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Slightly more than one hundred years ago on November 2, 1917, the Balfour Declaration was 

signed. The recently celebrated anniversary of the declaration led to expressions of appreciation, 

critique, hope, and fear through global media outlets, such as the Huffington Post, The Guardian, 

and the BBC. Included among those expressing concerns about the Declaration’s consequences is 

Dr. Nagia Abdelmoghney Said’s guest commentary in the Arab-West Report (29.10.2017). 

2017 represented yet another jubilee pertaining to the Arab-Israeli Conflict. However, this 

anniversary is neither as colourful, nor as celebrated, as the Balfour Declaration: June of this year 

marked ten years of Egypt and Israel’s blockade on Gaza. In contrast to the Balfour Declaration’s 

centennial, this occasion prompted little discussion, if at all. It was almost as if the world had 

altogether forgotten.  

Since I am in Egypt, I will use this opportunity to draw attention to the fact that there is a lot to say 

about Egypt’s very own role in the Gaza blockade, and not on the particularly sensitive topic of the 

Israeli blockade. 

It is this question that is particularly interesting to me: Why does a country that officially styles itself 

as the Arab Republic of Egypt voluntarily take part in the indecent discrimination and isolation of its 

own already marginalized neighbours? Why does this country actively and knowingly engage in an 

agenda that has led to the devastation of the Gaza strip and the continuous starvation of its 

population?  

“Israel has imposed movement restrictions on the Gaza Strip since the early 1990’s. Restrictions 

intensified in June 2007, following the takeover of that part of the occupied Palestinian territory 

(oPt) by Hamas, when Israel imposed a land, sea and air blockade on Gaza, citing security 

concerns. Despite relaxation of some blockade-related restrictions in recent years, 1.8 million 

Palestinians in Gaza remain ‘locked in’, denied free access to the remainder of the territory and the 

outside world. The blockade has undermined the living conditions in the coastal enclave and 

fragmented the oPt [sic] and its economic and social fabric. The isolation of Gaza has been 

exacerbated by restrictions imposed by the Egyptian authorities on Rafah, its single passengers 



 

 

crossing,” says the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) 

information sheet on the Gaza Blockade.  

Despite the fact that the 1967 Six-Day War remains ever-present in Egyptians’ collective memory, 

and that local political discourse occasionally emphasizes a Nasser-era “pan-Arab” identity; the 

Egyptian government has always prioritized domestic political interests over re-evaluating its 

implicit support for the suffering of its Gazan neighbours. When I speak of “support” here, I 

certainly do not mean any kind of military support offered to fundamentalist organizations, for 

example. In fact, I mean the provision of humanitarian aid and any kind of social or political support 

for Gaza’s isolated civilian population.  

Furthermore, I am not talking about any random neighbour: this is the same neighbour already 

suffering from the Israeli blockade. But Egypt’s governments, from Mubarak to al-Sisi, all appear 

as if they could not care less about the current situation. As has become abundantly evident, the 

Egyptian state consistently chooses to retain good relations with its former arch-enemy’s “big 

brother,” the United States of America, over addressing Gaza’s humanitarian crisis. 

The main official reason for Egypt to keep the border closed is to avoid the spread of members of 

the militant Palestinian Islamist organization Hamas, which has traditionally maintained strong ties 

to the (justifiably) disgraced Muslim Brotherhood. The Egyptian government argues that this is all a 

matter of “security,” which does not mean they fear a threat coming from Gaza itself, but rather the 

influence of Hamas on Egypt’s embattled North Sinai region. 

The terrorist organization “Islamic State” of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), claims that Egypt's Sinai 

peninsula is one of its "provinces." Moreover, Hamas members have been accused of defecting to 

ISIL’s Sinai Province group. ISIL has been clashing with the Egyptian Military in Sinai and claims to 

be responsible for various terrorist attacks in the region, including the 2015 downing of a Russian 

passenger jet with 224 casualties. 

Therefore, Egypt took part in the Gaza Blockade to prevent further influx of terrorist groups in 

Sinai. “It is highly relevant to remind opinion makers that although they have consistently referred 

to the blockade of Gaza as an Israeli blockade, it has been maintained jointly with Egypt during the 

rule of Mubarak as well as of Morsi [??] and Sisi. It is interesting too, to recall that though Egypt 

has been a party to the blockade, rockets have been fired on Israel alone. Not one on Egypt,” 

Israeli writer Maurice Ostroff claimed in a 2014 piece for the Jerusalem Post. 

The decade-long shutdown and isolation of Gaza from the international community, and thus, 

access to the most basic needs, has led to a humanitarian catastrophe: “For 10 years the siege 



 

 

has unlawfully deprived Palestinians in Gaza of their most basic rights and necessities. Under the 

burden of the illegal blockade and three armed conflicts, the economy has sharply declined and 

humanitarian conditions have deteriorated severely. The latest power cuts risk turning an already 

dire situation into a full-blown humanitarian catastrophe,” said Magdalena Mughrabi, Deputy 

Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa at Amnesty International. 

In October 2017, the Rafah border, a heavily fortified line that features an iron perimeter fence and 

a 500-meters buffer zone, was opened for four days. This was a relatively long time when one 

considers the less generous two-day opening for Eid al-Adha in 2017, and the fact that in all of 

2015, the Rafah crossing was open 21 days only. It remains unconfirmed whether more people 

were allowed to cross from Rafah in October during the first week of November (the latest statistics 

are from September). 

Recently announced efforts to reopen the Rafah checkpoint have yet to take shape. Hamas 

handed over all Gaza border crossings to the Palestinian Authority on November 1, including the 

Rafah checkpoint. This happened in the aftermath of the negotiations between the Fatah party of 

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, and Hamas, who signed a reconciliation accord in Cairo 

on October 12, after years of negotiations. 

Whether or not the Rafah border will be opened for an undefined period, as previously announced, 

has yet to be confirmed. However, we should consider this unlikely since backtracks in October but 

cannot be considered to be likely after all, after backtracks in October when new clashes occurred 

between militants and the Egyptian military in Sinai.  

However, the logic behind this strategy is yet to be discovered. To me, it reads like this: the border 

is closed. Violent clashes happen. So, the border remains closed to prevent the occurrence of 

violent clashes in the future. The latter sounds ridiculous and only makes sense from the 

perspective of Egypt imposing collective punishment on the already shattered civilian population of 

Gaza, which could not even possibly have been involved. Keeping the border closed affects 

civilians, not combatants. Thus, imposing collective punishment against non-combatants violates 

the principles of International Humanitarian Law. 

However, according to Egyptians, it seems that the full responsibility for the decade-long 

humanitarian crisis in Gaza is attributed exclusively to Israel. That Israel started the blockade is 

undeniably true, the rest only to a certain extent. Just because one country illegitimately enforces 

an inhuman blockade, that does not justify another country taking advantage of the situation. 



 

 

What some consider the modern Israeli state and others consider the Israeli occupation of 

Palestine seems to me, as a foreigner in the Middle East, sometimes the Grand Trauma of the 

Muslim World.  

This trauma serves as the reason for anti-Semitic hate speech from Mauritania to Malaysia, and 

beyond. Almost everywhere, there are people that feel inspired to solidarize with the perceived 

fight against occupation. People frequently cite the Gaza Blockade as one of Israel’s biggest 

humanitarian failures, and a grave insult against the Palestinian civilian population. Nevertheless, 

there is scant discourse surrounding the Egyptian role in upholding the Gaza blockade. By 

highlighting Egyptian complicity, I do not seek to justify Israeli actions, but simply to criticize the 

double standard. More often than not, calls on Israel to lift the blockade due to the harm it inflicts 

upon Gaza’s civilian population do not highlight the fact that Egypt is doing exactly the same.  

Why should Egypt not be a good example, to prove the people wrong who still believe that it is 

legitimate to impose a blockade on a whole region just to starve out the enemy? 

These are double standards. In every single country I have been to in which people cared about 

this Grand Trauma of the Muslim World, there was at least one guy arguing “yes basically you are 

right but Israel has killed children.” It occurs to me that, for many people, their attitude towards the 

Gaza blockade is the same: Turning a blind eye on the atrocities one’s own side might have to 

account for, while highlighting the atrocities of the “other” side. Yet atrocities are just that: 

atrocities. Regardless of the side committing them, atrocities remain something that should be 

avoided at all costs. The Gaza blockade has hemorrhaged the whole region and its people, 

regardless of the responsibility. Something should change, full-stop.  

The fact is, Egypt has been complicit in the continuation of these atrocities, for several years. Yet, 

the Egyptian government has the opportunity to work towards peaceful change every day, simply 

by implementing a different border policy. Every single day, this chance is wasted, subordinated to 

domestic politics and to the illusion of “ensuring security.” Moreover, the “security” argument in 

particular increasingly appears to be a joke, given the fact that attacks on military personnel 

continue to occur throughout Egypt (and not only in Sinai).  

For example, the recent attack on a Sufi mosque in Sinai with more than 300 casualties is a grave 

tragedy. Delaying the border opening as a consequence, however, is another tragedy in which 

once more the Egyptian government chose to further escalate the precarious situation, possibly 

driving even more people into the clutches of terrorists and violent Islamists, instead of doing 

everything possible to deescalate the polarized situation.  



 

 

Activists promoting understanding and de-escalation are harshly dealt with: Arab-West Report 

reported about the case of Philip Rizk, who was detained for organizing a Gaza solidarity march in 

2009. Compromises and dialogue on the political level are practically non-existent (also during the 

reign of Morsi, as demonstrated in our recently published book about the Muslim Brotherhood 

From Ruling to Opposition).  

The violent rhetoric pursued by Egyptian governmental and media outlets after the massacre in the 

Sufi mosque shows the same: vengeance is the only method of choice, according to Egypt's 

president al-Sisi. Once more, everything is done to "promote security," regardless of the 

consequences. 

Critically, the discursive focus on the Egyptian state’s so-called preservation of “security” appears 

to be just another attempt to distract public opinion from the country’s internal security problems 

that actually threaten Egypt’s civilian’s population-at-large on a daily basis: the tragic 

consequences of totalitarian governance, war-mongering, and unprecedented levels of human 

rights abuses. 

Ultimately, it is clear that the claim that the border shutdown is related to “security concerns” is of 

little or no legitimacy. The Egyptian government should stick to its promises, and should lift Gaza’s 

isolation as fast as possible, for the sake of the forgotten civilians there. It is my sincere hope that 

the Israeli government will follow suit, ultimately taking measures to lift its own Gaza Blockade as 

soon as possible. 

 

The views expressed in this article are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect Arab-West 

Report’s editorial policy. 


