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Eordegian, Marlen. "British and Isracli Maintenance of the Status quo in the Holy Places of *
.Christendom", International Journal of Middle East Studies, 35:2 (May 2003), pp. 307-328
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9 (2) In this regard, in accordance with the Washington Declaration, Israel
respects the present special role of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in
Muslim Holy shrines in Jerusalem. When negotiations on the permanent
status will take place, Israel will give high priority to the Jordanian historic

role in these shrines.
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The study makes a special effort to understand the position of the Arab/
Muslim/Palestinian side regarding all aspects of the dynamics at this holy site in
recent years. It takes this approach because the Israeli leadership and public seem
to be driven by national and identity-based motives with respect to the Temple
Mount, without considering how these are perceived by the other side and without
taking into account the price Israel is paying and might continue to pay in the
future as a consequence of erosion of the status quo at the Temple Mount.
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we are swept into a massive whirlpool, and that is unacceptable to me.”® The
prime minister arrived at this conclusion only after the crisis had reached the
point of a Palestinian uprising in the form of a wave of stabbings, which required
international intervention in order to calm the situation.

The events of September 2015 are only one link in the chain of events
surrounding the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif in recent years and eroding
what had been the accepted status quo. The conduct of each of the parties to
the conflict reflects a lack of understanding regarding the essential meaning of
status quo at the Temple Mount and of its inherent advantages, and it undermines
understandings reached earlier between Israel and Jordan regarding the Temple
Mount/Haram, to the point of posing a threat to strategic relations between the

two states.

Furthermore, the understandings and status quo arrangements regarding the
Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif that were reached after June 1967 were never
recorded in writing, according to former David District commander in the Israeli
Police, Chief Superintendent (at the time) Niso Shaham, who had previously
headed the police unit responsible for holy sites. Shaham stated that then Attorney
General Eliakim Rubinstein considered putting the details of the status quo in
writing, but was persuaded not to do so.’

This study aims to lay the foundation for a well-thought-out Israeli policy
regarding the Temple Mount, and to present alternative approaches for the
authorities responsible for this sensitive site. The study analyzes changes that
have taken place in the status quo since 1967 and aims to provide policymakers
with tools for managing the conflict and preventing violence at the site, until a

long-term solution to the dispute is found.

The study offers an overview of the current situation, which is viewed as the
“status quo” at the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif, as well as the dynamics
underpinning changes that have taken place since June 1967. The understandings
that have been reached will be analyzed, as will the accepted arrangements

8 Ha'aretz, 26 October 2015 (Hebrew).
? “The Volcano Mount Is Ours,” HaMakor, Channel 10, 5 January 2016 (Hebrew).
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saying, “The United States is deeply concerned by the recent violence and
escalating tensions surrounding the Haram Al-Sharif/Temple Mount.””

King Abdullah’s custodianship over Islam’s holy sites in Jerusalem received
Palestinian and pan-Arab recognition on the basis of the agreement he signed
with the head of the Palestinian Authority, Mahmoud Abbas, in April 2013. In
its peace treaty with Jordan, Israel also recognized Jordan’s special status vis-
a-vis Islam’s holy sites in Jerusalem.” Consequently, any action by Israel that
is perceived as a violation of the status quo undermines the legitimacy of King
Abdullah and the Kingdom of Jordan. The internal political situation in Jordan,
on the one hand, and proximity of the Islamic State’s forces to the Hashemite
Kingdom, on the other, threaten the stability of Jordan. Clashes at the Al-Agsa
Mosque also threaten the stability of the Hashemite Kingdom and its relations
with Israel, as Abdullah is, in the eyes of Arabs, responsible for protecting the
place yet unable to dissuade Israel from acting as it does at the Temple Mount.
Given that Jordan and Israel have the same strategic interests, disruption of the
status quo poses a threat to Jordan’s stability as well as Israel’s long-term security
interests along its eastern border. In other words, imposing full Israeli control
over the Temple Mount and opening the compound to extremist Jewish groups
in increasingly larger numbers are a violation of the accepted rules of conduct
at the Temple Mount. These practices also come at a heavy cost for Israel: they
undermine its control over East Jerusalem and the West Bank, its relations with
Jordan, and its standing in the international community. For example, as Prime
Minister Netanyahu reported to the Knesset Foreign Relations and Defense
Committee in October 2015, several cooperative endeavors with Sunni Arab
states have been terminated because of tensions surrounding Al-Aqsa. Netanyahu
added, “I’m uncomfortable about preventing my fellow ministers and Knesset
members from visiting the Temple Mount, but the cost of violation might be that

¢ US Department of State, Daily Press Briefing, 14 September 2015, http://www.state.
gov/r/pa/prs/dpb/2015/09/246874 . htm.

7 Regarding the agreement between Abu Mazen and Abdullah, see Elior Levy and Roy
Case, “Jordan and the Palestinians Signed an Agreement to Defend Jerusalem,” YNET, 1
April 2013 (Hebrew).



broadcasted from this holy site, showing policemen bursting into a smoke-filled
Al-Agsa, sparked harsh reactions in the Muslim world.* During the holiday of
Sukkot, there was an outbreak of violence and terrorism in East Jerusalem and
the West Bank. This wave of violence, which Palestinians termed the “Al-Quds
Intifada,” resulted in numerous deaths and injuries. As in the summer of 2014,
now too this latest round of violence has fueled tensions and tempers, and the
US secretary of state arrived to mediate between the sides and reach agreements
that mainly required compromise on Israel’s part. It should be noted that many
Palestinians claimed the violence was primarily a response to events at Al-

Agsa.*

The person most concerned about this situation was King Abdullah II
of Jordan. He issued a harsh warning stating that “any more provocations in
Jerusalem will affect the relationship between Jordan and Israel, and Jordan will
have no choice but to take action, unfortunately.” King Abdullah added, “We
have gotten reassurances from the Israeli government that this would not happen.
Unfortunately, these are reassurances we have heard in the past.”” The king spoke
with US Vice President Joe Biden and asked that the US administration take
measures opposing the continuation of Israeli policy at the Al-Agsa Mosque, and
leading to an end to the aggression. The US State Department issued a statement

3 Tran called for an emergency meeting of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC),
an association of 57 Muslim states, and for a response through actions, Agence France-
Presse, 15 September 2015; Khaled Mashal, head of Hamas’s political department,
spoke by phone with Palestinian President Abu Mazen regarding recent events at the
Temple Mount, Elior Levy, YNET, 15 September 2015; the office of Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen) stated that the president had spoken with leaders
throughout the world and had asked the international community to put pressure on Israel
to prevent confrontations at Al-Aqsa. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan also
addressed Israel harshly regarding events at the Al-Agsa Mosque, and Egypt’s President
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi as well voiced concern about the situation.

* The following remarks, for example, were made by a student named Amin at Ibn Khaldun
High School in East Jerusalem during a meeting with Israeli students from a school in the
Jewish neighborhood of Pisgat Ze’ev. When the students were asked what they thought
about the terrorist attacks in Jerusalem, he said, “It is because of Al-Agsa... the settlers...
they want to build the [Second] Temple.” News, Channel 10, 4 January 2016.

5 Ha'aretz website, 15 September 2015 (Hebrew); Diaa Hadid, “Clashes Damage Al-Agsa
Mosque in Jerusalem, and Jordan Warns Israel,” New York Times, 15 September 2015.
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Introduction

On the eve of Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year of 5776, in September 2015,
tempers once again flared up at the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif.! During
the night young Muslims had fortified themselves inside Al-Agsa Mosque,
stockpiling stones with the intent of disrupting visits by Jews to the site. They
knew that because of the holiday more Jews than usual would be allowed to visit
the Temple Mount, and they were determined to prevent such a situation. In their
view they were defending the status quo at the holy compound and preventing
its division between Muslims and Jews. They regard the rising numbers of
Jewish visitors entering Al-Haram Al-Sharif for ideological purposes, alongside
the prohibition by the Isracl Police against entry by Muslims identified as
“lawbreakers” and "defenders" (murabitun and murabitat), as an Israeli effort to

Judaize the site.

Following the orders of the Government of Israel not to allow any disturbances
or any disruptions of Jewish worship, the police took effective action. Early in
the morning it stormed the Temple Mount/Haram compound to blockade those
who had fortified themselves in the mosque and thwart their efforts, and it
prevented Muslim worshippers from entering during visiting hours. A video clip
showing Minister Uri Ariel in front of the Dome of the Rock reciting the “Priestly
Blessing” under police security was perceived by Muslims as a provocation and
breach of the promise (among others) that Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
made in November 2014 to King Abdullah of Jordan and US Secretary of State
John Kerry not to permit visits by political figures, and to prevent visitation of
cabinet ministers and members of Knesset at the Temple Mount.> The photographs

' The term “Temple Mount” as used throughout this study refers to the area bounded by
the wall of the Old City to the east, the southern wall adjacent to the Archeological Park to
the south, the Western Wall to the west, and the section between the Gate of the Tribes and
Umariya School to the north. Muslims refer to the compound as “Al-Haram Al-Sharif”
or “Al-Agsa.” Jews view it as Har HaBayit: the mount of the Jewish Holy Temple, or
Temple of Solomon, once stood within the boundaries of this compound.

2 See the statement of support issued by Religious-Zionist rabbis to Minister Ariel,
http://the--temple.blogspot.co.il/2015/09/blog-post _58.html?spref=bl (Hebrew).
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