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Mughrabi Gate Update: 
Construction Off the Table (for now), 
Problematic Excavations Continue

  
I.  The Construction Project Is Halted (for now)
  
Plans to construct a new, massively expanded bridge to replace the present (temporary) Mughrabi Gate access ramp are off the table, at least for the time being.  While Israeli Prime Minister Olmert and his Cabinet voted to move ahead with the plan, despite the international outcry and violence/tension on the ground that the plan has already sparked, Jerusalem Mayor Uri Lupolianski courageously intervened to halt the project.
  
In a strange twist in the story, a key player behind the scenes (the corporation which has title to the land in question) announced that it would no longer pursue the building permit for the project, but would instead look at other options for replacing the temporary access ramp – only to back-pedal on the decision hours later, under massive pressure from the Government of Israel.  All of this strongly indicates just how highly politicized the decision-making process is -- politicization that is at loggerheads with commonsense crisis management based on the merits of the issue.

Notwithstanding this strange twist, the decision of the Jerusalem mayor still means that there will have to be protracted deliberations on the plan, subject to public review -- meaning that for all intents and purposes, construction of this project is off the table for the foreseeable future
  
II.   The Excavations Continue
  
At the same time, work continues on the so-called “salvage” excavations in the area -- excavations which are ostensibly being undertaken to pave the way for a construction project which is now not going to take place, at least for the time being.  Given that the construction project is by no means imminent or a foregone conclusion, the question then arises: why continue the excavations now?
  
The current government decisions seem to indicate that this element of the project is not really about “salvage” excavations – i.e., excavations intended to preserve/salvage archeological remains at a site prior to construction taking place on that site.  Rather, it appears that the excavations are, or have become, an end in and of themselves, with the government intent on moving forward with the digging, regardless of whether the construction project is moving forward. 
  
III.  Why These Excavations Are a Problem
  
The continuation of these excavations raises the specter of more controversy and violence, given the sensitivity of the site and conflicting archeological/historical interests at stake (i.e., in order for Israel to look for/find deep-layer Jewish-era antiquities, the digging will have to obliterate the intervening layers, including those containing Islamic-era antiquities). 
Clearly, Israel has the right to pursue legitimate archeology, including archeology that may further establish/document the historical Jewish presence in the Old City and Temple Mount area.  The fact that radical elements in the Muslim world fear that Israel will find such archeological evidence does not in any way diminish this right.  
  
However, if in the pursuit of evidence of a Jewish claim to the area Israel is destroying or threatening to destroy archeological remains of significance to the Muslim world (or is perceived to be doing so), the fears and concerns of the Muslim world in this regard cannot be easily dismissed.  Just as Israel and Jews everywhere legitimately object to any excavation work being undertaken on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif compound, fearing the destruction of Jewish history, so some Muslims legitimately object to Israeli archeological efforts that may destroy Muslim history. 
  
Professional archeological standards require the preservation of all heritages at any given site.  They also require that due reverence be shown to the sensitivities of all those who cherish the sites.  Israel is well within its rights in seeking to explore the Jewish past of Jerusalem, but it is imperative that it do so only while paying equal reverence to the Christian and Islamic heritages that cohabit this same space. Unfortunately, under the currently charged circumstances, concerns that over the current excavations are not without foundation. 
  
IV.  What Needs to Happen
  
It is easy to understand the Government of Israel’s visceral response to radical Islamic attempts to deny the reality and legitimacy of the Jewish narrative and the Jewish historical presence in the area of the Temple Mount.  Clearly, Israeli policy cannot be dictated by such extremists and their threats.  However, wise policy cannot be based on a visceral response to extremists.  Rather, Israel should recognize that moderate friends in the Arab and Muslim worlds are expressing genuine concern over the obliteration of their own heritage at this volatile site.  Such moderate voices should be heeded.
  
Excavations in Israel, and particularly in Jerusalem, are an extremely sensitive issue.  It is sometimes joked that if you dig anywhere in these areas you will find antiquities; in the Old City, this is certainly not far from the truth.  Archeological excavations in the Old City, and in particular in the area of the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif, should never be undertaken lightly.  Rather, Israel must keep in mind the political and religious sensitivities involved in an area that is home to the archeological patrimony of Jews, Muslims, and Christians worldwide.  If undertaken at all, such excavations must be conducted professionally, transparently, and in coordination with all interested parties.  Any such excavations must be motivated by legitimate archeological principles rather than ideological agendas, and must be carried out in a manner consistent with established archeological practices.  
  
Archeology need not be a zero-sum game and if it is allowed to become one, it will be a tragedy for everyone involved.   Unfortunately, the context in which the ongoing excavations are being undertaken is creating a zero-sum situation and, in doing so, putting Israel on a wholly avoidable collision course with the Muslim world. 
  
Only by engage with the relevant moderate partners (moderates in the Arab and Muslim worlds, UNESCO, the international archeological community) will Israel find it possible to proceed in pursuing legitimate Israeli and Jewish interests in this area in a manner that will not be perceived as a threat to Islamic narratives or religious sensitivities.  
  

IV.  Timeline 
· On February 4th, Ir Amim issues its last minute warning on the commencement of the work, and the possible dire ramifications that may be anticipated. 

· On February 5th, the excavations begin, producing immediate outrage and controversy, peaking with the violent demonstrations at the end of Friday worship at the mosques on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif compound on February 9th. 
· On February 11th (in the morning) the Israeli Cabinet voted to proceed with the Mughrabi Gate project (excavations and construction).  The vote was unanimous (with 3 abstentions - Defense Minister Amir Peretz, Education Minister Yuli Tamir, and Minister-without-a-portfolio Ghaleb Majadele).
· On February 11th (in the evening) Jerusalem Mayor Uri Lupolianksi announced his decision to halt the construction project.  He emphasized the need for transparency and public input, and said that construction will only take place after approval of zoning plan, subject to transparency and public review (consistent with Ir Amim’s positions).   The Municipality’s official announcement stated:  "The Mayor of Jerusalem, Uri Lupolianski, together with Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, Rabbi for the Kotel and Holy Places, have decided last night to allow public discussion of the plans to construct the Mugrabi Bridge at the planning and construction committees. This is due to the sensitivity of the plan and following meetings and discussions with representatives from eastern Jerusalem who requested to look over the plans and voice their opinions. The decision was made after conferring with Attorney General Meni Mazuz, the planning authorities at the Jerusalem Municipality, the city engineer and delegates and Mukhtars from eastern Jerusalem. It should be noted that despite this decision, the rescue works, conducted by the Israel Antiques Authority, scheduled to go on for several months, will still take place but at the same time the public discussion with the planning committees will begin." 
· On February 13th Israel’s Attorney General announced that since the Municipality is voluntarily stopping the construction project, he does not need to intervene and rule on the legality of the building permit (as requested by Ir Amim and Pepe Alalu on February 5th).  Ir Amim accepts this position.
· On February 13th,  the Corporation for the Development of the Jewish Quarter – which has title to the land in question --announced that it would not pursue the building permit for this project any further and would instead explore other options., only to retract its pronouncement hours later under massive pressure from the Prime minister’s office and the Ministry of Construction.
  
The zigzagging announcements and denials are only further indications of the flawed decision making process – leading to the conclusion that while construction of the “surrealistic” bridge (so dubbed by Israel’s senior archeologists) has been suspended, the decision to pursue the excavations appears firm. 
About Ir Amim
Ir Amim (“City of Nations” or “City of Peoples”) is an Israeli non-profit, non-partisan organization founded in order to actively engage in those issues impacting on Israeli-Palestinian relations in Jerusalem and on the political future of the city.  Ir Amim seeks to render Jerusalem a more viable and equitable city, while generating and promoting a more politically sustainable future.

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

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

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

Ir Amim operates a range of complementary activities:

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

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

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

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

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