebuilding after destruction—all the while knowing that buildings and lives
are likely to be shattered again—could contribute, once again, to pushing a
resolution of the conflict further down the road.

Humanitarians will participate in this rebuilding while also knowing that
their response is almost certainly not going to be adequate to meet the
many needs of Palestinians in Gaza. Nonetheless, these organizations will
undoubtedly feel that their imperative to save lives and ease suffering
demands that they continue to participate in the cycles of destruction and
incomplete rebuilding and devastation and inadequate assistance.

The scale of the current carnage, both in loss of life (leading to charges of
genocide) and in the destruction of public buildings and homes (named by
some as domicide), has produced dramatically new humanitarian problems
in a territory that is long familiar with humanitarian crises. Starvation is
now a widespread problem in Gaza. One of the first acts in Israel’s offensive

against Gaza was to cut off access to food, water, and fuel. This total
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blockade has only been partially, and inadequately, ameliorated in the
months since.

The healthcare system has been utterly devastated. Hospitals have been
frequent targets of attack. As of February, only twelve of the thirty-six
hospitals in the Gaza Strip are reported to be “partially functional,” and

none are fully operational. Children are being victimized in remarkably
high numbers: more than 12,000 have been killed, according to some

estimates, and more than 1,000 have lost limbs. All children (and adults) in
Gaza are being traumatized. The far too many children who fall under the

acronym WCNSF—wounded child, no surviving family—face additional
challenges.

Humanitarian organizations often hesitate to publicly evaluate the causes
of suffering they witness in their work, as doing so could challenge their
neutrality. Yet conditions in Gaza have made keeping quiet about

culpability increasingly untenable. Humanitarian voices describing Israeli
responsibility for Palestinian suffering will probably grow louder.

As they confront new levels and new forms of suffering in Gaza,
humanitarian organizations will continue to face significant impediments
to providing meaningful assistance to Gazans. Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s recently announced plan for the future of Gaza
envisions a severely constrained future. His call to dismantle the vitally

important UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near
East (UNRWA), presents a serious, long-term threat to humanitarian
capacity. UNRWA is already strained by the hasty suspension of funding by
the United States and other donor countries in response to Israeli

accusations that a few of its employees participated in the October 77

attacks.

The international community’s previous significant effort at rebuilding—
under the framework of the Gaza Reconstruction Mechanism (GRM), put in
place after the 2014 war—offers some clear warnings about predictable
limits to the next effort. The GRM—an agreement between the Palestinian
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Authority (PA), the Israeli government, and the United Nations—privileged
Israeli security concerns and maintained Israeli control over the entrance of
goods to Gaza. Rebuilding did happen through this mechanism, but not
enough to repair the damage of 2014 before the next round of violence in
2021. The securitization of aid delivery is likely to be even greater in a
future reconstruction system. And the frustrations of organizations
involved in supporting whatever rebuilding is permitted will probably be
greater as well.

Displacement, both inside Gaza and potentially beyond it, is liable to pose a
significant practical and ethical challenge for humanitarian actors. While
Israel’s intentions are not always clear, the state’s military actions

and political statements indicate that permanent population movement is

an outcome it seeks. Within Gaza, Israel has begun to create a

depopulated buffer zone, demolishing buildings that it had not already
destroyed, presumably with the intention to prohibit rebuilding and return.
Indefinitely squeezing Gaza’s 2.2 million people into an even smaller
territory than the Gaza Strip would cause considerable long-term damage.
Israeli politicians, and not only the most right-wing, have expressed a clear
desire to “thin out” Gaza, with many suggesting that Egypt and others could
absorb much of Gaza’s population to alleviate the humanitarian
catastrophe. Although Egypt, the United States, and other countries have so
far refused this idea, it could yet happen. That Egypt is building a walled
enclosure in the Sinai to contain a possible flood of refugees indicates the
seriousness of this possibility. Humanitarians would then find themselves
compelled to assist people who have been forcibly displaced from Gaza—
and thus would be, in violation of their own ethical principles, complicit in
ethnic cleansing.

Ilana Feldman is a cultural and historical anthropologist who works in the
Middle East. Her research has focused on the Palestinian experience, both
inside and outside of historic Palestine. Her most recent book is Life Lived
in Relief: Humanitarian Predicaments and Palestinian Refugee Politics.
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EXPANDING U.S. SECURITY PRIORITIES

By Frederic Wehrey and Andrew Bonney

The Gaza war has been drawing U.S. President Joe Biden’s administration
back into a region it had sought to disengage itself from. In the wake of the
Hamas attack and Israeli reprisal, America’s regional priorities—all of
which have been influenced by the upcoming presidential election—include
doubling down on military aid to Israel while increasingly pressuring it to
minimize civilian deaths; refocusing on Hamas as a formidable terrorist
group; enlisting Arab partners in support of a Palestinian state; and
confronting Iran through a calibrated military response to its proxies.

Despite international condemnation of Israel’s handling of the Gaza war,
U.S. military support to Israel has only increased. On January 4, White

House national security spokesman John Kirby said that “we have not seen
anything that would convince us that we need to take a different approach
in terms of trying to help Israel defend itself.” A few days earlier, the
Pentagon announced the sale “of 155 mm artillery shells and related

equipment without congressional review.” As for Congress, both the House
and Senate are preparing to pass a $14.5 billion military aid package to
Israel—an addition to the annual $3.8 billion already supplied. And
although the Biden administration’s overall support for Israel remains

ironclad, cracks are emerging over the conduct of the campaign and the
high levels of civilian casualties; both have spurred widespread criticism of
the White House, especially from Black and Arab American groups—

important constituencies for the president’s reelection—as well as damaged
U.S. credibility abroad. As a result, the administration has
enacted sanctions on four West Bank settlers, stepped up its backchannel

pressuring of Israeli officials to curtail and end the Gaza operation,

and voiced opposition to the Israeli offensive on Rafah.

Eradicating Hamas as both a political and military entity has taken on a
heightened priority for the Biden administration. Prior to Hamas’s attack
on October 7, 2023, the United States believed the group’s terrorist threat
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to U.S. interests had diminished and consequently devoted fewer

intelligence resources to monitoring it. Since October, U.S. officials have
repeatedly called for the removal of Hamas from power.

Stronger sanctions along with intelligence, logistical, and military

support to Israel have been implemented to this end. Washington
prioritizes neutralizing Hamas to prevent future incursions into Israel, and
it hopes to fill Gaza’s resulting power vacuum with a civilian-based
government.

Hamas’s 2023 attack put secure governance in Gaza back on the agenda, a
contrast to Washington’s prewar dealings with Palestinian statehood as a
hurdle to Israeli-Arab normalization. Eager to avoid entanglement in a
postbellum state-building project, the U.S. seeks to involve its Middle
Eastern partners—particularly Jordan, Qatar, Tiirkiye, Saudi Arabia, and

the United Arab Emirates—in postwar governance plans for the Gaza Strip.

The Biden administration hopes to couple this political cooperation with its
highly sought-after Israel-Saudi normalization deal. However, while

potentially allowing the United States to refocus on Asia-Pacific priorities,
this governance scheme may inadvertently deepen U.S. military
involvement in the region. Namely, Saudi-Israeli normalization presumably
entails Saudi Arabia being granted U.S. security guarantees similar to those

given to South Korea and Japan.

As for the United States’ regional adversaries, the challenge of effectively
deterring Iran’s network of proxies in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen has
assumed a greater priority for Washington since the Gaza war’s inception.
In mid-2023, the Biden administration believed it had contained these
actors through an unspoken modus vivendi with Tehran, but the uptick in
attacks by these groups following October 7 has prompted the United States
to more directly respond to Iran and its proxies while hoping to avoid a
large-scale military conflict. These tasks are made more daunting by the
fact that these groups coordinate among themselves and receive Iranian

54


https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/12/us/politics/hamas-cia.html
https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/u-s-all-but-stopped-spying-on-hamas-in-years-after-9-11-ebe8d61d
https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/u-s-all-but-stopped-spying-on-hamas-in-years-after-9-11-ebe8d61d
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/11/19/icymi-joe-biden-the-u-s-wont-back-down-from-the-challenge-of-putin-and-hamas/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1816
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/israel-hamas-intelligence-gaps-mike-turner-john-kirby-face-the-nation/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2023/10/16/israel-hamas-war-live-updates/71201737007/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/us-special-forces-said-deployed-to-help-israel-track-down-hostages-held-in-gaza/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/us-special-forces-said-deployed-to-help-israel-track-down-hostages-held-in-gaza/
https://apnews.com/article/us-uae-saudi-arabia-blinken-israel-gaza-hamas-485f8a5cc3a9638ebdd9da8463e8322a
https://apnews.com/article/us-uae-saudi-arabia-blinken-israel-gaza-hamas-485f8a5cc3a9638ebdd9da8463e8322a
https://www.nbcnews.com/investigations/effort-create-far-reaching-us-saudi-israeli-pact-end-war-rcna134396
https://www.nbcnews.com/investigations/effort-create-far-reaching-us-saudi-israeli-pact-end-war-rcna134396
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/19/us/politics/biden-saudi-defense-treaty.html
https://www.cfr.org/article/irans-regional-armed-network

financial aid, intelligence, and arms but their actions are highly

independent of Tehran.

In confronting these groups, Washington has used a spectrum of policy
tools. Initially, the Biden administration rushed _U.S. military assets into the

region, including aircraft carriers, air defense batteries, fighter planes, and
additional personnel, which carried the risk of inadvertently provoking an

escalation by giving hard-liners in Iran and its proxies a pretext to respond
in kind. More recently, in response to the killing of three American soldiers
stationed in Jordan, the U.S. has conducted air strikes against targets in

Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. These attacks marked a dramatic escalation of

military engagement beyond America’s fixed-wing air strikes and lethal
drone strike against Iranian-backed militia facilities and leaders in Syria

and Iraq. While Washington’s retaliatory measures are intended to
discourage Iran and its proxies from further attacks—a message that has
been underscored by reported track 2 diplomacy with Tehran—the strikes

also have the aim of “degrading” their military capabilities.

The rise of the Iranian-backed Houthi militia in Yemen as a maritime force
capable of disrupting global supply chains by conducting well over two-
dozen attacks on transiting commercial ships has made Red Sea security a
newfound priority for U.S. policymakers. For weeks, Washington limited its

response to the protection of shipping through a multinational naval

force and not directly striking the militia. But that changed on January 12
when American and British warplanes conducted strikes on sixty Houthi
targets inside Yemen. The strikes have continued with the Pentagon’s

stated aim, again, being to “degrade their capabilities.” The United States
hopes to limit, if not eradicate, disruptions to global maritime traffic
while protecting vital undersea cables. However, due to Saudi Arabia’s
yearslong bombing campaign in Yemen, the battle-hardened Houthis are

experienced at dispersing their assets, arms, and personnel—abilities that
may frustrate U.S. objectives.
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In Lebanon, the U.S. response has been more discrete and indirect, with
U.S. officials foremost concerned about restraining Israel, rather than the

Lebanese militant group Hezbollah, from escalating the conflict. That said,
Washington has long attempted, with limited success, to diminish
Hezbollah’s power through security assistance to the LLebanese Armed

Forces and more targeted special operations forces training. Such

initiatives are likely to assume greater prominence moving forward, along
with the maintenance of an offshore military presence in the eastern
Mediterranean.

Frederic Wehrey is a senior fellow in the Middle East Program at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, where his research focuses
on governance, conflict, and security in Libya, North Africa, and the Persian
Gulf.

Andrew Bonney is a James C. Gaither Junior Fellow in the Carnegie Middle

East Program.
BIDEN’S GOALS IN POSTCONFLICT GAZA

By Aaron David Miller

Three weeks after the Hamas terror attack against

Israel, Biden averred that “there’s no going back to the status quo as it
stood on October the 6th.” Biden then spelled out what he meant: a new
postconflict Gaza where Hamas cannot terrorize Israel and an effort by all
parties to work toward a two-state solution.

Whether the line was a throwaway or a reflection of Biden’s determination
to use this crisis to build a better future is unclear. But by any standard, a
commitment to such goals would involve a heroic lift by a president whose
precrisis view of the Israeli-Palestinian issue had been focused more on
management than on resolution.

As we enter the fourth month of the Israel-Hamas war, Biden’s vision
seems far out of reach. Its attainment is complicated by galactic security
and political challenges on the ground and by a looming U.S. presidential
election—certain to be among the most consequential in American history—
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where bold policy toward the Israel-Palestinian issue will come into conflict
with much safer politics.

Analysts need to divide what the United States can and cannot do into two
phases: the period in the runup to the November election, and then its
aftermath. Should Biden gain a second term and be willing to put real
resolve into the issue, combined with leadership changes in Israel and on
the Palestinian side, he might be able to expand the limits of what is
possible and put Israelis and Palestinians on a better pathway. But the year
ahead will be the year of Gaza and incremental change—and it is not going
to be an easy one. The current situation may well improve, but a stable,
secure, and prosperous Gaza will likely remain out of reach.

By the looks of things now, progress will have two speeds: slow and slower.
First, Israel is only now starting to wind down its ground campaign in

northern Gaza, where it claims to have broken Hamas’s command and
control but has not yet secured the area and destroyed the tunnels in which
several thousand Hamas fighters may be hiding. In southern and central

Gaza, intense Israeli operations continue, specifically in and around the city
of Khan Younis, where the Israel Defense Forces believe Hamas’s senior
leadership and the remaining 100-plus hostages are likely ensconced. Israel

is sure to remain operating in Gaza for months to come.

Second, Israel’s presence—and the general security situation—will almost
certainly constrain the delivery of humanitarian assistance and
reconstruction. World Health Organization officials are already arguing
that they cannot deliver assistance to northern Gaza because of the lack of

security. Sensitive to the import of anything that could be construed as dual
use to feed a Hamas insurgency, Israel will insist on some sort of inspection
regime.

Third, there is no government-in-a-box that can be installed in Gaza right
now. The PA lacks credibility, and Arab states are unwilling to play that
role (though Egypt will have a stake in border security). Elections to
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legitimize the goal of Palestinian self-governance in Gaza are a long way off.
The current PA, whose credibility is undermined by its own fecklessness
and Israeli policies on the West Bank, cannot simply return to governing
Gaza amid the death and destruction wrought by Israel’s efforts to crush
Hamas. Local leadership—mayors, judges, technocrats, and former
employees paid by both the PA and Hamas—can operate at some level, but
it’s hard to see any effective municipal or regional governance emerging
quickly. And what or who is going to provide basic security and policing
function, as well as mediate the disputes, conflicts, and controversies that
occur in everyday life?

Fourth, Gaza first cannot be Gaza only. Key Arab states will be hard-
pressed to provide financial and political support for Gaza without a clear
vision and political horizon that points the way to ending the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. And the Biden administration has set an ambitious
goal for itself: a comprehensive and integrated regional approach whose
centerpiece is an Israeli-Saudi normalization agreement tethered to Israel’s
willingness to take steps toward the creation of a Palestinian state.
Traumatized by war, the countries’ leaders may not be able to take the
mutually reinforcing actions that such a pathway would require. The
current Israeli government will adamantly oppose such an effort, and a
successor government may be equally unwilling, especially in the wake of
October 7. In any event, before such an initiative could gain traction, a deal
to free hostages and de-escalate the situation in Gaza would be essential.

Without strong, credible, and risk-ready leadership by Israelis and
Palestinians, the Biden administration will struggle, and it will need to
compensate with leadership of its own. More than likely in 2024, the
administration will find itself falling back and focusing on the following:

If the Biden administration can be successful in these areas—and in
containing the conflict from erupting into a true regional war—it will have a
very productive year.
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FOR THE UNITED STATES, ENDURING STABILITY IN GAZA

IS KEY

By Sarah Yerkes

As the United States seeks to plan for “the day after” the Gaza conflict,
questions about the shape of the Palestinian polity have been prominent in
discussions between U.S. and Arab leaders and U.S. and Israeli leaders.
Ideally, from a U.S. perspective, the plan will involve a unified and
strengthened but demilitarized Palestinian government capable of
governing both Gaza and the West Bank simultaneously. One item that is
not likely to be on the United States’ agenda is how to bring about
democracy in the West Bank and Gaza.

The last time Palestine had a democratic election, it backfired miserably for
the United States. In 2005, as a cornerstone of former U.S. president
George W. Bush’s Freedom Agenda, the United States pushed the
Palestinian Territories to hold presidential and legislative elections as a way

to unite the territories politically and as a step toward spreading democracy
throughout the Arab world. Fatah leader Mahmoud Abbas handily won the
presidential race and was due to face reelection in 2009 (Hamas did not
participate in the presidential contest). But Abbas is now nineteen years
into a four-year term, having extended his term indefinitely, and is no
longer recognized as legitimate by Hamas. The 2006 Palestinian legislative
elections failed to net the result the United States wanted: Hamas, a U.S.-
designated foreign terrorist organization, won seventy-four out of 132 seats
in the legislature. The short-lived unity government fell apart in 2007, and
Hamas took over the Gaza Strip by force.

The majority of the Palestinian public does not support Hamas today,
according to a December 2023 poll by the Palestinian Center for Policy and

Survey Research. However, support for Hamas has more than tripled in the
West Bank since October 2023, and more than 9o percent of Palestinians
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support the resignation of Abbas. More than 60 percent support the
dissolution of the Palestinian Authority. Given this background and
historical context, the United States is not likely to push for elections or
democracy in Gaza anytime soon.

Furthermore, over the past several administrations, the United States has
largely prioritized short-term stability over democracy and good
governance in the Arab world. The 2010—2011 Arab uprisings forced a
reluctant former president Barack Obama and his administration to shift
toward a more democracy- and governance-forward agenda in the
countries engaged in political reform, but the Arab Spring quickly receded
(except in Tunisia), and with it U.S. enthusiasm for democracy promotion
in the region.

Even under Biden, who came to office committed to revitalizing a values-
based foreign policy with a “commitment to democratic renewal at home

and abroad,” the United States has done little to rein in Tunisian President
Kais Saied as he dismantles the Arab world’s sole democracy. And the top
recipients of U.S. foreign aid globally (after Israel) are Jordan and Egypt—
hardly shining examples of democracy and good governance.

While democracy is not on the table, the White House has been open about
its desire to see a “revamped and revitalized” Palestinian Authority play a

key role in governing Gaza. That will not be easy: Hamas removed the PA
from Gaza in 2007, and few Palestinians may be interested in relocating to
Gaza to fill in the numerous gaps left by a defeated Hamas political
administration. The United States may, therefore, push Israel to accept
some Hamas-affiliated civil servants within the new Palestinian
government in Gaza as long as Hamas is defeated militarily.

However, significant gaps between U.S. and Israeli positions on Gaza
governance remain. For instance, the Israeli government is still reticent to
accept the PA as the post-Hamas governing entity. The Biden
administration is continuing to try to sway Israel on this point. Following
his January tour of the region, Blinken publicly stated that the Palestinian
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Authority is committed to “meaningful reform,” although what that means
in practice is not clear. Bringing in new, younger leadership to replace 88-
year-old Abbas is likely the first step.

The administration’s biggest hurdle in bringing about lasting security and
stability may be the need to continually push the Israeli government to
make concessions that allow the civilian Palestinian administration to
govern effectively and efficiently. But it is, after all, in Israel’s interest that
the demilitarized government in Gaza can build trust among the Palestinian
people; deliver on essential goods and services such as education,
healthcare, and infrastructure; and operate transparently.

Sarah Yerkes is a senior fellow in Carnegie’s Middle East Program, where
her research focuses on Tunisia’s political, economic, and security
developments as well as state-society relations in the Middle East and

North Africa.
THE U.S. ASSISTANCE PROGRAM FOR PALESTINIANS

By Larry Garber

The principles underlying U.S. assistance to the West Bank and Gaza have
remained constant since the Oslo Accords were signed in the early 1990s.
First, the assistance is consciously designed to achieve political outcomes,
although the emphasis may vary from facilitating peace, to promoting
internal reforms, to enhancing U.S. standing in the region. Second, the
proposed assistance must convince often skeptical members of Congress
that the investments are achieving objectives consistent with U.S. interests
and are not undermining the Unites States’ special relationship with Israel.

The implementation of specific programs has been affected by legal
constraints imposed by Congress, political developments in the region, and

security considerations. Nonetheless, a major U.S. asset is the competence
and resilience of the professional staff working for the U.S. Agency for
Development (USAID) in the West Bank and Gaza. Many local staff—
citizens of both Israel and Palestine—have worked for USAID during the
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past thirty years in a variety of challenging circumstances. They have
proven themselves capable of complying with the demands of U.S.

legislation while achieving significant development results.

Given an anticipated continued low-intensity conflict and extended period
of unsettled governance in Gaza, the United States will encourage Western
and Arab donors to support Gaza reconstruction. An initial step in this
direction is the damage assessment being led by Sigrid Kaag, the newly

appointed UN senior humanitarian and reconstruction coordinator for
Gaza. She is tasked with improving humanitarian access to Gaza but must
also examine the damage to critical infrastructure, such as medical
facilities, power plants, and water carriers. In addition, she must identify
solutions to the existing impediments to reconstruction, such as removing
rubble and eliminating the dangers of unexploded ordinance. She has
received Blinken’s strong backing.

In planning for reconstruction, the United States will advocate within the
donor community to take Israeli security considerations into account. As a
starting point, a comprehensive review must determine how Hamas
managed to build an extensive tunnel network under Gaza and a
multifaceted armament industry. While the installation of new technologies
may enhance the quality and speed of the inspection process at Gaza’s
border crossings, the categorization of potentially dual-use items necessary
for the reconstruction process will require difficult negotiations between
Israel and the international community. Washington must be prepared to
play a significant mediating role.

At the same time, the United States will continue to press the Palestinian

leadership to comply with the provisions of the Taylor Force Act, which

precludes U.S. direct assistance to the PA so long as it is making payments
to Palestinian prisoners who have committed acts of terrorism or to the
families of deceased terrorists. Significant progress had been made on this
front prior to October 7, but whether PA leadership will still move forward
remains to be seen.
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U.S. assistance, in the immediate term, will rightfully be directed toward

meeting priority humanitarian needs. The dire shortages of food, medicine,

water, and other essentials will not abate merely because the conflict
becomes less intense. Moreover, meeting humanitarian needs will require
accounting for the consequences of the conflict to date—massive numbers
of displaced people, large numbers of orphans, severely malnourished
children and adults, individuals suffering from loss of limbs and other
physical injuries, and a psychologically traumatized population. An initial
priority will involve providing much needed temporary shelter for the
million-plus displaced Palestinians whose homes have been damaged or
destroyed, while simultaneously encouraging the rapid reconstruction of
homes, schools, and medical facilities.

The provision of relief must also project the prospects of a better future for
those living in Gaza. Reviving the capabilities of Palestinian financial
institutions, including banks and microcredit facilities, to supply financing
initially for small-scale infrastructure will inject much needed cash into the
economy and will stimulate a demand-driven recovery. Jump-starting this
effort will entail the fair and expeditious adjudication of property claims by
a neutral and professional body, whose formation would benefit from
external funding and technical assistance.

The United States also should work with Gaza municipalities so long as
their leaders are not associated with Hamas. The determination of who
qualifies, in the current circumstances, will require a careful vetting
process. However, it would be a serious mistake to apply criteria that
precludes anyone who has interacted with Hamas during the past
seventeen years.

While the specifics of PA revitalization remain vague, the United States has

experience from previous exercises, most notably in 2002, of incentivizing
Palestinian leadership to adopt meaningful political reforms. At the very
least, Washington should ensure that institutions such as the Palestine
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Monetary Authority and the Central Election Commission continue to
operate at a high level of competence and integrity and can effectively
undertake the responsibilities associated with their mandates.

The timing of elections will be a particularly contentious issue. Palestinians
living in Gaza have not participated in any elections since 2006, and those
Palestinians born after 1990, who comprise nearly 50 percent of the
population, have never participated in national or municipal elections.
Hence, there will be considerable pressure to schedule elections that can
provide legitimacy to a revitalized Palestinian leadership covering both the
West Bank and Gaza and that can ensure effective ownership and oversight
of the reconstruction process. At the same time, most experts agree that
elections are not feasible during the next eighteen months.

Finally, U.S. assistance must be designed to support the vision articulated
by successive administrations of a Palestinian state living side-by-side in
peace with Israel. Too often during the post-Oslo period, the ambitions of
U.S. assistance programs have outpaced the political realities associated
with the facts on the ground. Thus, plans for a Gaza seaport or a dedicated
corridor for Palestinian movement between the West Bank and Gaza have
never come to fruition. These projects and others essential for the
establishment of a viable Palestinian state must be revived, but with a
recognition that their implementation requires more than just a financial
commitment.

Larry Garber, a former senior USAID policy official during the Clinton and
Obama administrations, served as the USAID mission director to the West
Bank and Gaza from 1999 to 2004 and observed the 2005 presidential,

2006 legislative, and 2022 municipal Palestinian elections.
EUROPE AND THE WAR IN GAZA

By Muriel Asseburg

The dynamics set off by the October 7 attacks have shown the inability of
the EU to live up to its values and to play an effective role in conflict
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mitigation. This dynamic is even more striking when considering the
conflict directly affects its interest in a stable and peaceful neighborhood.
And it is in contrast with the EU taking pride in having played a crucial role
in shaping international language on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and for
providing significant donor assistance—all aimed at peaceful conflict
resolution.

After October 7, high-level EU representatives and member states’ officials
made a frenzy of visits to Israel to show solidarity and engaged in regional
shuttle diplomacy to prevent further escalation. In early and mid-
November, High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
Josep Borrell stressed the need for a political solution, as well as what
must not happen in Gaza: forced displacement, territorial changes, a
“reoccupation” of Gaza by Israel, Gaza being a safe haven to Hamas, and a
dissociation of Gaza from the Palestine question. He also emphasized that
the PA would need to play a role in Gaza, that Arab states would need to
step up their involvement, and that the EU would need to engage in support
for Palestinian state building. In early 2024, Borrell went a step

further, saying that the international community must impose a solution to
the Gaza conflict to prevent further escalation.

Yet Borrell’s clear declarations could not conceal the lack of

agreement between EU institutions and among member states—with
Austria, the Czech Republic, and Germany on one end of the spectrum and
Belgium, Ireland, and Spain on the other. This lack of unity came to the
fore in officials’ statements on issues such as the limits of Israel’s right to
self-defense, accountability for war crimes, breaches of international
humanitarian law, the demand for humanitarian access, and the necessity
of an immediate ceasefire. In reaction to the Hamas attacks, EU
Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Olivér Varhelyi
unilaterally announced the suspension and review of all EU development
aid to Palestinians—thus increasing the pressure on an already cash-
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strapped PA—but the suspension was quickly reversed amid protests from
some member states and the EU’s External Action Service.

This disunity was also visible in European voting behavior on two UN
General Assembly resolutions demanding a cessation of violence, as well as
in European statements on South Africa’s legal action at the International
Court of Justice against Israel on accusations of genocide. And it was
reflected in the EU’s inability to quickly develop a concrete plan on how to
help Israelis and Palestinians exit the cycle of violence, terror, and
retaliation and move toward more sustainable arrangements for Gaza and
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—as well as its inability to clearly define its
role in that endeavor. In December and February meetings, European
heads of states and governments discussed the issue but were unable to
agree on concrete steps.

It’s not surprising that Europe has not had any discernible influence on
current conflict dynamics. In January, in cooperation with Qatar, France
was able to make at least a small difference by forging a deal on the delivery
of medicine to hostages and Gaza’s population. In February, Paris has also
hosted talks about a humanitarian pause. But the EU has played no role in
mediation, nor has it led preparations for an exit from the war or the
building of Gaza’s future. In January 2024, Borrell presented a peace

plan aimed at a two-state solution as well as Israel’s integration in the
region. But it’s not clear whether EU member states—or a lead group of
states—will actively work to prevent worst-case scenarios and support
sustainable stabilization by building on the Borrell principles and
translating the peace plan into concrete approaches and European
contributions. Another open question is whether EU member states can live
up to their proclaimed interest in a rules-based international order and
their obligations under international humanitarian law, particularly with
regard to the provisional measures ordered by the International Court of

Justice.
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Muriel Asseburg is a senior fellow in the Africa and Middle East division of
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), German Institute for
International and Security Affairs in Berlin.

- Shocking Spike in Use of Unlawful Lethal Force by Israeli Forces
Against Palestinians in the Occupied West Bank - Amnesty — 5/2/2024

With the world’s eyes fixated on Gaza, Israeli forces have over the past four
months unleashed a brutal wave of violence against Palestinians in the occupied
West Bank, carrying out unlawful killings, including by using lethal force without
necessity or disproportionately during protests and arrest raids, and denying
medical assistance to those injured, said Amnesty International.

The organization investigated four emblematic cases where Israeli forces used
unlawful lethal force— three incidents in October and one in November, which
resulted in the unlawful killing of 20 Palestinians, including seven children.
Researchers remotely interviewed 12 people, 10 of them eyewitnesses, including
first responders, and local residents. The organization’s Crisis Evidence Lab
verified 19 videos and four photos in examining these four incidents.

Amnesty International’s research also found that Israeli forces obstructed medical
assistance to people with life-threatening wounds and attacked those attempting to
assist injured Palestinians, including paramedics.

Over the past few months Israel has stepped up deadly raids across the West Bank
and tensions have skyrocketed. In one recent incident Israeli forces carried out a
raid masquerading as medical staff. At least 507 Palestinians were killed in the
West Bank in 2023, including at least 81 children, making it the deadliest year for
Palestinians since the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) began recording casualties in 2005.

“Under the cover of the relentless bombardment and atrocity crimes in Gaza,
Israeli forces have unleashed unlawful lethal force against Palestinians in the
occupied West Bank, carrying out unlawful killings and displaying a chilling
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disregard for Palestinian lives. These unlawful killings are in blatant violation of
international human rights law and are committed with impunity in the context of
maintaining Israel’s institutionalized regime of systematic oppression and
domination over Palestinians,” said Erika Guevara-Rosas, Amnesty International’s
Director of Global Research, Advocacy and Policy.

“These cases provide shocking evidence of the deadly consequences of Israel’s
unlawful use of force against Palestinians in the West Bank. Israeli authorities,
including the Israeli judicial system, have proven shamefully unwilling to ensure
justice for Palestinian victims. In this climate of near total impunity, an
international justice system worth its salt must step in. The Prosecutor of the
International Criminal Court must investigate these killings and injuries as possible
war crimes of willful killing and willfully causing great suffering or serious injury.
The situation in Palestine and Israel is a litmus test for the legitimacy and
reputation of the court. It cannot afford to fail it.”

Since October 7, across the West Bank, Israeli security forces’ use of unlawful
force during law enforcement operations has been unrelenting, sowing fear and
intimidation among entire communities; it has also been used to disperse rallies
and protests held in solidarity with Gaza and demanding the release of Palestinian
prisoners and detainees.

Between October 7 and December 31, 2023, 299 Palestinians were killed, marking
a 50% increase compared to the first nine months of the year. At least 61 further
Palestinians, including 13 children, have been killed so far in 2024 as of January
29, according to OCHAopens in a new tab.

Amnesty International sent requests for information on the four cases investigated
to the Israeli military’s spokesperson unit and to the Jerusalem District
Commander on November 26. At the time of publication, no response had been
received. Amnesty International is continuing to investigate other cases of
excessive force during law enforcement operations, such as the repeated raids and
attacks in Jenin and Tulkarem in the northern occupied West Bank.

Israel has a well-documented track record of using excessive and often lethal force
to stifle dissent and enforce its system of apartheid against Palestinians leading to a
historic pattern of unlawful killings committed with impunity.

“Three bullets were fired without any mercy”: The Nour Shams October raid
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Since October 7, Israeli forces have stepped up raids, carrying them out almost
daily across the occupied West Bank in what it describes as search and arrest
operations.

Over 54% of the 4,382 Palestinians injured in the West Bank were injured during
such operations, according to OCHA.

In one illustrative case investigated by Amnesty International, Israeli military and
border police forces used excessive force during a 30-hour-long raid on Nour
Shams refugee camp in Tulkarem beginning on October 19.

During the operation Israeli forces killed 13 Palestinians, including six children,
four of them under the age of 16, and arrested 15 people. Israeli military sources
quoted in media reports said that one Israeli Border Police officer was killedopens
in a new tab and nine were injured after an improvised explosive device was
thrown at them by Palestinians.

Residents told Amnesty International that, during the operation, Israeli soldiers
stormed more than 40 residential homes, destroying personal belongings and
drilling holes in the walls for sniper outposts. Water and electricity to the camp
was cut off and soldiers used bulldozers to destroy public roads, electricity
networks and water infrastructure.

Among those Killed during the raid was 15-year-old Taha Mahamid, who Israeli
forces shot dead in front of his house as he came out to check whether Israeli
forces had left the area. Taha was unarmed and posed no threat to the soldiers at
the time he was shot, based on witness testimony and videos reviewed by Amnesty
International. A video filmed by one of his sisters and verified by Amnesty’s Crisis
Evidence Lab shows Taha walking on the street, peeking to check for the presence
of soldiers and then collapsing on the street outside his house, after the sound of
three gunshots.

Fatima, Taha’s sister, told Amnesty International: “They did not give him a
chance. In an instant, my brother was eliminated. Three bullets were fired without
any mercy. The first bullet hit him in the leg. The second — in his stomach. Third,
in his eye. There were no confrontations... there was no conflict.”

An eyewitness told Amnesty International that when Taha’s father,
Ibrahim Mahamid, then attempted to carry his injured son to safety, Israeli forces
shot him in the back. A verified video filmed by one of Taha’s sisters immediately
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after the shooting shows Taha’s father lying on the ground next to Taha before
limping away. Fatima Mahamid added: “He [her father Ibrahim] raised his hands,
showing them [the soldiers] that he had nothing in them. He just wanted to take his
son. They shot him with one bullet, and my father fell next to Taha.”

Ibrahim Mahamid suffered serious damage to his internal organs and had to be
taken to intensive care.

Neither Taha or Ibrahim Mahamid posed a threat to security forces or anyone else
when they were shot. This unnecessary use of lethal force should be investigated as
possible war crimes of willful killing and willfully causing great suffering or
serious injury to body or health.

Approximately 12 hours after Taha Mahamid’s killing, Israeli military stormed his
family’s home and locked his family members, including three young children, in a
room under the supervision of a soldier for about 10 hours. They also drilled holes
in the walls of two rooms to position snipers overlooking the neighborhood. One
witness said the soldiers searched the house, beating a member of the family, and
one was seen urinating on the doorstep.

In videos verified by Amnesty International, Israeli military bulldozers are seen
damaging the narrow streets of the Nour Shams refugee camp. Also, a videoopens
in a new tab posted by the Palestinian Red Crescent Society (PRCS) and verified
by Amnesty’s Crisis Evidence Lab shows the extensive damage to a road inside
the Nour Shams refugee camp, hampering the medical evacuation of the injured
during the raid.

Excessive force used against Palestinian protesters

Protests in solidarity with Palestinians in Gaza have been held frequently across
the occupied West Bank since October 7. These demonstrations have been mostly
peaceful, but some protesters have been seen throwing stones in response to the
presence or forceful intervention of the Israeli forces.

Israeli forces’ use of lethal force in response to youth throwing stones is at odds
with the right to life under international human rights law and international
standards regulating the use of force in policing. Lethal force in law enforcement
can only be used when there is an imminent threat to life; its use is not a
proportionate response to stone-throwing.
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In one egregious case on October 13 in Tulkarem, two eyewitnesses described to
Amnesty International how Israeli forces stationed at a military watch tower at one
of the main entrances to the town and those on the roof of a nearby home opened
fire on a crowd of at least 80 unarmed Palestinians peacefully demonstrating in
solidarity with Gaza.

Two journalists who were at the scene separately told Amnesty International that
they saw Israeli forces firing two tear gas canisters at the crowd and shortly
afterwards opening live fire at them without warning shots. The two journalists
saw four people being shot and injured as they tried to run away from the shooting.
A few minutes later, Israeli forces also opened fire in the direction of the
journalists even though both were wearing vests clearly marked as Press. They hid
behind a wall along with three children and had to remain there for about two
hours as the operation continued.

During this time, they witnessed a Palestinian man riding past them on a bike
being shot and injured by an Israeli soldier. One of the journalists also saw another
demonstrator being shot in the head. She described how the victim was suddenly
shot and fell to the ground. He later succumbed to his wounds.

At a different incident, on November 27, Israeli forces resorted to excessive force
against a crowd of Palestinians in Beitunia, near Ramallah. The group had gathered
to greet prisoners released from Ofer prison as part of the deal between Israel and
Hamas during the temporary humanitarian pause in Gaza.

Witnesses described to Amnesty International how the Israeli military fired live
ammunition and rubber coated bullets at the crowd and dropped tear gas canisters
using drones. Witnesses also reported that Israeli forces deployed a military
bulldozer and drove military jeeps into the Palestinians who had gathered.

One eyewitness saw resident Yassine Al-Asmar being shot in the chest while he
was just standing in the crowd and watched how ambulances were unable to reach
him due to the ongoing shooting by the Israeli forces. Instead, his friends managed
to move him out and take him to a hospital in Ramallah, but he was declared dead
shortly afterwards.

Videos verified by Amnesty International’s Crisis Evidence Lab show some
protesters throwing stones and burning tires in the area, as well as at least one
person throwing a Molotov cocktail at a bulldozer. Under international law,
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throwing stones or burning tires do not justify a law enforcement response
involving the use of firearms. International law prohibits the use of lethal force
against people who are not posing an imminent threat of death or serious injury.

These shootings should be investigated as possible war crimes of willful killing
and willfully causing great suffering or serious injury. One of the witnesses said:
“They seek to mar our celebration of released prisoners and assert their
domination.”

“I saw ...the ambulance getting shot at”: Obstruction of medical assistance

The obstruction of medical assistance by Israeli forces during operations across the
OPT is a routine practice Amnesty International has documented for years and is
part of Israel’s system of apartheid. Under international law, Israeli forces have an
obligation to ensure anyone injured by their forces is able to access medical
treatment.

Amnesty International has investigated five occasions where the Israeli forces
hindered or prevented those seriously injured in demonstrations and raids from
receiving critical medical assistance. They also shot at Palestinians trying to help,
including medics tending to the wounded.

On October 10, in Ein Al-Lozeh, a neighborhood of Silwan in occupied East
Jerusalem, an Israeli Border Police patrol unit unlawfully killed Ali Abbasi who
was unarmed and attempting to pull to safety Abd Al-Rahman Faraj, who had just
been shot by the same unit on patrol in the area.

Confrontations had erupted between Palestinians and Israeli Border Police in the
neighborhood. Palestinians used fireworks, and the Israeli forces used live
ammunition. Amnesty’s Crisis Evidence Lab verified three videos shot from
different angles, showing fireworks hitting the back and sides of a police car.

During these clashes, Abd Al-Rahman Faraj was shot. Shortly thereafter, Ali
Abbasi tried to pull Faraj to safety. An eyewitness, who spoke on condition of
anonymity for security reasons, told Amnesty International that they saw Israeli
forces shooting Ali Abbasi in the head as he tried to pull Faraj away.

The witness said Israeli forces then threatened to shoot people who tried to help the
two men and obstructed an ambulance from reaching the victims, leaving them
bleeding on the ground for over an hour. The victims were later collected by an
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Israeli military ambulance and their bodies have yet to be returned to their
families.

Similarly, during the crackdown on the Tulkarem demonstration on October 13,
eyewitnesses to the shooting by Israeli forces of the Palestinian man who was
riding a bike told Amnesty International that the paramedic who attempted

to rescue the victim was also shot at by the Israeli soldiers as he approached the
injured man. One of the two journalists who witnessed the incident told Amnesty
International that she saw the man on the bike being shot in one of his legs before
he fell down:

“He was screaming. And then one of the ambulance guys tried to move him and
save his life but the Israeli sniper continued shooting. | saw with my own eyes the
medical people and the ambulance getting shot at by Israeli snipers.”

In a third example, during the raid in Nour Shams on October

19, three eyewitnesses, including a paramedic on the scene, said two ambulances
were stopped at the entrance of the camp and prevented from reaching the injured.
The witnesses said the residents were forced to transport the wounded to a hospital
in private cars.

Family members who witnessed the October 19 shooting of Ibrahim

Mahamid while he attempted to carry his injured son Taha to safety told Amnesty
International that he was prevented from receiving medical assistance for over an
hour. The organization also spoke to a paramedic on the scene who confirmed that
he had spent over an hour trying to reach Ibrahim Mahamid but Israeli forces
stopped the ambulance at the entrance of the camp and Ibrahim was left to bleed
throughout that time.

During the raid which took place across Jenin on November 9, the Israeli military
attacked medical personnel attempting to treat someone with a gunshot wound
inside Jenin refugee camp. As reported by OCHA, Israeli forces killed 13
Palestinians during this operation, which lasted 12 hours and involved both armed
clashes and air strikes.

According to an eyewitness, Israeli forces shot Sabreen Obeidi, a PRCS
paramedic, in her lower back while she was inside a parked PRCS ambulance in
Jenin refugee camp.
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During the same raid on November 9, the Israeli forces also shot at two other
PRCS ambulances that entered Jenin refugee camp to collect injured persons.
Video footage from a camera installed inside a PRCS ambulance shared with
Amnesty International and verified by the organization’s Crisis Evidence Lab
shows a round striking the road approximately two meters in front the ambulance.
The incident depicted in the video was also recounted to Amnesty International by
a paramedic inside the ambulance who said that he also saw two other paramedics
shot at by a sniper positioned in a building across the street.

International law requires that the sick and wounded and medical personnel be
respected and protected. Obstructing access to medical treatment violates the right
to health, the right to security of the person, to freedom from torture and cruel,
inhuman, and degrading treatment and can lead to violations of the right to life.

“Amnesty International has long documented unlawful killings by Israeli forces
and how they fit into the system of apartheid into which Palestinians are locked. It
Is time for the ICC Prosecutor to investigate these killings and the crime of
apartheid in its investigation into the situation in Palestine,” said Erika Guevara-
Rosas.

Background on international legal standards

In the occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Israel is the occupying
power and its actions are bound, in addition to the Fourth Geneva Convention and
the law of occupation, by its obligations under international human rights law.

In policing demonstrations and carrying out other law enforcement functions in the
West Bank, including so-called search and arrest operations, Israeli forces must
respect human rights, including the rights to life and security of person and the
rights to freedom of expression and to peaceful assembly, as well as international
standards that elaborate how human rights must be upheld by law enforcement
officials such as the UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law
Enforcement Officials.

These standards prohibitopens in a new tab the use of force by law enforcement
officials unless strictly necessary and to the extent required for the performance of
their duty and require that firearms may only be used as a last resort — when strictly
necessary for military personnel or police to protect themselves or others against
the imminent threat of death or serious injury. The intentional lethal use of
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firearms is only permissible if strictly unavoidable in order to protect life. Willful
killings of protected persons and willfully causing great suffering or serious injury
to protected persons are grave breaches of the Fourth Geneva Convention and war
crimes.

“No People, No Problems”: The Growing Appeal of Authoritarian
Conflict Management - ARMENAK TOKMAJYAN - Carnegie -
31/1/2024

Summary: Syria, Azerbaijan, and some officials in Israel have
conceptualized forced displacement as a mode of conflict
management. That has consequences for the Western peacebuilding
model.

“They make a desert and call it peace.” This phrase from Tacitus’s Agricola is frequently
quoted, and while few political leaders have read the Roman historian’s work, many
have applied the same principle in their policies. Throughout the world, from Syria to
Nagorno-Karabakh to Gaza, leaders have engaged in massive levels of abuse to impose
peace. This has included forcing, or contemplating forcing, defiant populations out of
their land to quell armed resistance and eradicate the social support base rebellions

enjoy. Such actions can be regarded, perversely, as a form of conflict management,

despite their harshness and the fact that they may involve ethnic cleansing or genocide.

In Syria from 2016 to 2018, some 200,000 people were displaced by President Bashar

al-Assad’s regime from former opposition-held areas. Similarly, in September

2023, over 100,000 ethnic Armenians were forcibly supplanted from Nagorno-

Karabakh by Azerbaijan, echoing Syria’s multiple displacements. Israeli officials, both

present and former, have also lobbied for or encouraged a similar approach in Gaza

after the October 7 Hamas attacks, so as to prevent the resurgence of armed resistance
there.

The implication of expelling populations from their ancestral land extends beyond the
humanitarian or moral ramifications of such behavior. It also challenges the Western

liberal peacebuilding model that gained prominence during the 1990s. This model

75


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0010836718765902
https://paxforpeace.nl/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/import/import/pax-siege-watch-final-report.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/armenia/irc-responds-nagorno-karabakh-displacement
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/90625
https://www.ft.com/content/75971d8b-e2fd-4275-8747-0bd443673483
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/90891?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
https://doi.org/10.1080/14678802.2021.1940011
https://doi.org/10.1080/14678802.2021.1940011

emphasizes a respect for rights, diversity, consensus, and compromise through dialogue,
while authoritarian conflict management mechanisms promote illiberal, often
repressive, and violent methods to reimpose tranquility, effectively turning them into
conflict resolution mechanisms.

The consequences of this are many. The inability of liberal Western states to deter or
prevent authoritarian regimes from managing conflict through violence and repression
will only encourage countries to replicate such practices when it suits them, making the
“no people, no rebellion” strategy more appealing. The ensuing harm done to
democratic and humanitarian values that liberal countries seek to turn into a foundation
of the international system could undermine prospects for a rules-based global order

anchored in international law.

A PROVEN AUTHORITARIAN APPROACH

The behavior of the Assad regime in Syria, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev’s regime
in Nagorno-Karabakh, and the Israeli government in Gaza has prompted pushback from
many in the liberal democratic West. That is not surprising, as their methods tend to
view elimination as an efficient basis to resolve conflicts. The compulsory transfer of
populations, which all three have implemented or are thinking of implementing,

is prohibited by international humanitarian law and can constitute war

crimes and crimes against humanity.

Authoritarian regimes regard liberal conflict resolution methods not only as ineffective
but also as potential security threats, as these may threaten the stability of their ruling
systems. That is why Syria and Azerbaijan are examples of states that have
conceptualized population transfer (of combatants and noncombatants) as a mode of
conflict management. The core aim of their regimes has been to do away, rather than
reconcile, with the societies spawning resistance against their rule. Israel is somewhat
different. It scores higher on democracy indexes; however, open discussion in the
country about expelling Palestinians from Gaza, as a way of preventing the reemergence

of armed opposition, resembles the reasoning in Syria and Azerbaijan.
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SYRIA: DEPOPULATION AND PEACE

Around 12.1 million people have been displaced by Syria’s conflict, including 200,000
who were systematically transferred by the regime, with Russia’s support, in 2016—2018

to northwest Syria, mostly to Idlib Governorate. This was the final stage in a process

involving sieges, starvation, the politicization of aid, and the misuse of aid delivery
mechanisms, as well as the demonization and delegitimization of opposition grievances.
Forcible transfer to the northwest was one of the “choices” offered by the regime to the
residents of about two dozen besieged areas. The other was to return to the “embrace of
the motherland” (al-‘awde ila hudn al-watan), which entailed facing a clearance process
supervised by the regime’s infamous security services. While some took the risk, about
200,000 chose to leave. The process was inhumane, but the expulsions were decisive in
ending the rebellion in those areas, mostly around Damascus, which bolstered Assad’s
hold on power.

The regime sought to filter the rebels and their support base (al-hadine al-ijtimaaiyyeh)
out of local society, ending any possibility of a revival of opposition. What constituted
this support base was not set in stone. A Major general from the Fourth Armored
Division viewed the base as conservative with sectarian tendencies and described its
members as individuals with flawed convictions regarding the regime, yet who remained
convinced of the validity of their beliefs.! Three senior regime military officers viewed
coexistence with this social base as impossible, as the base sought to eliminate the
regime.2 Another military official considered this segment of the population as “time
bombs” who could revitalize resistance in the future.3 Areas controlled by the regime
after the expulsion of the local population show no signs of insurrection over five years

later. While, on the contrary in Daraa, where the Syria army was unable to uproot

rebels and their supporters, government control remains weak.

The success of the regime’s demographic engineering also hinged on factors beyond its
control. Russia’s military support from 2015 on, along with Western and Arab
acceptance that Assad was there to stay, provided a geopolitical climate conducive to a
depopulation drive, without anticipation of serious repercussions. The shift in the

balance of power represented a significant blow to the Western-dominated Geneva
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peace process. Russia, Tiirkiye, and Iran went on to create the Astana track in January
2017, which over time became the main process for resolving the Syrian conflict.
Another factor allowing the regime to engage in forcible population transfers was the
availability of a territory beyond its control to which it could send people. Northwestern
Syria, particularly Idlib Governorate, was controlled by opposition groups and became a

convenient destination. This also fed into local and regional agendas: while the Syrian

opposition and its social base were a threat to Assad, they became a political,

demographic, and military resource for Tiirkiye, which dominated the northwest.
THE ARMENIANS OF NAGORNO-KARABAKH

In the southern Caucasus, a region with important links to the Levant, Azerbaijan

launched a military operation in Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023, which resulted
in the forced eviction of most of the area’s Armenians. Karabakh is an Armenian-

majority area that had seceded from Azerbaijan in the 1990s and taken over neighboring

Azerbaijani lands with Armenia’s help, displacing nearly 600,000 people. In November

2020, Azerbaijan recaptured most of its lost territories, with significant backing

from Tiirkiye and Israel.

Once that war ended, Russian peacekeepers were deployed to protect what was left of

the isolated enclave. However, Russia’s power waned after it invaded Ukraine, while the
Azerbaijani presence around the enclave increased. Starting in December 2022, Baku
imposed a blockade by cutting communications with the outside world and essential
supplies such as gas, electricity, and baby formula, while politicizing aid. Although the
humanitarian situation in Karabakh did not reach the levels seen in Syria’s Madaya, for

example, where hunger was widespread among the 40,000 residents and dozens died of

starvation and malnutrition, the tactics bore similarities to what is remembered in Syria

as the “starvation until submission” campaign.

After its September 2023 offensive, Azerbaijan offered Armenians amnesty, citizenship,
and integration into Azerbaijan’s “free society.” Within days, however, almost no
Armenians chose to remain in Karabakh. As in Syria, nothing encouraged them to stay,

whether a viable mechanism of reconciliation or an independent judiciary. Instead,

people recalled Azerbaijan’s years of cultural warfare against local Armenian

heritage and its gruesome human rights violations, not just against Armenians but
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also Azerbaijani dissidents and opposition figures hostile to Aliyev’s hereditary

dictatorship.
While the inner workings of the Aliyev regime remain unknown, there are indications
that its policies toward the Karabakh Armenians carried a similar rationale as that of the

Assad regime in Syria. One of these was Baku’s refusal to provide security guarantees,

autonomy, or even an elected local government to Karabakh Armenians. This was

noteworthy given that Karabakh had been autonomous even during the Soviet era.

Another telling indication was the timing of Azerbaijan’s offensive. It came amid U.S.-

and European Union (EU)-backed Azerbaijan-Armenia peace talks and despite the

Karabakh Armenians’ willingness to discuss integration with Baku. The resort to
military action, considered a redline by the United States and the EU, undermined the

negotiations and Baku’s “repeated assurances to refrain from the use of force.” Crucially,

it was a historic opportunity for the Aliyev regime to end the Armenian presence in
Karabakh and, with it, any chance of being challenged in the future.
As in Syria, Azerbaijan was helped by a favorable geopolitical situation and a territory to

which to expel Armenians. After the 2020 war, Azerbaijan’s status rose as an oil- and

gas-rich country, with a prime location along the Central Asia-Europe corridor,
bordering Russia and Iran, militarily allied with Turkey and Israel, and enjoying

improved economic ties with the European Union. Moreover, because of the Ukraine

conflict, Russia, the traditional regional hegemon, was occupied elsewhere. As Armenia

drew closer to the West, Russia tilted toward Baku, going “from patron to partner in an

illiberal order,” as one observer put it. That’s why, once the September 2023 attack

unfolded, Russian peacekeepers failed to intervene. Nor did Armenia, earning Aliyev’s

praise. Instead, Yerevan found itself hosting caravans of fleeing Armenians.
ISRAEL AND THE DREAM OF A GAZA WITHOUT PALESTINIANS

As the war in Gaza has continued in recent months, numerous Israeli officials or
representatives have been defending the idea that only by driving the Palestinians out of
the territory could Israel’s security be guaranteed. Given the demographics of the Jewish
and Palestinian populations between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River, with the
latter likely to become a, the question of displacing Palestinians is a preoccupation that

cuts across Israel’s political spectrum. Indeed, in the early weeks of the conflict, Israeli
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Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu reportedly sought to secure European backing to

pressure Egypt into accepting Palestinians from Gaza, “at least during the conflict.” To
some observers, this caveat was disingenuous, as it is unlikely that Israel, if it could,
would ever allow their return.

Among the staunchest advocates of this approach is Israeli Finance Minister Bezalel
Smotrich, who also plays a leading role in administering the West Bank. In 2017,

he published his “decisive plan” for “ending the conflict and bringing about real peace.”
Smotrich proposed a phased approach: expanding settlements to deter a Palestinian
state, offering integration for Palestinians who abandoned their national aspirations,
facilitating emigration for the rest, and confronting those who continued to fight. When
the Gaza war began, he supported the “voluntary migration” of Gaza’s Palestinians.

He was not alone. Knesset members Danny Danon and Ram Ben-Barak, in a Wall Street
Journal article, urged countries to accept Gaza refugees “who have expressed a desire”
to relocate, while entirely omitting Israel’s role in making Gaza virtually uninhabitable.

Similarly, Israel’s Intelligence Ministry published a policy paper in the aftermath of the

October 7 attacks, presenting the option of expelling Gaza’s population to the Sinai. The
document warned that a generation raised under Hamas and facing Israeli occupation
could revive the organization and potentially fuel more extremism.

The Intelligence Ministry reportedly lacks decisionmaking power, while Netanyahu

has denied that Israel seeks to expel Gaza’s population. However, because the path of
transferring Palestinians is tied mainly to Israel’s right-wing nationalist religious
parties, on which Netanyahu relies to remain in power, he has avoided opposing them.

Moreover, Netanyahu’s rejection of Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza in 2005, like

his repeated calls to annex the West Bank, suggests he would not be unhappy with a

transfer of Palestinians out of those areas, regardless of his denials, as this would
advance his stated political agenda.

The debate in Israel around transferring Palestinians replicates the rationale employed
in Syria and Nagorno-Karabakh: namely to empty the land of a society that can generate
resistance. This has not happened yet in Gaza. Nor do the Israelis have a territory to

which they can send Gaza’s Palestinians. The main obstacles are Egypt, which opposes
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any transfer of Palestinians to Sinai, and the United States, which refuses to endorse

such a step.
In the absence of a transfer option, Israel has adopted an alternative strategy to deny

Hamas a social base. This can be called “domicide,” the mass destruction of dwellings to
make Gaza unfit for life. Satellite analysis published by the Wall Street Journal and

the Economist shows vast devastation in the territory, with nearly 70 percent of its
439,000 homes and about half of its buildings damaged by December 2023. Many
Gazans will have no place to which to return, and Israel will likely control, and
potentially restrict, the financial and logistical aspects of reconstruction. This may
compel the population to slowly abandon Gaza when possible, denying Hamas the
protective covering of a cohesive society in which to operate.

CHALLENGING LIBERAL CONFLICT RESOLUTION AND ITS
REPERCUSSIONS

Uprooting people from their land is a human tragedy. However, as a mode of conflict
management, it has wider implications, especially in undermining liberal approaches to
peacebuilding whose components are ingrained—at least in theory—in Western

concepts of democracy, human rights, dialogue, and a rules-based international order.

This is particularly pressing given that influential countries, prominent among them

China and Russia, are pushing back against concepts of liberal internationalism.

First, the prevalence of an illiberal approach reinforces a trend that has been gaining
currency in the past decade. Historically, violence has been a more likely factor deciding

the outcome of conflicts than any desire to conclude consensual peace agreements.

During a rare interregnum in the 1990s, negotiated settlements, often with international
backing, occurred in places such as Bosnia, South Africa, the Philippines, Mozambique,
and others. However, toward the end of the first decade of the new century, this trend
was reversed, implying that countries may have begun losing confidence in the viability
of negotiated settlements. In light of this, more countries may try to resolve conflicts
through violence, which could heighten global instability.

A second dangerous implication of the illiberal approach is that successful authoritarian

tactics set precedents for others to adopt. Because authoritarian regimes learn from each

other, they are in a better position to institutionalize a global system that stands in the
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way of a rules-based order. For example, Jamil al-Hassan, the notorious former head of
Syria’s Air Force Intelligence Agency, admitted to taking notes on how China suppressed
the Tiananmen student protests in 1989. He pointed out that Syria should have acted
similarly with protesters in 2011. Those observations must have made their way into his
reports to the Syrian leadership during the uprising.

Another example comes from Israel. The Israeli response to the October 7 attacks saw
leading parliamentarians commend an illiberal approach. Former defense minister
Avigdor Lieberman praised Azerbaijan’s success in Karabakh. He said that despite
“pressure from Brussels, the EU, and the West, [Azerbaijan] brought [the conflict] to
[an] end brilliantly. I hope we will be able to do the same.” The literature on

authoritarian conflict management shows that democracies sometimes adopt illiberal

conflict management methods as well, and Israel’s destruction of Gaza proves this.

A third implication of the illiberal approach is that it often highlights the inability of
Western countries to defend their liberal internationalist principles, which only further
discredits the sustainability of liberal conflict resolution mechanisms and a rules-based
international order. In the Syrian, Azerbaijani, and Israeli cases, the West through its
timid reactions failed to deter, let alone prevent, authoritarian policies. This bolstered

an impression that Western indignation is usually without great consequence.

Syria, Tiirkiye, Iran, and Russia—all reflecting different shades of authoritarianism—
were able to undermine a liberal peace-building process for Syria, replacing it with
Astana. Aliyev proceeded with a military solution in September 2023 in Nagorno-
Karabakh, despite U.S.- and EU-sponsored talks. And Israel’s war in Gaza has shown
that when the West is itself divided, liberal values are a casualty. Western divisions over
how Israel should respond to October 7, and U.S. support for a continuation of Israeli
military operations in Gaza, allowed the Israelis to devastate the territory and even

consider ethnically cleansing its population, with few negative repercussions.
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The success of authoritarian conflict management practices denotes a broader shift in
the Western-dominated international order. Western powers, particularly in the EU, are
facing challenges to their influence from emerging powers, including assertive
authoritarian states. Those states are now combining their efforts to erode Western
domination. Two relatively small authoritarian regimes, in Azerbaijan and Syria, have
managed to defy Western-led peace initiatives with the backing of other autocracies,
Tiirkiye and Russia. Similarly, China’s role in facilitating a reconciliation between
authoritarian Iran and Saudi Arabia in March 2023 marked a departure from the past.
Major Western states continue to be pivotal players in global politics. The United States
remains the world’s strongest military power, while both the U.S. and EU economies are
still the largest globally. However, the growing challenges to the international order they
forged have prompted a critical inquiry when it comes to conflict resolution: were the
1990s a turning point in resolving conflicts or merely a brief hiatus in a long-standing
period in which violence, rather than consensual agreements, was the decisive factor in
ending them? The future trajectory will depend on the resolve of the West to implement,
and even enforce, its normative principles in the face of actors committed to reducing its

influence internationally.

NOTES

! Interview conducted by the author’s research assistant with a major general from the
Fourth Armored Division who has been involved in the Syrian war since the beginning,
Damascus, November 2023.

2 Interview conducted with a major general from the Fourth Armored Division,
Damascus, November 2023; interview conducted by the author’s research assistant with
another Syrian major general, Damascus, April 2023; and interview conducted by the
author’s research assistant with a colonel from the Fourth Armored Division, Damascus,
November 2023.

3 Interview conducted by the author’s research assistant with a Syrian major general,

Damascus, April 2023.
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