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Iran has also rescinded invitations 
for U.S. athletes, squashing hopes 
of a significant cultural exchange 
between the two nations. Earlier 
this month, the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry announced its refusal to 
issue visas for a group of U.S. 
female badminton players it had 
previously invited to compete in 
the country.

The Obama administration said 
it was mystified by the visa 
refusal, especially because it has 
expressed a willingness to engage 
with Tehran. “You know, as the secretary and others have said, when the Iranians unclench 
that fist, there will be a hand waiting to greet them,” said State Department spokesman Robert 
A. Wood.

“We are very interested in trying to improve relations between the American people and the 
Iranian people, and this is not a good step forward in terms of trying to promote people-to-
people exchanges,” he added.

Iran has maintained a defiant posture in recent weeks. Proudly marking the 30th anniversary 
of its 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran successfully launched its first satellite into orbit. The launch 
came one day before world powers were set to meet in Europe to discuss how to engage Iran 
on its nuclear program.

In Washington, the State Department spokesman called the satellite launch worrisome. “Iran’s 
development of a space launch vehicle establishes the technical basis from which Iran could 
develop long-range ballistic missile systems,” said Wood, the State Department spokesman.

Tehran previously unveiled plans for a number of long-range missiles based on Russian and 
North Korean designs, all with the capability of delivering a nuclear warhead.

Iran launched its first satellite into orbit, establishing a technical basis for 
developing long-range missiles.
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“We are willing to talk to Iran,” said Vice President Joe Biden during the administration’s 
first major speech on foreign policy, delivered in Munich, Germany. But Biden offered Iran’s 
leaders a choice: “Continue down your current course, and there will be pressure and 
isolation; abandon the illicit nuclear program and your support for terrorism, and there will 
be meaningful incentives.” Biden’s charge was the latest in a series of demands by the 
international community that Iran halt its atomic work. Despite these calls, Iran has made rapid 
advancements in its ability to enrich uranium—a key step toward developing nuclear weapons.

Interview: Why Hamas 
and Fatah Fight
Near East Report: Why did you 
title your book Hamas vs. Fatah?

Jonathan Schanzer: When 
Hamas took over the Gaza Strip in 
the summer of 2007, the violence 
was brutal. Hamas was responsible 
for pushing Fatah members off of 
tall buildings and shooting them 
point blank in the limbs. This 
shattered this vision that I think 
many had of a unified Palestinian 
people. I felt that this was a point 
worth noting and began writing a book shortly thereafter.

NER: Why the violent disagreements between Hamas and Fatah?

JS: Fatah purports to represent the Palestinian people, but there are sharp divisions between 
Fatah and Hamas over whether there should be discussions and diplomacy with Israel.

When Fatah engaged in the Oslo process with Israel, Hamas disagreed vehemently and began 
to carry out attacks not only to inflict pain and suffering on the Jewish people living in Israel, 
but also to make it very clear to the Palestinian people that there were sharp divisions between 
Hamas and Fatah. In other words, Hamas was able to kill two birds with one stone and this is 
something that I think was overlooked in the mainstream media.

Jonathan Schanzer is the deputy executive director of the Jewish Policy Center 
and the author of Hamas vs. Fatah: The Struggle for Palestine.
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NER: Wasn’t there a time when Hamas and Fatah set aside their mutual dislike of each other 
and cooperated to fight against Israel?

JS: Absolutely. When Yasser Arafat calculated that the Oslo process would no longer reap 
benefits for him, he launched a war against Israel in the autumn of 2000. He exhorted Hamas 
to join him. In fact, he let Hamas terrorists out of jail and openly worked with the Hamas 
organization to attack Israel through a campaign of suicide bombings and other acts of 
violence.

What was interesting was that they were able to work together for the better part of a year, but 
Hamas quickly realized that it didn’t need Fatah in order to carry out its campaign of violence 
against Israel, and the two sides split off again and returned to their traditional positions of 
enmity vis-à-vis each other.

NER: What led to the Hamas takeover of Gaza in 2007, and what have been the effects since?

JS: After the death of Arafat in 2004, there was a leadership vacuum. The Fatah organization 
had weakened significantly, and Hamas continued to gain strength. Finally, by January of 2006, 
legislative elections were held within the Palestinian territories as part of the U.S. initiative to 
try to spread democracy throughout the Middle East. Those elections were probably the freest 
and fairest elections ever held in the Arab world, and they yielded a victory for Hamas.

The problem was that Fatah refused to yield power and refused to join a coalition government 
with Hamas. For the next year and a half, Fatah and Hamas engaged in a power struggle, 
which continued until June 2007 when Hamas carried out a violent coup in the Gaza Strip.

Hamas deposed the Fatah organization from the Gaza Strip and effectively took over the 
media and established different government and security structures to the point now that we 
actually have essentially two Palestinian entities. We have a Gaza entity run by Hamas and a 
West Bank entity run by Fatah

The Hamas-Fatah conflict continues. The two sides exchange barbs, fight one another and 
arrest cadres of the opposite camp in each of the territories. We really are at a point now 
where it’s very difficult to see who speaks for the Palestinian people.
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NER: In June 2008, Hamas accepted an Egyptian-mediated tahdiyeh, a period of calm, and in 
December they terminated it. Why did Hamas accept this period of calm in the first place, and 
why did Hamas decide to terminate the calm and dramatically increase its rocket fire on Israel?

JS: When Hamas accepted this tahdiyeh, it was never seen as a ceasefire because a 
ceasefire would mean accepting the existence of the state of Israel. Hamas doesn’t even call 
Israel by its name; they call it the “Zionist entity” or “Zionist enemy.”

What Hamas sought to do was to stave off an attack. At that time, there was a lot of talk in 
the IDF that an invasion of Gaza was going to be necessary because Hamas continued to fire 
salvo after salvo of rockets into Israel’s southern territory. More worrisome was the fact that the 
rockets were increasing in payload and increasing in range, so it became clear that if this trend 
continued, Israel’s middle would be threatened—not just the south, but rather some of the 
major population centers.

In an attempt, I believe, to stave off an Israeli invasion, Hamas declared a truce and it really 
benefited from six months of relative calm. Hamas was able to stockpile more rockets and 

smuggle in sophisticated weaponry, 
such as high-powered sniper 
rifles, night-vision goggles, anti-
tank missiles and lots of other 
things that would help Hamas in 
its next confrontation with Israel. 
In addition, Hamas sent many of 
its members to Iran for training 
so that they could receive some 
of the same skills that Hizballah 
demonstrated in its war with Israel 
in 2006.

After six months, Hamas elected 
not to renew the truce. One of the 
things that we hear on the news 

is that the truce between the two sides ended. This is incorrect. Hamas simply elected to 
terminate a truce that it had unilaterally decided to adopt, and Hamas—I think at the prodding 
of Iran—began to lob rockets back into Israel.

In Hamas vs. Fatah, author Jonathan Schanzer suggests that the violent 
rivalry between Hamas and Fatah has stymied U.S. efforts to promote Israeli-
Palestinian peace.
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NER: How can Israel’s Operation Cast Lead be viewed through the Hamas vs. Fatah lens? 
What type of outcome does Fatah want in Gaza?

JS: It’s important to note that there are really two policies at play here. There is a West Bank 
policy and a Gaza policy. Israel is ignoring the West Bank right now—it is not interested at all in 
military operations in the West Bank. This is a departure for Israeli policy. Usually when there is 
violence against Israel, it’s coming from both territories. We’re simply not seeing that right now. 
Israel is really treating the two territories as two separate entities, as it rightly should. There are 
two different governments run by two different factions.

Fatah is quite openly letting the world know that Hamas has miscalculated, that it is now 
reaping what it has sown. Fatah probably seeks to retake the Gaza Strip at some point, but 
there are two problems with that goal. First, the Fatah organization is still extremely weak. 
Its leadership is fractured and its ability to even govern the West Bank has been called into 
question. Its military is simply not able to maintain control.

Second, if Israel does reinstall Fatah as the governing body in the Gaza Strip, it will likely 
be rejected by the Gaza population much like an artificial heart. This would be an organ that 
Israel would try to transplant and the population there would almost certainly distrust the Fatah 
organization, simply because Israel tried to install it there.

NER: How should the United States approach the Hamas-Fatah conflict?

JS: The Hamas-Fatah conflict is something that was largely ignored by the Bush 
administration and has so far been ignored by the Obama administration. The Hamas-Fatah 
conflict is possibly one of the thorniest issues that the United States now faces with regard to 
diplomacy in the Middle East.

The fact that you have two separate Palestinian areas that are run by two separate factions 
that are at war with one another means that there is no Palestinian interlocutor. There is no 
one address that the United States can call to negotiate peace between the Palestinians and 
Israel. So until that matter has been resolved, I believe that all other efforts at diplomacy are 
probably wasted efforts. The new administration must recognize this fact and make it known to 
the world that the Palestinians need to join together in some fashion to come to the negotiating 
table—without, however, allowing engagement with Hamas until it accepts the three 
international conditions: recognizing Israel, renouncing violence and accepting all previous 

Continued: Interview: Why Hamas and Fatah Fight
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agreements with Israel. Until that happens I believe we’re going to spin our wheels.

The danger here is that if the United States brings Fatah and Israel to the table, and Fatah 
enters into an agreement that is not accepted by half of the Palestinians, it will not be seen as 
a legitimate agreement. If that happens, you will see more violence and more frustration. The 
more that agreements falter, the better chance there is of a more dangerous conflict breaking 
out between the Palestinians and the Israelis.

Hamas Turns to Iran for Weapons

In Operation Cast Lead, Israel dealt Hamas a severe blow, but the terrorist group is turning to 

Iran for help in restocking its rocket arsenal and rebuilding its tunnel network. What is being 

done to stop Hamas from rearming?

As soon as Israel’s Operation Cast Lead ended, Palestinians in Gaza quickly moved to repair 
the tunnels under the Gaza-Egypt border. “Everybody’s busy rebuilding now,” one tunnel 
digger told The New York Times. “In a month, it will be back to normal.”

They are operating under the Philadelphi Corridor, a strip of land about 110 yards wide that 
bisects the Egyptian side of the town of Rafah from the Palestinian side in Gaza. The 1994 
Gaza-Jericho Agreement between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization placed the 
Philadelphi Corridor under Israeli military control.

Palestinians in Gaza are working to rebuild smuggling tunnels under the Gaza-Egypt border

Continued: Interview: Why Hamas and Fatah Fight
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However, when Israel left Gaza in 2005 as part of Ariel Sharon’s Disengagement Plan, the 
IDF also withdrew from the Philadelphi Corridor. Without Israeli military patrols in the area, 
tunneling activity rapidly increased—and so did rocket attacks on Israeli civilians, increasing 
some 500 percent the year after Israel’s withdrawal.

Today, Israeli intelligence officials are not just worried about homemade Qassam rockets, 
or even the more sophisticated Grad rockets, which Hamas has fired as far as 25 miles into 
Israel. The great fear is that Iran will find a way to give Hamas Fajr-5 rockets, which have a 
range of 43 miles and can reach Tel Aviv if fired from Gaza. (Hizballah fired Fajr-5 rockets deep 
into Israel in the summer of 2006.)

While the 17-foot Fajr-5 is much larger than a seven-foot Grad, and therefore more difficult to 
smuggle undetected, it is believed that it would be possible to sneak the missiles into  
Gaza after disassembling them into several components and transferring them via large 
underground tunnels.

Israel faces great difficulty in combating Hamas smuggling. Iranian ships clandestinely bring 
the rockets to ports along the Egyptian coast, or farther south to countries such as Sudan or 
Somalia. From Africa, the rockets, or at least pieces of them, are smuggled by land to the Sinai 
Peninsula or by sea to the Sinai coast, and from there to the web of tunnels under the  
Gaza border.

Egypt in the Spotlight
As the main transit route for Hamas weaponry, Egypt is facing growing international pressure 
to do more to prevent arms from reaching Palestinian terrorists in Gaza. Cairo publicly denies 
that massive amounts of weapons are moving through its territory and places much of the 
blame for the smuggling on the terms of the Israel-Egypt peace treaty, which limit the number 
of security personnel that Egypt can have in Sinai and along the border.

Behind the scenes, though, Egypt may be taking more action. According to a report by Alex 
Fishman in the Israeli newspaper Yedioth Ahronoth, Egypt is actively preventing Iranian 
arms ships from docking anywhere in Egypt, risking a deterioration in relations between the 
two countries. One tunnel digger told Agence France Press, “The Egyptians have deployed 
everywhere on the other side and they have set up cameras. We haven’t been able to bring 
anything in [for days].”

Continued: Hamas Turns to Iran for Weapons
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Cairo is reportedly considering a wide range of proposals on how to stop weapons smuggling, 
including the construction of a moat along its border with Gaza. The Israeli Defense Ministry 
issued a tender for the digging of the moat in 2004, when Israel still controlled the border, but 
construction never began.

Egypt has begun to install advanced cameras and sensors to help combat smuggling along the 
Philadelphi Corridor. In January, Rep. Steve Israel (D-NY) said that Egypt agreed to spend $23 
million in U.S. military aid on robots and other advanced anti-smuggling technology. Egypt has 
also accepted a U.S. offer to send experts from the Army Corps of Engineers to train Egyptian 
border guards in the technology, the congressman said.

However, even with such intense international focus on the status of the Gaza-Egypt border, 
the Israeli government is arguing that the tunnels, restored or not, are less important now 
than they were before Operation Cast Lead. “What is different today is that there is a good 
international commitment to prevent the link-up between Iran and Hamas,” said Israeli 
government spokesman Mark Regev. “We believe that Hamas will not be allowed to rearm.” 

U.S.–Israel Cooperation
The reason that the Israeli 
government believes Hamas will 
not be allowed to rearm is because 
the United States is at the forefront 
of an international effort to prevent 
Iranian weapons from reaching the 
terrorist group. Early this month, 
the United States and several 
European countries decided at 
a meeting in Copenhagen to 
establish an international forum to 
combat arms smuggling to Gaza.

That decision marked an important 
step in the implementation of 
a landmark Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed between the United States and 
Israel as Operation Cast Lead neared its end in mid-January. In the agreement—approved 
by President Obama’s then-transition team—the two parties pledged to pursue joint efforts to 

Last month, then-Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Israeli Foreign 
Minister Tzipi Livni pledged to work together to stop Iranian weapons from 

reaching Hamas.

Continued: Hamas Turns to Iran for Weapons
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stem the flow of weapons to Hamas and other Iranian-backed terrorists in the  Gaza Strip.

The agreement recognized that Hamas’ acquisition and use of arms against Israel were “the 
direct causes of recent hostilities” and that a sustainable cessation of violence depended on 
denying Iran’s ability to transit weapons to the terrorist group.

The MOU stated that the United States and Israel will assist each other through “enhanced 
sharing of information and intelligence that would assist in identifying the origin and routing of 
weapons being supplied to terrorist organizations in Gaza.”

More specifically, the United States committed to work with regional and NATO partners to 
better patrol the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea—the sea routes off the Arabian Peninsula and 
eastern Africa, respectively, that are used to ship weapons from Iran to Hamas.

Stopping the Sea Lanes
As a result of the MOU, the U.S. 
Navy may already be operating 
under new rules of engagement. 
A few weeks ago, the USS San 
Antonio, on patrol against potential 
Iranian weapons shipments, 
boarded a suspicious cargo 
vessel in the Red Sea. U.S. naval 
personnel found weapons on the 
ship, but because it was flying 
a Cypriot flag, they had no legal 
authority to confiscate its cargo, 
according to Admiral Mike Mullen, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff.

A few days later, Cypriot authorities detained the ship. As of this writing it is still docked in 
Cyprus, under heavy guard.

It is not just the Americans who are taking action. The EU-3—Britain, France and Germany—
announced that they were prepared to “contribute to an end to the arms smuggling to Gaza.” 

A Cypriot-flagged container ship has anchored off the port of Limassol since it 
arrived under suspicion that it was ferrying weapons from Iran to Hamas in Gaza

Continued: Hamas Turns to Iran for Weapons
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In London, British Prime Minister Gordon Brown told reporters, “We are prepared to provide 
British naval support to stop arms trafficking.”

“We will do everything that we can to prevent the arms trafficking that is at the root of some of 
the problems,” Brown said. “Britain is prepared to give naval resources so that we can monitor 
and stop arms traffic and arms getting into Gaza. I believe that will help get a solution to this 
crisis.”

In addition, French President Nicolas Sarkozy announced that he had dispatched a frigate to 
the waters off Gaza to patrol for smuggled weapons, and the German government pledged to 
send engineers to the Gaza-Egypt border.

Iran is Worried
Stopping Hamas from rearming will be no easy task, but there are signs for optimism. Yedioth’s 
Alex Fishman reported that Egyptian diplomats are telling him that the Iranians “are in a state 
of hysteria due to their fear that a multi-national force will establish itself within the next few 
months as an effective operational group that will be capable of preventing any transfer of 
Iranian military equipment through the Red Sea.”

In anticipation, the Iranians are trying to smuggle arms into Sinai as fast as possible. Egypt’s 
enhanced prevention measures are expected to impede these illicit Iranian efforts.

Near East Report Goes Digital
Near East Report has come a long way since 1957, when AIPAC founder Isaiah Leo Kenen 
invested $1,000 of his own money to finance the four-page publication. Kenen designed NER 
to be an independent newsletter on American Middle East policy. It reported on U.S. aid to 
Israel, the Middle East arms race, the Arab boycott, candidates’ statements, political party 
platforms and much more.

NER “rapidly gained circulation because it had credibility,” Kenen wrote in his book, Israel’s 
Defense Line. “AZCPA [the predecessor to AIPAC] paid for subscriptions for congressmen, 
and major organizations subscribed for their leaders. B’nai B’rith made the Near East Report 
available to students at Hillel Houses and on college campuses, which were flooded with pro-
Arab propaganda.”

Continued: Hamas Turns to Iran for Weapons
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NER began as a biweekly, but due to the growing demand for informed commentary on 
the Middle East, it became a weekly publication in October 1970. (Later it would revert to a 
biweekly.) As Kenen approached retirement in 1973, a new AIPAC-affiliated organization called 
Near East Research, Inc. purchased his interest in NER for the $1,000 which he had originally 
invested. He made no personal profit on the venture, although by that time, circulation 
exceeded 30,000, and the publication had increased in value.

Many editors have come and gone since Kenen founded the publication 52 years ago, but 
NER has continued to be a highly sought-after source of information and insight on U.S. policy 
in the Middle East. NER’s last print edition, published in December 2008, was mailed to more 
than 50,000 subscribers.

Today, Near East Report is proud to launch its first digital-only edition—a format that not even 
I.L. Kenen could have imagined would exist when he first drafted NER on a typewriter. By 
making the shift to an online publication, NER will be able to provide its readers with more 
varied, timely and useful information, as well as a wide array of graphic, multimedia and online 
resources. Furthermore, eliminating the print version will save an estimated 1,000 pounds of 
paper per edition.

While NER’s writing style and design have changed dramatically over the years, its editorial 
position remains the same: The U.S.–Israel relationship is a natural alliance between two 
democracies that share core values and face mutual threats. It is for this reason that a strong 
and secure Israel is in America’s national interest.

As the U.S.–Israel relationship continues to grow and evolve in the years ahead, Near East 
Report will continue to offer its analysis on the issues that its readers care about the most. We 
hope you enjoy our new look.
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