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C O U N T R Y  R E P O R T  

 

Between UN and Intifada: A turbu-

lent September in the Palestinian 

Territories? 

 

It is unclear what the Palestinians can 

achieve by going to the United Nations. 

Some Palestinian politicians already warn 

of it. “September” could become the catch 

phrase of the Middle-East conflicts' new 

phase.  

Deep into the West Bank lays the Palestinian 

refugee camp Qalandiya. This is where the 

most important Israeli checkpoint is located. 

Most Palestinians, who can and want to go to 

Jerusalem, use it. In the last weeks, several 

demonstrations against the Israeli occupation 

took place there. On May 15th and June 5th, 

several hundred Palestinians took to the street. 

The majority protested peacefully, but in the 

evening hours, once international press wasn't 

present anymore, the situation worsened in the 

side streets. While small groups started throw-

ing rocks and lighting tires, the Israeli army 

took a tougher stand. Whatever the outcome of 

the Palestinian application for membership to 

the United Nations in September 2011, bigger 

demonstrations are to be expected in the fol-

lowing time, for expectations are high.  

The step before the United Nations  

To be accepted to the United Nations (UN) in 

September 2011, the Palestinians must hand in 

an official request to the UN Secretary-General 

by mid-July, in which they apply for member-

ship. The Security Council must then vote on 

the request not less than 25 days before the 

opening of the General Assembly, that is, on 

August 20th at the latest. The Palestinians need 

at least nine out of 15 votes. It is however to 

be expected that at the least one veto power, 

the USA, will try to foreclose an admission of 

“Palestine” to the UN. Should this happen, the 

Palestinians would turn to the General Assem-

bly, which opens on September 13th. Palestinian 

President Mahmoud Abbas, did indeed already 

confirm his intention to take this alternative 

road. The decisions of the General Assembly 

are however not legally binding. But instead of 

deciding on an application for membership, the 

Assembly could vote on the symbolic statehood 

of “Palestine” or an upgrade of the Palestinian 

observer mission. 128 votes are currently 

needed to reach a two-thirds majority. Until 

now, the Palestinians are recognized as a state 

by more than 115 UN-member states, most of 

them from Africa, Asia and Latin America. Not 

even the often-quoted General Assembly-

Resolution 377 of 1950 open the way out of 

this dilemma. Known under the name of “Unit-

ing for peace”, it was meant to bypass the 

stalemate in the Security Council during the 

Cold War. Using this procedure, the General 

Assembly can circumvent the Security Council 

and become directly active, as well as issue 

recommendations to the member states. To use 

it, however, the Palestinians would not only 

need to prove Security Council's paralysis, but 

also that their lack of statehood represents a 

threat to world peace and international stabil-

ity.  

From what is known today, it must be expected 

that the Palestinian application for UN-

membership will be rejected, since the US-

administration vehemently refuses such a step. 

Only a Pyrrhic victory before the General As-

sembly would then be possible. Influential Pal-

estinian politicians already warn of this strat-

egy. Indeed, there are countless arguments for 

and against “September”.   

A controversial path  

If one listens to President Abbas' statements, 

one could get the impression that the entire 

Palestinian leadership stands behind the deci-
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sion to go to the UN, if no negotiations with Is-

rael are set. After Israeli Prime Minister Benja-

min Netanyahu's speech in front of US-

congress at the end of May, Abbas underlined 

that “we will go to the UN, if nothing happens 

until September”. But, according to Israeli and 

Palestinian newspapers, disaccord is growing. 

Prime Minister Salam Fayyad, former head of 

the government Ahmed Qureia and former UN-

envoy Nasser al-Qudwa do not think that the 

Palestinians will gain an independent state 

through the UN. The right way would be to 

have bilateral accords with important actors 

such as the European Union or the USA. High-

ranking Fatah-functionary Nabil Amer sees the 

only way to be successful in “September” to 

have as many states as possible confirm in 

writing their support for a Palestinian state. In-

deed, one is worried that this would harm Is-

rael, but not help the Palestinian cause. Even 

President Abbas realizes the threat of confront-

ing the USA and loosing high amounts of finan-

cial aid. To him, negotiations remain the first 

choice. He repeatedly stated in June that his 

“first, third and second priority” would be to 

have negotiations. However, these could only 

take place once Israel is ready to accept the 

borders of 1967 as basis for talks.  

Hamas remains unexpectedly coy when it 

comes to the Palestinian leadership's plans in 

the West Bank. The few existing statements 

remain vague. In an interview with the Ameri-

can journalist Aaron Klein, Mahmoud al-Zahar, 

one of the most influential islamists' leaders in 

Gaza, said that the international community 

was not able to give the Palestinians a state in 

September. Therefore, there was no point in 

asking about Hamas' position.  

Non-violent protests? 

In a survey conducted by the Palestinian Center 

for Policy and Survey Research (PSR), a partner 

of KAS Ramallah, in December 2010, a ques-

tion about the best alternative to negotiations 

was asked. 31 percent of the Palestinians fa-

voured going to the UN, while 29% preferred a 

return to violence. Three months later, as the 

“Arab spring” had already erupted, the picture 

had changed. An overwhelming majority now 

called for demonstrations, not only against Is-

rael, but also against their own leadership: the 

Palestinian Authority (PA) in the West Bank and 

Hamas in Gaza. 51% were in favour of the slo-

gan “people want an end of the separation”. 

Hamas and Fatah reconciled shortly after. Nev-

ertheless, it remains unclear whether this rec-

onciliation will be durable and will lead to a re-

unification of the Palestinian Territories, as the 

formation of a government proves difficult al-

ready. The second-favoured slogan was “people 

want an end of the occupation” (24%). A 

merely 2% supported calls for violence and a 

new intifada.  

Until now, participation in demonstrations 

against the Israeli occupation remained low. 

Still, the protest on May 15th, the day the State 

of Israel was established, were the biggest 

since many years. For the first time, protests 

took place on June 5th, the day in 1967 the Six-

Days-War started and lead to the Israeli occu-

pation of the Sinai, the Golan Heights, the West 

Bank including East-Jerusalem, and Gaza. Until 

then, this day was only meaningful in the adja-

cent states that were defeated by Israel in 

1967. Multiple civil groups, as well as President 

Abbas and Prime Minister Fayyad, have been 

calling for peaceful protests against the occupa-

tion for a long time. Negotiations, however, are 

not ruled out as a consequence, since this is 

am approach that has been favoured by the 

Palestinian leadership for a few years and di-

rect, as well as indirect talks with Israel took 

place during this time. Even more radical 

groups such as Hamas or the Islamic Jihad 

seem, at least temporarily, to accept the vir-

tues of such an approach. Since the reconcilia-

tion agreement in the beginning of May, that 

was accepted by more than a dozen groups, 

Hamas did not stage any attacks. Small radical 

groups, however, did shoot rockets and gre-

nades on Israel, albeit without causing any 

casualties. Civil groups, such as the Movement 

of the 15th of March, that brought thousands of 

Palestinians on the street, calling for reconcilia-

tion between Palestinians, now organize them-

selves via Facebook, Twitter and Youtube. As 

has been published by the Dubai School of 

Government Arab Social Media Report in Janu-

ary 2011, membership of Facebook shows that 

not only privileged elites participate in these 

discussions. At the end of 2010, more than 

474.000 Palestinians were registered, more 

than 10% of the population and much more 

than for example in Egypt. More than 80% of 

the users are under 30.  
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September and its aftermath 

Going to the General Assembly will not provide 

the Palestinians with a state, since its decisions 

are not legally binding. However, expectations 

among the population are too high to turn back 

without peace negotiations. Should President 

Abbas change his mind at this point, deep frus-

tration would spread across the Palestinian Ter-

ritories. Massive demonstrations would follow. 

As the plan to go to the UN is one of the Pales-

tinians' strongest political means, the pressure 

on Israel to stop the construction of settle-

ments and to start new negotiations would di-

minish, should the Palestinians turn back. A fu-

ture application for membership would loose in 

credibility. An escalation can also be expected 

in the case of a US-veto in the Security Council. 

Even if a positive resolution followed in the 

General Assembly, this would only be cosmetics 

and wouldn't change anything in the situation 

in the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and East-

Jerusalem.  

Strong indicators show that an escalation in the 

fall will not lead to a surge in attacks on Israel. 

Fatah renounced from violence a long time ago. 

Even the Al-Aqsa Brigades, linked to the Fatah 

as their military arm, dissolved almost com-

pletely in the West Bank and have not been 

made responsible for any attack since 2008. 

Rather, through an ambitious program com-

posed of the fight against corruption, security 

sector reform and institution-building, the PA 

tries to create the bases for a future state. 

Hamas is also interested in a truce. In the rec-

onciliation agreement with Fatah, Hamas not 

only agreed to extend the truce with Israel but 

also guaranteed not to attack Israel through 

the means of smaller, more radical groups in 

Gaza. The islamists have no interest in chang-

ing course before the national elections, should 

they take place in May 2012 as provisioned. 

Indeed, PSR-polls show that a majority of the 

Palestinians favour Abbas' peace policy over a 

more militant stance. A dozen former high-

ranking international politicians agreed that a 

government supported by both parties would 

the best way to have peace. They include for-

mer heads of government and Ministers of For-

eign Affairs from Australia, France, Italy, Israel 

and the Netherlands. In an open letter in June 

they called for the support of the unity gov-

ernment and not to repeat the mistake of a 

boycott such as in 2006. Andreas Schockenhoff, 

deputy chairman of the CDU/CSU Bundestag-

fraction, also called the reconciliation agree-

ment a possibility “for an important step on the 

way to the two-state-solution” during his recent 

visit to Ramallah. But even if it should not 

come to an international recognition of the 

unity government, another kind of escalation 

should be expected, due to a growing mobilisa-

tion of the population through civil groups: 

mass demonstrations in the Palestinian Territo-

ries and protests of Palestinians outside Israel. 

A resumption of negotiations in September 

could attenuate this. An Israeli acceptance of 

the Palestinian request to recognize the borders 

of 1967 as a basis for negotiations is however 

not to be reckoned with. These borders are not 

defensible for Prime Minister Netanyahu, and 

thus unacceptable. Israeli politics are concen-

trated on bringing as much states as possible to 

reject the Palestinian application for statehood 

in the General Assembly. A “September-Forum” 

was established in the Foreign Ministry to pre-

vent the “diplomatic tsunami” forecasted by 

Foreign Minister Ehud Barak. It is headed by 

the Director of the Middle-East Department, 

Yaakov Hadas, and aims at mobilising all Israeli 

representations abroad. It is the goal to high-

light that a recognition of “Palestine” would 

make any future peace talks unacceptable and 

would lead to the delegitimization of Israel. 

Opinion polls, internet campaigns and debates 

among the population show that massive dem-

onstrations are to be expected in the Palestin-

ian Territories in the fall 2011. This could be 

followed by a very own political dynamic, 

should this civilian protests be supported by 

Fatah and Hamas for the first time and remain 

peaceful nonetheless. As a long-serving Israeli 

officer said: “Of course we don't have an an-

swer to 5000 demonstrators marching towards 

a roadblock. Tear gas and rubber bullets cannot 

stop a big group of people, determined to move 

forward”. It remains questionable whether it 

will remain peaceful and the protests will de-

velop into an Intifada, that is, an insurrection of 

the people, without arms.  

 

 
 

Imprint 

Konrad Adenauer Stiftung e.V. 

Foreign Office Palestinian       

Territories  

International Cooperation 

 

PO Box 27242 |                    

91272 Jerusalem 

Phone 

+972 2 24043-05 

Fax 

+972 2 24043-07 

 


