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Non-governmental organizations operate as part of civil society to promote social 

change by influencing government institutions and policies while encouraging 

processes that grow out of the community. It is commonly held that an active, 

diverse and strong civil society strengthens democracy in any society, because it 

encourages participation in social and political processes, facilitates the 

representation of various communities within society, and holds the authorities 

accountable for their actions. A vibrant civil society is all the more vital in a 

society without a sovereign state, with a splintered central government and weak 

governmental institutions, and whose communities are physically divided across 

different areas, such as in the case of Palestinian society. 

In the West Bank there are more than 1,500 NGOs working for various causes, 

including promotion of democracy, social and economic justice, human rights, 

development, culture, education and equality of women, and in the Gaza Strip 

there are about 1,000 such organizations1. The ban on travel between the Gaza 

Strip and the West Bank enforced by Israel since 2000 reinforces the division of 

Palestinian civil society between the parts of the territory. The travel ban makes it 

difficult for Palestinian society to operate as a single unit to promote the causes 

listed above, for the benefit of all its residents. 

Some Palestinian organizations operate in both areas in order to impart values 

and provide services to all the residents of the territory and to that end maintain 

branches both in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Naturally, the personnel of 

these organizations need to move frequently between the two areas for staff and 

management meetings, coordination of operational strategies, planning future 

activities and conducting workshops, training and work-related conferences. The 

separation between Gaza and the West Bank renders these daily tasks 

impossible; it creates a disconnect between staff and management across the 

areas and impedes joint work and planning. The only way for personnel in Gaza 

to communicate with their colleagues in the West Bank is by phone, video 

conferencing and email - unsatisfactory substitutes for face-to-face meetings. 

                                                           

1
 Relayed by Amjad al-Shawa, director of PNGO, to Ayda Abdalbari of Gisha in an interview on January 

26, 2009, and by Alam Jarar, a member of the PNGO committee in Ramallah, to Mohammed Azaiza of 

Gisha in a phone call on February 2, 2010. 
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Frequent power outages and subsequent problems with phone and internet 

connections further frustrate communication and render it inefficient. The Gaza 

branches of organizations are particularly impacted because their connection with 

the outside world is cut off by the overall closure of the Gaza Strip. Contact 

between the organizations and their donors and colleague organizations abroad 

extend only to the West Bank branches and exclude the Gaza branches, whose 

workers are also unable to receive training from foreign experts. 

The Tamer Institute for Community Education is a non-governmental educational 

organization that develops and provides alternative and supplementary 

curriculum to the formal education system in 

the Palestinian territory. As part of one of the 

organization's projects, children and youth 

from Gaza and the West Bank write and 

illustrate stories, and the organization prints 

them in a magazine distributed with the al-

Ayyam newspaper every two months. Since 

the two areas were disconnected, the writing 

team from Gaza has been barred from attending the magazine's weekly meetings 

in the West Bank. Furthermore, since 2008 Israel has barred the entry of the 

newspaper to Gaza, so that the children, the parents and the general public in 

Gaza cannot read the magazine, half of whose contents are written by children 

from Gaza2. 

The ban on the transfer of most goods from the West Bank to Gaza, except for a 

small list of "humanitarian" products, as Israel calls them, also harms the 

organizations' Gaza branches; they are completely dependent on the West Bank 

branches for the supply of publications, writing implements, office equipment and 

other materials necessary for the organization's work. The purchase of products 

smuggled into the Gaza Strip from Egypt through the tunnels does not meet the 

organizations' needs, because the cost of those products is high, their quality is 

low, selection is limited, and their purchase through the tunnels would violate the 

policy of donors from Europe and the US. In any case, books and publications 

produced in the West Bank cannot be brought in through the tunnels with Egypt. 

Materials vital for the work of the Tamer Institute's Gaza branch cannot be sent 

to it from the main office in the West Bank, including instruments for the music 

room, sports equipment, furniture, computers and even brochures that describe 

the organization. 

                                                           

2
 Relayed by Sami al-Qashtawi of the al-Ayam Gaza office, and by Mahdi al-Masri, deputy CEO of the 

newspaper in Ramallah, to Labibah Harash of Gisha in phone calls from December 13, 2009 and April 

28, 2010, respectively. 
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"We feel as if the Gaza team is working in a very distant valley from the 

West Bank team. We see that in the West Bank the organization's 

educational potential can be realized much more fully, because they can use 

all of the organization's educational resources, which the children in Gaza 

cannot enjoy. […] We maintain three libraries in the Gaza Strip. For more 

than a year and a half we have received no books from our West Bank 

library. […] This lowers the number of readers among the children of the 

community and has a negative impact on the education and culture of the 

children in the Gaza Strip".  

(Fairuz Hamid, project coordinator in the Tamer Institute for 

Community Education, October 2, 2009 and October 19, 2009) 

 

Organizations that need humanitarian goods for their work in the Gaza Strip are 

also harmed by the restrictions and delays imposed by Israel. The Palestinian 

Medical Relief Society is a non-profit community medical organization that runs 

26 clinics in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The organization's work in Gaza 

depends completely on the supply of equipment and materials from the 

organization's headquarters in the West Bank, including drugs, medical 

equipment, auxiliary equipment such as walkers and wheelchairs as well as 

brochures, for example about dealing with ailments such as swine flu. The 

difficulty in transferring equipment from the West Bank harms the organization's 

ability to function in the Gaza Strip. If a piece of medical equipment breaks down 

in Gaza, it brings work to a standstill, because needed repairs or spare parts 

cannot be brought in easily from the West Bank.  

The ban on movement of people also harms PMRS' work, as well as the operation 

of other organizations that work throughout the territory in the fields of medicine 

and rehabilitation, with the goal of supplementing the inadequate health system. 

In the Gaza Strip there are presently more than 35,000 people with disabilities - 

2.5% of the population3. Rehabilitation centers for the disabled in Gaza, which 

constitute vital civil society organizations, cannot keep abreast of new, quickly 

developing therapies, because of their isolation. This has a negative impact on 

their ability to provide their patients with the treatment they need. The Gaza 

branch of the Palestinian Medical Relief Society tries to send its employees to the 

West Bank to receive training from foreign experts in the use of medical 

equipment, or to receive permission for the experts' entrance into Gaza, but to no 

avail. As a result, the organization's employees lack the necessary training to 

operate all the equipment they need for their work. 

                                                           

3
 Statistical Report about Disabilities in the Gaza Strip, National Society for Rehabilitation, September 

2009, available at www.gnsr.org  
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"Until 2000 we received permits to travel to the West Bank regularly. Then 

problems began and since 2002 they have 

not given us permits except for in serious, 

urgent and humanitarian cases, from Israel's 

point of view. Understand that every need of 

ours to travel is urgent by definition. We have 

persistent, daily needs to communicate and 

travel between the West Bank and Gaza 

because we work in a medical context that 

includes emergencies. Our work cannot suffer 

delays and setbacks, because any delay in 

our work can cost human lives". (A'aed Yaji, Director of Palestinian 

Medical Relief Society in Gaza, September 7, 2009) 

Due to the distinct circumstances of each area, caused, among other things, by 

the separation between the West Bank and Gaza, West Bank organizations are 

more likely to be promoting development in their work, whereas those in Gaza 

are focusing on maintaining the welfare and well-being of residents there. The 

separation, along with the governmental split between Hamas in the Gaza Strip 

and Fatah in the West Bank, create a disconnect between the societies in the two 

areas, accompanied by a growing cultural split and deepening gap in perceptions 

on social issues. This is occurring in a population that once constituted a single 

society and now has difficulty maintaining a common social and cultural life.  

The General Union of Cultural Centers-Gaza has been functioning since 1999 as 

an umbrella organization for 48 cultural institutions operating in the Gaza Strip 

with the goal of developing culture and arts in Gaza. Since 2000 it has been very 

difficult to conduct joint cultural activities for artists from Gaza and the West 

Bank, and artists from either area are unable to present plays, concerts and 

dance performances to audiences from the neighboring area. 

 

"We wish to be a single body between the West Bank and Gaza and to work 

in the area of culture and art comprehensively. It is simply impossible 

because of the separation. This has led to a decline in the level of artistic 

work in Gaza because we are isolated from the outside world, which 

influences people's cultural awareness. Furthermore, there are many talents 

living in Gaza that need nurturing. The isolation of Gaza from the West Bank 

has so far prevented these artists from developing their talents and skills 

through cooperation with other artists from the West Bank. This policy, in 

fact, furthers ignorance and lack of culture; ultimately, the purpose of the 

closure and siege is to limit the thinking of people in Gaza to the basic 

question of subsistence and to the question of 'what is there to eat today?'"  

(Yasri Darwish, Director of the General Union of Cultural Centers-

Gaza, October 25, 2009) 

 

The separation between Gaza and the West Bank prevents Palestinian artists from 

presenting their work to the general public throughout their territory, and if they 

do manage to bring their art to the other area, they are barred from participating 
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in the opening of their exhibitions, from maintaining direct contact with the art 

world of the other area and from participating in joint artistic workshops. The 

work of artists in Gaza also suffers, as it is difficulty for them to bring in the 

materials they need for their work. A number of exhibits by Shareef Sarhan, a 

painter and photographer from Gaza, were displayed in the West Bank in his 

absence: 

 

"The ban on travel to the West Bank has a significant 

impact on artists in Gaza. We are denied physical contact 

with the other half of our nation, we are denied breathing 

the air of the West Bank, the feeling that we are 

embracing its soil and mountains […]. What hurts me the 

most when I submit an application for permission to leave 

for the West Bank is the standard answer that I am 

forbidden from traveling because such a trip is not a 

priority and is not urgent. An answer like that kills 

everything alive in an artist. The closure is the color of 

dark black, the closure is a burning fire that consumes 

everything around it. The occupation puts its hand on the 

camera lenses of all artists, and when you take a picture it is of emptiness, 

of nothing". 

 

In addition to the closure and travel restrictions imposed by Israel, the Hamas 

government in the Gaza Strip also restricts the travel of residents and employees 

of civil society organizations: in May 2009 security officials prevented a 

pediatrician from Gaza from traveling to Ramallah through the Erez crossing for a 

test given by the Palestinian Medical Association, and forbade an 84-strong 

delegation of the General Union of Palestinian Women from traveling to Ramallah 

for the union's general assembly. In July 2009 security officials prevented several 

senior sports officials from going to the West Bank, and in August they prevented 

a member of the Fatah Council and a member of the general secretariat of GUPW 

from traveling to Ramallah4. 

A number of human rights organizations operate in the Palestinian territory by 

documenting violations by the PA and Hamas, promoting the principles of law and 

human rights among authorities and in society, and providing services to 

individuals. The Independent Commission for Human Rights is a statutory 

organization operating for those causes. The organization issues monthly, yearly 

and topical reports on human rights in the Palestinian territory, both in the West 

Bank and the Gaza Strip. The commission's reports deal with complex legal issues 

and require in-depth discussions between members from the two areas, which 

are very difficult to conduct without meeting face-to-face. The forced separation 

between Gaza and the West Bank also harms other activities by the organization: 

                                                           

4
 The Independent Commission for Human Rights, a monthly report on violations of human rights and 

liberties in the Palestinian Authority territories, May, July and August 2009, available at www.ichr.ps.  
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"We run a project to raise public awareness of human rights, and to that 

end conduct many workshops for the public in the West Bank and Gaza on 

subjects such as the police, medicine and human rights. The workshop 

facilitators need thorough training, including workshops to teach them 

facilitating skills and about human rights. This all occurs in the West Bank 

because there are no experts on these subjects in the Gaza Strip, but our 

staff cannot travel for training to the West Bank because of the closure. 

Therefore the level of training in Gaza does not develop and it has a 

negative impact on the flow of information on human rights to civil society 

in Gaza".  

(Bahjat al-Hilu, spokesman of ICHR in Gaza, September 16, 2009) 

 

The commission also faces restrictions on its work by the Hamas government, 

which forbids it from visiting the security forces' detention and investigation 

centers. Furthermore, in October 2009 the commission organized a workshop on 

torture at the government's investigation centers in Gaza; two days later, 

according to Jamil Sarhan, director of the commission's Gaza project, a police 

force entered the organization's offices in Gaza and announced that there was a 

decision by the Interior Ministry to stop the commission's work, without providing 

a reason5. After protests by human rights organizations in Gaza, the Interior 

Ministry denied it had made such a decision6. 

 

- - -  

 

The travel restrictions between the Gaza Strip and the West Bank hurt not only 

the organizations and their employees, but the entire society that they are trying 

to serve. The separation between the areas of the Palestinian territory impairs the 

NGOs' ability to do their work for the public good, contributes to the stagnation of 

civil society in Gaza and deepens the gap between Palestinian society in Gaza and 

the West Bank.  

                                                           

5 
Relayed by Jamil Sarhan, the ICHR Gaza Strip project, to Mohammed Azaiza of Gisha, in a phone call 

on March 10, 2010. 
6
 Press release by the Interior Ministry in Gaza, October 22, 2009, available at www.moi.gov.ps.  


