Israeli Embargo on Gaza Blocks Efforts to Rebuild
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BEIT LAHIYA, Gaza Strip -- Majid Jumeh's house, damaged by the Israeli army during a three-week war in January, is down to a kitchen, a bathroom and a bedroom, his eight-member family jammed into those bits of livable space wrapped around a rubble pile.

"We are living in a corridor and a bedroom," said Jumeh, 46, who before the war had a steady income from a grocery -- also destroyed, he said -- and a roomy house. "We used to be at a good level. Now look at us."

The United States, Saudi Arabia and other countries have pledged more than $5 billion in aid for Gaza's reconstruction. But no repairs have been made to Jumeh's house or thousands of other war-damaged buildings because Israel refuses to permit construction materials into the 25-mile-long seaside strip as long as it is under the control of the Islamist movement Hamas.

Since taking office in late March, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has said little about how he intends to handle Gaza, insisting that he needed to conduct a full policy review of Palestinian issues. The unofficial clock on that review runs out on Monday, when Netanyahu and President Obama are scheduled to hold their first face-to-face meeting in Washington.

International aid experts and diplomats say they realize that if reconstruction money pours into Gaza, it could strengthen Hamas politically and financially. But they also worry that if there is no change in the dire circumstances of most Gazans, the situation simply will build to another violent outbreak like the one in January, when Israel responded to rocket fire from Gaza by ordering airstrikes and sending in ground troops.

Many relief workers, construction firms and Gazans like Jumeh are hoping that Obama will prod Netanyahu to loosen Israel's grip.

"Israel has its hand on the tap, and they are going to hover a millimeter above destitution until the political reality changes," said Christopher Gunness, spokesman for the U.N. Relief and Works Agency, which coordinates food and other aid in the strip.

The U.N. agency has requested industrial-level quantities of a dozen different materials, including 148,000 tons of cement and 23,000 tons of steel, to rebuild an estimated 3,500 war-damaged homes and make repairs on 30,000 others. But Israel restricts the import of such material, and Israeli officials say they will maintain the embargo until they are certain that shipments into Gaza will not benefit Hamas.


No Public Push From U.S.

So far, the United States, which considers Hamas a terrorist organization, has not publicly pushed Israel to allow reconstruction to proceed. Arab states, which generally support the Palestinian Authority that controls the West Bank and is a rival to Hamas, have also remained relatively mute. Egypt's border with Gaza is closed, and while the smuggling of food and other supplies is rampant, officials in Cairo have tightened policing in recent months to curb arms shipments.

Israel may face demands "to relieve some of the specific issues, but there is no evidence there is a workable plan" for widespread rebuilding in Gaza, said Gerald Steinberg, chairman of the political science department at Bar-Ilan University. "Without that, there is not so much pressure. Nobody wants to deal with Gaza in a way that will strengthen Hamas."

Regular shipments of humanitarian aid and commercial goods such as sugar are allowed into Gaza under the Israeli rules. Supplemented by smuggled goods, the imports are enough, U.N. officials say, to keep Gaza's 1.5 million people from facing a full-fledged humanitarian crisis.

Throughout the strip, corner stands still offer fruits and vegetables, and grocery shelves hold a wide array of goods. Merchants say Israeli-authorized necessities come through formal import channels, while non-staples, such as Snickers candy bars and Saudi-made instant soup, are supplied by the smugglers.

At least some of the tent cities, established to shelter those displaced by the conflict, are emptying.

"This is not a humanitarian crisis. It is a political crisis with grave humanitarian consequences," including limited access to outside medical care, Gunness said. Israeli restrictions on Gaza are in their fourth year and have steadily tightened following events such as the seizure by militants of Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit in 2006 and the steady fire of mortars and rockets into Israeli towns.

Vague Words From Hamas

Rocket fire from Hamas has ebbed considerably since the fighting in January, though security officials debate whether that is a true change in Hamas's strategy or just a temporary tactic while Hamas negotiates with the rival Fatah faction over a possible unity government.

In an interview, Hamas Deputy Prime Minister Ziad al-Zaza was vague on the issue. He said the launching of munitions into Israel "is not an end, it is a means" that the organization will continue to use -- or avoid -- depending on circumstances. Hamas leaders have spoken of establishing a truce with Israel but have not shown any willingness to change their core goals, including a charter that calls for the Jewish state's elimination.

There is some evidence that the war and its aftermath have tarnished Hamas's image as a more effective and less self-serving organization than Fatah, the main force in the Palestinian Authority. Supporters of both factions voiced frustration with the lack of assistance in rebuilding. In the view of many Gazans, the leaders of both Palestinian movements are mainly looking out for themselves.

"They gave us 4,000 shekels and stuck us in a tent," said Mohanned Irhaiem, 49, an unemployed builder who, since the end of the war, has been living in an encampment of about 100 tents in Beit Lahiya. He was referring to the payment, worth about $1,000, that Hamas gave to people whose homes were destroyed during January's fighting.

Yet there is little sense here of a system on the verge of collapse. Rolling electricity outages are accepted as a fact of life, as are other daily restrictions, like a limit of $500 on bank withdrawals because of a cash shortage. With unemployment estimated at around 60 percent, the situation for many families is tenuous: More than three-fourths of the population relies on outside aid of some sort, according to one U.N. estimate.

Yet cash is trickling through the economy, largely in the form of government salaries. Hamas-run schools and hospitals remain open. In addition, the Palestinian Authority, kicked out of Gaza by Hamas, is allowed by Israel to continue paying its former employees in the strip through regular bank transfers -- multimillion-dollar infusions that touch off chaotic lines at bank branches. The payments have helped bring down the number of people reliant on U.N.-coordinated food aid from a peak of 900,000 last fall to about 750,000 today, Gunness said.
