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When it comes to understanding the complicated realities of the Gaza Strip, the Rafah Crossing ranks 
among the greatest sources of confusion:  Many people know it is the main gateway in and out of the 
blockaded Palestinian territory, and that it is frequently closed.  But other details are fuzzy.  Many are 
likely unaware that even when the crossing is supposedly “open”, it is still closed to large segments of 
the population – both the Palestinian residents of Gaza and others.  

The government of the newly elected Egyptian President Mohamed Mursi and Hamas leaders were 
scheduled to meet mid-September to discuss border security and easing of passage through the Rafah 
Crossing, according to press reports. The outcome remains to be seen, but so far successive Egyptian 
governments have adopted the Israeli principles governing the Crossing, even though Israel itself no 
longer manages it.  Simply put, those principles are that, only Gaza Palestinians listed in the Israeli-
controlled population registry are permitted to use the crossing.  Visitors and non-resident Palestinians 
– even Palestinians from the West Bank – are still forbidden from entering Gaza, and this includes the 
spouses of resident Palestinians. Moreover, most young males face great difficulty in passing in or out 
and are often denied permission outright by Egyptian authorities.

Last month, the Crossing made the headlines again after a series of attacks by masked gunmen on 
military checkpoints in the Sinai. The Egyptian government closed Rafah indefinitely, much to the 
dismay of the Gaza Palestinians, who saw no reason for the closure and had no hand in the attacks. 
The Egyptian move brought back chilling reminders of the policies of years past carried out by both 
Israel and the government of the deposed president Hosni Mubarak, when the crossing was explicitly 
closed (according to leaked policy documents at the time) as a punitive measure, a form of collective 
punishment on the civilian residents of Gaza. 
 
The Mursi government eventually reversed its decision, after having stranded thousands of Palestinians 
on either side of the border – but it remains an open question how much influence Mursi wields 
regarding the border crossing, which is controlled by the Egyptian border patrol.

There was a time where Palestinian residents of Gaza could enter the Occupied Palestinian Territories 
(OPT) through the border crossing from Jordan, and travel to Gaza through the Erez Crossing from 
Israel. This changed in the late 1990s, and Israel restricted Palestinian entry into Gaza to the Rafah 
Crossing except for limited and pre-approved cases.  Israel manned the crossing with brutality and 
unpredictability, using it to screen potential informants, to deny entry to “wanted” Palestinians, and to 
pressure and punish the Palestinian population as a whole by closing the Crossing arbitrarily and 
abruptly. 
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In 2005, several months after Israel’s disengagement from Gaza, the United States brokered a 
complicated deal that would allow for a gradual transition of power over the Rafah Crossing to the 
Palestinian Authority (a familiar refrain!).  The deal required that passenger lists be pre-approved by 
Israel and for European monitors, known as the European Union Border Assistance Mission to Rafah, 
and Israeli video surveillance to act as proxies for the Israeli army, who ultimately retained control over 
the crossing.  

The Agreement on Movement and Access, or AMA, as it came to be known, was signed in late 
November 2005 after months of closure, and was supposed to facilitate the movement of Palestinian 
people and goods in and out of Gaza. It also promised Palestinian control over the Rafah Crossing into 
Egypt by November of 2006.  At the time, the Agreement was hailed by U.S. Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice as a breakthrough that would "give the Palestinian people freedom to move, to 
trade, to live ordinary lives." However, according to a report released by the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs a year after the agreement was signed, Palestinians became 
worse off both in terms of their freedom of movement and overall economic situation. 

All of Gaza's border crossings, including the Rafah Crossing continued to be controlled by Israel, and 
movement between Gaza and the West Bank became virtually impossible.  In addition, European 
monitors were only allowed to enter the crossing if Israeli authorized it, and were obligated to leave 
once so ordered, so there were frequent delays and closures. Indeed, the monitors would flee at the 
slightest sign of trouble (a backlog of frustrated passengers, striking workers, etc.).  

Following Hamas’s election victory in 2006 and 2007 counter-coup, European monitors fled once and 
for all, and the Mubarak regime, colluding with Israel, sealed Gaza hermetically, and shut down the 
Rafah Crossing indefinitely.  Mubarak’s Egypt “conditioned” its re-opening of the crossing on a Fateh-
Hamas reconciliation agreement, the release of captured Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, and a return of the 
European monitors under the much-maligned border agreement. 

But the Palestinians who lived there did not want their hand forced. Nor did they want a return to the 
AMA. No matter how bad the present was, it would be a step in the wrong direction, taking away their 
freedoms in the long term for some short-term relief. 

Finally, in June of 2010, shortly after the deadly Israeli attack on the “Free Gaza” flotilla, and in a bid to 
appease rising dissatisfaction with his Gaza politics, Mubarak announced that the crossing would be re-
opened. However, it was shut down again at the start of the Egyptian revolution in 2011.  After Mubarak 
was deposed, it was announced that the border would be re-opened on a regular basis, and Egypt’s 
then foreign minister, Nabil el-Araby, opened discussions with Hamas aimed at easing the travel 
restrictions and improving relations between the two sides. Human rights advocates rejoiced, taking this 
to mean the effective end of the siege on Gaza – or at least of one aspect of the siege. 

Yet how truly “open” has the crossing been? It's true that the crossing has been open on a more regular 
basis and to a greater number of Gaza residents.   However many of the traditional restrictions remain 
in place:  males 18-40 still require pre-approval, find it difficult to obtain entry visas to Egypt, or are 
banned altogether.  To put things in perspective, they constitute about a quarter of Gaza’s population.  
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Moreover, it should be noted here that in order to get to the Rafah Crossing to start with, Palestinians 
need first to enter Egypt. This of course requires an Egyptian visa, which is often denied, especially to 
young people or those without a foreign residency of some sort.  A cousin of mine – a brilliant young 
scholarship student from Gaza currently studying in Mississippi – has been trying for three years, to no 
avail, to obtain an Egyptian visa in order to go visit his family in Gaza and return home.  He is one of 
thousands in a similar situation.  As recently as this month, my parents, both in their late 60s, were 
denied Egyptian entry visas en route back to Gaza from a U.S. visit.  All of them hold Gaza residency 
cards.

Nevertheless, as anyone who has suffered long hours (or days or weeks or months) in the punishing 
heat or bone-numbing cold of this little corner of the world awaiting entry or exit can attest, even this 
limited opening of the crossing was news to be celebrated. 

But with access still limited to certain segments of society, and, critically, to the Palestinians in Israeli-
controlled population registry, the so-called re-opening of Rafah Crossing is simply a return to status 
quo of years past:  only Palestinians carrying an Israeli-approved Gaza ID card can use Rafah 
Crossing. 

In other words, Palestinians from the West Bank or East Jerusalem, Palestinians in refugee camps 
outside the OPT, 1948 Palestinian citizens of Israel, or Palestinians living in diaspora, are all still not 
allowed passage to Gaza through Rafah. This includes Palestinian families, such as my own, where 
one spouse possesses an ID but the other does not. It also includes internally displaced Palestinians 
who live in Gaza but whose IDs were never approved by Israeli authorities and who are not allowed to 
exit. These cases number in the tens of thousands.

Additionally, as the rights organization GISHA reminds us, the crossing does not lead to the West Bank, 
nor does it allow for the passage of goods, which are restricted to the Israeli-controlled crossings and 
subject to prohibitions on construction materials and export.  In a nutshell, Rafah can never be the sole 
crossing for Palestinians residents of Gaza.  Gaza remains under tight maritime and aerial siege, and 
continues to be closed off to the Palestinians’ cultural, economic, and academic capitals in the rest of 
the OPT. Israel has a legal obligation to permit passage of people and goods between Gaza and the 
West Bank, which are internationally recognized as a single territorial unit.

As a first step, though it is not nearly enough, Palestinians desire sovereignty over their side of the 
Rafah Crossing - the ability to determine who can use it and when.  Critics say this might be perceived 
as an indication that Gaza is “free” and therefore play into Israel’s grand plan of separating Gaza from 
the West Bank.  But the crossing is no more an indicator of Palestinian sovereignty than a local 
government is and should not be taken to absolve Israel from its obligations as Occupier. That Gaza is 
still under occupation is affirmed by Israel’s continued control over such markers of sovereignty as air 
space, borders, maritime access, population registry, and taxes.

The Rafah Crossing remains the sole passage in and out of Gaza for all its residents.  At the present 
time, its operation and usage remains under the control of Egypt and managed by Israeli guidelines. 
And as last month’s incident demonstrates, the situation remains unstable and the Crossing itself 
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unreliable.  Unlike airports or traditional border crossings, it is still liable to be completely shut down at a 
moment’s notice, stranding both Palestinians, and their economy.  So far, Egyptian policies on the 
crossing have not departed from those of years past. It remains to be seen whether the Mursi 
government’s meetings with Hamas can or will bring change.

Laila el-Haddad is a Maryland-based freelance journalist, author, political analyst, and parent-of-two 
from Gaza. From 2003-2007, she was Gaza correspondent for the Al-Jazeera English website and a 
regular contributor to the BBC World Service. She is the author of Gaza Mom: Palestine, Politics,  
Parenting, and Everything in Between, named for the award-winning blog she has authored since 2004, 
and was a contributor to The Goldstone Report: The Legacy of the Landmark Investigation of the Gaza 
Conflict (Nation Books January 2011) and author of the forthcoming Gaza Kitchen.

Al-Shabaka, The Palestinian Policy Network is an independent, non-partisan, and non-profit 
organization whose mission is to educate and foster public debate on Palestinian human rights and 
self-determination within the framework of international law. Al-Shabaka policy briefs may be 
reproduced with due attribution to Al-Shabaka, The Palestinian Policy Network. For more information 
visit www.al-shabaka.org or contact us by email: contact@al-shabaka.org.
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