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This is an impressive report. The lucidity in 
the structure, the clarity in expression and 
the formidable expertise demonstrated makes 
it one of the best in a continuing line of 
excellent studies on the Arab-Israeli conflict 
by ICG. The research behind the report is 
exceptional and the authors supply a credible 
and authoritative set of footnotes which are 
almost as important as the main text itself. As 
such, it provides a valuable thought-provoking 
platform for further discussion for policy-
makers and researchers.

I have a preliminary comment on the term 
“Holy Esplanade” used by the authors: After 
rejecting this term initially, I have come round 
to thinking that it may be one of the better 
alternatives available when looking for a 
neutral term to refer to al-Haram al-Sharif 
and Har Ha-Bayit.

The following are some issues which 
might have been given more prominence in 
the report:

1) The role of the Madrasa Tankiziyya/
Mahkame Border Police station beside 
the Bab al-Silsilah. Although not strictly 
on the Holy Esplanade, a prayer room 
has been created in the room overlooking 
(and jutting out into) the Haram and is 
sometimes called the “synagogue inside the 
Haram.” This is referred to in the Report 
(Note 18) but the reference does not give 
this development its due significance. My 
information is that prayers are taking place 
here more and more often and with larger 
numbers of people to the extent that new 
equipment and structural alterations have 
been introduced. I have seen photos of such 
gatherings. All in all, I think the changes 
are quite significant and are an important 
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element in the growing perception amongst Palestinians that Israeli radicals have 
a) succeeded in their aims to establish a Jewish place of prayer on the Esplanade; 
and b) the complicity of the Israeli security and police in these aims.

2) More could have been made of the incremental assertion of Israeli sovereignty over 
the management of and access to the Holy Esplanade. The report implies it throughout 
but omits to state it explicitly as a prominent pattern. I have used in my own writing 
the term “the Hebronization of Jerusalem” to highlight the way in which radical 
Israeli groups in Jerusalem have acted as outriders for the Israeli establishment and 
political mainstream: settler provocations in the Old City, like in Hebron and the 
Ibrahimi Mosque there, draw in the Israeli security apparatus which in turn creates 
a larger Israeli presence. This is now a pattern we can see emerging on the Holy 
Esplanade. “Hebronization” may not be a useful term when the Report is attempting 
to speak to a wider and non-specialist audience. In addition, the term also suggests 
that a spatial and temporary division is taking place in the Holy Esplanade similar 
to that which has been imposed in the Ibrahimi Mosque. This is not yet the case but, 
nevertheless, a term like “Hebronization” does highlight the direction of travel, and a 
stronger description of this dynamic in the Report would have conveyed more clearly 
the danger of the changing status quo. 

3) In relation to this, the Report could have discussed what I call the “logic of numbers”. 
Irrespective of the sensitivity of the sites involved, it is the mere fact of the changes 
in the demographic balance between Palestinians and Israelis that is pushing the 
alterations to the status quo or modus operandi. We saw the impact of this logic in the 
1920s, when as a result of the growth in the Jewish population; increasing numbers 
of Jews started praying at the Western (Wailing) Wall and thus created the political 
pressure to change the arrangements and protocols in the narrow courtyard before 
the Western Wall (The Wailing Wall Incident). This culminated in the creation of the 
plaza beside the Western (Wailing) Wall in 1967. But also in the mid 1980s we saw a 
similar pattern in the logic of numbers in growing use of the Small Kotel, beside the 
Bab al-Hadid, to the extent that the Waqf lost control over the use of the courtyard due 
to the constant presence of Jewish worshippers. The current visits by Jewish radicals 
to the Holy Esplanade would not be such an issue if they were not undergirded by the 
sheer growth in numbers of Jews wishing to enter. The logic of numbers is pushing the 
question of Jewish access to the top of the agenda. The importance of this analysis 
is the impact it may have on the Report’s key recommendation: providing access to 
non-Muslim worship may sound plausible and balanced in principle, but the sheer 
impact of numbers will give it a different sense and a different political result from 
what is intended. 

4)  The role of UNESCO and the precedents set by its involvement in monitoring and 
verification of excavations and changes in use would have been a valuable part 
of the discussion looking at solutions, particularly in light of the PA’s attempt to 



[ 122 ]  The Status of the Status Quo at Jerusalem’s Holy Esplanade

internationalize the conflict. I understand from the authors of the Report that this was 
omitted for reasons of space and that is understandable. Nevertheless, an evaluation 
of UNESCO’s effectiveness hitherto is overdue especially since it is often mentioned 
in various peace proposals as the relevant international body. 

5) A minor point – I am not sure if the map of the Esplanade is entirely accurate. My 
impression of the Marwani Halls from previous visits is that they are much larger 
than depicted in the map. 

6) Finally, the recommendations. The authors have tried very hard to find plausible 
and practical steps that can be taken in the face of the dysfunctional negotiations 
between the parties. More could have been made of possible linkages to the EU 
Heads of Mission Report (2014) which made explicit recommendations regarding 
member states and their recognition of Palestinian sovereignty in East Jerusalem. 
(See EU HOMs Report (2014) Annex 2: “Recommendations to Reinforce EU Policy 
on Jerusalem.” The relevant sections are: Section B and Section D xxxvi and xl.) This 
is something the international community can build on. In addition, some reference to 
the Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land (CRIHL) as a possible vehicle 
for exploring further dialogue would have been welcome. CRIHL is not as effective 
as its supporters may have hoped, but there is some evidence that the secretariat is 
making progress behind the scenes. 

7) The main recommendation of the Report is the “dilution” model. This is that non-
Muslims should be allowed greater access to the Holy Esplanade and this may be 
acceptable to Palestinians and the Muslim world if Muslims were also allowed greater 
access. I do not believe this will have, in the current context of mistrust and anxiety, 
the agreement of any Palestinian partners. Irrespective of the possible infringement on 
worship arrangements, this proposal may lead to, both FATAH and HAMAS are looking 
over their shoulders at the Muslim world and do not want to go down in history as the 
people who “lost” al-Aqsa. However, the proposal has some merit and needs further 
discussion. The perspectives of a wider range of views including those of the Saudis, 
the Jordanians and the Moroccans would be instructive. In this context a more detailed 
examination of the role of the Jordanian government is essential. Given the key role 
it would play in the ICG proposal, having an idea as to whether the Jordanians have 
succumbed to or accommodated Israeli pressure or whether they have been essential 
in safeguarding Palestinian and Muslim interests is of utmost importance. Finally, 
a useful and more general recommendation the Report could have made was for the 
initiation of a broader consultation and dialogue with Muslim scholars and leaders 
over the future of the Holy Esplanade under a range of political scenarios.

Mick Dumper is Professor of Middle East Politics at the University of Exeter.
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The Status of the Status Quo at Jerusalem’s Holy Esplanade 
(Excerpts)

I. Introduction 

The Holy Esplanade – the term this report uses to refer neutrally to what Jews call 
the Temple Mount and Muslims the Noble Sanctuary/Al-Aqsa – is at the epicentre 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.1 Some 220,000 Palestinians, despite a squabble 
over transportation, reached it from Israel and the West Bank on each of the first two 
Fridays of the current Muslim holy month of Ramadan.2 Thus far there have been no 
significant clashes, a sharp difference from 2014, when the Esplanade was the focus of 
the aborted “Jerusalem Intifada” that began with an increase in Palestinian protests and 
Israeli limitations on Muslim access, then escalated with the kidnapping and murder of 
three Jewish youths in the West Bank and the revenge murder of a Palestinian teen in 
Jerusalem. The Gaza war in July-August, which turned 2014 into the bloodiest year of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,3 led to more, and more intense, protest. Palestinian youths 
threw rocks and firecrackers; Israeli police replied with stun and smoke grenades and 
rubber bullets. While the violence subsided late in the year, city and site remain tense.4 

It was no coincidence that the sharpest escalation occurred during last Ramadan and 
the Jewish high holidays – religious festivals in which the ancient Temple, and so today 
the Esplanade, figure prominently. Fearing violence at the site and its ramifications far 
beyond, the police imposed harsh limitations on access for adherents of both religions. 
For Palestinians, the measures seemed an alarming escalation, both for how many Muslim 
worshippers were excluded and in that Jews were permitted to ascend and circulate on the 
plateau alone, seemingly signaling a new access regime.5 On Fridays during Ramadan, 
tens of thousands of East Jerusalemites, forbidden from accessing the Al-Aqsa Mosque, 
prayed at checkpoints in the streets leading to the Old City; as in previous years, hundreds 
of thousands more in the West Bank were unable to get even that close. Hundreds were 
arrested and detained, but several times young Palestinians were able to penetrate the 
compound and use Al-Aqsa Mosque as cover from which to attack the police, who fired 
into the Mosque, damaging doors and windows.6 

At other times, Jews and other non-Muslims were prevented as a security precaution 
from accessing the site, though the subsequent accusations by prominent Israelis of 
submission to Arab violence led the government to take even harsher measures against 
Palestinians, including by locking in stone-throwing Palestinian youths who had taken 
refuge in the Mosque while religious Jews toured the Esplanade.7 The spectacle was 
a particularly flagrant provocation for Palestinians, who fear Israel will temporally or 
spatially divide the Esplanade between Jews and Muslims as a step toward replacing the 
mosque with a Third Temple.8 By the last night of Ramadan, known as Laylat al-Qadr 
(Night of Power/Destiny), when in the absence of restrictions hundreds of thousands 
would pray at the mosque, thousands of Palestinians trampled barriers and torched the 
Israeli police station on the Esplanade. 
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After the Gaza war ended in August, the violence in Jerusalem diminished but did 
not end. Attacks continued, particularly by so-called lone wolves in vehicles. After the 
attempted assassination on 30 October of Rabbi Yehuda Glick, a prominent Temple 
activist, Israel punitively completely closed Muslim access to Al-Aqsa, including to 
elderly men, who are deemed so minor a security risk that their access to the site is hardly 
ever interdicted. East Jerusalemites declared a general strike, and Jordan, foreseeing an 
even more dramatic escalation, withdrew its ambassador from Israel and threatened to 
sever diplomatic relations. U.S. intervention contained the crisis in November, when 
Secretary of State John Kerry convened a meeting between the Jordanian king and the 
Israeli prime minister, in which Benjamin Netanyahu promised to lower tensions.9 Since 
then, Israel as allowed Muslim access from Israel and Jerusalem for all ages, limited 
religious Jews (as indicated by external appearance and clothing) to small groups, and 
kept out virtually all ministers and Knesset members. Moreover, legislative efforts to 
change the Esplanade’s status and activities permitted there have halted (though Israeli 
elections probably contributed to the parliamentary slowdown). Jordan found ways to 
prevent young Palestinians from penetrating the compound at night. In the wake of these 
changes, violence clearly decreased. 

The return of the Jordanian ambassador to Tel Aviv in February 2015 signaled the 
resumption of what passes for normality in Jerusalem. And indeed, the relative tranquility 
so far this year would indicate the same. But with new Knesset members looking to 
prove their bona fides, a hawkish government, mounting frustrations among Jerusalem’s 
leaderless youth, increased dissatisfaction among Temple activists and Ramadan 
underway, the calm may be deceiving. 

II. The Changing Status Quo 

When Jerusalem, and with it the Holy Esplanade, passed from Ottoman to British 
hands at the end of World War I, the management of the holy sites remained more or 
less unchanged. Under British (1917-1948) and Jordanian (1948-1967) rule, the Waqf 
continued to administer daily affairs on the site.10 While non-Muslim prayer there was 
banned, as it had been for centuries,11 Jews generally did not chafe at the prohibition.12 
Their attention focused on the adjacent Western Wall – the Esplanade’s exterior retaining 
wall – where they prayed during the British period; under Jordanian rule, however, they 
were permitted to do so only via a cumbersome, rarely used coordination system. 

After the 1967 War, when Israel occupied the West Bank of which the Old City of 
Jerusalem is part, Defence Minister Moshe Dayan left the Waqf in control of the Esplanade, 
to avoid what he feared could be a major conflagration with the Arab and Islamic world.13 
Though Israel had conquered the territory and applied its laws in East Jerusalem, it in 
effect forbade Jewish worship within the Esplanade, in conformity with then established 
Jewish law and to keep the peace, directing Jews instead to pray at the Western Wall.14 

The informal modus vivendi at the site, which became known simply as “the status 
quo”,15 was the product of tacit pragmatism, not a formal understanding, since Jordan and 
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Israel officially remained at war; Israel applied its law to East Jerusalem in late June 1967 
(a move not recognised internationally, though neither had been Jordan’s 1948 seizure 
of the territory), but Jordan maintained its claim to sovereignty. The arrangement left 
the Jordanian Waqf responsible for administering the site and Israel in charge of security 
and overall access. As now, the Islamic authorities regulated Muslim worship on the site; 
set the opening hours, dress code and rules of behaviour for non-Muslim visitors; and 
maintained and operated the hundred or so structures on the Esplanade. 

Israel’s control was, and mostly remains, limited to policing around and within the 
plateau. Its security forces regulate and occasionally ban entry to the site in the interest 
of what Israel considers public order. Israel also holds the keys to the Mughrabi Gate, 
through which it allows access for Jews and other non-Muslim tourists from around 
the world, since August 2003 without Waqf approval.16 On occasion, it also has halted 
what it considers major breaches of the status quo by Palestinians and Jordan, such as 
uncoordinated major public works on the site. While this arrangement has remained 
relatively consistent over the past 48 years, it has often come under stress, particularly 
with regard to three main realms of contention: access to the Esplanade, non-Muslim 
prayer and archaeological excavations and public works. 

A. Initial Stability: 1967-1990s 

In the years after the 1967 War, the lack of immediate Jewish interest in ascending the 
Esplanade meant that the status quo functioned relatively smoothly. Under the rubric 
of “coordination”, Israel abided by Jordan’s barring of religious Jews it considered 
provocative,17 banned non-Muslim prayer in cooperation with the Waqf,18 and facilitated 
the entry of non-Muslim tourists to Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock, for 
which the Waqf collected a small fee. 

The Israel Antiquities Authority performed what one expert called “half-official 
supervision” of archaeology and maintenance work, meaning low-profile inspections of 
mosques and underground spaces to photograph and document work.19 Given the limited 
scale – the Waqf restored existing buildings and made only minor modifications, and only 
above the floor of the Esplanade – the government considered this level of supervision 
adequate.20 

There were, of course, controversies, a particularly notable one in 1981, when Israel 
tunneled under the Esplanade, accidentally it claimed; Waqf officials blocked the dig 
with cement.21 The unprecedented incident exacerbated mistrust among a Palestinian 
population and a Jordanian government already prone to suspicion about Israel’s intentions 
regarding the Esplanade. 

Very few religious Jews ascended to the Esplanade during this period, due to the 
prohibition in Jewish law on doing so for fear of treading on the ancient Temple’s inner 
sanctuary, the Holy of Holies.22 Early Temple activists – those agitating to attribute greater 
centrality to the Temple in contemporary religious practice – instead focused on quietly 
laying the basis for their ultimate agenda of building a new Temple. They made detailed 
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preparations, including fashioning the necessary ritual objects; studying long-neglected 
religious law with an eye to its application; and developing redemptory Temple-centered 
theologies.23 Within the religious Zionist mainstream, a parallel, independent movement 
emphasised the lived reality of the Bible, which increased the salience of the physical site.24 

Over the next decades, the status quo held, despite occasional attacks and escalations. 
The security services foiled over a dozen attempts to blow up the mosque,25 though in 1969, 
an Australian Christian evangelist torched it, and in 1982, an Israeli soldier opened fire in 
the Dome of the Rock, killing a Waqf official and injuring Muslim worshippers. With the 
first intifada (1987-1993), violence spread to the Esplanade, as Palestinians sometimes 
pelted Jews worshipping at the Western Wall. In1990, some twenty Palestinians were 
killed and 150 wounded when Israeli police used live fire to disperse Palestinians who 
were throwing rocks onto Jewish worshippers below after rumors spread that Temple 
activists had planned to march and demonstrate at the Al-Aqsa Mosque.26 

B. First Fractures (1992-2000) 

The Oslo process transformed the status quo in several ways, not least by the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) wresting a measure of control of the Waqf from Jordan.27 This rendered 
coordination with Israel more complex, notably on public works and archaeology. 
In combination with more assertive settlement activity in East Jerusalem, the results 
were tragic. In September 1996, Israel opened, in the Old City’s Muslim Quarter, the 
northern entrance to the Western Wall tunnels, which run underground along the outer 
(Western) Wall of the Esplanade.28 This triggered mass protests in Jerusalem, the rest 
of the West Bank and Gaza; in the Old City alone, three Palestinians were killed and 
twenty Palestinians and eleven Israel police were injured.29 In response, the Waqf froze 
coordination with the Israel Antiquities Authority, blocking even informal monitoring 
on the Esplanade.30 

The northern branch of Israel’s Islamic movement, led by Sheikh Raed Salah, 
mobilised in response. With the PA not permitted to operate in Jerusalem per the Oslo 
Accords, Salah, an Israeli citizen, moved to fill the Arab leadership vacuum in the city. 
Having recently split from Israel’s Islamic movement over its participation in the May 
1996 Knesset elections – and in need of a pious cause to justify him doing so, according 
to a Palestinian-Israeli analyst31 – he adopted Al-Aqsa as the centre of his agenda. The 
northern branch launched a campaign accusing Israel of “scheming to destroy [Al-Aqsa] 
and build instead the Third Temple”.32 

In parallel, the northern branch worked to bolster the Muslim presence in Jerusalem’s 
Old City and on the Esplanade. As movement restrictions into Jerusalem grew tighter on 
West Bankers and Gazans, Salah organised bus convoys of worshippers and shoppers to 
support the city’s economy and holy places.33 From 1999, the Islamic movement supplied 
the Waqf with money and labour to transform two subterranean spaces, the Marwani 
Mosque and Ancient Al-Aqsa Mosque,34 into large prayer halls. In three consecutive nights 
during work on the former, some 10,000 tons of earth replete with artefacts, including 
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Islamic and Jewish, were removed from under the Esplanade and discarded without 
study. The initial reaction of the Israeli government, scarred by the 1996 violence, was 
restrained.35 When the details leaked, the Israel Antiquities Authority, Temple activists 
and civil society groups publicly accused the government of shirking responsibility and 
pushed for tighter monitoring of Waqf works at the site. 

Also during this period, the Oslo process raised fears among religious groups, 
particularly the national-religious, that secular Israeli politicians would relinquish the 
Esplanade in a peace agreement.36 In order to highlight the significance of the site in 
Judaism and raise the price of surrendering it, the Committee of Rabbis of Judea and 
Samaria declared in February 1996 that it would actively encourage ascension.37 This 
position of relatively mainstream national-religious authorities gave broader legitimacy to 
a political mobilisation previously advocated by a handful of marginal religious groups. 

Notwithstanding the termination of informal cooperation on archaeology, Israel- Waqf 
coordination kept the site relatively calm. The Waqf still tended to tolerate individual, 
silent Jewish prayer; tour guides, including Hebrew-speaking ones, continued using aids 
such as prayer books and images of the ancient Temple – paraphernalia that in the last 
few years have been banned as incendiary; activists were banned for religious or political 
demonstrations on the Esplanade and limited to ascending in small groups (usually no 
more than five), when either Israel or Jordan deemed it necessary, which, particularly 
after 1996, was most of the time. As during the first intifada, when stone throwing 
broke out, Palestinian males under a certain age (first 30, later 40) were prohibited from 
entering the compound, though implementation of this policy was infrequent compared 
with later periods.38 

C. Status Quo’s Unravelling (2000-current) 

The Esplanade’s salience increased markedly in 2000, after the Camp David negotiations, 
when it emerged as one of the most prominent obstacles between Israel and the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO). It was in this environment that then-opposition head Ariel 
Sharon and six Likud Knesset members visited the Esplanade in a demonstrative gesture 
of control and in the process, sparked the second intifada. With the outbreak of fighting, 
the status quo went into abeyance. During the uprising’s most violent period (2001-2003), 
Jews and other non-Muslims, by consensus of Israel and Jordan, were banned from the 
plateau; in parallel, Israel eliminated the PA’s role at the Esplanade, restoring the Jordan 
Waqf by mid-2004. But even after the worst of the violence receded, the status quo was 
never the same again. 

In August 2003, a few months after Sharon was re-elected prime minister, Israel 
restored Jewish and other non-Muslim access to the Esplanade. It did so without the 
agreement of Jordan, pushing aside the coordination of access that had been a central 
component of the status quo until 2000. This was the first of a series of steps that have 
led to acrimony and confrontation.39 
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The change has been felt in ways big and small. In the absence of coordinating non- 
Muslim access to the Esplanade, the Waqf no longer collects entrance fees at the Israeli- 
controlled gate and permits only Muslims to enter the Dome of the Rock and Al-Aqsa 
Mosque atop the plateau.40 The Hebrew-speaking guides, both Palestinian and Israeli, who 
used to wait for tourists at the entrance, have vanished; even Palestinian guides are rare. 
And in the absence of coordination, Jordan began to refer publicly to groups, particularly 
those with a Jewish religious appearance, as “[Jewish] settlers storming Al-Aqsa”.41 

More importantly, Israel completely controls access for Jews and non-Muslims. While 
the Waqf continues to work with the police to enforce the Jewish prayer ban, it can no 
longer determine the size of Jewish groups or the rate of their entry; nor can it veto the 
entry of specific activists it considers provocateurs. Israel at times has allowed Jews to 
enter in groups of ten to 30, even 50,42 including in army uniform, which previously had 
been forbidden.43 By 2012, senior figures – including high-ranking Knesset members, 
deputy ministers and ministers – not only were entering the compound, but had approached 
the Dome of the Rock itself, where they were filmed declaring Israeli sovereignty over 
the entire site.44 Among Jewish visitors to the site, religious Zionists are most prominent, 
with some 12,000 entries per year (though that pales in comparison with the more than 
ten million annual Muslim entries).45 

That said, Israel itself has imposed restrictions on religious activists out of security 
concerns. It on occasion refuses entry to well-known Temple activists it considers 
provocative.46 Prayer on the Esplanade, even moving one’s lips silently, is cause for 
ejection if observed by the police or the Waqf.47 Police checks are intrusive, and potentially 
inflammatory materials, such as Israeli flags, are confiscated. Israeli and Waqf security 
personnel keeping surveillance on religious visitors have multiplied. Religious activists 
resent the restrictions their government places on them, especially since some are 
themselves Knesset members or officials. With Israel having assumed sole responsibility 
for Jewish access, it has also had to accept sole responsibility for security decisions. 

Supervision of archaeology and public works also has changed since the second 
intifada. From the time the fighting started until 2006-2007, when maintenance work 
led the Waqf to lay a pipeline within the Esplanade, the Israel Antiquities Authority did 
not regularly enter the site. But after complaints from Israeli groups about destruction 
of antiquities during that project, it increased its supervision.48 Authority supervisors 
began to patrol and photograph the Esplanade daily; trucks and tractors were forbidden 
in principle (not always in practice), which limited projects to those doable with small 
non-mechanical tools; and the Ministerial Committee for Holy Sites increased its 
oversight. While an Israeli archaeological expert described these changes to the status 
quo as “good but insufficient”,49 Jordanian officials unsurprisingly complain that they 
make maintenance work a major challenge.50 

Meanwhile, Israel’s Separation Barrier, the construction of which started in 2003, 
has intensified longstanding constraints on West Bankers’ access to Jerusalem. Access 
for East Jerusalemites and Israel’s Palestinian citizens has been limited as well; early 
in the post-2003 period, Israeli authorities blocked specific individuals on the basis of 
security assessments, but over time, as violent protests increased, the government has 
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found it more effective to reduce overall Muslim access through its “dilution” policy.51 
It blocked Muslim entry to the Esplanade only three days in 2003-2012, but 30 days in 
2013-2014, and with increasingly expansive age restrictions.52 

The lack of coordination at the Esplanade has led to several diplomatic crises between 
Israel and Jordan since 2003. In 2004, there was a controversy over the Mughrabi Gate 
and, more generally, whether gates themselves, and the paths leading to them, should be 
considered to fall within or outside the Esplanade.53 That year, torrential rains damaged 
the Mughrabi Bridge, the ramp leading to the Mughrabi Gate. Israel quickly demolished 
the old bridge and installed a temporary wooden one on more or less the same footprint. 
It also prepared a more ambitious plan for a longer, larger bridge from the Esplanade to 
the edge of the Old City near the Dung Gate. This was in part to facilitate access for Jews, 
in part to connect it to the City of David, an archaeological park operated by an Israeli 
settler organisation in the adjacent Arab neighbourhood of Silwan. Palestinian protests 
were to little avail, but after Jordan objected strongly, Israel shelved the plan. Despite the 
Jerusalem municipality city engineer’s injunction forbidding use of the temporary bridge 
because of its susceptibility to collapse or fire, it remains in use today.54 

These material changes have been paralleled by other developments no less real or 
dangerous. As Palestinians and Muslims have felt their control of the Esplanade slipping, 
they increasingly have denied the legitimacy of Jewish rights there as well as of any Jewish 
historical link with it. Senior officials have denied not only the Temple’s existence, but 
also any Jewish historic presence in Jerusalem.55 This sharply contradicts positions the 
Waqf has taken when the political situation was less contentious.56 National-religious 
rabbis and sitting Israeli politicians have in recent years done the same in reverse, denying 
the sanctity of the site to Muslims.57 

[section III omitted]

IV. Stabilising the Status Quo 

The active governmental stakeholders – Israel, Jordan and the U.S. – claim to want 
to ensure continuation of the status quo, but given the status quo’s murky origin, it is 
often unclear what each means. Prime Minister Netanyahu, after his summit with King 
Abdullah in November 2014, said he was committed to the status quo, by which he 
apparently meant the situation on the Esplanade before the mid-year escalation.94 King 
Abdullah seems to want to return at least to the pre-2000 reality, with Jordan taking on 
the partial responsibilities the PA then had but subsequently lost. There are small but 
significant differences between the two versions of the status quo, chiefly regarding access 
and oversight of public works, though changes in narrative, a senior Jordanian official 
argued, are as important as any administrative detail: “Israel increasingly relates to Arabs 
as tenants who will ultimately be evicted instead of as rightful owners”.95 

The erosion of the status quo sets a dangerous precedent and, if only for that reason, 
the slippage of the past several years should be reversed. Israel, therefore, should restore 
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the arrangement to what it was before Israel abrogated it in 2003. This would mean, 
above all, giving Jordan a role in deciding who can and cannot enter the Esplanade. 
While Jordanian officials say they can live with the current situation there, they fear 
what the changes portend.96 

However, given the social and political changes in Israel, that appears unfeasible. The 
March 2015 elections brought the champions of Temple activism into the coalition as 
ministers. While they themselves are less likely to act confrontationally toward their own 
government’s policy of restraint at the site,97 younger politicians may seek to outflank 
and embarrass them to win support from the national-religious public and beyond. More 
broadly, Israel’s religious right in general and Temple activists in particular are less willing 
than ever to accept limitations on Jewish access and worship. To stabilise the situation, 
even tentatively, three main challenges of managing the site will have to be addressed. 

A. Security and Access 

In the wake of the Abdullah-Netanyahu summit, convened by Secretary of State Kerry 
in Amman, Israel and Jordan agreed to each implement steps to calm the situation and 
resumed some coordination. Israeli authorities reduced the size of groups of religious 
Jews permitted to enter, limiting them to five initially and currently to fifteen. These 
entries are processed so slowly that many who wait for hours are never admitted. Also, 
with a few exceptions, religious ministers and Knesset members are de facto banned.98 

In parallel, policing of Islamist activists at and around the Esplanade became tighter; 
Israel has increased surveillance, and the Waqf prevents them from sleeping at the 
site, which had enabled them to circumvent access restrictions.99 The main challenge 
today is for Israeli police stationed at the Mughrabi Gate and patrolling the Esplanade, 
who are still targeted for stone-throwing, as are Jewish visitors who pray or take other 
provocative action, especially on Jewish holidays. But the root causes of tension still 
fester. Palestinians, convinced that erosion of the status quo will continue, resent religious 
Jews’ presence on the Esplanade more than ever. An Islamist activist in East Jerusalem 
said, “a kippa [Jewish skullcap] has come to mark the Jewish project of dividing the 
Esplanade”.100 

Israel and Jordan have restored their working relationship and staved off an even 
greater escalation in 2014 but remain mistrustful.101 Especially sharp are differences 
about who rightfully controls access to the Esplanade.102 Amman has informally pledged 
not to abuse the veto it in effect had under the pre-2000 status quo by excluding all 
religious Jews, but Israel is not willing to restore its previous role. Given the prominence 
of the Esplanade in Israeli discourse today, including among prominent politicians, it is 
unthinkable that the Israeli government would accord Jordan a role in determining which 
Jews are permitted to enter. 

Coordination of access, however, should not be elevated to an end in and of itself. The 
goal, rather, should be smooth and secure access, which – perhaps counter-intuitively – 
would best be guaranteed by ensuring it for both communities simultaneously. For the 
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most part since 1967, Jewish and Muslim access was not mutually exclusive or dangerous, 
nor need it be today, so long as each community does not believe that the other’s comes at 
its expense. The Israeli government accordingly should reject the recommendation of the 
Knesset subcommittee for the Rights of Jews at the Temple Mount, which in June 2014 
advocated blocking access to the site for Muslims whenever there is violence against Jews. 

Instead, the government should identify and ban individual Jewish and Muslim 
provocateurs. For Palestinians, that is difficult to accept, as it leaves it to Israel to 
decide who is a troublemaker. The system would be more stable were Israel to do so in 
cooperation with the Waqf, more stable yet were a Palestinian consultative body to the 
Waqf formed, as described below. But the immediate situation will be most unstable if 
Israel reverts to “diluting” Palestinian presence, leaving Muslims to pray at checkpoints 
as Jews circulate freely on the Esplanade. 

B. Prayer 

Israel continues to comply with the status quo regarding Jewish prayer and has refrained 
from changing the ban without Jordan’s consent.103 According to media reports, at least 
twice in 2013-2014 it asked permission for Jews to pray in a small section of the site, 
and Jordan refused.104 

Moving forward, the ban on Jewish and other non-Muslim prayer should be amended 
only by consensus of the main stakeholders, including Jordan, Israel and the PLO.105 This 
could take the form of an agreement specifically on the Esplanade; alternatively, the 
Esplanade could be part of a package deal that regulates the status of the many contested 
religious sites (Christian, Muslim and Jewish) between the Mediterranean Sea and the 
Jordan River. But in the absence of such an accord, the Esplanade should not be singled 
out for unilateral and necessarily forcible change. This would not be perceived as fair to 
those with their own religious claims, or smart policy, given the inflammatory potential. 
In the meantime, each side – first itself, then together – should begin intra-religious 
dialogue in preparation for eventual direct talks, as previously recommended by Crisis 
Group and explained below.106 

The sensitivity of Jewish prayer at the site is so great that the police should enforce 
the ban not only in the moment, as now, but also post-facto. Temple activists often film 
their worship – nearly always purposeful and provocative violations – and upload them on 
the internet. These postings are widely shared by Arabs, Muslims and others as evidence 
that this element of the status quo already has been overturned.107 

Given how far the tremors can be felt from the Esplanade in the social media age, 
Israel should ensure its policy is properly implemented, well understood and not distorted 
by those seeking to undermine stability. 
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C. Public Works and Archaeology 

Public works and archaeology are particularly difficult and controversial to manage 
because they (especially the latter) are part of the clash between the two sides’ narratives. 
Israeli and Arab leaderships privately admit the adequacy of the current arrangement 
regarding construction, archaeology and maintenance on the Esplanade, but neither 
communicates that openly to its public. Indeed, public communications of political and 
religious figures are often quite destructive. 

Israeli officialdom considers it has sufficient oversight to protect the country’s 
antiquities but rarely says so.108 Government policy is to make the Esplanade what an 
official called “a non-issue”, so representatives do not speak about it publicly, even to 
commend their own policy.109 For Jordan, complaining about heightened Israeli control 
would make it appear unable to defend its interests.110 

Palestinian concerns about Israeli activities are more difficult to mitigate, because 
they stem from the broader political situation and Israel’s overall policy, even though 
Arab claims often focus directly, and all but certainly incorrectly, on the notion that Israel 
is digging under the Esplanade. Motivating this fear is Israel’s use of archaeology to 
establish and publicise the Jewish connection to the Land of Israel, particularly around 
the Esplanade and within adjacent Palestinian neighbourhoods. Particularly in the Muslim 
Quarter and Silwan, a Palestinian neighbourhood that abuts the southern edge of the Old 
City, archaeological activity has led to property damage, displacement of residents and 
heavily securitised Israeli control. Palestinians thus see archaeology and public works 
in general, and around the Esplanade in particular, as strengthening Jewish claims and 
endangering the safety and stability of their local and national infrastructure. 

These fears are the context in which the notion that Israel is digging under the 
Esplanade has become an article of faith among Palestinians, though no credible evidence 
has been produced.111 Palestinian archaeologists and administrators with access to all 
areas under Waqf control privately acknowledge that Israel is not digging112 – though the 
Israeli government’s support for nearby digs run by settler non-profit groups, its apparent 
subterfuge in illegally doing so,113 and its opacity of planning heighten suspicions among 
a population primed to believe the worst by both the political climate and its media.114 

Indeed all sides are prisoners of their nationalist narratives, fears and political risk-
aversion. Neither the Israeli nor Palestinian leadership has confronted the provocateurs in 
its midst who make false claims – not Palestinians who argue that Al-Aqsa is in imminent 
danger of destruction due to subterranean excavations, nor Temple activists who claim 
Palestinians and Muslims are regularly damaging Jewish antiquities.115 In addressing 
this issue, each side should focus first and foremost on its own public, not by limiting 
freedom of speech but by making clear that the inflammatory claims are untrue. The 
Israeli government could tell its people that it has so improved its monitoring that large-
scale damage to antiquities cannot occur. It could also confer privately and regularly with 
prominent figures, including rabbis, who exert influence over provocateurs. 

Likewise, Jordanian and Palestinian officials have not publicly refuted accusations 
that Israel is digging under the Esplanade – indeed they themselves sometimes make 
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them116 – in part because they believe that the alarmist declarations are an effective 
deterrent against Israel,117 but more because of the expected political backlash.118 While 
many Palestinians disagree with Sheikh Raad Salah’s religious politics and vituperative 
language, they appreciate him for standing up to Israel and supporting the city’s Arab 
economy and Muslim holy places.119 In the context of occupation and use of archaeology 
as weapon in a war of narratives, no Palestinian leader wants to defend Israel, but the 
persistent and spurious charges that Israel is out to destroy Al- Aqsa have an inflammatory 
and dangerous effect. 

Israel has rebuffed suggestions that it permit regular external monitoring to verify 
denial of digging, because it believes the charges are the product of incitement, not a 
sincere assessment of the evidence.120 Even in the absence of international monitoring, 
however, the Waqf and Palestinian experts still can (and do) regularly visit sites around 
the Esplanade to confirm there is no tunneling. 

V. Conclusion 

Today’s challenges at the Holy Esplanade differ from those in years and decades past. In 
the 1990s, a single political decision, to open the Western Wall tunnels, triggered events 
that contributed much to the breakdown of the monitoring and coordination mechanisms 
that had kept the status quo functional. The system, gradually restored in the late 1990s, 
unravelled again with the second intifada and was never fully re- established, though 
certain elements remain in force. 

The original status quo arrangement was a product of its time: a tacit accord to prevent 
a regional escalation in the wake of the 1967 War and to temporarily manage a piece of 
territory by freezing its administration in place. However in the intervening decades, both 
societies and especially Jewish religious practices have changed. The outdated arrangement 
is still minimally workable but will exact mounting costs from both leaderships, particularly 
in Israel, which will have more and more trouble containing escalations. 

The best strategy is to complement the existing status quo arrangement with additional 
building blocks. This starts first, particularly given the paralysis of the political process, 
with each side getting its own house in order. For Arabs, it would be useful to have 
the Jordanian-controlled Waqf Council share information and coordinate activity with 
prominent Palestinians in Jerusalem, both religious and political. A consultative body 
could be created expressly for this purpose. Israel would disapprove of a forum for 
organised Arab activity in the city and certainly oppose consultations with parties such 
as the northern Islamic Movement and Hamas, which would have to be represented in 
some way lest the body be rendered ineffective.121 Jordan itself would not be keen on close 
coordination with a body that included these two Islamist groups, though it is open, in 
principle, to some cooperation with a Jerusalemite Palestinian committee.122 The events 
of 2014 demonstrated the problems for all of a situation in which there is no effective 
Arab leadership in the city. Everyone would benefit from an authentic, credible address 
with which to communicate, particularly at crisis moments. 
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There is much that Israel can do as well. It should curtail the substantial presence in 
schools of non-profits advocating immediate construction of a Temple and cut the limited 
state funding it gives them.123 The government also should go beyond simply restraining 
itself at the site. Led by the prime minister himself, it should acknowledge that Knesset 
activism contributed to the 2014 escalation and take a public stand against both unilaterally 
changing the ban on non-Muslim prayer and excluding Palestinians from the Esplanade. 
Given the counter-currents within the Netanyahu government, it is important that Israel’s 
actual policy is understood. It should not be left to security officials to justify what are 
really political decisions.124 

In parallel, religious dialogue – within each society and faith itself, and if and when 
possible, between them – will be vital, not only for someday reaching an ultimate 
resolution, but also for managing the site in the interim. More immediately, religious 
leaders on both sides should help de-escalate tensions. The chief rabbinate’s repeated 
condemnations of ascension are significant, but many of the national-religious follow 
different authorities. National-religious rabbis should consider, for instance, speaking 
out publicly against particularly controversial acts, such as Knesset members ascending 
the Esplanade to the immediate vicinity of the Dome of the Rock. That would calm the 
situation and render Jewish access in general less threatening. It would have an additional 
benefit as well: such a rabbinical group could serve as an address for Jewish-Muslim 
coordination.125 

Political exigencies may prevent Palestinian leaders from acknowledging the Temple’s 
existence, but it would be a significant first step for Muslim leaders to condemn Temple 
denial and affirm a Jewish connection to the city. 

In time, a dialogue process could lead to the kind of mutual recognition that will 
be essential for a durable resolution of the conflict. These matters are too weighty for 
political leaders to bear the burden alone. Palestinian leaders need the support of religious 
personalities throughout the Arab and Islamic world, just as Israeli leaders need the rabbis. 

The late King Hussein of Jordan suggested extending the current interim arrangement 
ad infinitum under the chapeau of divine sovereignty – assigning sovereignty to God 
while leaving mundane matters to Israelis, Jordanians and Palestinians. But the earthly 
have much to work out before they can even begin to talk about codifying this or any 
other formula. 

Jerusalem/Brussels, 30 June 2015 
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1  A small plaza (5sq.km) in Jerusalem’s Old City, 

the Holy Esplanade is Judaism’s holiest site and 
of great significance in Islam. In Jewish tradition, 
it contains the foundation stone of the world’s 
creation, on which Abraham nearly sacrificed his 
son Isaac; it is where the First and Second Jewish 
Temples stood (destroyed in 586 BCE and 70 CE 
respectively). The only remnant of the ancient 

compound is the Esplanade’s western retaining 
wall, known in Judaism as the “Kotel”, the 
Western/Wailing Wall (for the lamentations over 
the Temple destructions that occurred there), the 
central site of Jewish pilgrimage and prayer since 
the Esplanade itself long has been off-limits for 
theological reasons as explained on page 5 below. 
In the Islamic tradition Al-Aqsa (“The Furthest”) 
Mosque was Muhammad’s destination on his 
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10  Waqf (plural awqaf) is a generic term for an 
Islamic institution administering holy and 
charitable sites; the Holy Esplanade has been 
administered by one for centuries. Under the 
British, the Supreme Muslim Council, a local 
Jerusalem-based institution, assumed control. 
After the 1948 War, the Amman-based Jordanian 
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Map redrawn by Crisis Group, based on a map in Gideon Avni and Jon Seligman, The Temple Mount 1917-2001: 
Documentation, Research and Inspection of Antiquities, 2001. Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority. 
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