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Ramping it up         
(***  See highly relevant video – reference at end of this article)
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Israel and the Waqf, the Islamic group that administers the Temple Mount, come to an agreement. Israel begins to fulfil its side of the bargain. The Waqf declares publicly that Israel is attempting to destroy the Dome of the Rock, or undermine al-Aqsa Mosque, or rebuild the Temple. The declaration whips up public anger and violence ensues. Israeli security forces step in to prevent the violence and the international media take photos of these security forces. Israel looks bad in the Middle East and around the world. Sound familiar? 
 
Just over a year ago, the Muslim world ignited in outrage when it came to light that an infidel Danish paper had published sacrilegious images of the Prophet Muhammad. Especially insulting was the image depicting Muhammad with a bomb in his turban, as well as a handful of others intimating an inherent violent streak in Islam. To prove itself a religion of peace, and to regain the perceived lost honour of the Prophet, Muslims throughout the world went on a series of violent rampages. Embassies were burnt down in Asia; Scandinavians were threatened in Gaza (and quickly fled); Christians were murdered in Africa.
 
In the end, it turned out that an Egyptian newspaper had reproduced the same images months before the riots, with no ill effect. Moreover, a delegation of Danish Muslims had toured the Islamic world, showing cartoons of Muhammad - which really were offensive - but which had never been published in Jyllands-Posten, the newspaper at the centre of the storm, or any other mainstream paper.
 
The whole thing was a beat up - a clinical and cynical campaign by a handful of individuals to create and increase hatred of the West in global Muslim populations.
 
The world saw a similar thing happen in February. But this time cartoons weren’t involved but, rather, a simple ramp.
 

Some background
 
One of the consequences of Israel’s stunning 1967 victory over the combined weight of Egypt, Jordan and Syria was a return of Jewish sovereignty to the Temple Mount for the first time in 1,897 years.
 
Then Israeli defence minister Moshe Dayan made the tactical decision to hand control of the Mount to the Waqf, the Islamic Trust. The Waqf gained control over what happened on top of the Mount as well as all the various gates leading onto it. That is, all the gates but one. 
 
The Mughrabi Gate, overshadowing the Western Wall, remained in the hands of Israeli authorities - with the full agreement of the Waqf. Through this gate, non-Muslims could gain access to the Mount and, if needed, Israeli security forces could ensure no rocks were thrown at Jewish worshippers gathered 20 metres below.
 
The ramp leading up to the Gate is earthen, and hundreds of years old. Time, earthquakes and, finally, a snowstorm two years ago, rendered it unsafe. Since then, a rickety structure cutting off some of the already crowded women’s section in the Western Wall Plaza has served as a temporary measure.
 
With the Waqf’s agreement, Israel set about building a new ramp.
 
Enter Sheikh Ra'ad Salah, head of the northern division of Israel’s Islamic Movement, the chief Islamist political group in Israel’s liberal democracy. Knowing full well it was a lie, he accused Israel of undermining the foundations of al-Aqsa Mosque, which sits on the southern end of the Temple Mount platform, and over 50 metres from the archaeological digs that were (by law and agreement) preceding the construction of the new ramp. Salah called for a new Intifada.
 
Sermons in al-Aqsa Mosque that Friday followed suit. The result was raised tensions and limited violence in Jerusalem and a handful of other places in Israel and the territories. Protesters took to the streets around the Muslim world, and led a member of Egypt’s ruling party to spit, “That cursed Israel is trying to destroy al-Aqsa Mosque… Nothing will work with Israel except for a nuclear bomb that wipes it out of existence.”
 
Iranian President Ahmadinejad would be happy to comply.
 
The issue with the ramp up to the Mughrabi Gate forms part of a long-established pattern of a handful of influential Israeli or Palestinian Muslims hoping to create violent incidents between their flock and Jewish Israelis, in order to prevent peaceful relations from growing.
 
In 2000, then Israeli opposition leader Ariel Sharon went up to the Temple Mount - a trip later represented as sparking the second Intifada. Given less prominence was the fact Israel sought and gained permission from the Waqf before allowing Sharon access to the Mount. Only in the immediate lead up to and following Sharon’s visit did the Waqf incite Palestinians to violence.
 
Others will remember the riots of 1996, when Palestinian police (newly armed under the Oslo accords) joined ranks with Palestinian protesters to shoot at Israeli soldiers, because of a tunnel running adjacent to the western retaining wall of the Temple Mount. Although the Waqf hadn’t needed to approve the Israeli action (because the tunnel ran neither on top nor under the Mount), the scaremongering, by every one from Yasser Arafat down, that Israel was digging under the Mount in order to destroy the Dome of the Rock, was the reason the ‘Arab Street’ erupted as it did.
 
The riots of 1929, which eventually saw Hebron judenrein for the first time since the time of the Judges, began because of false rumours “the Jews” wanted to re-establish their Temple on the Mount.
 
And these incidents are only in relation to the Temple Mount. Stories of Israeli distribution of poisoned lollies, carcinogenic milk and illicit drugs were long part of the PA media (although these libels appear to have ended since Arafat’s death).
 

A Meccan Pilgrimage
 
The other big news of the month is the so-called Mecca Agreement, signed between extremist terrorist group Hamas and moderate terrorist group Fatah. (‘Moderate’ being used by way of comparison to Hamas. Political parties in the West that call for violence and the destruction of the country with which it has signed peace agreements aren’t usually dubbed as such.)
 
The agreement, signed by Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas, of Fatah, and Khaled Meshal, the leader of Hamas, paves the way for the establishment of a ‘national unity’ government between Hamas, Fatah and a handful of smaller parties.
 
The national unity government was seen necessary by Palestinians because the ongoing international boycott of the Hamas led Palestinian Authority was acting as a catalyst to increasing internecine Palestinian violence.
 
But Palestinians are hoping that the Quartet of the US, EU, UN and Russia will be satisfied that their demands of Hamas have been met - and thus the boycott would be lifted. However at this stage, this is unlikely. 
 
The Quartet made only three demands - that Hamas renounce violence, recognise Israel and honour the previous agreements signed between the Palestinian Authority and Israel. These demands are hardly taxing. Indeed, the Palestinian Authority was only established after the PLO met those same conditions in the lead up to and consequence of the Declaration of Principles (or ‘Oslo I’) in 1993.
 
When the PA, under Hamas’ control, withdrew its commitment to those principles, the international community withdrew its funding to that organisation. But don’t let that fool you into thinking the world has abandoned the Palestinians! Many people are well aware that Palestinians have received far more aid per capita than any other people on earth. But less know that in 2006 - the year Hamas has been in control - Palestinians received more aid than they did the year before that. Some boycott!
 
Still, the boycott has lessened Hamas’ ability to govern the way it promised to in the lead up to its election. 
 
Hamas is well aware that it didn’t acquiesce to the Quartet’s demands. Nowhere has it even come close to renouncing violence or recognising Israel. Indeed, before attending the talks in Mecca, Meshal said, “We must unite the Hamas and Fatah blood in the struggle against Israel, as we did at the beginning of the Intifada.” The third requirement, that Hamas would honour past agreements with Israel, hasn’t been met either, but this won’t stop many supporters of the Palestinian enterprise to argue the opposite. Hamas promised to respect previous agreements made by the Palestinian Authority - but it was careful not to say which agreements, or with whom those unnamed agreements were made. Moreover, Abbas had demanded that the agreement used the verb ‘commit,’ whereas Hamas insisted on ‘respecting’ previous agreements. Hamas got its way - which shows both Abbas’ weakness and Hamas’ desire for peace.
 
Another part of the agreement saw Hamas promise to pursue the interests of the Palestinian people. These interests weren’t defined - and Hamas has previously said that Palestinian interests include the rejection of Oslo.
 
In late February, the Quartet announced it would keep the boycott in place until Hamas meets its three conditions. This is a good thing. Of course, the international grouping said it would explore other ways to help the Palestinians gain statehood.
 
In the lead up to the meeting, Russia - one quarter of the Quartet (though the least important quarter) - said it should think about dropping the boycott. France said the same thing.
 
As always, large parts of the international community are falling over themselves in an attempt to allow the Palestinians to get away with murder (and the encouragement thereof) while still giving them millions. 
 

Unity, not Peace
 
Abbas’ decision to enter into a shotgun wedding with Hamas is probably better seen in the long-dominant PLO attachment to Palestinian “unity” over and above other sentiments. Palestinian unity is that in name only. The PLO has long been extremely factional (and now that Hamas will become part of the PLO - another outcome of the Mecca agreement - it will become more so).
 
Until the Palestinian national movement can tolerate spoken (not violent) dissent within its ranks, there will be little chance of true democracy developing in that community. And that’s a tragedy not only for the Palestinians, but for Israel as well.
***  Click here to watch an amazing OneJerusalem special 7-minute streaming video – a tour of the Temple Mount that is highly relevant to this topic.   
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