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and Urban Metabolism in the West Bank
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ABSTRACT
This article looks at cement as a vital material in the process of urbanization. 
It specifically addresses urban metabolism, examining the intricacies of 
the cement circulation network in the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) 
during the post-Oslo period. Because of Israel’s near-total control of land 
and natural resources in the oPt, there is still no fully integrated Palestinian 
cement plant there, making the Palestinian construction sector highly 
dependent on imports from Israel’s Nesher cement factory. This article 
argues that controlling the circulation of cement constitutes sovereignty 
over the processes of urbanization. In the current context, the cement 
circulation system that is effectively controlled by Israel is characterized 
by exhaustion, resulting in Palestinian urban geography’s perennial met-
abolic insufficiency.

The tired has only exhausted realization, while the exhausted exhausts all of the possible. The 
tired can no longer realize, but the exhausted can no longer possibilitate.

—Gilles Deleuze1

Cement as Agent of Circulation and Metabolism

Construction and economic growth are key to urban transformations and the produc-
tion of new social space.2 Starting in 2007, the Palestinian Authority (PA), under the leadership 
of Prime Minister Salam Fayyad, turned to the construction sector as an anchor for the new 
political and economic reality it sought to create in the West Bank with a reinvigoration of its 
state-building project. Arguably the most established economic sector of the Palestinian econ-
omy, generating an estimated $2.3 billion, or about 22 percent of the GDP in 2012,3 construc-
tion was embraced as a showcase sector demonstrating progress in the institution-building 
process and establishing the viability of the PA’s performance.4 A key element to the continuity 
of this construction imaginary hinged on securing a stable cement supply, making politics 
concrete, so to speak.5 A frequently repeated statement I heard during my fieldwork interviews 
with Palestinian engineers, architects, planners, developers, contractors, economists, investors, 
and PA government officials was that “cement is sovereignty.” In other words, cement deter-
mines the continuity of both the construction activities and the political economies embedded 
in the urbanization process as a whole.6
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Portland cement (henceforth cement) is the main component of concrete. Its importance 
derives from its physical properties, especially its ability to bond to other construction materials 
in a concrete mixture. As numerous scholars have shown, concrete has cultural and political 
dimensions as an agent of both the modern urban imagination and of the actual building of 
urban infrastructure.7 It is impossible to imagine urban infrastructure and development, 
whether dams, water storage tanks, railway tracks, roads, bridges, or housing projects, without 
cement. Tracing the material’s social and political dimensions allows us to dive deeper into 
the network and ecologies that characterize the flow of cement into Palestinian urban spaces—
specifically, the ways that cement infrastructure networks (that is, transportation, logistics, 
storage, and so on) are structured and restructured through power relations.8 In this context, 
cement becomes a material agent that can radically shape Palestinian social and environmental 
politics precisely because it has become a material wherein power can be imagined, performed, 
and actualized through the built environment.

From the perspective of political ecology, construction activities can be thought of as a 
form of urban metabolism or, in the words of geographer Erik Swyngedouw, “a process of 
de-territorialization and re-territorialization through metabolic circulatory flows, organized 
through social and physical conduits or networks of ‘metabolic vehicles.’”9 Urban metabolism 
is inseparable from the circulation networks and infrastructure that mediate the flow of vital 
construction materials10 such as cement, sand, aggregates, and energy. Along with the networks 
inherent to it in the production of new urban spaces, that metabolism is central to the con-
stitution of political power.11 The circulation of things defines territorial sovereignty precisely 
because it shapes the relationship between social and political entities, on the one hand, and 
territories, on the other. The question of metabolism, however, is related to the capacity of 
cities to stay alive thanks to their ability to provide the sufficient—life-supporting—infra-
structure that allows the urbanization process to take place. In a sense, the ability (or inability) 
to circulate materials in an urban geography determines the extent of actors’ power over 
territory. Thus, making absent a system in which material flows of cement, water, sewage, and 
so on, are stable and regular. Therefore, the possibility for assembling the network of vital 
materials supporting urban life—in other words, the urban metabolism—is extremely limited, 
which is the current case in the Palestinian territories under Israel’s military and settler-colonial 
regime.12 Cement circulation under Israeli movement restrictions can be understood as a way 
to limit the possibility of a regular and healthy process of urban metabolism. In the following 
pages, I focus on understanding how cement is transported into and moves around the West 
Bank, revealing the various forms of power relations that determine stability in the process. I 
argue that the cement circulation network in the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) is 
subject to Israeli military controls that cause the movement of cement to be characterized by 
a state of exhaustion, resulting in the constant metabolic insufficiency of Palestinian urban 
geography.

Unlike stone and aggregates, which are extracted from local quarries and have always 
been part of the Palestinian construction economy, cement is an imported material in the 
oPt13 since the Palestinians have been prevented from establishing their own autonomous 
cement factory. Cement is a manufactured material that requires complex management 
and engineering of resources and sovereignty over energy infrastructure. Under Israeli 
occupation and military control, assembling a functional cement plant reliant on local 
natural resources has been impossible. Therefore, Palestinian cement supply and flow 
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networks are almost entirely dependent on materials produced by Nesher Israel Cement 
Enterprises.

How cement became a contested political and economic material goes back to the British 
colonial period (1917–48),14 when Nesher was established and its factory built in 1925 under 
the mandate for Palestine. Viewed by Zionists as an expression of their national project, and 
initially formed as a public sector company, Nesher was one of the earliest cement factories 
established in the region.15 Since the June 1967 war, when Israel occupied the Palestinian 
territories of the West Bank and Gaza, Nesher has been the sole supplier of cement to both 
the Israeli and Palestinian construction industries. Thus, a cement entanglement can be viewed 
as central to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, by which I mean that the establishment of any 
kind of autonomy through cement production has driven the politics of Palestinian construc-
tion and urbanization, and continues to do so. The Palestinians’ entanglement with Israel’s 
cement production network is an ongoing arena of political contestation to this day.

The absence of a Palestinian-owned and -run cement factory is not the only obstacle that 
the construction market faces in the West Bank; just as important are the inadequate cement 
flows into the territory. The current network of cement circulation was established in the 
mid-1990s following the signature of the Oslo Accords, and it has been controlled by the PA 
and its investment arms ever since. Control of that circulation network is, I will argue, the 
only way for the PA to imagine some kind of provisional sovereignty over cement and the 
urban metabolism whose main parameter is construction. A key question I examine here is 
how that circulation network was established and how it has operated to date. After Oslo, the 
PA gained control of cement importation by restructuring the market and handing its private 
investment arm, the then Palestinian Commercial Service Company (PCSC), responsibility 
for managing cement imports. In 2015, the PCSC morphed into the Palestinian Investment 
Fund (PIF) and Sanad Construction Resources, also known as Sanad. While the cement mar-
kets’ instability is largely attributable to Israeli occupation policies that restrict the transpor-
tation of cement and forbid its production by Palestinians, the PCSC has also played a key 
role in shaping the circulation and delivery of cement through its control of the largest share 
of cement imports, originating with Nesher. Controlling the transportation and delivery of 
cement to the Palestinian construction market, I will argue, was a way for the PA to manifest 
its sovereignty across the territories it nominally governs.

During my fieldwork and data collection between 2015 and 2019, the question of securing 
a stable flow of cement into the oPt was at the forefront of preoccupations among everyone I 
spoke to in the Palestinian construction sector. In 2013, after cement importation was inter-
rupted for several months due to Nesher’s inability to satisfy demand in both the Israeli and 
Palestinian markets, the Palestinian construction sector plunged into crisis: local Palestinian 
importers, construction material shops, and ready-mix concrete factories saw their business 
suspended in what became known as the “cement drought”—a phrase repeatedly used by 
those I interviewed attesting to cement’s commensurate significance with water.

The magnitude of the impact from unstable flows encapsulates the vitality and importance 
of cement as an indispensable element of urban ecologies. Disruptions in the flow of cement 
affect a wide array of economic sectors, from real estate and construction to banking and 
mortgage lending, not forgetting the labor market. The current cement circulation system in 
the oPt is characterized by temporality, constant disruption, and, occasionally, total interrup-
tion. The price of a metric ton of cement may vary month to month and it increases annually, 
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impacting the affordability of construction. Because of limits on importation and other controls 
imposed by the Standards Institution of Israel, cement market operations are characteristically 
unstable: the solid grey powder that is cement requires transportation by fleets of trucks in 
an area under occupation where they do not enjoy free movement on West Bank roads and 
at Israeli commercial crossings.16 Understanding how such a system of infrastructure operates 
from the perspective of local Palestinian importers uncovers the workings of what I call an 
exhausted network of cement circulation. Cement importers and ready-mix concrete factory 
owners who are at the center of cement material flows provide us with a keen understanding 
of the functioning of the circulation network. Examining that network from their perspective 
brings into relief the intricacies of power relations at play between various actors entangled 
in the network—Nesher, the PA, the PCSC, local importers, and, most importantly, how the 
limits of sovereignty over urban geographies are produced by control of cement circulation.

Threshold Circulation: Cement as Contested Political and Geographical Terrain

In one interview I conducted at the Palestinian Ministry of Economy (MoE) regarding the 
dynamics of the construction sector in the oPt, my interlocutor stressed that understanding 
the Palestinian cement market “starts with the agreement … the Paris Economic Protocol.”17 
An annex to the Oslo Accords II, the Paris Economic Protocol (PEP), signed on April 29, 1994, 
is the legal framework governing economic activity between the Palestinians and Israel.18 In 
the oPt, cement circulates as a strategic material and its associated transportation and infra-
structure are shaped by the agreement’s legal, political, and economic ambit. Simply put, the 
PEP effectively limits Palestinians’ sovereignty with regard to cement as cement production 
and circulation remain firmly under Israeli control. Curtailing the autonomy of cement is one 
way to determine (and limit) the PA’s sovereignty over the processes of urban metabolism 
and growth.

In the early post-Oslo period, Israel regulated the quantity of cement flowing into the oPt 
in accordance with the PEP’s legal framework, which established three main avenues for the 
flow of cement into the area (see Figure 1). First, and foremost, per the agreement, cement 
falls under Category A1 imports, meaning that all imports from neighboring Arab countries 
(such as Egypt and Jordan), which are managed by the PA, are capped.19 Accordingly, the PA 
may import only four hundred thousand metric tons of cement annually from Jordan and 
Egypt in four quarterly tranches. This fixed amount is known among Palestinian cement 
importers as the “cement quota,” that is, the quantity of cement allowed into the Palestinian 
urban space that is locally produced in Jordan, Egypt, or other nearby countries.20 Second, 
the PEP places no analogous limit on cement imports from the Israeli private sector,21 which 
means that the Palestinian private sector can establish trade relations with the Israeli private 
sector to import Israeli cement without limitation. In this way, the PEP upholds Nesher as the 
sole producer of cement in Israel and as the primary source of imported cement into the oPt. 
The PCSC has effectively monopolized this option since 1995.

Third, the agreement does not restrict Palestinian cement imports from sources other than 
Jordan, Egypt, or Israel. Palestinian importers term such imports as “outside the quota” or 
beyond the cement threshold. However, many importers were not able to take advantage of 
this option until the cement crisis of 2013–15 because they first needed to obtain permissions 
from a variety of Israeli institutions, a protracted bureaucratic process that involved quality 
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certificates, importation licenses, and customs clearance, as well as shipping arrangements and 
land transportation logistics. All of which had to be preapproved by the Standards Institution 
of Israel and sometimes other state-sponsored organizations. Many local importers were not 
sufficiently established to take on such demanding logistics in the 1990s when there was no 
shortage in the cement market that warranted them availing themselves of such an option.22

Cement consumption in the oPt reached one million metric tons in 1998,23 with the 
so-called cement quota fulfilling only 40 percent of construction demand. Of the one million 
tons imported, some 15–20 percent came from Egypt and Jordan (per the PEP) with the 
remaining 80–85 percent provided by Nesher.24 Thus, even in the early post-Oslo period, 
annual demand for cement exceeded the four hundred thousand metric tons allocated under 
the PEP, and the urban growth of the so-called peace-making period, 1995–2000, rested mainly 
on Nesher supplies. By 2015, the proportion of cement allowed into the oPt under the PEP 
remained at approximately 15 percent of total cement consumption of 2.2 million tons.25

The MoE regards cement as “a strategic construction material” and thus views the con-
struction sector as “one of the main tensions” in the conflict with Israel.26 The regulated amount 
of cement permitted into the oPt creates what I term a cement threshold: the point at which 
the PA’s jurisdiction to manage the inflow of cement ends and the geography of limitation 
begins. In this context, the PEP can be understood as the regulation that produces the legal 
“threshold of articulation between nature and culture.”27 In other words, the legal restrictions 
on cement circulation dictate how the process of urbanization takes place and, consequently, 
how power relations and politics around cement play out. Given that Palestinians can only 
import cement in the three ways described above, it is arguable that the PEP in effect estab-
lished a new power order, which effectively allows the PCSC to be the sole importer of Nesher 
cement while other Palestinian importers are only able to bring in limited amounts from 
Jordan and Egypt. In other words, the current cement circulation network, including the 
restrictions on the movement of cement and the functioning of the entire transportation 
system, is dictated by the PEP. The agreement created the juridical-political limits of the 
geography in which cement circulates and the parameters for the entire cement flow opera-
tion,28 as will be shown in the next section.

Figure 1. the three options for cement circulation into the oPt following the oslo accords.
Source: Graphic created by the author.
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The Monopoly on Limitation: Cementing Power

As part of its institution-building efforts following Oslo, the PA established the PCSC as a 
trading company in 1995. Created to manage the import of cement into the oPt, the organi-
zation was part of a group of “Palestinian companies that gained political control of essential 
infrastructure such as electricity, telecommunications, and water.”29 A key transformation in 
the cement market post-Oslo was the emergence of close trade relations between the PCSC 
and Nesher.

The PCSC obtained an exclusivity agreement from Nesher immediately after it was estab-
lished, which effectively gave it a monopoly over the primary source of cement flowing into 
the oPt and also entrenched cement’s pivotal significance in the post-Oslo process of state 
building when the PA followed a “rent-seeking and political settlement”30 approach. Although 
it operated as the PA’s private investment arm, the PCSC was part of the broader project of 
institution building that followed the Oslo Accords.31 What did emerge clearly was that the 
PCSC monopolized the supply of Nesher cement with the PA’s support and facilitation, par-
ticularly in the early years following its establishment.

Material networks create and are constituted from social assemblages32 and the PCSC 
consolidated its grip over cement transportation and distribution by reconfiguring the struc-
ture of the pre-Oslo social network related to cement. Until the accords were signed, Nesher 
cement had been imported and distributed by several Palestinian family-owned businesses. 
These were based in various Palestinian cities and effectively made up the geographic network 
of cement circulation. According to a former PCSC employee, the family-owned firms dealt 
with Nesher directly and the relationship between the two remained unmediated.33 The 
Palestinian companies then distributed the cement through a chain of small retail shops they 
owned in the West Bank and Gaza.

Because of its profitability, the trade in cement gave these family businesses considerable 
influence, but after the PCSC was formed they were marginalized by their inability to import 
Nesher cement directly. To continue in the field of cement trading, they had two alternatives: 
either to import cement from Jordan and/or Egypt—within the threshold mentioned earlier—
or to become distributors for the PCSC and operate under the company’s purview. The PCSC, 
for its part, grew its share of the cement market, not only by becoming the sole importer of 
Nesher cement but also by occasionally bringing cement in from Jordan and/or Egypt. One 
local business owner told me that, after the PCSC effectively became Nesher’s agent in the oPt, 
accounting for most of the cement used there, local cement-related businesses favored the 
company’s imports since it got preferential prices on Nesher cement. “I began buying from 
the agent because it was cheaper than buying directly from the factory. It would be hard to 
compete with [their prices],” my interlocutor said.34

Most family-based businesses had imported cement from Israel ever since the occupation 
of the Palestinian territories in 1967 as Israeli cement was more accessible than cement from 
Jordan or Egypt, which required a reliable fleet of long-haul trucks. In the early years of the 
occupation, many of these companies were fledgling businesses and for them to invest in an 
effective infrastructure of mobility was expensive and highly risky due to Israeli-imposed 
movement restrictions.35 But going from being cement importers to distributors operating 
under the PCSC was a difficult transition for most of these companies, some of which had 
been established as early as the 1970s, especially since the PCSC’s Nesher cement monopoly 
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effectively put an end to competition and there was thus no profit margin from Jordanian 
imports, which some customers favored. “Akalna hawa” (we are screwed) was the comment 
offered by the owner of one of these small family-based companies.36 When cement from 
Nesher began flowing into the oPt through the PCSC after 1996, trading in cement became 
only marginally profitable for the family businesses and the PCSC’s exclusive agreement with 
Nesher eventually transformed the structure of the cement market altogether.

As a private company, Nesher found it easier to deal with one Palestinian counterpart rather 
than with multiple small companies as had been the case before Oslo.37 For the Israelis, it was 
preferable to have a single reliable client like the PCSC: since it operated as a private sector 
company and not as a government entity, it would be a reliable actor with whom Nesher could 
have a stable relationship to “deal with all the issues” on the Palestinian side.38 According to 
my Palestinian interlocutors, the PCSC’s sizeable distribution capacity was a primary reason 
for Nesher to grant it an exclusivity contract. Gradually the small family businesses lost their 
function as importers and became simple distributors, and the PCSC’s exclusivity agreement 
turned the company into a cement-importing monopoly and further entrenched Israel as the 
Palestinians’ indispensable cement supplier.

Given limited support from the MoE, it was impossible for smaller businesses to regain 
their significance, as the Palestinian NGO, Coalition for Accountability and Integrity (AMAN) 
put it, this was “due to these companies’ inability to compete with the PCSC.”39 According to 
the MoE, the relationship between the PCSC and Nesher falls under the ambit of the private 
sector, which the ministry does not regulate or interfere in. A high-ranking MoE official put 
it this way: “It was not the PA’s decision to have an exclusive agreement with Nesher. Therefore, 
it is not the duty of the Ministry of Economy to intervene in private business export and import 
agreements.”40 The official was referring to the PA’s free market policy and its responsibility 
solely for managing the importation of four hundred thousand metric tons of cement annually, 
per the PEP. All Palestinian importers, including the PCSC, compete for a portion of that 
amount. The selection criteria applied by the MoE are based “on the ability [of cement import-
ers] to deliver the material to the market.”41 New companies or smaller less experienced import-
ers, or those who have only a small transportation fleet, are eliminated from participating 
according to the MoE selection criteria.

The local mobility network of cement and other construction materials had been a people’s 
infrastructure, or rather “people as infrastructure.”42 Prior to the establishment of the PCSC, 
cement and other construction materials were produced, managed, distributed, and coordi-
nated by a small number of Palestinian families, namely the Hassuniehs, Abu Ebids, al-Asbahs, 
Tarifis, and al-Khawajas. Even within the severe constraints of Israel’s occupation since 1967, 
these relatively small importers formed the infrastructure of cement flow without reliance on 
a state structure or governmental body to regulate their activities.

In the context of Palestinian urbanization, cement encapsulates an array of symbolic and 
material meanings embedded in Palestinians’ efforts to remain on their land and continue 
constructing homes. In a thoughtful article, the urbanist Nasser Abourahme shows how cement 
carries a symbolic political meaning in Palestinian refugee camps as a material-lived practice 
manifesting the continuity of the Nakba.43 Abourahme observes that “cement is but one crucial 
unit in an assemblage that itself acts.”44 It is thanks to cement that the refugee camp expands 
and extends its urban reach beyond the limitations and political exceptions imposed on ref-
ugees—in other terms, cement acts as a metabolizing agent. In other geographies, such as the 
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Negev, Alexander Koensler notes that cement becomes an agent for what he calls “insurgent 
building,” that is, construction by Bedouin communities whom the Israeli state repeatedly 
dispossesses through the continuous demolition of entire villages and their forced expulsion 
from their homes. Anthropologist Kali Rubaii has also highlighted how the more concrete is 
deployed in the villages of the Jordan Valley the more permanent these become.45 Thus, con-
struction with cement-based concrete becomes a necessary action for Palestinian villagers to 
manifest their existence on their land. Palestinian communities thus negotiate the juridical 
limits on land by enacting construction as a means of remaining on the land. Quotidian 
building, mediated by the availability of cement, works against the Israeli occupation’s spatial 
control mechanisms that subject Palestinians to processes of erasure, disappearance, and 
displacement.

What is at stake, however, is not the use of cement or concrete, but the political dimension 
of the material, which resides in its ability to circulate within different geographies in the 
fragmented Palestinian territories. Construction becomes a radical socio-political practice in 
the context of occupation as political power is expressed and performed through cement’s 
networks of social and material relationships.46 In what Jane Bennett calls “distributed agency,” 
the PA’s control of the network of cement importation and therefore of material flows embodies 
its sovereignty in urban geographies.47 In the post-Oslo period, controlling the network of 
cement circulation was one of the main ways for the PA to begin “cementing” its institu-
tion-building project.48 Despite limited control over land and resources under the Oslo 
Accords, which turned Palestinian cities and towns into urban enclaves,49 cement was able to 
offer provisional sovereignty over urban supply networks, including the transportation and 
distribution of construction materials.

The Infrastructure of Circulation: Integration of the Old into the New

Establishing a mobility network for cement was the PCSC’s initial challenge. In the words of 
a former employee, “how to transport cement from one side to the other?”50 In the context of 
urban development, the question of metabolism is basically about transportation networks 
and thus the mobility that allows constructions materials to flow into cities and towns.51 Stable 
cement circulation requires the establishment of a vast network of infrastructure consisting 
of an efficient transportation fleet, storage warehouses and silos in various locations, the 
vehicles needed to move cement on-site and across areas, and the knowledge of the relevant 
laws, restrictions, and engineering standards related to the material’s physical properties (for 
example, no contact with water or moisture).

Initially, the PCSC had little knowledge of, or capacity for, moving cement between Israel 
and the oPt. As a former employee put it, “We did not have the experience to move cement 
into the [Palestinian] market as this knowledge rested with large local importers.”52 While the 
operation of this cement infrastructure operation remained in the hands of few family-based 
businesses, the PCSC had little control over the actual transportation infrastructure in oper-
ation. But at the same time, the PCSC’s establishment eliminated competition from other large 
logistics companies—mainly those which the PCSC could not marginalize and transform into 
distributors within its own network and that were potentially large competitors in the cement 
market.53
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Instead of establishing an entirely new relationship and network with Nesher, the PCSC 
subsumed into its own business the two largest Palestinian logistics companies so as to develop 
the necessary infrastructure for cement transportation.54 In a series of interviews with 
Palestinian cement importers and distributors, two leading family-owned businesses emerged 
as central to cement importation since 1967. First, the al-Khawaja family, which established 
an extensive network for transporting petroleum and cement between Israel and the oPt. 
Functioning as a major cement trader under its original name, structure, and management, 
the company remains in operation but under the PCSC’s purview.55 Second, the al-Asbah 
family, which established a cement transportation fleet as Asbah Transportation Company 
and dominates the trade in heavy-duty transport equipment such as trucks and bulldozers. 
As soon as the PCSC was operational, al-Asbah Group created a subsidiary, Bulk Express, to 
transport bulk cement.56 The PCSC merged al-Asbah into its broader structure, acquiring 60 
percent of Bulk Express with the remaining 40 percent retained by al-Asbah. This was how 
the PCSC established its large transport network and fleet of vehicles.57

Al-Asbah and al-Khawaja not only had the components and know-how needed to establish 
a stable network of cement circulation, but the families associated with the companies also 
enjoy the dual status of being Palestinians with Israeli citizenship. Unlike other family-based 
Palestinian construction retail companies that did not have access, licenses, or approved and 
certified trucks that could enter Israel, the Israeli citizenship of these Palestinian families 
allowed their fleet easy movement to and from the oPt in a context where cement transpor-
tation from Israel could only be undertaken by Israeli citizens with licensed and registered 
vehicles. The majority of small Palestinian importers in the cement industry enjoy only a 
Palestinian trading status under Israeli occupation military law.58 Rather than marginalizing 
the Israeli Palestinian family businesses, the PCSC tapped into their already established trans-
portation network, which was a useful tactic in its strategy for monopolizing cement. Thus, 
the al-Khawaja and al-Asbah families and their businesses played a vital role in establishing 
the early stages of the PCSC’s transportation infrastructure.59

Source: screenshot obtained by the author from the now defunct al-Khawaja Modern Company website, 
2019.

Figure 2. al-Khawaja Modern Company’s operations in the West Bank, which includes running liquefied 
petroleum gas and fuel stations, cement transport and trading, and logistics.
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Cement Disruption and Interruption: Crisis in the Palestinian Cement Market

Any kind of trouble in Nesher production processes immediately translates into a crisis in the 
Palestinian cement market.

—Anonymous Palestinian construction economist and consultant

Since 2013, the Palestinian cement market has suffered from acute instability,60 partly trig-
gered by a technical failure in one of Nesher’s production lines, to which Palestinians in the 
construction and cement sector refer as the “silo nine crisis.”61 That technical failure severely 
affected the cement distribution network, with several importers describing the subsequent 
period as “a cement drought.” The crisis impacted the construction industry in the West Bank 
particularly badly, with cascading effects on all ancillary activity such as construction pro-
cesses, ready-mix concrete companies, contractors’ ability to work, and the employment of 
construction workers. To mitigate the effects of this incident, Nesher’s first option was to cut 
off the supply to PCSC and therefore to all of the oPt. As the only cement producer in Israel, 
Nesher was unable to meet the high demand for cement from both the Palestinian and Israeli 
markets.62 Although the incident was not reported in the Israeli media and no documents 
have emerged detailing the technical failure, its occurrence dominated the headlines in the 
oPt. It certainly created more of a crisis in the Palestinian construction market than in the 
Israeli one since Palestinian distributors are generally more vulnerable to cement market 
fluctuations. The interruption of the cement supply represented a moment of failure in the 
flow of cement into the oPt, and particularly the West Bank, damaging the stability of the 
circulation network.

The politics of urban metabolism and its connection to cement circulation appears clearly 
when examining the cement crisis from the perspective of the urban development and con-
struction projects that started after 2008 and peaked in 2014. The PA and a group of interna-
tional NGOs and private investors had seized on construction and new urban development 
as key economic activities to demonstrate the PA’s ability to constitute political stability pre-
cisely because construction represented change without a fundamental transformation in the 
Israeli occupation’s spatial and political structure of control.63

In his detailed account of the emergence of Rawabi, the much-touted planned city near 
Ramallah, the anthropologist Kareem Rabie shows how construction was used to manufacture 
normalcy and showcase the PA’s efforts at viable governance. As Rabie indicates, the multi-
phase housing project involved a complex network of activities, including the emergence of 
commercial land developers and new banking systems offering financial incentives and mort-
gages that not only transformed land tenure but, maybe more importantly, created a political 
economic project.

For the PA, the project to construct entirely new neighborhoods was the materialization 
of a new political imaginary. The changes in the flow of cement, which created a form of 
instability in the continuity of the construction imaginary, led PCSC to rethink its relationship 
with Nesher. The idea of building the first Palestinian cement factory fostered an imaginary 
of independence and emancipation while simultaneously maintaining PCSC’s monopoly on 
the Palestinian cement market.64 But it was the silo nine crisis that began to shape an unprec-
edented moment of disentanglement from Nesher’s domination. As the crisis deepened, PCSC 
mutated into a construction materials company under the name Sanad on September 23, 
2014,65 transforming into the construction materials investment arm of the PIF. The fund was 



EXHAUSTED CIRCULATION: THE LIMITS TO CEMENT TRANSPORTATION AND URBAN METABOLISM IN THE WEST BANK 55

a major force behind what it called the affordable housing development project undertaken 
by its real estate investment arm, Amar Group, which had built a number of housing devel-
opments around Ramallah, Jenin, and Jericho. According to a PIF report, the rationale for 
PCSC’s transformation into Sanad was “to consolidate the supply chain of cement … which 
would stabilize the growing national construction sector.”66

Not only were affordable housing and construction projects represented as modes of 
sovereignty, but the very material of cement itself was becoming representative of a mode 
of urban autonomy. Thus, the uncertainty of the cement supply threatened to undermine 
the meta-narrative of the PIF, the PA, and other actors involved in the state-building project 
and steadying cement flow into urban areas of the West Bank was the corollary for stabilizing 
this political imaginary. Securing stable cement flows lay at the heart of the urban develop-
ment question, turning the construction driven state-building project into a single-material 
issue: cement.

Bulk Exhaustion in Cement Circulation Networks

Although it manifested in all kinds of local markets, the cement crisis was most pronounced 
in the Palestinian bulk cement market. Since Nesher was the main supplier of bulk cement, 
the silo nine incident hit the ready-mix concrete factories particularly hard67 given that 88 
percent of bulk cement used in the oPt came from Nesher.68

Bulk cement is a loose form of cement moved in large quantities to bagging and ready-mix 
concrete facilities and to cement brick (cinder block) factories. These facilities act as the 
infrastructure for the transformation of cement into concrete, which is then used in construc-
tion. According to factory owners and engineers who I interviewed, most ready-mix concrete 
is used to cast large quantities of concrete in the construction of foundations, slabs, and the 
load-bearing walls and columns that compose the skeletal structure of any multistory building 
or mega infrastructure. Casting concrete for structural elements involves pouring it in liquid 
form without interruption according to exact engineering standards, making the bulk cement 
supply vital as cement deliveries must be uninterrupted at this critical stage of construction. 
From a civil engineering perspective, structural elements “fail” if concrete hardens before it 

Figure 3. Palestinian cement consumption from 2003 to 2015.
Source: Compiled by author from sanad Construction resources, Prospectus for the Issuance of Shares in 
Accordance with Securities Law (12) of 2004 [in arabic], 2016, 20.
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is fully casted. Such specificity helps explain the need for fine-tuning the wider network of 
bulk cement—in other words, timing and the flow’s temporality must be constantly managed 
and stabilized. The stability of bulk cement supply becomes vital precisely because it is inti-
mately linked to how cement’s physical properties act as an agent in assembling the exoskeleton 
of urban buildings. Unlike bagged cement, which is usually used in plastering, as well as 
erecting partitioning walls, mechanical works, and tiling, bulk cement is an indispensable 
element in the larger chain of construction activities. As the Nesher crisis emerged, the supply 
of bulk cement was severely impacted, affecting different scales of construction. According 
to the co-CEO of Sanad, Hussein Yasin, the cement crisis “did not manifest in the reduced 
supply of bagged cement … but in the flow of bulk cement” which led to paralysis in many 
concrete factories and in the delivery of cement to construction sites.69

The 2013–15 cement crisis, exacerbated by the Nesher-Sanad monopoly, kick-started efforts 
by Palestinian cement importers to break the two companies’ dominance. According to ready-
mix concrete company owners, as soon as the crisis began, the question of “the possibility of 
importing bulk cement from alternative sources [other than Nesher]” began to emerge.70 To 
import cement over and above the threshold set out by the PEP in order to mitigate the crisis, 
the option was to source cement from Turkey, Greece, and Jordan. But doing so required a 
well-established fleet as well as financial wherewithal, given the small profit margins as well 
as the commercial crossings and movement restrictions involved, and Sanad was yet again the 
only entity able to take on such challenges.

Moving cement was thus deeply entangled with the complex system of mobility established 
by the Israeli military to regulate the movement of goods in and out of the oPt. Not only were 
cement prices and availability affected by the system of transportation, but, in many instances, 
Palestinian cement importers were unable to maintain a regular flow of bulk cement into the 
Palestinian construction market. As an economic consultant for Sanad put it, “importing 

Source: Created by author.

Figure 4. an illustration of the wider network of bulk cement transportation in relation to its uses in 
construction.
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cement from other sources [besides Nesher], and in light of the grip of the Nesher-Sanad 
monopoly, is a fruitless business. Transportation costs also increase the price of cement. 
Commercial crossings require more time and money, so imported cement cannot compete 
with Nesher-Sanad prices.”71 Of course, price determines affordability for everyday construc-
tion needs while bulk cement determines the speed of cement flow into urban areas and 
therefore the pace of construction.

The urban territory of the Gaza Strip presents an exceptional case to the vital need for the 
control of cement flow in urban ecologies. The systematic and repeated destruction of Gaza’s 
built environment and infrastructure by Israeli air force and drone strikes, on the one hand, 
and the prevention of cement importation from Egypt and Israel into the territory, on the 
other, both shape socio-environmental and urban conditions in the territory. Chronic short-
ages of cement and steel are leading to the slow deterioration of essential infrastructure. For 
example, without adequate supplies of construction material, and particularly cement, Gazans 
cannot maintain an adequate sewage system, which then leads to sewage overflows and flood-
ing every winter. Furthermore, they cannot build the infrastructure needed to keep under-
ground water reserves from mixing with seawater; or, obviously they cannot construct new 
housing and public buildings to meet the needs of an expanding population. Israel considers 
cement a dual-use material, meaning that cement might be used for expanding the tunnel 
infrastructure that Hamas and Palestinians in Gaza maintain continuously to break the block-
ade. Of course, underground tunnels that can only be constructed with reinforced concrete 
are vital insurgent infrastructures72 that mediate the flow of material in and out of Gaza beyond 
Israel’s control. As a result, every truck of cement entering Gaza is equipped with GPS tech-
nology that instantly sends data registering the location of the cargo after it enters the territory 
through one of the commercial crossings. The location identifying data is sent in real time to 
an online platform that calculates how many tons of construction material entered Gaza, what 
kind of material it is, and the possible dual use of each material.73 The use of high-tech tracking 
systems is, I argue, not designed to prevent cement from entering the Gaza Strip but to produce 
constant exhaustion in cement flow. Such chronic disruption and instability in turn generate 
insufficient urban metabolic processes and directly impact the ways that logistic operations 
function in geographies of conflict. This is what Deborah Cowen has named the “deadly life 
of logistics” wherein violence becomes embedded in the flow of life supporting materials for 
urban populations.74

While Gaza may be the outlier in terms of urban metabolic insufficiency, the West Bank 
is subject to a similarly suffocating system of control. Commercial crossings shape the spatial 
flow and movement of cement into the oPt, allowing the entry of goods directly from Israel 
as well as via international seaports and Jordan75 and effectively regulating trade exchanges 
between the oPt and surrounding geographies.76 The Israeli military specifically designed 
these commercial crossings as infrastructures of control that are part of a much broader system 
of control in the oPt.77 Such spaces create temporal geographies that function in the same 
manner as the checkpoint system that controls the movement of people by road across the 
West Bank.78 However, unlike the checkpoints that are located in the hinterland of the West 
Bank, commercial crossings are fixed spaces that police the borders of the West Bank and 
Gaza (see Figure 6).

Braverman describes commercial crossings as a system that “relies on intensified networks 
of identification and bureaucratic sophistication”79 and shows how it is a geographic, legal, 
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and procedural apparatus that limits the flow of materials and commodities into Palestinian 
urban spaces and the oPt.80 The crossings are usually administrated by several Israeli security 
organizations, including the Israeli Crossing Point Authority, customs, military district coor-
dination offices (DCO), Israeli police, and sometimes a department of the Israeli Ministry of 
Agriculture, all of whom are involved in identifying the cargo and providing clearance.81 The 
PA has no jurisdiction at the crossings and can only exercise administrative oversight once 
the cargo has crossed into the oPt.

Exhausted Procedures of Circulation

Systemically, commercial crossings also drive territorial exhaustion. Rogoff defines exhausted 
geographies “as material manifestations of territorialities and territorial claims that cannot 
sustain themselves.”82 Following this approach, commercial crossings can be viewed as spaces 
where exhaustion of material flows take place on the geographic scale. The impact of move-
ment restriction is geographical in that it affects a variety of processes, including construction 
activities, urbanization, and the operation of the circulation system.

As an illustration, before a truck from the Israeli side reaches the crossing, it requires cus-
toms clearance. The Israeli logistics company (or the source importer) must obtain prior 
permission from the Israeli customs control for the cement to enter the oPt. Nesher-supplied 
cement is automatically accepted at the crossing because the company is a local cement pro-
ducer with the required quality certificates. However, when cement is coming in from Jordan, 
Greece, or Turkey, this certificate of quality must be issued before the cargo reaches the cross-
ing, and it might take months for a shipment to enter through seaports and get cleared at one 

Figure 5. the flow of cement into the Gaza strip between January 1 and december 3, 2020.
Source: image obtained from the website of the Gaza reconstruction Mechanism (https://grm.report/,2022) 
and altered by author for clarity.
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Figure 6. a map of commercial crossings in the oPt.
Source: Map taken from the unCtad report, Trade Facilitation in the Occupied Palestinian Territory: 
Restrictions and Limitations, 36. Map altered by author for clarity.
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of the commercial crossings before actually arriving in the oPt. Cement importers are usually 
required to deal directly with the Standards Institution of Israel to obtain quality approval and 
certification.83 Additionally, for all the paperwork to be legal, Palestinian importers must assign 
an Israeli customs clearance agency to the cargo. The agent’s role is to act on behalf of the 
Palestinian importer and to negotiate with several Israeli organizations to obtain seaport 
clearance, deal with port delays, and acquire the relevant certificates mainly because oPt-based 
lawyers have no access to the Israeli legal system.84

Unlike other goods, cement requires certification of the material’s standards and a separate 
certificate for the transport truck to enter the crossing. Obtaining a certificate of material 
quality is the most important part of the process. Vehicles transporting cement must also be 
certified in terms of their suitability to meet humidity and water contamination standards as 
well as capacity requirements, which are set at no more than forty-two metric tons.85 Only 
after satisfying all these requirements can trucks be cleared to reach the crossing. This applies 
to imports from any point outside the West Bank, whether airports, seaports, or land crossings 
from Jordan and Egypt.

Back-to-Back as A Mechanism of Exhaustion

The architecture of commercial crossings and their functioning entail major challenges for 
the movement of bulk cement. This process requires unloading from Israeli trucks and reload-
ing onto Palestinian trucks, with the bulk cement transferred through a hose running between 
the two vehicles. Among truck drivers, this stage is known as Shahina-Muqabel-Shahinain, 
what is known as back-to-back shipments in the transportation lexicon. Cement importers 
describe this as the most “exhausting” stage in the chain of cement transportation, “one of the 
most expensive and time-consuming processes of cement transportation,”86 that often creates 
delays in the arrival of the cargo at its West Bank destination.

Commercial crossings are generally open for nine hours a day, typically between 7:30 a.m. 
and 4:30 p.m., or from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., and all crossings are closed on weekends. The trucks 
from both sides have to arrive before 3 p.m. in order to finish the back-to-back unloading and 
reloading before closing time. Since commercial crossings are not open 24/7, time restrictions 
limit the number of trucks that enter on any given day.87 This applies not only to cement trucks 
but to all goods coming through commercial crossings (see Figure 7). The main outcome of 
this laborious process is to impact the supply of much-needed materials and, with regard to 
bulk cement in particular, supplies remain below demand for urban construction.

The back-to-back transportation mechanism also imposes a financial burden that exhausts 
importers by increasing the price of every ton of cement entering the oPt. A direct journey 
by truck from the factory (be it Nesher, or a manufacturing plant in Jordan or Egypt) to its 
final destination, without the back-to-back process, can significantly cut costs and therefore 
become more affordable for the Palestinian construction market. Sanad co-CEO Hussein 
Yassin believes that back-to-back transportation has been central to the increasing price of 
cement. He explains that “if transport were direct, from Nesher to Palestinian concrete facto-
ries, there would be a price drop of 30 NIS [approximately $8.50]” per ton.88 The current 
transportation mechanism makes the price of cement imported from Turkey, Jordan, and 
Greece even higher than that of Nesher cement. Under these circumstances, many cement 
importers have been discouraged from importing cement from Jordan (or other countries) 
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as it was cheaper to buy from Israel and the process of importing cement bags was not worth 
the hurdles at the commercial crossings, which “increase the price of each ton of cement due 
to cost increases in transportation, border delays, checkpoints etc.”89

*****
In the Palestinian context, cement can no longer be understood as the banal everyday grey 

construction material. The entire network that facilitates the flow of cement cannot be 

Figure 7. the map shows an architectural plan of the movement of cargo at a commercial crossing, includ-
ing the transfer areas of back-to-back goods.
Source: Created by the author through sketches based on several interviews with cement importers during 
the author’s fieldwork in 2018.
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separated from studying the material’s social-political and spatial configurations. It is the 
network of circulation that determines the agency of cement. Tracing cement circulation 
networks and how cement flows into urban areas renders clear the limits of urban metabolism 
for Palestinian towns. There are two options for the oPt to achieve autonomy in cement cir-
culation: either the relaxation of Israeli border restrictions within Israel’s matrix of control so 
that cement can be imported freely from Jordan, Egypt, and other locations; or building a 
Palestinian national cement plant that guarantees Palestinian construction some autonomy.

The dream of establishing a national cement factory has emerged repeatedly at different 
points in the history of Palestine/Israel.90 Recently, and especially in the 2015–19 period, the 
PIF began considering the possibility of building the first Palestinian cement factory. Sanad, 
as its construction investment arm, undertook all the requisite feasibility studies, including 
geological testing for the optimal location as well as the engineering specifics involved. Raw 
materials for the production of cement were found to be abundantly available as the oPt has 
no shortage of limestone quarries but the challenge was to secure the energy resources required 
to maintain cement production.

To be considered an independent process, cement production requires sovereignty in terms 
of both land and natural resources. An integrated cement plant is one that involves all the 
elements of cement production, a complex set of limestone mining and quarrying activities. 
This is an energy intensive process that requires stable energy sources as well as a reliable 
transportation system to ensure that the vital commodity reaches urban areas in a timely 
manner. In mid-2019, Sanad announced that it would not pursue the construction of an 
integrated cement factory because it was not able to ensure the necessary infrastructure, 
specifically, the availability of low-cost energy sources. This “failure to build,” as anthropologist 
Sophia Stamatopoulou-Robbins calls it, has become the fate of many a Palestinian infrastruc-
ture project wherein Palestinian engineers are conditioned to fail in the assembly of large 
infrastructure projects.91

A final note: the politics of cement can no longer be seen only as the ability of Palestinians—
whether in villages, refugee camps, or cities—to enact their right to remain on the land given 
that the question of cement sovereignty touches on the entire network of production, circu-
lation, and urban metabolism. Palestinians’ ability to sustain stable infrastructure that carries 
material flows is vital for urbanization. What this means in terms of political ecology is that 
Palestinians are limited in the ways they construct their relationship to nature and produce 
their metabolic imaginaries.
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