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Chairman Royce, Ranking Member Engel, members of the committee, on behalf of the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, thank you for the opportunity to testify.
My testimony will analyze the current wave of Palestinian violence in the West Bank and Israel,
with a focus on the recent campaign by the Palestinian Authority to draw attention to the Temple
Mount. I will then analyze the role and calculus of the various Palestinian players in the current
violence. Finally, I will provide some policy recommendations for this committee to consider.
A Third Intifada?
Mr. Chairman, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has flared again. The violence can best be
characterized as a concerted campaign of knife attacks against Israeli civilians and military
personnel, peppered with other attempts at vehicular homicide and even bombings. Since
October 1, eight Israelis have been killed while dozens have been wounded in no less than 44
attacks.1 It’s unclear yet whether we can call this a third intifada. For it to be characterized as
such, it would require the full backing of Palestinian leaders across the political spectrum.
Despite the incitement of both the Fatah and Hamas factions, it’s safe to say that neither has
committed fully to an all-out conflict right now with Israel. I will explain below why they are
holding back.
Temple Mount Tensions
Mr. Chairman, the Palestinian narrative right now focuses on their rage over purported Israeli
attempts to change the status quo on the Temple Mount/Haram ash-Sharif, the site holy to both
Jews and Muslims. There are troubling signs that this unrest was premeditated. Indeed, it looks
like the resumption of the unrest that erupted in June 2014 before last summer’s 50-day war
between Israel and Hamas. The name given to the unrest, then as today, was the “Jerusalem
Intifada.” The epicenter of that violence, then as today, was the Temple Mount. 2
The Temple Mount is one of the thorniest issues in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. It is a deeply
meaningful and holy site to both Muslims and Jews. Keeping the peace at this site has been a
delicate issue since Israel conquered the Old City in 1967. The Israelis control the territory, but
they have allowed for Jordan, with input from Palestinian religious authorities, to administer the
site.3 For years, Israeli law prohibited Jews from praying on the site, but Israel’s Supreme Court
overruled this in 1993.4 In recent years, the number of Jews that have gained access to the site
during hours proscribed by Israel and the administering authorities has increased. This includes
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some Israeli politicians and religious groups who seek to assert Israeli sovereignty.5 But
according to Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, access to the Temple Mount compound is still
overwhelmingly Muslim. Indeed, over the last year, there have been approximately four million
entries by Muslims, 200,000 by Christians, and just 12,000 by Jews.6
To be clear, the status quo has not changed. Israel controls access to the site as a means to
maintain the delicate peace, but it does not involve itself in matters of religious practice or
prayer. Yet, over the last year, a disturbing pattern has developed. Palestinian elements,
apparently led by the PLO, have led an effort to stoke religious tensions at the sensitive site with
wild reports that Israel is trying to “Judaize” or undermine Muslim rights to pray there. At the
forefront of this campaign to foment hate is WAFA, a news agency effectively controlled by the
PLO. As one Arab newspaper noted, WAFA is one of the Palestinian “governmental media
institutions.”7
In January of this year, the chairman of the PLO’s Jerusalem Affairs Department, Ahmed Qurei,
warned of an Israeli plan to register the al-Aqsa Mosque as an Israeli state property to be
officially run by the so-called Tabu (land registration) office. The Al-Aqsa Foundation for
Endowment and Heritage (AFEH) claimed this was setting the stage for a Jewish synagogue over
parts of the holy Mosque. Qurei further stated that Israel was “Judaizing” the mosque and rebuilding the “alleged” Jewish Temple. “This is the most serious [action taken by Israel] that
jeopardizes the future of the holy city,” he said.8
The following month, WAFA cited Qurei warning about assessments made by Israeli engineers
and contractors for new archeological excavations under the Temple Mount. In a press release,
Qurei said that the Israeli government was trying to “empty the area [of] its indigenous citizens
as a prelude to take over the land for the sake of settlement expansion.”9 The PLO news agency,
WAFA, added to the tensions claiming that nearly a thousand Israelis “stormed” the al-Aqsa
compound during the previous month.10
In March, WAFA issued a report stating that Jewish settlers were preparing to storm the al-Aqsa
compound. The report alleged, “Jewish groups that define itself by the name of the alleged
ancient Temple are preparing for the Jewish holiday Passover by mobilizing the largest number
of settlers to enter Al-Aqsa Mosque and perform religious prayers in its yards.”11 This was
followed by a report that Israeli police, “physically assaulted and beat up [a ten-year-old girl],
5
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who along with other worshipers chanted religious slogans against a group of Jewish fanatics
who entered the Mosque to perform religious rituals.”12
The wild and unsubstantiated charges continued through the spring. WAFA in April claimed
that, “Jewish settlers…broke into Al-Aqsa Mosque Compound through [the Dung Gate] bridge,
and toured its yard under the heavy protection of Israeli police units.” In May, the PLO
mouthpiece claimed several Palestinians were arrested “at the gates of al-Aqsa Mosque
compound in the Old City for chanting religious slogans to fend off settlers’ attempts to tour the
mosque’s yards. The two elders…were physically assaulted by the police before they were
arrested.”13
During the summer, the Palestinian leadership called for an emergency Islamic summit “in light
of latest Israeli escalations at al-Aqsa mosque compound in Jerusalem.”14 This came on the heels
of reports that Israel had seized land adjacent to the eastern wall of the al-Aqsa mosque,15 and
that settlers were continuing “attacks against al-Aqsa mosque,”16 and insulting the Prophet
Mohammed while on the al-Aqsa compound.17
In September, Mahmoud Abbas complained to the UN General Assembly that, “extremist Israeli
groups are committing repeated, systematic incursions upon Al-Aqsa Mosque, aimed at
imposing a new reality and dividing Al-Haram Al-Sharif.”18 Soon after, Hamas declared a “day
of rage” in the West Bank. Several Palestinians were wounded in clashes with Israelis.19 Abbas
took this as a cue to warn of an “intifada that we don’t want” if escalations at al-Aqsa continue.20
As violence gripped Jerusalem, WAFA continued to complain that, “Jewish fanatics resumed
their provocative visits to al-Aqsa Mosque.”21 The rhetoric has only increased, fanning the
flames of conflict as Palestinians have taken to lone-wolf style attacks to stab Israelis on the
streets.
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In an effort to calm tensions, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently ordered police
to prevent Israeli ministers and members of Knesset from entering the Temple Mount. 22 The
Israelis continue to make it clear that even when Jews visit the Temple Mount, they are not to
pray there. Israeli security personnel enforce this strictly. However, the PLO continues to fan the
flames of conflict. Their problem appears to be the very presence of Israelis and Jews on the
Temple Mount.
The Palestinian Leadership
The Palestinian Authority leadership is complicit, too. The quasi-government structure is
virtually indistinguishable from the PLO. Mahmoud Abbas, who serves as both PLO chairman
and Palestinian Authority president, is now echoing PLO incitement.
In the speech in Ramallah last week, Abbas charged that Israel is working towards a “change in
the status quo of Al Aqsa Mosque compound,” adding that he would, “not allow any Israeli
schemes aimed at compromising its holiness and Islamic identity to pass.” He stopped short of
calling for violence against Israel, but he accused Israel of committing “terrorism against our
people, our holy places, our homes, our trees, and the shooting of our children in cold blood as
they did with the child Ahmed Manasra and other children from Jerusalem.”23
Abbas was referring to Ahmed Manasra, a 13-year old boy whom Israeli police shot when his
brother ran toward them wielding a knife. 24 Ahmed Manasra was not killed. He was taken to an
Israeli hospital where he is now in stable condition. Abbas has since walked back his claim. 25
Abbas, to his credit, brought an end to the second intifada (2000-2005) by reining in a panoply of
violent factions that his successor, Yasser Arafat, unleashed after rejecting a peace deal brokered
by Washington to end the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.26 Abbas has since kept a lid on violence,
even working closely on security cooperation with Israel. 27 But he has at the same time refused
meaningful diplomacy with Israel. Instead, he has launched a diplomatic pressure campaign
known as Palestine 194, which is intended to isolate Israel and ultimately pave the way for a
Palestinian declaration of statehood without negotiating key final status issues with the Israelis.28
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Abbas is now ten years into a four-year term with a government that is widely viewed as
irredeemably corrupt. This has made him deeply unpopular among his own people. 29 The
outbreak of the current round of violence presents the aging Palestinian leader with a gambit. He
can back a third intifada and ride the support of his people, but this strategy comes with terrible
risk. The accompanying chaos might unleash forces that could overtake him in the West Bank.
Moreover, if he openly endorses an uprising as Yasser Arafat did before him, he risks invoking
the ire of the Israelis, who could easily topple him.
On the other hand, if he stands down, he can maintain security cooperation in place with Israel,
which is key to fighting off the domestic forces that threaten his grip on the West Bank. But in so
doing, he loses the opportunity to galvanize the Palestinian people. As it stands now, Abbas fears
that his place in Palestinian history will be as a leader who failed to achieve independence for his
people.
It is for this reason that Abbas has tacitly embraced the uprising (lauding popular resistance), but
he has declined to mobilize the assets of the PLO and the PA against Israel. One could certainly
argue that he has done nothing to temper the dangerous environment that has put the PalestinianIsraeli conflict on the edge of another round of violence, but he has not launched a third intifada.
This approach, neither here nor there, has managed to frustrate both his own people and the
Israelis. It has even prompted a rebuke from Washington.30 It is unclear how much longer he can
sustain this approach.
Hamas
Hamas also has one foot in the uprising and one foot out.
On the one hand, Israel’s internal security services, the Shin Bet, have fingered the Palestinian
terrorist group as a key driver of the stabbings and other acts of violence raging in the West Bank
and Jerusalem.31 The group’s leader, Ismail Haniyeh, has repeatedly called for an intifada.32 In
Gaza, where the Hamas is based, dozens of Gazans rushed the Israeli border at the Erez Crossing
several times this month, prompting the Israel Defense Forces to fire on the crowd.33 There have
also been rockets fired out of Gaza, eliciting Israeli reprisals.34
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But, as Amos Harel writes in the Israeli newspaper Haaretz, it was Palestinian Islamic Jihad –
the smaller and less influential Iran-backed terror group – believed to be behind the border
incidents.35 And it’s still unclear whether Hamas was connected to the attempted rocket attacks.
Indeed, a Salafi group linked to the Islamic State claimed responsibility for Friday’s attacks. 36 In
short, Hamas has prevented the violence from spilling over into Gaza.
The absence of a concerted push for violence out of Gaza can be traced to an initiative, led by
Qatar and Turkey, to facilitate the reconstruction of Gaza after last summer’s war. As some
media outlets have reported, Qatar is now operating in Gaza with multi-million dollar projects.37
It even offered to fund an electricity generating facility – based in Israel – to ensure that Gazans
get enough power.38 Turkey’s role in all of this has gone rather undocumented, but a senior
Turkish official assured me that his country’s role was no less significant.
The two countries are strong financial and political backers of Hamas, and have not exactly been
shy about their support for Hamas’ strategy of violence. But they currently share a few strategic
interests with Israel. One is their mutual fear of Salafi groups and Islamic State “wannabes” that
could challenge Hamas’ grip on power in the Gaza Strip. Another is a mutually destructive war,
the end result of which could also potentially unseat Hamas.
With reconstruction efforts underway, Hamas has reluctantly agreed to keep the situation calm in
Gaza. It is for this reason we have seen relatively few rockets hurtling into Israeli airspace since
last year’s war.
Hamas’ calculus is also driven by its desire to unseat its political rivals. As journalist Avi
Issacharoff recently noted, “Hamas has cleverly managed to position itself as joining the protests
of West Bank Palestinians without endangering its own interests.” 39 Its interests include fanning
the unrest in the West Bank in order to foment instability in the Palestinian Authority, which
Hamas has long sought to topple. In fact, this was part of Hamas’ strategy last summer, when
Palestinian protests erupted in East Jerusalem and the West Bank. 40

Amos Harel, “Israel Strikes Gaza Targets After Rocket Intercepted Over Southern Israel,” Haaretz (Israel),
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Today, Hamas is active all across the West Bank. The group’s West Bank external leadership
and its fighters in the territory are mobilized and fighting. 41 Their flags and propaganda are
ubiquitous. And there is no reason to think they plan to stop fomenting the violence anytime
soon.42 The benefits for Hamas are two-pronged. They get to challenge Israel and also undermine
their political rival, the Palestinian Authority, which they have tried to unseat for much of the last
decade. None of this poses a risk to Hamas’ grip on its Gaza enclave.
Social Media
With neither the Palestinian Authority nor Hamas fully committed to the current wave of
violence, it is reasonable to wonder how this campaign of lone wolf attacks has been sustained.
Social media may be playing a significant role.
One particularly disturbing hub is the Palestinian Dialogue Forum, or Paldf, which has 121,000
Twitter followers, a Facebook page with over 80,000 “likes,” and a popular website with
multiple chat rooms for Palestinians and their supporters to interact and debate.43 On any given
day, the site posts sentiments from across the West Bank and Gaza that eschew peace with
Israel.44 Since the outbreak of the current round of violence, however, the vitriol on Paldf has
reached new lows. It includes drawings of Israeli Jews depicted as monkeys and pigs,45
Palestinian toddlers in Gaza wearing Hamas headbands and wielding knives,46 and cartoons
depicting the al-Aqsa compound as under the control of Israel. 47 These pictures and cartoons are
almost always accompanied by various hashtags, such as “The Jerusalem Intifada,” or “An
Intifada has erupted,” of “The Knife Intifada.” 48
Another disconcerting website is the Palestine Information Center. It boasts a Twitter feed with
76,000 followers, a Facebook page with nearly a million “likes,” and regularly posts toxic
images with the “Jerusalem Intifada” hashtag. The page’s “About” section lists its headquarters
in Gaza, and it routinely posts pamphlets from Hamas. 49
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Attacks,” The Middle East Media Research Institute, October 14, 2015.
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Hamas maintains multiple official channels via social media to promote its violent ideology. The
official Arabic language website of Hamas is updated regularly, and exhorts its readers to take up
violence.50 With 11,000 followers, @qssamsms is the official twitter handle of the Hamas
military wing and its website, www.qassam.ps. Another twitter handle, @HamasInfo, is filled
with photos and calls for violence. Interestingly, @HamasInfoEn, its English-language
counterpart is far more muted in tone.
Not to be outdone, several social media sites claiming affiliation with Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah
faction have incited through violent postings. One such posting on a Fatah Twitter account
posted an actual photo of an Israeli stabbing victim in the hospital with the knife still lodged in
his neck,51 while a cartoon depicts a masked Palestinian strumming a knife like a violin with a
key to his pre-1948 home, suggesting that nationalist music is made through stabbings.52 Still
others showed militaristic scenes like Palestinians in battle gear staring at the al-Aqsa mosque,53
or Palestinians destroying Hebrew street signs, suggesting that Israel is being destroyed.54
Almost all have used the “Aqsa Anger” hashtag.55
The Role of the U.S. Administration
Mr. Chairman, amidst all of this, the Obama Administration has embraced some dangerous
rhetoric of its own. To be clear, the White House is not inciting to violence. But it has adopted
positions that have arguably led the Palestinians to believe that they are justified in their attacks.
For example, Secretary of State John Kerry last week linked the ongoing violence to Israeli
settlement construction. “There’s been a massive increase in settlements over the course of the
last years, and now you have this violence because there’s a frustration that is growing.”56 But
this is untrue. Settlement growth has ebbed to historic lows in the last few years. 57 But even if
settlements were on the rise, it is difficult to understand why the White House would cite this as
a justification for violence.
Similarly, State Department spokesman John Kirby linked the violence to Israel’s policies on the
Temple Mount. “The status quo has not been observed, which has led to a lot of the violence,” he
said.58 In so doing, Kirby appeared to adopt some of the wild claims made by the PLO’s news

Hamas website, (http://hamas.ps/ar/)
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57
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agency mentioned above. Under fire, Kirby quickly issued a clarification. “I did not intend to
suggest that status quo at Temple Mount/Haram Al-Sharif has been broken,” he ceded. 59
Finally, Kirby claimed to have seen “reports of what many would consider excessive use of
force.... [Israeli] security activity that could indicate the potential excessive use of force.”60 This
prompted outrage from Jerusalem, which has struggled to keep its citizens safe from knife
attacks. Israeli security has quelled attacks by force, but characterizing this as excessive is hard
to fathom. Kirby retreated on this point at a subsequent press briefing, stating, “We have never
accused Israeli security forces with excessive force with respect to these terrorist attacks.”61
Mr. Chairman, if Washington wishes to help Israel quell the violence, such statements are
unhelpful. In fact, they could be viewed as justification for the ongoing violence.
This rhetoric also sends the wrong message to other countries around the region, which are now
seething. Jordan’s parliament accused Israel of “barbaric crimes”62 and protests swept across the
country.63 Turkey’s head of religious affairs warned Israel of crossing “a red line for every
Muslim living in the region,”64 while Tunisia’s foreign ministry released a statement
condemning Israel for “a blatant violation of international humanitarian conventions.” 65
The administration should be working to defuse this anger rather than fanning it.
Recommendations
Mr. Chairman, the road ahead will be challenging, but I offer a handful of concrete steps this
committee might consider.
1. Track and Halt Iranian Cash to Hamas. While it has encouraged lone wolf attacks through
political speeches and the media, Iran has not, to my knowledge, played a direct role in this
current round of unrest. However, its longstanding financial ties with Hamas are well
documented, including in the most recent Country Reports on Terrorism issued by the U.S.
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Department of State.66 After Iran begins to receive $150 billion in sanctions relief, pursuant
to the nuclear deal signed this summer, Hamas stands to benefit. Whether through legislation
or through encouraging executive action, Congress must find ways to halt these funds from
flowing to Hamas.
2. Pressure Turkey and Qatar to Stop their Support for Hamas. Pressure on countries like
Turkey and Qatar will be key to constraining Hamas, both politically and financially. Their
status as U.S. allies has allowed them to support a terrorist group without coming under the
same scrutiny as other state sponsors of terrorism. Congress should not let this stand. As
Secretary of State John Kerry stated in 2009 when he was a U.S. senator, “Qatar…cannot
continue to be an American ally on Monday that sends money to Hamas on Tuesday.” 67 The
same goes for Turkey.
3. Target the PLO. The root of the tensions on the Temple Mount can be clearly traced back to

the propaganda of the PLO’s news agency WAFA. The PLO is technically the peace
negotiating body for the Palestinians. In reality, it is an impediment to peace. It is a bloated
organization that lacks transparency and has consistently stymied diplomacy with Israel
rather than accept compromise. Congress should consider punitive measures until the PLO
halts its incitement. More broadly, it should rethink its recognition of this bloated body that
has outlived its usefulness.

4. Investigate the PNF. The Palestine National Fund is often viewed as the main financial
body of the PLO.68 The PNF receives funding from the Palestinian Authority budget, to
which America contributes some 20 percent annually. 69 The PNF has in the past used its
funds to “to help families of ‘martyrs,’ and to educate refugees, as well as funding
Palestinian media organs.”70 Congress should determine whether the U.S. directly or
indirectly funds the PNF, and take action accordingly. 71 The United States should not be
contributing to PLO incitement.
5. Put a Stop to the Palestine 194 Campaign. As Israel labors to defend itself against
Palestinian terrorist attacks, the Palestinian Authority claims that the response constitutes war
crimes, and they have thus vowed to turn to the International Criminal Court. 72 This is part
and parcel of the Palestine 194 campaign, which is designed to both delegitimize Israel and
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pave the way for unilateral declaration of statehood at the United Nations. Washington right
now appears ambivalent about the PLO-led campaign. Reports suggest that the White House
may even back some of these diplomatic maneuvers. 73 This is a reward for bad behavior and
must not stand. Congress should consider legislation that clarifies the U.S. position on this
dangerous campaign.
6. Prepare for Palestinian Succession. Washington must pave the way for the orderly exit of
Mahmoud Abbas and his clique. After a decade of corruption and poor governance, he lacks
the ability to lead. This was made abundantly clear by his half-hearted stance on Palestinian
violence. One can even argue that the stagnation in Palestinian politics has added to the
frustration on the street. New parties and new leaders must now be given an opportunity to
emerge. However, the PA currently lacks legitimate political challengers, not to mention a
clear plan for succession. As my FDD colleague Grant Rumley notes, now is the time for
Washington to help Palestinians make plans for the future. 74
Conclusion
Mr. Chairman, there are many aspects of the current conflict that I did not have time to address
today. If I have missed anything you wish to discuss, I am happy to answer your questions.
On behalf of the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, I thank you again for inviting me here
today.
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