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July 2007
Digging on the Temple Mount
Over the past week or so, there have been reports in the Israeli press of digging on the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif, carried out by the Waqf.  While there is some truth in these reports, the bulk of what has been published tends to be exaggerated.  For this reason, we believe it is important to set the record straight.

Background 

On July 8, 2007, an underground electrical cable, running under a public plaza, failed.  The result was the cut-off of electricity to an adjacent building.  These things happen and they surprise nobody, particularly when the infrastructure in question is 43 years-old, as was the case here.  And anywhere else on the planet what would have followed would have been a question of routine maintenance and repair, solved by the local custodial engineer.  In this case, however, the plaza under which the cable lay was the plaza atop the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif, and the building whose electricity was cut was the Dome of the Rock.
Clearly, repairs were required.  However, given the extreme sensitivity of the site, the Israeli authorities balked.  Nothing in Israel is more sensitive than excavations on or near the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif, and Israel only recently got burned when it failed to take these sensitivities into account in its handling of the rebuilding of the Mughrabi.  Israeli authorities were concerned, rightly, that digging on the Mount/Haram would inflame Jewish and Israeli fears, just as digging in the Mughrabi Gate vicinity had inflamed Arab and Muslims fears. 
At the same time, Israeli authorities were alerted by key stakeholders in the Arab and Muslim worlds of another danger to contend with:  the electrical cut-off had forced the Waqf to close the Dome of the Rock, and if this situation persisted, it would lend credence in the Arab and Muslim world to lies propounded by extremists to the effect that Israel is threatening the Islamic holy sites in Jerusalem.   

After a delicate round of contacts, carried out directly and by means of third parties, the following arrangement was worked out:  The Israeli police extended its consent to the Waqf carrying out the necessary repairs, while the Waqf gave its tacit agreement to allowing the Israeli Antiquities Authority (IAA) to carry our periodic (but not continuous) oversight of the project. 
The Digging and the Reaction
In recent days the repair work has begun, involving the digging of a trench approximately 70 yards long and approximately 2 feet deep.  The trench follows precisely the path of the underground cable.
  
The project, and photos of the digging, has sparked a minor uproar in Israel.  An organization called “The Committee for the Prevention of the Destruction of Antiquities on the Temple Mount” – a group presenting itself as a mainstream collection of archeologists and experts, but more correctly identified as an ideological organization increasingly associated with the Israeli far right-wing – have launched a vocal and vehement protest, accusing the IAA of abandoning its responsibilities and of abandoning Jewish antiquities on the Temple Mount.  
 

Conclusions 

Good decisions are possible, even under the current climate of mistrust.  In this case, the highest echelons of the Israeli government clearly heeded the warning of Arab states and Islamic interests not hostile to Israel, recognizing that it was in everyone’s best interests to find a way to enable the repairs to go forward.  This decision was very much in keeping with the current atmosphere of strengthening moderate elements and depriving fundamentalist Islam of easy achievements.  
Extremists on both sides will not hesitate to exploit any opportunity to score points.  In our analysis of other cases (including the Mughrabi Gate case) we have not hesitated to point out the factual inaccuracies that come together in extremist Islamic accusations that Israel is trying to destroy or undermine the mosques on the Haram al-Sharif.  The responses of certain Israeli elements in this case is strident if not hysterical.  As we have stated in the past, the abuse of genuine difficulties for narrow ideological gains is not the monopoly of either nationality or religion when it comes to this arena. 
An imperfect but workable solution is better than a bad outcome.  Clearly, the result here – digging in one of the world’s most sensitive spots, with only the intermittent supervision of archeological authorities – is far from ideal.  Under better circumstances there would be full transparency and closer coordination between Israel and the Waqf, with established structures and mechanisms for dealing with this sort of thing.  However, under current circumstances in which neither side wants to be seen as giving any advantage to the other – the government of Israel, the Waqf, and the moderate nations and Islamic stakeholders who intervened quietly to help resolve the issue all deserve good grades for arriving at a workable solution to a potentially volatile problem.  In this case, all sides preferred to solve the problem rather than try to score points.  As matters stand, that has served Israel, the Palestinians, Jews, Muslims, and the region well.
 
It is obvious that events such as these will not remain confidential. Nonetheless, the parties involved handled the matter responsibly and deftly by dealing with things quietly, outside of the public eye.  In doing so they clearly defused a potentially dangerous situation when the matter eventually became public. 
About Ir Amim
Ir Amim (“City of Nations” or “City of Peoples”) is an Israeli non-profit, non-partisan organization founded in order to actively engage in those issues impacting on Israeli-Palestinian relations in Jerusalem and on the political future of the city.  Ir Amim seeks to render Jerusalem a more viable and equitable city, while generating and promoting a more politically sustainable future.

Bearing in mind the symbolic and actual status of Jerusalem as a city of two peoples and three religions, as well as the city's pivotal role in reaching a political agreement, Ir Amim aspires to a stable Jerusalem, equitably shared by the two peoples; a city that ensures the dignity and welfare of all its residents and that safeguards their holy places, as well as their historical and cultural heritages.

Ir Amim offers its knowledge and expertise concerning the political, economic and social conditions in Jerusalem to a range of organizations and individuals, including governmental and municipal authorities who deal with the management of the city, and Track II parties who examine the sustainability of possible political arrangements.

Ir Amim has ongoing working relations with the Palestinian community in Jerusalem, as well as with key players in the international community active in Jerusalem issues.  

Ir Amim operates a range of complementary activities:

· Monitoring and exposing critical developments in Jerusalem, and informing / alerting target audiences in Israel and in the world.

· Legal advocacy aimed at halting or mitigating unilateral actions that harm the fabric of life in Jerusalem, and create obstacles to reaching an agreed-upon future for the city and the region.

· Policy advocacy with decision makers, both local and international.

· Public outreach and media work aimed at raising awareness of developments in the city and understanding of their local and global significance.  Activities include study tours of East Jerusalem, professional seminars and public events.

· Strengthening, and working with, civil society organizations in East Jerusalem to advance a more equitable Jerusalem.

Based on a summery by attorney Daniel Seidmann
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