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1. Introduction
Palestinian youth speak for themselves; this policy report was prepared with the youth of Palestine. They were the visionaries, the participants in the preparation, and owners of the policy report. The report tackled the following interrelated themes that were suggested by youth during preparatory consultations:

1. Assessment of the present Israeli-Palestinian situation.
2. Assessment of the present Palestinian political system landscape.
3. Needs and priorities as articulated by the youth.
4. The new political agenda and the needed reforms.
5. The role of youth movements in achieving reform.
6. The best means to achieve the needed reforms.
The report was prepared through a participatory process, allowing for free expression and encouraging innovation and creativity. Fifty five young female and male Palestinians participated in the process. The preparation process comprised the following phases:

1. Preparatory stage where AWRAD carried out two focus groups with young people to identify issues and priorities that must be addressed during the following discussions. Eighteen young people participated. 
2. One-day workshop in Ramallah:  Twelve young leaders participated. They represent the diverse views of Palestinian political groups, civil society organizations and independent youth groups including leaders of the March 15 movement. 
3. Two workshops in Gaza: The discussion in Ramallah was paralleled with two workshops in Gaza to address the specific circumstances of the region, while preserving an integrative approach. Twenty four Gaza young leaders participated. 
4. The draft report was prepared by AWRAD and shared for comments and further discussions by all the participants. Their additional input was integrated to refine and finalize the report.

5. The discussions were facilitated by expert facilitators familiar with the issues at hand. The discussions were taped and transcribed for further analysis. 
6. The workshops took place during the period of 17-25 November 2011. 

2. Analysis of the Data

The policy report at hand is part of a broader effort that AWRAD is undertaking through its SAWT
 program. SAWT supports democratic and developmental discourse among Palestinians through the conduct of public opinion polling and policy research. SAWT is the voice of the Palestinian public, especially youth, in policy-making arenas
.  The present policy report responds to the uncertainties within the Palestinian context stemming from a number of sources:
1. The lack of progress in the peace process and the continued deterioration in the political situation on the ground.

2.  The PA's quest to gain recognition of an independent Palestinian state within the UN institutions. 

3. The continued political division between Fatah and Hamas, the largest two Palestinian political groups.

4. The Arab revolutions and the subsequent elections leading to decisive wins by Islamic groups in Egypt and Tunisia. 

5. The uneven development in the Palestinian territories in the various fields including institution-building, economic development and democratic practices. Palestinians in both the West Bank and Gaza, while to varying degrees, place high priority on economic development, institutional reform and combating corruption, democracy promotion and respect of human rights
.  
Within this context, and given the belief that young people must lead the discourse to envision the future of the Palestinians people, AWRAD is engaging in this activity. The youth participants hope that the results will serve to raise awareness, advocate on behalf of youth and lead to genuine developments in the political situation.

2.1 The Current Context
In assessing the current political context surrounding and influencing Palestinian conditions, five main areas were identified as relevant. They were the Arab Spring, the UN initiative, the Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, the Palestinian political system and the nature of the Palestinian political parties.

2.1.1 Arab Spring (Revolutions)

The youth participants were in agreement that the Arab spring is leaving long-term impact on the Palestinian situation especially as it relates to the Israeli occupation.  There were, however, two divergent views on the nature of the impact of the Arab revolutions on Palestinians.  

The Optimists: All will be positively influenced


The optimists used the following arguments to support their position:
1. The Arab Spring encourages young people to become involved in political action. Youth participation in the various Arab countries reminded Palestinian youth that they must regain their positive political, economic and social role. The changes gave youth the hope for a better future and the optimism that they could bring about change.  One of the youth participants stated:
"The Arab revolutions gave us the confidence that we could turn the impossible to feasible; we can create change."

Another participant noted the youth independent movement among Palestinians:

"We had never seen any Palestinian independent youth movement – that works outside of the dominant political parties – except until after the Arab revolutions."

2. The Arab Spring leads to less pressure from the Arab regimes on the Palestinian leadership. The absence of regimes such as that of Mubarak and Zein Elddin Alabdeen will inevitably lead to less pressure on the Palestinian leadership to concede to Israeli and American demands. The fall of Mubarak was especially viewed as positive in this regard. Many of the participants believe that his fall helped the Palestinian leadership to stand by its position to refrain from negotiations until there is a settlement freeze and to pursue UN recognition. 
3. Further Arab official support for the Palestinians will result form the changes around the Arab world. The revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia are leading other Arab regimes in Saudi Arabia, Gulf countries, Jordan and others to adopt more-supportive stands for the Palestinian cause. While these stands are still mostly rhetorical, they are viewed as a shift in the positions of Arab regimes to accommodate the wishes of their people who are sympathetic with the Palestinians. 

4. Arab revolutions are lading to the end of the Palestinian internal division. The fall of the Mubarak regime and the ongoing revolution in Syria led to positive reactions of both Fatah and Hamas regarding ending the division. These changes, coupled with youth protests staring March 15, 2011 were considered as instrumental in pushing both Fatah and Hamas towards reconciliation.
5. Democracy around the Arab world is good for the Palestinians. Real democratic regimes in the Arab world will further foster democratic demands among Palestinians. The assertion here is that regimes that are responsive to their people will be more in tune with the suffering of the Palestinians and the need to create change that leads to democracy in Palestine. 

The Skeptical: Blooms but with no clear fruits yet!! 

The skeptical inclinations were mainly derived form the uncertainties surrounding the Arab uprisings. Many of the participants called for wait and caution in evaluating the Arab revolutions as their outcomes are yet to be seen. In addition, some of the participants warned against lumping Arab revolutions in one basket. To them, they must be viewed as heterogeneous whether in view of their methods or outcomes
. 
Skepticism about the role of Arab revolutions in Palestinian political developments stemmed from the following: 

1. The final outcomes of the Arab revolutions might be devastating to the Palestinians if they turned into protracted unrest, conflict and potentially civil wars. The participants cited Syria and Yemen, and to some extent Egypt. This, to many participants, will deviate the attention of the Arab peoples, governments and resources from the Palestinian cause to a destructive indulgence in internal disputes. This will also negatively influence the media coverage of the conditions in Palestine. One of the participants expressed this view in the following statement:
"When the fire is burning in your own house, you don't have time to put down the fire in your brother's house."

2. The role of the West in supporting the revolutions and the instantaneous applause to the outcome of the elections won by the Islamist raised doubts among some participants.  They believe that the revolutions will only serve the political and economic best interests of Europe and the United States in the region. To them that will not serve the Palestinians. The positions of the new regimes concerning the Palestinian - Israeli issue will continue to be largely in sink with the positions of the West.  In addition, the increasing external influence will be on the expense of the best interests of the people of these countries. To one of the participants:

"The revolutions and the Western interventions are not only toppling the regimes, but the Arab states rendering them weaker and more vulnerable to external influence."

3. Worry about the rise of Islamic groups was widespread among the participants. The uncertainty about the type of Islam that will govern these countries raised fears among the participants. They questioned the intentions of these groups in the following fields:
· Their illicit an unfolding allegiances with the West.

· Their political agendas as being undemocratic and anti-freedoms.

· Their positions on gender equality that might lead to regression in the position of women. 

4. Palestinian political groups are using the Arab revolutions and the changes in Arab countries for their own limited agendas. To the participants, some of these groups, especially Hamas, are using the Arab spring to look for new allies and promote their own position in Palestine and the region. This will be on the expense of utilizing the new reality to promote the Palestinian cause as a whole. 
2.1.2 The UN Initiative
There was an overwhelming support among the participants to the initiative seeking UN recognition for an independent state. This sentiment echoes an overwhelming support among the Palestinian public, as 80 percent expressed support for this initiative – according to a recent opinion poll carried out by AWRAD (December 2011) 
. Most of the youth viewed the UN initiative as a normal response to the Israeli unwillingness to concede to Palestinian demands for independence and self-determination. To them, Israel continues to build illegal settlements and as such nullifying a two-sate solution in reality. The negotiations over the last 20 years led only to the reinforcement of the Israeli occupation and the normalization of the closure imposed on Gaza. 
To some participants, the UN initiative brought back the Palestinian cause to the international stage and in the eyes of the media. It also broke the Israeli-American monopoly over the future of the negotiations. 

Having said this, there were a number of questions that raise doubt about the Palestinian choice to resort to the UN:

1. To some, the move is only tactical and does not really express any genuine long term commitment by the Palestinian leadership to an international sponsorship of a solution in the Palestinian case. They argue that the PA will eventually accept to come back to the negotiations with no real changes in their terms.

2. The PA has no long term and systematic plan to guarantee that this international approach will succeed. One of the participants said:

"The Palestinian leadership has no exit stagey and a plan to eventually return to negotiations. Under what conditions will it abandon the UN initiative and return to negotiations? What will be the meaning of all of this if it decided to go back to negotiations under the same terms?"
3. The PA has no alternative plan in case this approach took longer than needed. That will only allow Israel to further reinforce the status quo in the West Bank through building more settlements.
4. The PA has no real plan to strengthen its UN initiative through other complementary activities such as non-violent confrontations. 

2.1.3 The Palestinian-Israeli Conflict

This issue did not receive much attention and did not lead to much debate. This goes against the type of discourse taking place since 1991 (the launching of the peace negotiations) where Palestinians were divided over the issue of negotiations, where much heated debate took place. The participants are in general agreement that Israel is to blame for the lack of progress and the stalled negotiations. Most of the participants lost faith in a peacefully negotiated solution under the current terms and conditions. They, however, were not sure about what alternatives are viable, especially in the absence of calls for armed struggle. Their, somewhat sketchy suggestions will be elaborated in a later section. This vagueness, however, did not lead to any major retractions from the widespread support for a two-state solution. This dominant view was expressed by one of the participants:

"Palestinians continue to want a two-sate solution; while more aloof now than anytime before, but we should insist on it."
This position was challenged by a small, but vocal, group of participants who now believe that a two-sate solution is not viable any more. It should be replaced with a long term quest for a (one bi-national state). This line of thinking finds its way among a select group of Palestinian intellectuals and independent youth, but still with no support from the vast majority of Palestinians
.
2.1.4 Palestinian Political System

The youth participants provided the following comments on the Palestinian political system:

1. Most of the participants believe that the continuation of the occupation negatively influences the chances for a complete development of the Palestinian political system.
2. The present system is believed to be geographically and politically divided, with no genuine attempts towards the development of a unified vision and structure for an overarching political system. The present situation, to many of the participants, is convenient for the political interests of the two dominant groups – Fatah and Hamas.
3. The participants believe that the traditional Palestinian political system is decaying, especially as it relates to the PLO. They feel that a structural problem resides within the system itself, preventing any change or improvement. It is exemplified in the inability of the nationalist political parties to renew their agendas and structures. They are unable to reach the masses, with no new support from the public. This is in part due the absence of democracy within these parties and the monopoly on decision – making by a few traditional leaders. 
In relation to the make-up of Palestinian political parties, the youth participants noted the following:

1. The 2006 Hamas election win as a critical juncture with long term impact on Palestinian internal politics.

2. The establishment of new political groups such as the Palestinian National Initiative (Mubadara) led by Mustafa Barghouthi. Another potential independent movement might be established by Salam Fayyad. 

3. The active role of young people and the establishment of new coalitions and groups to express the needs of youth, especially independents.
4. The developments in Palestine and the region do not seem to have had major impact on the make-up of Palestinian party scene. Fatah still holds on to is 33-40 percent support among the public, Hamas  continues to receive core support from 15-20 percent, leaving about 40 to 50 percent of the public undecided, supportive of other smaller groups or ambivalent
. 

5. The dominance of Fatah and Hamas in the Palestinian street and the disillusionment of the unaffiliated with politics make it difficult for new groups to gain any significant public support.
6. The participants do not see any significant role for the emerging youth groups as they are divided and with many of them already connected to existing political parties. In addition, the mistreatment of the activists on the hands of the government in Gaza and the security agencies in the West Bank add to the pressure. This, to many of the participants, must not deter young activists from continuing to seek a more assertive role in Palestinian politics.   

Future Scenarios
Youth were asked to assess the future of Palestinian internal politics, and as it relates to the Israeli occupation. The following summarizes their main views and concerns:
1. The Israel occupation: Pessimism dominated the discussions among youth. They view the peace process not only as a disappointment, but as anti-Palestinian allowing Israel to impose its version of a final solution. Such solution implies the de facto annexation of the West Bank and the transformation of the dream Palestinian state into a number of separate enclaves. They were also concerned about the tendency for Israeli society to move towards right-wing parties and ideologies, which will not allow for any meaningful negotiations. Having said this, the youth participants held to the statement that "one day the occupation will end and an independent Palestinian state will be a reality." 

2. The PA: Despite the widespread criticism of the PA and its performance, almost all participants opposed that it be dissolved. The opposition stems from the following reasons:
· According to some participants, the PA came as a result of the sacrifices of Palestinians over decades. It must be viewed as one of the most important achievements for the Palestinians.
· The PA, to others, is a reality and has a life of its own. It is a political necessity as it is one step away from full occupation. In addition, it is an economic necessity as “it feeds millions of Palestinians,” according to one participant.

Criticism of the PA was based on the following arguments:

· The PA is viewed as corrupt and structurally problematic. According to one participant “the PA’s ills are chronic and will not be fixed.” 

· The PA is viewed by some participants as an “economic investment project that benefits a small group of opportunists, instead of the national cause.”  

· Some believe that the PA will not be dissolved because it receives American, European and Israeli support. In this case, its sustainability is “guaranteed through those who have the most interest in its preservation,” according to another participant.
3. The PLO: The participants focused on the necessary role of a reformed PLO, albeit its weaknesses. To the research facilitators, the interest of the youth in the PLO was “somewhat obsessive and to a large extent nostalgic.” According to the research facilitators “the participants were so keen on bringing back the good old days.” Most participants felt that the PLO might be resurrected. The hopeful participants cited the following reasons for that:
· The failure of the peace process over the last twenty years weakens the role of the PA as a political representative of the Palestinians in the negotiations. The present situation calls for a rertun to the PLO as the guardian of Palestinian rights for all Palestinians in Palestine and the Diaspora.

· The reconciliation process which implies the engagement of new political groups and will necessarily lead to reforming the PLO.

· Youth demands during the last year included a demand for new election for the PLO's Palestinian National Council (PNC). This will lead to a new generation of leaders and broader representation.

4. Hamas: The participants discussed the potential support for Hamas. There were two competing views:
· The popularity of Hamas will increase as a result of the changes taking place in the region, where the latest elections in Egypt, Tunisia and Morocco led to increase in the popularity of Islamic groups there. That might lead to an increased support for Hamas among Palestinians.

· In contrast to the first view, it was argued by many, especially the participants in Gaza, that the populairity of Hamas will decline. To them, this is due to the experience that Palestinians had already had with Hamas in Gaza. The behavior of Hamas and the performance of its government will have a negative impact on its popularity. They especially cited its crack down on freedoms and its economic performance. The skyrocketing unemployment rates are leading many youth to distance themselves from Hamas and some are attempting to immigrate. These views are confirmed in AWRAD’s December 2011 poll where the majority of Gazans have negative views of Hamas and it government. It must be noted, however, that negative evaluation of Hamas and its government is lower in the West Bank than in Gaza. 
Priorities and Recommended Actions
Youth were divided into small groups to discuss the needs and priorities needed to reform the Palestinian political system. The outcomes of the discussion groups were further discussed by the whole group. The following four fields received the most attention:

1. Ending the political division: This priority was emphasized by the youth participants. To them, reconciliation and unity will lead to the solution of many other political, economic and social problems. Their emphasis on this issue was based on the following arguments (in their own words):
· Israel and it occupation gain the most from the division; Palestinians and their cause are the biggest loser.
· Division is weakening the position of Palestinians in the negotiations with Israel, giving Israel and excuse to refrain from any meaningful solution.

· Israel, the US and other regional actors are responsible for sustaining the division.

· Palestinians will not be able to move on any front except until they achieve unity.

· Reconciliation will enable Palestinians to engage in an election that will hopefully lead to the win of groups other than Hamas and Fatah.
· There are some groups and individuals who benefit from the division; it’s time to do away with them. 

· Some Palestinian leaders find the division convenient; in addition to Fatah and Hamas, Fayyad’s government and some NGOs benefit greatly from the funding that is focused on the West Bank.

The participants find that there are no objective reasons for the continuation of the division. They cite many reasons including the following:

· Hamas had already accepted a two-state solution by accepting the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza.

· The vast majority of Palestinians support the conduct of elections to resolve the dispute between Fatah and Hamas; that should lead to a conducive environment to achieve peace, true state-building and economic development.

The participants have doubts about the seriousness of Fatah and Hamas in reaching true unity. The words of one of the participants reflect the general views of the participants:

“Fatah and Hamas need to appear that they are pursuing unity, as the popular pressure is mounting, the Arab revolutions brought new realities and UN initiative requires a minimum level of unity. Both are releasing the mounting pressure through managing the division.” 
To achieve the goal of ending the division and bringing about unity, the participants proposed the following actions:

· More concerted efforts on a popular effort must be organized to pressure Fatah and Hamas to end the division. They include marches, sit-ins, strikes and the use of social media. The involvement of the Diaspora in these activities must be enhanced. 

· Reaching an agreement on ending all instigation by the competing parties through outing and shaming those who resort to instigation.
· Demand a more effective role for the smaller political parties and the independents in reaching a reconciliation agreement.
· Demand that all talks between the parties be shared publically through the media. The present secret talks are not helping.
· The minimization of interference by external forces through advocating with these forces that unity is in the best interest of all concerned parties.
· Carry out the reconciliation meetings in the West Bank and Gaza to allow for the participation of all social and political forces including youth groups. This will also guarantee more transparency and accountability. It will also allow for the exertion of more effective popular pressure.

· Political reconciliation must be accompanied with a comprehensive dialogue over social and economic issues. Regional disparities must also be addressed. 
· To sustain social and political cohesion, there is a need to promote a culture of peace, non-violence, respect of pluralism and acceptance.
· Elections must be promoted to become integral to the Palestinian political culture, where any future disputes are resolved through the “election ballot box.”

2. Reforming the PLO: Participants stressed this priority. To them:
· The PLO continues to be the sole and legitimate representative of the Palestinians all over the world.

· The PLO is the “moral home of all Palestinians” meaning that it should include all Palestinian factions.

· Reforming the PLO will strengthen the position of the Palestinians in any future solution to the conflict.

· If the PA collapses as a result of Israeli actions or freeze in international funding, the PLO must be there to continue the struggle. 

To reform the PLO, the participants suggested the following actions:

· Carry a PLC election in the West Bank and Gaza as one step towards an election for the PNC.
· Carry out elections in all representative bodies such as unions and syndicates in preparation for the PNC election.

· Reach an agreement with the host countries where Palestinians reside to carry out the PNC election.

· Represent all political groups from within the PLO and outside of it, but also focus on the inclusion of independents to guarantee the broadest representation.
· Guarantee that no political party has monopoly over decision-making within the PLO, and make sure that the incoming Islamic groups will not dominate and hijack the organization.
3. A New Political Strategy: The need for a new strategy reflected the dismay of the management of the Palestinian cause by the political leadership. The youth participants cited the following reasons for the introduction of a new strategy:
· The failure of the traditional political strategies in capturing the political realities and demands in the region and around the world. 
· The failure of armed struggle and the peace process left Palestinians with limited options. The youth called for creativity, mobilization of local resources and continued dialogue.

· The lack of consensus on methods to end the occupation and the conflicting methods adopted by the conflicting groups led to the wakening of Palestinian actions.

· The reliance on outside actors and on their promises resulted in less attention to internal unity and solidification of local resources.
According to the participants, the new strategy must be based on the following principles:
1. A unified vision with realistic objectives and methods accepted internationally.
2. The establishment of a sovereign Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza with east Jerusalem as its capital based on UN resolutions.
As to the specific actions to to reach such a realistic and unified strategy, the following were proposed:

1. Organize a national conference with participation of all political and social forces including civil society. The conference must seek to reach a unified strategy based on lessons learnt from the past but with a view of the future.
2. The need to reach consensus through wide-scale participation of Palestinians in their communities and the need for the strategy to cater for the real needs of the society at large.

3. The strategy must also take into consideration the positions and views of regional and international actors who will provide support for its implementation.

4. Adopt all legal methods of struggle to end the occupation but with a focus on non-violent methods. Some of the participants cited the struggles of Indians and Gandhi, South Africa and Mandela and the American civil rights movement and M. Luther King as models to be adopted. There was consensus that attacks against civilians within Israel must be prohibited as it harms the humanist and nationalist objectives of the Palestinians.

4. Strengthening Governance and Economic Development: To start with, most participants felt that there is a need to focus on Palestinian citizens and on their needs and priorities. Actions must be directed at empowering Palestinian society and its citizens.  Reforming the PA institutions, improving social services and care for the youth and their demands must receive much more attention. Economic development and employment generation must be the main priorities, as rising poverty and unemployment are leading to the demoralization of youth and to weak political participation. In addition, legal reform must be introduced where a (youth law) must guarantee their participation at all levels. This also entails political actions such as the revision of the Paris Economic Agreement, perceived by the participants as a major obstacle to Palestinian development. Internal priorities were emphasized in both regions, but more in Gaza than in the West Bank.
The focus of youth in this regard was on the revitalization of the feelings of belonging and citizenship. That might be achieved through focusing on the following actions:
1. Concerted efforts to achieve economic development and job creation.
2. Focus on social justice through social policies that take into consideration the needs of the poor and the marginal areas and groups within society.

3. Finding strategies that will lower inflation as high prices of basic goods are leading to further poverty.

4. Subsidize basic goods such as fuel, bread and milk.

5. Fight corruption and regain all stolen money to invest in public-good projects.

6. Continue campaigns to boycott Israeli products especially ones produced in settlements.

Conclusion

The youth present a view that builds on Palestinian experiences, but moving forward with fresh and innovative ideas. Their insistence on Palestinian rights is matched by a strategic vision based on taking responsibility, reforming institutions and investing in people.  They were also clear on their views on the need to use non-violent popular struggle to reach an independent Palestinian state. 

The role of youth must be promoted in the achievement of the above-listed strategic objectives and proposed actions. In doing that, there were concerns about the (independent youth groups) and the need to complement and not compete with party-based groups. 

The specific proposals to activate the role of youth were the following:

1. Form a coalition comprising a number of youth organizations to facilitate and organize the proposed activities including the lobbying and advocacy work.

2. Organize a workshop that brings together independent youth groups with party-based groups to seek common understanding and a possible joint strategy and plan of action.

3. Each group must call upon its own members to participate in the activities.
4. Establish regional coordination committees to follow-up on the implementation of the action plan agreed-upon after further discussions. 
5. Use the media, especially social media, to raise awareness, advocate and call for participation.
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� SAWT is an Arabic word (noun) that has two powerful and relevant meanings: “Voice” and “Vote.”


�  AWRAD achieves that through the following mechanisms:


Conduct scientific national and district public opinion polling


Organize focus groups on issues of relevance to Palestinians


Publish brief issue analysis papers and policy reports on pressing issues


Organize routable meetings with decision makers


Utilize the media to raise public awareness about the needs of Palestinians


Publish a regular newsletter


� For more on Palestinian valuation of the government sin the West bank and Gaza, and their priorities, please refer to AWRAD's December poll (� HYPERLINK "http://www.awrad.org/etemplate.php?id=258&x=4" ��http://www.awrad.org/etemplate.php?id=258&x=4�). 


� For a full discussion of the implications of the Tunisian revolution of the Palestinian situation, refer to the proceedings of a meeting organized by AWRAD on the issue on December 4, 2011 are captured (in Arabic) through the following link (� HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jr6r2O8t068" \o "blocked::http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jr6r2O8t068" �http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jr6r2O8t068�). The preparation of an English report is underway.


. 


� The poll is available on AWRAD's website (� HYPERLINK "http://www.awrad.org/etemplate.php?id=258&x=4" ��http://www.awrad.org/etemplate.php?id=258&x=4�). 





� Only 15 percent of Palestinians find the proposal of a bi-national state (essential or desirable), while 57 percent find it unacceptable (AWRAD, August 2010).  


� These trends are reflected in the polls that AWRAD published on its website since 2007 (� HYPERLINK "http://www.awrad.org" ��www.awrad.org�). 
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