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Jerusalem and the Holy Sites

Introduction 

After two years of war in GS, alongside a shifting regional war stretching from 
WB to Lebanon, Yemen and Iran, as well as Israeli bombardment targeting seven 
Arab and Muslim countries, it has become necessary to view the phase that began 
in 2017 as a regional “endgame phase.” This phase laid the groundwork for the 
conflict’s escalation to its current level of intensity, as Israel, backed by the US, has 
sought to impose a decisive resolution across all fronts. Israeli aggression is now 
aimed at achieving the final objectives for which Israel had been preparing over 
decades, particularly with regard to al-Aqsa Mosque, rather than merely imposing 
cumulative facts on the ground for the future.

In response to these endgame phase attempts, the Lion’s Gate Uprising emerged 
in 2017, followed by the Marches of Return and the accompanying rounds of 
armed escalation in 2018. This was succeeded by the Mercy Gate Uprising, which 
began on 17/2/2019 and succeeded in reopening the Musalla of the Mercy Gate, 
remaining sustained for two months to prevent Israeli police from resealing it. 
Subsequently, three Jerusalem uprisings unfolded: to block the displacement of 
residents from Sheikh Jarrah Neighborhood, to prevent the closure of Damascus 
Gate Plaza, and to stop the 28th of Ramadan incursion into al-Aqsa Mosque. These 
culminated in the Sword of Jerusalem Battle (referred to by Israel as Operation 
Guardian of the Walls), which culminated in the dispersal of the Jerusalem Day 
Flag March under resistance rocket fire on 10/5/2021. Later, with the emergence 
of local battalion formations in Jenin RC, followed by Tulkarm RC and 
Nur Shams RC, the Unity of the Arenas Battle erupted on 5/8/2022 to forestall their 
elimination. It was followed by the Spiritual Retreat (I‘tikaf) Battle on 5/4/2023, 
and ultimately by Operation al-Aqsa Flood on 7/10/2023.

The comprehensive endgame phase assault targeted Jerusalem and al-Aqsa 
Mosque, the right of return, and sought to isolate the Palestinian people and their 
cause. In response, seven parallel confrontations were launched to counter this 
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process: five centred on Jerusalem and al-Aqsa Mosque, one on the right of return, 
and the final one aimed at preventing unilateral control over the emerging resistance 
formations in the WB. Therefore, the Palestinian response was grounded in a firm 
commitment to core principles, confronting the agendas of elimination with their 
direct opposites rather than merely seeking to contain them, even if preventing 
escalation remained an important driver of action.

Anyone examining the history of the conflict with Zionism in Palestine can 
readily conclude that the nine-year period extending to 2026 has been the most 
intense and confrontational phase in the history of the conflict. This assessment 
suggests that Jerusalem has constituted the central arena of the endgame phase. 
Because Operation al-Aqsa Flood sought to reverse the trajectory of this endgame 
phase and turn it into one of Israeli retreat, the Israeli response was to double 
down on decisive resolution and elimination. What had previously been pursued 
through a relatively gradual combination of political and military instruments 
was transformed into an immediate wartime objective enforced through 
overwhelming military power. This was reflected in the genocide in GS, efforts 
to induce displacement in the WB, the continued Judaization of Jerusalem and 
al-Aqsa Mosque, the incorporation of UNRWA into the war itself, attempts to 
eliminate the right of return, and efforts to suppress any resistance will while 
establishing a regional order subordinate to the Israeli centre under the doctrine 
of “peace through strength.” This trajectory has also been advanced through the 
Abraham Accords, conceived as functional agreements aimed at integration into 
the Zionist project and going beyond the conventional meanings of both “peace” 
and “normalization.”

If this interpretation is correct, it is therefore unsurprising that the endgame war 
would return to its central arena in Jerusalem after being temporarily de-escalated 
on the GS front following the Sharm El-Sheikh Declaration on 13/10/2025. This 
is precisely what followed: Jerusalem once again emerged as a primary arena of 
the endgame phase, reflected in the demolition of the UNRWA headquarters in the 
Sheikh Jarrah Neighborhood, the accelerated Judaization of al-Aqsa Mosque and 
efforts to further entrench its Jewish character, and renewed attempts to resolve the 
issue of mass displacement in central neighbourhoods, particularly al-Bustan and 
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Batn al-Hawa in Silwan. Simultaneously, displacement pressures intensified in 
the Sheikh Jarrah Neighborhood, while expansion continued in the eastern desert 
fringes and Bedouin communities. Efforts also advanced to further sever Jerusalem 
from its northern hinterland in Ramallah through a series of “Operation Capital 
Shield” measures. These developments were accompanied by the announcement 
of new settlements and major expansion projects across Jerusalem.

First: Al-Aqsa Mosque

Al-Aqsa Mosque today stands at a moment of what may be described as a 
historical exposure, in which the forces that once constrained attempts to erase 
its identity have largely receded. Over the decade of uprisings (2013–2023), 
a cumulative configuration had taken shape comprising four main elements: 
individual operations; mass mobilization in Jerusalem and the 1948 occupied 
territories with contributions from the WB; popular engagement from outside 
Palestine; and the involvement of resistance forces from GS. However, the 
war on GS has effectively neutralized the resistance’s ability to engage with 
developments at al-Aqsa, while also producing a heightened deterrent effect on 
popular mobilization amid scenes of mass destruction. External engagement has, 
in turn, become largely absorbed by the dynamics of the war in GS and, despite its 
intensity, has remained increasingly detached from influencing decisive outcomes 
in al-Aqsa Mosque. Within this context, individual operations remain the only 
component that, at times, continues to respond directly to assaults on al-Aqsa 
Mosque.

Al-Aqsa Mosque has previously experienced two comparable phases of what 
may be described as historical exposure, coinciding with the intensification of 
displacement and replacement schemes targeting it. During the al-Aqsa Intifadah, 
which combined popular mobilization with organized armed resistance to the 
occupation, a key form of deterrence was established. However, following its 
decline and the resumption of intensified incursions in 2003, the first exposure 
phase emerged. In response, new protective dynamics were introduced, 
most notably through “journeys (Shad al-Rihal) to al-Aqsa,” from within the 
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1948 occupied territories. As escalation continued and incursions were 
formalized in 2008 through designated time allocations, this defensive framework 
required further consolidation. Accordingly, the response took the form of the 
“knowledge platforms” (Masatib al-‘ilm), revived and sustained by the Murabitun 
(al-Aqsa Mosque male and female defenders) in direct confrontation with 
intrusions. In effect, participation from the 1948 occupied territories, through 
sustained presence and mobilization (ribat) and the knowledge platforms initiative, 
constituted the central response to this first phase of exposure.

By 2015, Israel had already banned al-Aqsa guardianship institutions, blocked 
the establishment of alternative frameworks, and outlawed the Islamic Movement 
in the 1948 occupied territories. This generated what can be described as a second 
moment of exposure,1 to which the response came through the Knives Uprising 
and other lone-wolf resistance operations in the same year. Together, these 
developments marked the emergence of an accumulating deterrence equation in 
defense of al-Aqsa Mosque, unfolding through a series of successive and closely 
spaced uprisings, as outlined earlier. That equation has now, in turn, reached a 
third moment of exposure, thereby increasing pressure to formulate new forms of 
response, none of which have yet materialized and may still be in formation.

At the same time, and in recognition of al-Aqsa Mosque’s status as the symbolic 
core of the endgame project, the Judaization agenda has advanced along three main 
trajectories: temporal and spatial division of al-Aqsa Mosque, and the foundation 
of the intangible temple through the imposition of biblical rituals. Within this 
framework, religious Zionism increasingly assumes that conditions are ripe to 
move to the next stage of Judaization, encouraged by what it perceives as the 
current historical exposure of al-Aqsa Mosque.

1. Al-Aqsa Mosque During the GS War

During the GS war, particularly beginning in Ramadan or March 2024, 
Israel shifted from a reactive approach to actively leveraging the war to advance 
al-Aqsa Mosque into a new stage of Judaization. Accordingly, the main patterns of 
transformation affecting al-Aqsa Mosque during the war in GS can be summarized 
as follows:
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a. Al-Aqsa Mosque Siege

On 17/9/2023, coinciding with its assault on al-Aqsa Mosque during the extended 
Jewish holiday season, Israel initiated a policy of siege targeting the mosque. Its 
courtyards were repeatedly emptied of worshippers2 that morning and repeatedly 
throughout the holiday period,3 while the route leading to Chain Gate, designated 
as the exit point for Israeli settlers conducting incursions, was also cleared. Israeli 
forces additionally assaulted the Murabitun stationed outside after barring them 
from entering al-Aqsa Mosque.4 Beginning on 25/9/2023, Israel further restricted 
access to al-Aqsa Mosque, permitting entry only to the employees of the Islamic 
Awqaf, Affairs and Holy Sites Council in Jerusalem (Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf) 
and elderly residents of the Old City from the evening prayer until the afternoon 
prayer (‘Asr) of the following day.5 These measures were intended to allow Israeli 
settlers carrying out incursions to operate with near-exclusive control over al-Aqsa
Mosque during the final days of the assault season, while preventing both the 
observance Spiritual Retreat (I‘tikaf) and the morning presence of Murabitun.

With the conclusion of this assault season, Operation al-Aqsa Flood ensued. 
Israel thereafter maintained the siege of al-Aqsa Mosque for several weeks, during 
which attendance at prayers declined to the extent that it barely filled a single 
row in al-Qibli Mosque. Moreover, Friday prayers did not surpass 5 thousand 
worshippers throughout the first ten weeks following the onset of the GS war.6

These restrictions were eased only during Ramadan,7 particularly on the 
twenty-seventh night of the month.8 

Over the course of the two-year GS war, this policy has continued, albeit with 
relatively limited easing of restrictions and the selective use of certain occasions, 
most notably the last Friday of Ramadan and the twenty-seventh night,9 to obscure 
the reality of a continuous siege on al-Aqsa Mosque.

At the same time, Israel has further entrenched these conditions on the ground 
by converting checkpoints at the mosque’s gates into permanent installations 
reinforced with metal cages.10 In addition, it has also expanded the system into 
four fixed security checkpoints for those entering from outside the Old City, and 
five for those coming from beyond Jerusalem. Even worshippers arriving from 
within the Old City are required to pass through at least two checkpoints, including 
residents living as close as fifty meters from the mosque.
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b. Militarization of al-Aqsa Mosque

Israel has progressively imposed security measures, beginning with the 
installation of barbed-wire fencing along sections of the mosque’s perimeter 
wall at points that previously enabled access to al-Aqsa Mosque during periods 
of crowding or through adjacent homes for those familiar with the Old City’s 
pathways. Consequently, worshippers now experience the mosque as a heavily 
securitized space. This was followed by the upgrading of the existing surveillance 
system, originally concentrated above the Tankaziyya School, Ablution Gate, and 
around Remission Gate and the Bani Ghanim Gate Minaret—and its reinforcement 
with smart, facial-recognition cameras covering much of the mosque’s open 
courtyard.11 The most significant shift, however, began on 13/3/2024, coinciding 
with the first Friday of Ramadan, when Israeli authorities deployed armed police 
patrols to move directly above worshippers during prayer, including in moments 
of bowing and prostration. This development disrupted the post-1967 status quo, 
which had been anchored in the principle that “no prayer under the presence of 
weapons.”12

Since then, Israeli police have increasingly exercised overt control over 
al-Aqsa Mosque. In practice, they have interrupted prayers to demand identity 
checks, searched iftar meals of fasting worshippers, and repeatedly disrupted 
religious lessons, including questioning imams and preachers in the midst of 
their sermons. This has effectively reduced the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf’s role, 
administered by Jordan, to a narrowly circumscribed management of “Islamic 
presence” under occupation-imposed spatial and temporal restrictions, after 
having overseen the mosque’s full administration for decades following the 1967 
occupation.

By Ramadan or March 2025, an investigative report by Al Quds International 
Institution (QII) documented 30 military and police positions in and around 
al-Aqsa Mosque. These included a permanent police station in the courtyard of the 
Dome of the Rock, along with nine foot patrols stationed at fixed points, three of 
which were reinforced units of more than five personnel each. The following map 
illustrates the militarization of al-Aqsa Mosque as of that date:



157

The Land and the Holy Sites

Map 1/3: Map of the Militarization of al-Aqsa Mosque13

c. The Expansion of Partitioning Practices

During the GS war, four new realities were imposed. First, the duration of 
incursions was further extended14 to six hours and fifteen minutes daily, compared 
to three hours when this arrangement was first introduced in 2008, prior to which 
it did not exist at all. Second, exclusive control by the intruders over the eastern 



158

The Palestine Strategic Report 2024–2025

courtyard of al-Aqsa was consolidated, to the extent that it increasingly resembled 
an undeclared synagogue within the al-Aqsa Mosque compound.15 Third, in 2024, 
the presence of worshippers along the intruders’ movement routes was completely 
prohibited.16 Fourth, in 2025, restrictions were tightened further by banning 
Muslim worshippers from any location that would allow them to see or film the 
intruders throughout the duration of the incursion.17 Collectively, these measures 
effectively granted Israeli intruders unrestricted freedom of movement, as though 
they were the de facto owners of the mosque during their presence, while confining 
Palestinian worshippers to al-Qibli Mosque or the inner sections of the Dome of 
the Rock courtyard. In parallel, the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf guards, administered 
by Jordan, were barred from accessing exposed service points along the intruders’ 
route and were compelled to remain inside enclosed buildings, domes, or worship 
chambers whenever their duties were situated near open areas.

These developments continue to expand. In fact, Israeli Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister of Justice Yariv Levin, addressing Temple groups during a Festival of 
Lights (Hanukkah) celebration held in front of the Moroccan Gate on 21/12/2025, 
pledged to extend the hours of incursions to include evening periods.18

d. Deepening the Jewish Character of al-Aqsa Mosque

Since 2019, Temple groups have introduced a new mechanism for advancing 
the division of al-Aqsa Mosque by institutionalizing Jewish religious rituals within 
the compound. These rituals were framed as the “intangible foundation” of the 
Temple, conceived as a precursor to its eventual tangible establishment. Over 
time, settlers escalated these practices incrementally until 24/7/2024, when Israeli 
National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir, himself closely associated with 
these circles, instructed Israeli police at al-Aqsa to allow public collective Jewish 
religious rituals inside the mosque compound.19 He had already signaled this shift 
by personally leading a collective prayer at al-Aqsa Mosque on 5/6/2024.20

Ben-Gvir, who has led the Judaization of al-Aqsa Mosque in coordination 
with Temple groups and the broader Religious Zionist movement, did not stop 
at legitimizing these rituals. On 26/6/2025, he introduced an additional measure 
permitting collective dancing, singing, and celebrations inside al-Aqsa Mosque.21 
This development further advances the mosque’s Judaization by transforming it 
into a public space for settler religious and nationalist celebration.
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This deepening of the Jewish character of al-Aqsa Mosque is also evident in 
the steady increase in the number of settlers storming the compound, as shown in 
the following table:

Table 1/3: Annual Trend in the Number of Settlers Storming al-Aqsa 
Mosque, According to the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf and Temple Groups

Year 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf figures 34,11222 48,23823 48,22324 53,60525 65,36426

Temple Groups figures27 38,150 54,201 52,853 60,319 73,403

The rise in the number of settlers storming al-Aqsa Mosque is clearly evident 
over the two years of the war on GS, despite discrepancies between the Jerusalem 
Islamic Awqaf and Temple group figures. According to the Jerusalem Islamic 
Awqaf statistics, the increase reached 11% in 2024 and 22% in 2025.

e. Expulsion and Media Blackout at al-Aqsa Mosque

An expanding ban regime has effectively restricted access to al-Aqsa Mosque, 
affecting an indeterminate number of regular Murabitun and the Jerusalem 
Islamic Awqaf employees, as well as journalists during the war on GS. This has 
been compounded by a shifting list of activists and reporters subjected to ad hoc 
expulsions ahead of each escalation cycle. In 2024, 130 individuals publicly 
reported receiving expulsion orders,28 rising to 287 in 2025,29 while many 
additional cases remain unreported and undocumented.

During 2024–2025, a dual-track policy of media suppression around al-Aqsa 
Mosque has become increasingly apparent. It combines intensified exclusion, 
harassment, and imprisonment of journalists on “incitement” charges with 
systematic targeting of Murabitun and their documentation efforts. Those “found 
filming incursions” are expelled, banned from the site, or compelled to delete 
recorded material.30

The cumulative effect has been a near-collapse of independent documentation. 
In practice, settler-produced content on their own platforms has become the 
primary source of information about events inside al-Aqsa Mosque. This dynamic 
was particularly evident during the Hebrew New Year (Rosh Hashanah) incursion, 
when the blowing of the horn (Shofar) inside the compound on 23–24/9/2025 
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reportedly occurred five times without contemporaneous documentation, and was 
only later confirmed through videos published by settlers after the end of their 
fasting period.31

f. The Attempt to Impose So-Called Israeli Sovereignty over al-Aqsa Mosque

Bringing al-Aqsa Mosque under the administration of the Israeli Ministry 
of Religious Affairs was a central objective pursued by the Israeli authorities 
following the annexation of Jerusalem on 27/6/1967. Sovereignty rests on two 
foundational pillars: legitimacy and force. An occupying power, by definition, 
cannot credibly claim sovereignty over the territory it controls, as it lacks the 
element of legitimacy, and therefore tends to overcompensate through reliance on 
force. Al-Aqsa Mosque has consistently exposed the limits of this logic, given 
its deeply rooted Islamic legitimacy. As a result, the Israeli occupation has relied 
heavily on coercive power over time, in the expectation that sustained control 
would gradually reshape perceptions of legitimacy. However, recurring Palestinian 
resistance, periodically erupting from al-Aqsa Mosque over the decades, has 
continuously reaffirmed the absence of such legitimacy while also undermining 
the effectiveness of force through sustained and active opposition. Together, these 
dynamics continue to erode the attempt to impose Israeli sovereignty over the 
mosque.

The various measures imposed on al-Aqsa Mosque during the GS war can be 
understood within this theoretical framework of attempted sovereignty. In practice, 
these efforts are often expressed through direct actions intended to test the extent 
of presumed control over the site. Over the past two years, two such tests have 
stood out. The first was the imposition of full control over the mosque’s opening 
and closure during the 12-day war, from dawn on Friday 13/6/2025 to sunset on 
Tuesday 24/6/2025, when al-Aqsa Mosque was fully closed for about 12 days.32 
This marked the first complete closure imposed by Israel since its reopening to 
worshippers on 16/6/1967.

The second was the imposition of censorship over the Friday sermon and prayers 
inside al-Aqsa Mosque, including a ban on any supplication for GS. Violations 
by imams, preachers or worshippers were met with arrest or removal from the 
mosque, while sermon content itself became grounds for detention and exclusion.33 
This measure reflects a long-standing objective pursued since 1967: subordinating 
al-Aqsa Mosque to the Israeli Ministry of Religious Affairs.
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In the wake of these wartime-imposed changes, a de facto reality has consolidated 
in al-Aqsa Mosque in which a parallel Jewish identity has emerged alongside 
its Islamic character. The next phase of this trajectory centres on deepening this 
biblical framing through four incremental pathways of Judaization. First, there is 
the expansion of settler incursion hours and the further entrenchment of temporal 
division. Second, efforts continue to appropriate the eastern courtyard of al-Aqsa 
Mosque for permanent settler use. Third, there is an intensification of attempts to 
impose Jewish religious rituals inside the compound, including reported efforts to 
conduct animal sacrifice during Jewish Passover (Pesach) between 1–8/4/2026, 
alongside the gradual introduction of ritual objects such as the horn (Shofar), 
Torah scrolls and prayer shawls (Tallit), etc. The fourth and most consequential 
pathway involves the progressive erosion of administrative authority over 
al-Aqsa Mosque, through the steady encroachment on the powers of the 
Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf and the transfer of effective control to Israeli police. 
This includes regulating opening and closing times, managing access and periods 
of spiritual retreat (I‘tikaf), controlling sermons and prayer through exclusion 
policies, and restricting reconstruction and maintenance activities.

2. Al-Aqsa During the Major Escalation Seasons

Escalation at al-Aqsa Mosque typically unfolds in recurring waves tied to 
major biblical and Zionist-nationalist holidays, which Temple groups have turned 
into organized seasons of mobilization and mass incursions into the compound.

Long-term monitoring of these groups indicates four principal escalation 
seasons each year.34 The first is Passover (Pesach), which falls around April in the 
Gregorian calendar and lasts eight days. As one of the Three Festivals (Shalosh 
Regalim), it is closely associated with Temple-centered narratives. Activities 
during this period generally focus on efforts to introduce animal sacrifice rituals 
into al-Aqsa Mosque and to normalize the idea of their future implementation.

The second escalation season coincides with 28 Iyar in the Hebrew calendar, 
the Hebrew anniversary of the completion of Jerusalem’s occupation in the 1967 
war, officially marked in Israel as Jerusalem Day (Yom Yerushalayim). Falling 
between late May and mid-June, this occasion centers on displays of alleged Israeli 
“sovereignty” through flag-waving, collective singing and dancing, clapping, and 
group prostration rituals intended to symbolically assert control over al-Aqsa 



162

The Palestine Strategic Report 2024–2025

Mosque and reshape its identity. The Zionist right marks the occasion through 
the “Flag March” or “Dance of the Flags,” during which far-right groups carrying 
Israeli flags and Temple banners march from the Israeli municipality building 
along Jaffa Street and attempt to enter the Old City through Damascus Gate. The 
procession then moves through al-Wad Street near the gates of al-Aqsa Mosque 
amid chants of selected Torah passages and religious songs led by Religious Zionist 
rabbis, reflecting the fusion of religious ritual and nationalist symbolism.

The third escalation season of incursions is Tisha B’Av, which commemorates 
the destruction of the Temple. Observed on the ninth day of the Hebrew month of 
Av, falling between late July and mid-August in the Gregorian calendar, it lasts one 
day. During this occasion, Temple groups typically seek to maximize the number 
of settlers entering al-Aqsa Mosque, while replicating practices associated with 
the anniversary of Jerusalem’s occupation, particularly public displays intended to 
assert alleged “Israeli sovereignty” over the compound.

The fourth and final escalation season is the extended Jewish holiday period, 
which Temple groups have transformed into the longest and most intensive 
phase of assaults on al-Aqsa Mosque. It begins with the Hebrew New Year (Rosh 
Hashanah), a two-day religious holiday during which particular emphasis is placed 
on blowing the horn (Shofar) in and around al-Aqsa Mosque. This is followed 
by the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), the “Sabbath of Sabbaths,” the holiest 
day in the Jewish religious calendar, marked by total fasting and the suspension 
of worldly activities, including transportation and driving. Through incursions 
into al-Aqsa Mosque during Yom Kippur, Temple groups have gradually sought 
to revive the notion of the “atonement sacrifice” associated with the High Priest 
(Kohen Gadol), thereby framing entry into the mosque compound on that day as 
a sacred act.35 The period from Rosh Hashanah to the end of Yom Kippur, known 
as the Ten Days of Repentance (Aseret Yemei Teshuvah), has increasingly become 
a season of incursions and ritual displays centred on al-Aqsa Mosque, with Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur constituting its principal focal points.

One week after Yom Kippur comes Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot), one of the 
Three Festivals (Shalosh Regalim) associated with the Temple narrative. Lasting 
seven days, it also functions as a harvest festival. During this period, Temple 
groups focus on bringing the Four Kinds (Arba‘ah Minim), consisting of palm 
branch (lulav), two willows (aravot), a minimum of three myrtles (hadassim) and 
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one citron (etrog), into al-Aqsa Mosque, thereby symbolically treating the site 
as the alleged Temple itself. This practice derives from the biblical conception 
of the Temple as the dwelling place of the Divine Presence (Shekhinah), where 
offerings are presented at its purported site of manifestation. The final observance 
in this extended holiday cycle is Simchat Torah, which marks the completion of the 
annual Torah reading cycle. During the celebration, Torah scrolls are ceremonially 
adorned and “presented to the Lord.” Although of lesser religious significance than 
the preceding holidays, it serves as the symbolic culmination of the season. It was 
on the morning of this occasion that Operation al-Aqsa Flood began on 7/10/2023. 

In sum, this final escalation season comprises four major holidays spanning 
22 days, including ten principal holy days. Historically, it has constituted the most 
volatile escalation season targeting al-Aqsa Mosque and the season during which 
most uprisings, Intifadahs, and wars sparked by developments at the mosque have 
erupted.36 This trajectory ultimately culminated in Operation al-Aqsa Flood on 
7/10/2023, which coincided with the morning of Simchat Torah, the final day of 
this extended holiday cycle.

From a broader perspective, five of the ten major confrontations triggered by 
developments at al-Aqsa Mosque since 1990 erupted during this extended holiday 
season. This highlights the extent to which the religious dimension embedded 
within these holidays constitutes a central factor in understanding the dynamics 
of the conflict over al-Aqsa Mosque, rather than a marginal or merely technical 
consideration.

Temple groups face a structural challenge in that these four occasions are 
concentrated within roughly six months of the year, spanning approximately from 
the fourth to the tenth month of the Gregorian calendar. Consequently, their efforts 
to storm al-Aqsa Mosque and impose new realities there are largely interrupted 
during the remaining half of the year. To overcome this constraint, these groups 
have sought to expand the calendar of religious occasions linked to the Temple 
narrative and transform them into additional opportunities for incursions into 
al-Aqsa Mosque. One prominent example is the Jewish festival of Purim, which 
in Jerusalem extends over three days, with the third day (Shushan Purim) holding 
particular significance. Although religiously marginal, the holiday has gained 
strategic importance for Temple groups because it falls about one month before 
Passover (Pesach), making it an effective preparatory stage for the latter. Beginning 
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in 2025, Temple groups succeeded in incorporating Purim into the calendar of 
relatively large-scale incursions into al-Aqsa Mosque. The following table 
illustrates the annual increase in the number of settlers storming al-Aqsa Mosque 
during Shushan Purim, the day on which the festival is observed in Jerusalem, one 
day later than in other cities.

Table 2/3: Annual Trend in the Number of Settlers Storming al-Aqsa Mosque
During Shushan Purim

Year 202137

(28/2)
202238

(17/3)
202339

(8/3)
202440

(25/3)
202541

(16/3)

No. of Settlers 233 122 128 228 555

The second occasion that Temple groups have worked to integrate into the 
incursion calendar is the Festival of Lights (Hanukkah), which typically falls 
in December and lasts for eight days. Like Purim, it is a relatively marginal 
holiday that entered Jewish tradition at a later historical stage. Nonetheless, its 
strong association with the Temple narrative has facilitated its incorporation into 
the schedule of major incursions into al-Aqsa Mosque. During Hanukkah, these 
groups have placed particular emphasis on attempts to introduce the menorah into 
al-Aqsa Mosque and to light it at the mosque’s gates at night. Since 2024, they have 
succeeded in elevating the holiday into a central occasion for organized incursions.42 
As a result, Temple groups now operate within a framework of six primary annual 
occasions for assaults on al-Aqsa Mosque, rather than four, reflecting a gradual but 
sustained escalation. This shift has been incremental. During Hanukkah in 2018, 
the number of settlers storming al-Aqsa Mosque did not exceed 619, averaging 
roughly 103 per day of incursions.43 The following section outlines the trajectory 
of this increase since 2021.

Table 3/3: Annual Trend in the Number of Settlers Storming al-Aqsa Mosque 
During the Eight-day Hanukkah

Year 202144

(29/11–6/12)
202245

(19–26/12)
202346

(8–15/12)
202447

(26/12/2024–
2/1/2025)

202548

(15–22/12)

No. of Settlers 1,883 1,795 1,332 2,556 2,835

Average per day 313
(six days)

299
(six days)

266
(five days)

426
(six days)

473
(six days)
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a. Major Escalation Seasons 2024

The Jewish Passover (Pesach) season (23–29/4/2024) witnessed five days 
of incursions into al-Aqsa Mosque out of the holiday’s seven days, as incursions 
were suspended on Friday and Saturday. During this period, a total of 4,345 settlers 
stormed al-Aqsa Mosque,49 averaging 869 intruders per day, an increase of 27% 
compared to the previous Passover season in April 2023, which had coincided with 
the Spiritual Retreat (I‘tikaf) Battle during Ramadan.

Ahead of this season, 15 rabbis issued a letter to the Israeli government calling 
for settlers to be permitted to conduct ritual animal slaughter at al-Aqsa Mosque.50 
At the same time, the Returning to the Mount (Chozrim LeHar) movement offered 
a reward of 50 thousand shekels (about $13,357) to anyone able to bring a sacrificial 
offering into the mosque compound.51 Israeli police also intensified their presence 
around al-Aqsa Mosque through patrols and mobile checkpoints designed to 
facilitate settler incursions.52 The settlers performed the Priestly Blessing (Birkat 
Kohanim) ritual near the Western Arched Gate (Ba’ikah) overlooking the Dome of 
the Rock,53 a ritual previously conducted inside the eastern courtyard of al-Aqsa 
Mosque, and brought Torah scrolls into the compound for public readings.54

The Hebrew anniversary marking the completion of Jerusalem’s occupation 
(5/6/2024), referred to in Israel as Jerusalem Day (Yom Yerushalayim), coincides 
with the 28th of the Hebrew month of Iyar. Al-Aqsa Mosque incursion on this 
occasion involved about 1,600 Israeli settlers, the largest participation recorded 
for this anniversary since 1967, and included four current and former Israeli 
ministers. The event featured the widespread display of Israeli flags throughout 
the Al-Aqsa Mosque and repeated public renditions of the Israeli national anthem, 
without any apparent intervention by Israeli police, in contrast to previous years. 
It also witnessed the largest collective performance of full-body prostration on the 
grounds of Al-Aqsa Mosque,55 a practice first introduced there in 2022.

The incursion also witnessed the introduction of black Tefillin prayer 
phylacteries into al-Aqsa Mosque, where Rabbi Michael Puah placed them on 
his head, marking a further step in the gradual introduction of biblical ritual 
instruments into the mosque compound.56

Temple Destruction (Tisha B’Av) (13/8/2024), marked a watershed moment 
in the history of incursions into al-Aqsa Mosque for two main reasons. First, it 
recorded the largest number of settlers storming the compound to date, reaching 
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about 3 thousand, nearly double previous figures. Furthermore, Israeli police 
introduced new entry protocols, increasing each group to 200 settlers and allowing 
three groups to enter simultaneously. This enabled up to 600 settlers storming 
the compound at any given time, surpassing the number of al-Aqsa guards, 
the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf officials, and mosque staff present on site. This 
imbalance was further accentuated by restrictions on Muslim worshippers, the 
tightening siege on the mosque, policies of exclusion, and the sustained targeting 
of the Murabitun.57

At the same time, the day marked the sixth incursion into al-Aqsa Mosque by 
Israeli National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir since taking office, and his 
third since 7/10/2023. Ben-Gvir personally oversaw the performance of Jewish 
religious rituals inside the compound, where dozens of intruders performed full-
body prostration before media cameras. He was also seen leading chants of “The 
People of Israel Live” (Am Yisrael Chai) alongside the Israeli national anthem, 
biblical prayers, and the display of Israeli flags throughout the mosque compound.58 

Israeli National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir Storming al-Aqsa 
Mosque and Overseeing Collective Full-body Prostration59

Settlers quickly capitalized on the official backing embodied in Itamar 
Ben-Gvir’s patronage of these rituals and moved to expand them into additional 
areas within al-Aqsa Mosque. Consequently, elements of these practices and 
incursions were extended to the western plaza opposite the Dome of the Rock, 
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as well as to the eastern section of the compound, which settlers have increasingly 
dominated since 2019.

The extended Jewish holiday season (2–24/10/2024) comprised four major 
religious observances. The first was the Hebrew New Year (Rosh Hashanah), 
which fell on Thursday and Friday, 3–4/10/2024. During the Thursday incursion, 
483 settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque and blew the horn (Shofar) inside the 
compound for the fourth consecutive year.60 Beginning with the Hebrew New Year 
(Rosh Hashanah) and concluding with the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), the 
Ten Days of Repentance (Aseret Yemei Teshuvah) were marked by settlers storming 
al-Aqsa Mosque while dressed in white robes (kittel), regarded in Jewish tradition 
as “garments of repentance.” The kittel is also associated with the priestly class 
(Kohanim), whose symbolic presence Temple groups have increasingly sought to 
institutionalize within al-Aqsa Mosque.61 The second observance in this season 
was the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), which fell on Saturday, 12/10/2024, 
during which no incursions took place. The third and most significant occasion 
was the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot), which extended from Thursday, 17/10/2024, 
to Wednesday, 23/10/2024. Over five days of incursions, excluding Friday and 
Saturday, 5,980 settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque, averaging 1,196 per day. For 
decades, Temple groups have sought to consolidate Sukkot as the principal season 
of incursions into al-Aqsa Mosque due to its multi-day duration.

During the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot), al-Aqsa Mosque witnessed renewed 
horn (Shofar) blowing, documented for the first time in a video released by Temple 
groups themselves.62 This occured despite Shofar blowing not being part of the 
traditional ritual framework of Sukkot. In addition, the additional prayer associated 
with Sukkot was, for the first time since the occupation of the mosque, collectively 
performed in the eastern plaza of al-Aqsa Mosque.63 Participants also brought 
in the Four Species (Arba‘ah Minim), with related practices documented inside 
al-Aqsa for the fourth consecutive year,64 since their initial recording in 2021. 
Stormers also entered the compound wearing white robes (Kittel),65 despite the 
conclusion of the Ten Days of Repentance (Aseret Yemei Teshuvah), for which 
the garment is traditionally reserved, in an effort to symbolically reinforce the 
presence of the priestly class (Kohanim). Full-body prostration was performed 
collectively throughout the holiday period, alongside attempts to introduce it into 
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a new area of the compound not previously used for this ritual, namely the northern 
section near the Gate of Darkness.66

The season concluded with Simchat Torah on Thursday 24/10/2024, during 
which 334 settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque.67 This day coincided with the 
anniversary of Operation al-Aqsa Flood, which occurred on the same morning 
the previous year. Despite the relatively limited number of settlers, Israeli police 
restricted access to al-Aqsa Mosque and assaulted and arrested a young Palestinian 
man68 and a young woman69 who managed to enter, reflecting a notably retaliatory 
posture in the handling of the day.

The performance of Jewish religious rituals inside al-Aqsa Mosque outside 
their designated religious timing remains a key indicator of how Temple groups 
and, more broadly, the Religious Zionist movement use ritual practice as a tool 
of control. The significance of these practices lies in their role in advancing the 
Judaization of al-Aqsa Mosque.

The Festival of Lights (Hanukkah) (25–31/12/2024) saw 2,556 stormings of 
al-Aqsa Mosque, averaging 426 per day, a 60% increase compared to 2023. During 
this period, Hanukkah menorah was lit in the eastern courtyard of al-Aqsa for the 
third time in its history, following limited attempts in 2021 and 2023. This practice 
further consolidated the eastern plaza as a de facto, undeclared synagogue within 
al-Aqsa Mosque. It has become a recurring feature across all storming seasons in 
2024 and was expected to continue into 2025.

In addition, on the first day of this escalation period, Thursday 26/12/2024, the 
Hanukkah dance (Hora), previously performed for years at the mosque’s gates, 
was brought inside al-Aqsa Mosque for the first time, marking a rare precedent 
and, according to available documentation, possibly the first instance of this ritual 
being performed within the compound.70 Furthermore, the Priestly Blessing (Birkat 
Kohanim) was also performed daily throughout this holiday period,71 further 
consolidating its status as a potentially normalized ritual within al-Aqsa, alongside 
other practices that have already become routinized. These include the full-body 
prostration, performed daily since its endorsement by Israeli National Security 
Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir on 13/8/2024, as well as Shofar blowing, morning and 
evening prayers, Bar Mitzvah ceremonies, and additional holiday prayers, all of 
which have gradually been normalized within al-Aqsa Mosque in recent years.
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At the level of imposing religious symbols and ritual objects, a settler stormed 
al-Aqsa Mosque wearing Tefillin (black prayer phylacteries) for only the third time 
since Israel’s occupation of the site. Tefillin are among the principal ritual items 
used in daily Jewish prayer, alongside the prayer shawl (Tallit), the ritual fringes 
(Tzitzit), and the Jewish prayer book (Siddur). Temple groups have repeatedly 
sought to introduce these items into al-Aqsa Mosque,72 particularly after petitioning 
the Israeli Supreme Court in 2022 to permit their entry into the compound.73

The unilateral domination of the Old City at night was also repeated, particularly 
along the Cotton Merchants’ Market route and in Ghazali Square near Lion’s Gate. 
The menorah was lit in its near-complete form outside Cotton Merchants’ Gate, in 
a ritual observed annually since 2017. Similarly, the menorah-lighting ceremony 
in the Western Wall Plaza, attended by Israeli ministers and rabbis, has continued 
almost uninterrupted since the occupation of Jerusalem.

Lighting the Hanukkah Menorah at Cotton Merchants’ Gate, 
on the Night of 1/1/202574
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During the Festival of Lights (Hanukkah), Israeli National Security Minister 
Itamar Ben-Gvir personally led the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque and took part 
in prayer recitations inside the compound.75 This episode highlights how the 
Judaization of al-Aqsa and the institutionalisation of Jewish religious rituals 
within it have become embedded in official Israeli government policy, rather 
than remaining confined to fringe groups or activist organisations. In this context, 
Ben-Gvir has advanced the implementation of the eleven demands submitted to 
him by Temple groups upon taking office.76

b. Major Escalation Seasons 2025

 The Jewish holiday Purim (13–16/3/2025)77 witnessed a notable escalation 
at al-Aqsa Mosque. On the main day of the holiday, Sunday 16/3/2025, 555 Israeli 
settlers stormed the compound despite coinciding with the 16th of Ramadan. 
During the storming, settlers performed collective full-body prostration rituals in 
the eastern courtyard of al-Aqsa Mosque, while one group continuously chanted 
Torah passages throughout different areas of al-Aqsa. Some participants also 
used the holiday’s costume tradition to storm the mosque dressed in the attire 
of the Kohanim priestly class, presenting these garments as a form of festive 
disguise.78

The Jewish Passover (Pesach) season (13–19/4/2025) was preceded by the 
imposition of a second layer of Israeli police checkpoints along the roads leading 
to al-Aqsa Mosque, including the routes to Bani Ghanim Gate, Iron Gate, Cotton 
Merchants’ Gate and Chain Gate. All of these branch off from al-Wad Street, the 
main road running parallel to the mosque’s western gates. These checkpoints 
remained in place permanently, marking a further consolidation of the security 
siege imposed on al-Aqsa Mosque.79

Over the course of this season, 6,768 Israeli settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque80 
across five days, averaging 1,354 settlers per day. This represented a 56% 
increase over the previous year and more than an eightfold increase compared to 
2015, when only 780 settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque during the same holiday 
season.81

The Jewish Passover (Pesach) season also saw intensified assaults on al-Aqsa 
Mosque, including repeated instances of collective full-body prostration, one of 
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which involved Israeli Knesset member (MK) Zvi Sukkot.82 The period further 
featured collective chanting and musical prayers in the eastern courtyard83 and 
other parts of al-Aqsa Mosque,84 alongside storming of the mosque by settlers 
dressed in garments associated with the priestly class (Kohanim).85 During the 
same period, settlers extended their ritual presence beyond al-Aqsa Mosque, 
turning Ghazali Square near Lion’s Gate,86 the Cotton Merchants’ Market 
leading to the Cotton Merchants’ Gate,87 and the Mercy Gate Cemetery to the 
east88 into spaces for prayer, singing, and dancing throughout the holiday. These 
developments ran in parallel with continued activity at the Western Wall Plaza, 
reflecting a broader expansion of Jewish ritual practice into the northern, western 
and eastern peripheries of al-Aqsa Mosque. Commenting on these developments, 
Israeli National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir stated, “What wasn’t done for 
30 years is being done on my watch, and I’m happy to have the honor, by the grace 
of God, to lead this huge change.”89

The Hebrew anniversary marking the completion of Jerusalem’s 
occupation (26/5/2025): referred to in Israel as Jerusalem Day (Yom Yerushalayim). 
Ahead of the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque, Israeli police introduced new measures 
raising the number of settler groups permitted to be present simultaneously inside 
the compound to six.90 This followed an earlier decision on 13/8/2024 to increase 
the number from one group to three, with each group capped at 200 settlers, 
as previously noted. As a result, the number of settlers allowed inside al-Aqsa 
Mosque under Israeli police protection rose from 150 before 13/8/2024, to 600 
thereafter, and then to 1,200 beginning on this date. These successive increases, 
implemented in coordination with the mobilization efforts of Temple groups, 
demonstrate that altering the status quo at al-Aqsa Mosque is fundamentally a 
state policy. Rather than independently driving these changes, Temple groups have 
served as instruments through which the Israeli government has advanced and 
institutionalized. 
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Israeli police Instructions Issued to Temple Groups on 22/5/2025 ahead of 
the Storming of al-Aqsa Mosque Marking the Hebrew Anniversary of 

Jerusalem’s Occupation

That day witnessed the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque by 2,092 Israeli settlers, a 
31% increase compared to the previous year.91 The event was personally overseen 
by National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir,92 who deliberately participated in 
Jewish religious rituals inside al-Aqsa Mosque.93 Speaking to the press, he stated, 
“There are really a lot of Jews who flood the Temple Mount. It’s so wonderful to 
see. Today, it is already possible, thank God, to pray on the Temple Mount, to bow 
down on the Temple Mount. We thank the Holy One, blessed be He, for this, and 
we will continue, continue, continue.”94
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He was joined in the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque by Minister of the Negev, the 
Galilee and National Resilience MK Yitzhak Wasserlauf, and MK Yitzhak Kreuzer. 
For the first time since the onset of settler storming in 2003, the compound also 
witnessed small-scale mobile flag marches across its various sections,95 including 
participation by MK Zvi Sukkot.96 The day further saw repeated public collective 
rituals resembling group chanting in the eastern section of al-Aqsa Mosque,97 in 
which MK Amit Halevi also took part.98 Halevi had previously submitted a bill 
on 7/6/2023 proposing the spatial division of al-Aqsa Mosque between Jews and 
Muslims.99

Temple Destruction (Tisha B’Av) (3/8/2025), marked the largest storming of 
al-Aqsa Mosque since its occupation to date. On that day, 3,969 settlers stormed 
the compound, about 4 thousand according to the figures of the Jerusalem Islamic 
Awqaf, marking a 32% increase compared to the same occasion in the previous 
year, which had recorded 3 thousand stormers and had itself been the highest figure 
at the time. Earlier records for this occasion stood at 2,200 settlers in both 2022 and 
2023.100 This escalation reflects a trajectory pursued by Temple groups since 2017, 
aimed at transforming Tisha B’Av from a day of mourning into a performative 
moment of renewed commitment to the reconstruction of the Temple, with record-
breaking storming figures. 

The Israeli police preceded the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque by reaffirming 
the expanded entry arrangements adopted on 22/5/2025. These provisions 
allowed for the simultaneous entry of six groups of stormers, each capped at 200 
settlers, with a new group admitted every ten minutes. This system reflects a 
deliberate effort to institutionalize a sustained and enlarged settler presence inside 
al-Aqsa Mosque. As has become standard practice during major storms in recent 
years, the National Security Minister personally oversaw this event,101 including 
leading prayers for one of the settler groups in the eastern courtyard.102 He was 
joined by fellow minister Yitzhak Wasserlauf, as well as three MKs: Sharren 
Haskel, who serves in an honorary capacity as deputy foreign minister; Amit 
Halevi, known for advancing proposals to spatially partition al-Aqsa Mosque; and 
Osher Shekalim, a prominent figure in the movement advocating the restoration of 
settlement activity in GS. 
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Itamar Ben-Gvir took part in the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque from multiple 
directions. He first joined a Haredi prayer at Cotton Merchants’ Gate, as this 
group refrains from entering al-Aqsa Mosque in line with a rabbinical ruling that 
temporarily prohibits such access. He then entered al-Aqsa with supporters from 
the Religious Zionist camp, before proceeding to the Western Wall Plaza, where 
he participated in Jewish religious rituals. Other political figures also participated 
in various forms of provocation. Osher Shekalim performed full-body prostration, 
while Amit Halevi displayed Israeli flags in front of the Dome of the Rock. 

Meanwhile, Netanyahu reiterated his standard post-incursion statement that 
“Israel’s policy of maintaining the status quo on the Temple Mount has not changed 
and will not change.”103 The formulation serves, on the one hand, to reassure Arab 
official actors, and on the other, to deploy the term in a deliberately ambiguous 
manner, whereby each act of escalation is effectively absorbed into the very 
“status quo” it purports to preserve.

This assault also marked a further qualitative shift, as it was the first major 
occasion following the decision by Itamar Ben-Gvir instructing Israeli police to 
facilitate and endorse settlers’ dancing and singing inside al-Aqsa Mosque. On 
3/8/2025, the storming of al-Aqsa witnessed an unprecedented convergence of 
ritual performance, including chanting, singing, applause, shouting and mass 
dancing circles.104 Within al-Aqsa Mosque, participants performed collective 
full-body prostrations, the Priestly Blessing (Birkat Kohanim), recitations of the 
Book of Lamentations (Eicha), and the biblical morning and evening prayers. The 
storm began with a collective Shema prayer on the roof of al-Marwani Mosque, 
underscoring a further deepening of the ritualisation of the space.105

Taking advantage of their large numbers and the exceptional facilitation 
provided by Israeli police, the intruders stormed al-Aqsa Mosque and moved 
between its eastern courtyard, the western courtyard facing the Dome of the Rock 
plaza, and its various gates, which settlers have repeatedly violated, carrying out 
near-continuous ritual performances throughout the day.106 They also continued 
to expand the introduction of Jewish ritual objects. For the fourth time, they 
brought in Tefillin,107 alongside items that have become increasingly routine in 
al-Aqsa, including prayer caps (Kippah), prayer shawls (Tallit), and the ritual 
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fringes (Tzitzit). They further carried Torah scrolls and circled with them outside 
the Moroccan Gate,108 signaling a growing push toward normalizing Torah reading 
inside al-Aqsa Mosque. In parallel, Temple groups are expected to intensify efforts 
before Israeli courts to authorize these practices, paving the way for their further 
institutionalization within al-Aqsa.

The extended Jewish holiday season (23/9–14/10/2025) began with the 
Hebrew New Year (Rosh Hashanah), which fell on 23–24/9/2025, during which 
897 settlers stormed al-Aqsa Mosque. The most notable development was the 
consolidation of collective settler dancing and singing inside the compound, 
marking the second major escalation season aimed at institutionalizing these 
practices as imposed realities within al-Aqsa. The storming also featured settlers 
wearing white robes (Kittel), intended to underscore the presence of the Priestly 
class (Kohanim) at the site.109 In addition, the horn (Shofar) was blown for the fifth 
consecutive year and with greater frequency than in previous years, reportedly 
reaching seven instances according to Temple group sources.110 Several incidents 
were audiovisually documented, although worshippers, journalists and al-Aqsa 
guards were unable to detect them at the time. The acts only became publicly known 
after settlers themselves showcased them following the conclusion of their fasting 
period. These developments reflected the intensified blackout and restrictions 
imposed on al-Aqsa during the holiday season. Palestinian media platforms 
were forced to document the storming remotely from the Mount of Olives using 
high-zoom cameras capable of capturing only limited footage of the incursions,111 
a condition that persisted throughout the entire escalation season.

The second observance in this season was the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), 
which fell on 2/10/2025. Given the holiday’s strict fasting rules, which prohibit 
travel and transportation, settlers customarily precede it with what they term a 
“compensatory storming” of al-Aqsa Mosque. Accordingly, on 1/10/2025, about 
600 settlers took part in such a storming.112 Yom Kippur itself witnessed the 
blowing of the horn (Shofar) inside the synagogue established within the 
Tankaziyya School, part of which overlooks the western arcade of al-Aqsa
Mosque. This ritual has now been performed for the fifth consecutive year. The 
notable development in 2025, however, was the circulation of video footage 
showing that those celebrating in the synagogue and blowing the Shofar were 
Israeli soldiers in full military uniform.113 



176

The Palestine Strategic Report 2024–2025

The third and most significant occasion was the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkot), 
which extended seven days, 7–13/10/2025, including five storming days, as such 
activities cease on Fridays and Saturdays. During this escalation, 7,119 settlers 
stormed al-Aqsa Mosque,114 averaging 1,424 per storming day, marking a 5% 
increase over the previous year. If this trend stabilizes at its current level, it may 
suggest that Temple groups are approaching the limits of their mobilization 
capacity, despite receiving full institutional support and despite the coincidence 
of Sukkot with the announcement of a ceasefire in GS after two years of war. 
The broader pattern of stormings, together with the apparent ceiling in daily and 
seasonal participation, points to the limited demographic base of this current, whose 
influence continues to derive largely from the backing it receives from the Israeli 
government and state institutions. The holiday period also witnessed multiple 
episodes of collective dancing in the eastern courtyard of al-Aqsa Mosque,115 at 
times involving hundreds of settlers.116

Bringing the Four Kinds (Arba‘ah Minim) into al-Aqsa Mosque has become 
a central objective of Temple groups during Sukkot, as the ritual symbolically 
invokes the notion of the “Divine Presence (Shekhinah) dwelling in the Temple” 
while reinforcing the claim that al-Aqsa Mosque itself is the site of the alleged 
Temple. Attempts to smuggle the Four Kinds into the mosque began in 2013 and 
were documented consistently from 2018 onward, continuing annually except 
in 2020. The major shift came in 2025, when settlers openly and collectively 
performed the ritual multiple times while storming al-Aqsa Mosque under the 
observation of Israeli police and without interference.117 This marked a significant 
departure from the previous status quo, under which Jewish religious rituals 
and their associated ritual objects were formally prohibited inside the mosque 
compound.

The fourth and final occasion in this extended season is Simchat Torah, which 
saw another storming of al-Aqsa Mosque by Ben-Gvir. This marked his thirteenth 
storming since taking office and his tenth since the onset of the GS war up to that 
point.118

The extended Jewish holiday season also witnessed the first-ever formal distress 
appeal issued by the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf on 13/10/2025, addressed to King 
‘Abdullah II of Jordan. The statement read:
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The Islamic Awqaf, Affairs and Holy Sites Council – Jerusalem issues 
an urgent distress call to His Majesty King ‘Abdullah II ibn al-Hussein, the 
Hashemite Custodian of the Islamic and Christian holy sites in Jerusalem, 
urging leaders of the Muslim world and the international community more 
than ever before to exert pressure on the Israeli occupation authorities to halt 
the most severe dismantling of the existing religious and legal status quo 
witnessed in the history of al-Aqsa Mosque/ al-Haram al-Qudsi al-Sharif, 
particularly during the year 2025 CE.119

The Festival of Lights (Hanukkah) (14–22/12/2025): lasted eight days, 
including six days of storming al-Aqsa Mosque. During this period, 2,835 intruders 
stormed the compound, averaging 472 per storming day,120 an 11% increase 
compared to the previous season, further consolidating this holiday cycle as one of 
the principal periods of intensified pressure on al-Aqsa Mosque.

Israeli police again leveraged the scale of storming during this season to 
impose new de facto arrangements. The Cotton Merchants’ Gate was closed to 
Muslim worshippers throughout the holiday during Maghrib and Isha’ prayers, 
further privileging settler access over that of worshippers in the mosque and 
its surrounding area. At the same time, Temple groups convened the Light for 
the Temple conference, on 17/12/2025 at the International Convention Center 
(Nation’s Building) in Jerusalem,121 reflecting their continued efforts to position 
the Temple agenda at the centre of Israeli public discourse.

From a ritual perspective, symbolic candles were lit, symbolizing the ritual 
lighting of the menorah, alongside a collective enactment of full-body prostration. 
This marked the third holiday season in which singing and dancing circles have 
been held inside al-Aqsa Mosque since its occupation. Throughout the festival 
period, efforts also continued to introduce biblical ritual objects and symbols into 
the compound, including the raising of the so-called Temple flag inside al-Aqsa 
Mosque.

In the vicinity of al-Aqsa Mosque, the menorah was lit daily throughout the 
nights of the holiday season outside Cotton Merchants’ Gate. A dinner gathering 
was held in front of it on Wednesday, 17/12/2025, for the first time in the history of 
these ritual practices around al-Aqsa. This was followed on Thursday, 18/12/2025, 
by a procession around al-Aqsa Mosque’s gates, accompanied by the display of the 
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Temple flag, the lighting of the menorah, the blowing of the Shofar, and singing 
and dancing in Ghazali Square outside Lion’s Gate to the north.122 Since 2017, 
Temple groups have increasingly sought to designate this square as a central site 
for festival celebrations.

c. Analysis of the Major Escalation Seasons in al-Aqsa Mosque 2024–2025

 The shift in the scale and character of the storming of al-Aqsa Mosque, whether 
in terms of numbers, the ritual practices performed, the associated collective 
celebrations, or the introduction of biblical ritual objects during the two years of 
the GS war, constitutes the most significant quantitative and qualitative escalation 
the mosque has witnessed in the two decades since the opening of daily incursions 
in 2003. More consequential, however, was the parallel transformation in the 
regulatory and security regime imposed by Israeli police. During the war, new layers 
of checkpoints were established around al-Aqsa, while existing checkpoints were 
reinforced with iron enclosures. Inside al-Aqsa Mosque, police foot patrols were 
introduced during prayer times, exceeding nine deployments per day. Surveillance 
was also extended to sermons delivered from al-Aqsa Mosque’s pulpit, prayers 
in its mihrab, and broader religious instruction and activities, including repeated 
attempts to restrict lessons and cancel events held within the compound. At the 
same time, access for settlers was significantly facilitated, resulting in a sharp 
increase in the number of settlers storming al-Aqsa Mosque at any given time, 
from about 150 before the GS war to around 1,200 thereafter.

In practice, this increase in the number of settlers storming al-Aqsa Mosque 
(11% in 2024 and 22% in 2025) would not have been achievable without the 
extensive facilitation measures granted to them, alongside the intensified siege 
imposed on al-Aqsa Mosque, the tightening restrictions around it, and policies 
aimed at excluding Muslims and progressively eroding sustained forms of presence 
and steadfastness. Indeed, it can be argued that the facilitation provided by Israeli 
police to Temple groups continues to exceed their actual mobilization capacity 
by nearly a twofold margin. Under police regulations allowing entry in groups 
every ten minutes, with a ceiling of 200 settlers per group and an extension of 
the storming window to six and a half hours, the system effectively enables up to 
39 groups per day, amounting to a theoretical maximum of about 7,800 stormers. 
In practice, however, the recorded peak remained significantly lower, reaching 
4 thousand stormers on 3/8/2025.
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This conclusion is further supported by a quantitative review of the annual 
aggregate of storming incidents. Assuming an average of 230 storming days per 
year, the daily averages are as follows:

Table 4/3: Average Daily Number of Settlers Storming 
al-Aqsa Mosque 2024–2025

Source 2024 2025

Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf 233 284

Temple Groups 262 319

Taken together, these figures underscore a structural shift: al-Aqsa Mosque has 
moved from a pre-2003 baseline of zero daily settler stormings to an average of 
284–319 stormers per day in the current period, with peaks reaching up to 4 thousand 
during major religious holidays. At the same time, any numerical interpretation 
of this trend must be situated within a parallel spatial reality of the compound. 
The average number of stormers remains only marginally comparable to Muslim 
worshipper presence during even the least attended prayers. A single row in the 
al-Qibli Mosque accommodates about 80–100 worshippers, and it is uncommon 
for fewer than four rows to be present. Accordingly, even low-attendance prayers 
regularly match or exceed the daily average of stormers. Given that the al-Qibli 
Mosque has a capacity of about 5,300–5,500 worshippers, a fully attended prayer 
in the mosque alone produces a Muslim worshipper presence that surpasses even 
the record number of stormers recorded during the largest incursions.

What converts this apparent numerical limitation into a condition of effective 
dominance is the role of the Israeli police, through policies that impose a sustained 
siege on the mosque and the systematic removal of worshippers. This includes 
restricting access even for those who manage to enter al-Aqsa Mosque during 
storming periods, and preventing them from remaining in the vicinity of the 
stormers. It further entails facilitating settler exclusivity over al-Aqsa Mosque 
during storming hours, to the extent that it is effectively rendered available for 
Jewish religious rituals, chanting and dancing. The key point that should not be 
overlooked is that the political and institutional backing provided by the Israeli 
government, together with its security and military forces, to Temple groups, and 
its adoption of their objectives, constitutes a far more decisive and far-reaching 
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factor than anything these groups could achieve through their own organizational 
capacity or limited base of supporters.

At the same time, everything that has been imposed at al-Aqsa Mosque in 
terms of storming, ritual performance, singing, chanting and public celebration 
remains contingent on the continued dominance of Israeli police over the site and 
its capacity to consistently sustain and protect this imposed presence. This leads to 
two key implications. First, these developments remain, for now, within the realm 
of provisional realities. They have not yet translated into a structural transformation 
of the mosque’s gates or physical fabric, although their persistence keeps open the 
possibility of such an outcome over time. Second, challenging the authority and 
control of Israeli police over al-Aqsa Mosque constitutes the decisive avenue for 
halting this trajectory of domination and potentially reversing it. This returns the 
analysis to a recurring historical pattern evident across successive uprisings and 
waves of mobilization: sustained presence and mobilization (ribat) has functioned 
as the primary mechanism for constraining the expansion of Judaization at the 
site, while resistance in its various forms has been instrumental in pushing it back. 
Furthermore, repeated uprisings, sustained mobilization and continuous presence 
have all contributed to slowing the consolidation of control over al-Aqsa Mosque, 
preventing it from reaching its intended end state, and at times producing tangible 
reversals, as seen in the removal of the electronic gates, the restoration of Mercy 
Gate, and the resumption of the Spiritual Retreat (I‘tikaf) practices.

In light of the role Israel seeks to assign to the genocide in GS as a moment 
intended to suppress the Palestinian spirit, erode any remaining will for resistance 
in Palestine and across the region, and position it as a gateway to a final settlement, 
there has been a parallel effort to extend this logic to al-Aqsa Mosque. Yet, to 
date, this project has advanced primarily through gradual, incremental steps rather 
than decisive measures that would fully operationalize the assumption that mass 
violence can produce strategic resolution. From this perspective, al-Aqsa Mosque 
stands at a critical juncture in the history of its occupation. Either its custodians and 
Murabitun will succeed in reasserting forms of resistance capable of generating 
reversals, drawing on the symbolic and mobilizing force of the sacred as a source 
of renewed agency, or the occupying power may come to judge that conditions 
are sufficiently permissive to move toward more decisive interventions, initiating 
structural transformations within al-Aqsa Mosque itself.
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3. Constructions Beneath al-Aqsa Mosque and in Its Vicinity

a. Constructions in Its Vicinity

In 2007, a centralized master plan was introduced to consolidate a series of 
Judaization projects around al-Aqsa Mosque under the label “Old Jerusalem.” 
Since then, several projects have developed along two main trajectories:

First: The establishment of major Jewish religious and cultural institutions in 
the vicinity of al-Aqsa Mosque, including the Temple Institute’s headquarters, 
the Burnt House Museum, and the Strauss House project. These sites are already 
completed, operational, and open to visitors. Efforts are currently underway to 
reinforce this institutional cluster through the construction of Beit HaLiba (Core 
House) to the west of the Western Wall Plaza, as well as the Kedem Complex to 
the south, the largest of the planned projects.

Second: The restoration and activation of “historical synagogues” associated 
with early waves of Religious Zionist settlement in Jerusalem during the second 
half of the 19th century. This process began with the Isaac’s Tent (Ohel Yitzhak) 
Synagogue, located above the Hammam al-Ain endowment, which was opened 
in 2009. It was followed by the Hurva Synagogue, situated above the waqf of the 
Great Omari Mosque and opened in 2010. The most prominent and largest of these 
is the Tiferet Yisrael (Glory of Israel) Synagogue.

These large-scale projects have advanced at a pace that falls short of the 
ambitions driving efforts to reshape the city’s identity. Although this development 
surge began nearly two decades ago, its key components have progressed 
unevenly. The Kedem Complex, located south of al-Aqsa Mosque, remains in the 
archeological excavation phase that precedes foundation laying.123 By contrast, 
the Beit HaLiba (Core House) project and the Tiferet Yisrael (Glory of Israel) 
Synagogue have only recently begun to move forward after decades of delay and 
stagnation.

Beit HaLiba (Core House) project

It is situated at the far western edge of the Western Wall Plaza. Its planners 
circumvented archaeological constraints by constructing it on metal pillars 
anchored above the bedrock of the excavations. The project was completed and 
inaugurated in 2023.124
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The Beit HaLiba (Core House) on the Western Side of the Western Wall Plaza 
Following its Inauguration in 2023 

(with its steel foundations visible above the underlying archaeological remains)

Tiferet Yisrael (Glory of Israel) Synagogue

The project was undertaken by the Company for the Reconstruction and 
Development of the Jewish Quarter, one of the principal Judaization bodies 
affiliated with Jerusalem Municipality. Preparatory archaeological excavations 
began in 2012, and the project faced repeated objections due to the building’s 
height, which exceeds ten meters. Situated on elevated ground in the Sharaf 
neighborhood, it is poised to become one of the most prominent structures on 
Jerusalem’s skyline. Although foundation-laying ceremonies were held on several 
occasions, actual construction did not commence until 2022 and was completed 
in June 2025. Disputes subsequently emerged over its intended function: 
ultra-Orthodox (Haredi) groups sought to convert it into a synagogue under 
their control, while the Israeli government decided on 25/6/2025 to designate it 
as a public community-benefit center open to a variety of activities rather than 
prayer alone, placing it under the administration of the company that developed 
it.125 Nevertheless, the project had not been officially inaugurated at the time of 
writing.
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The Tiferet Yisrael (Glory of Israel) Synagogue in Jerusalem’s Sharaf 
Quarter After Its Completion in June 2026

As Israel sought to consolidate these Judaization efforts through infrastructure 
projects aimed at reshaping the city’s physical and symbolic landscape, these 
initiatives developed unevenly. The “Trump Station” high-speed rail project 
near the Western Wall Plaza in the Old City, first announced in 2017, was 
eventually cancelled and later appeared to have been largely symbolic, intended to 
accommodate US President Donald Trump during his first term. It was formally 
removed from the final rail plans submitted in 2023.126 Other projects, however, 
continued to advance, particularly the Cable Car Project around the Old City. At 
the same time, a new proposal was introduced to establish an Israeli police centre 
near the Iron Gate, northwest of al-Aqsa Mosque.

Developments in the Old City Cable Car Project

 The cable car project around the Old City has received sustained backing, 
particularly since 2019. On 29/6/2022, the Jerusalem Municipality and the Ministry 
of Transport and Road Safety launched the tendering and contracting process, 
which was completed on 2/5/2023.127 The municipality subsequently initiated land 
expropriation measures to secure sites for the project’s stations and the pillars 
intended to support the planned cable car route to the Old City. On 9/12/2023, 
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the municipality announced extensive land expropriations in Wadi al-Rababa 
and Wadi Hilweh in support of the project. Some of these expropriations involve 
key roads and transportation junctions constructed primarily on land owned by 
Jerusalemite Palestinians.128

Map 2/3: Locations of Land Expropriations 
for the Cable Car Project in Silwan

Police Station Building Plan Near Iron Gate

On 4/11/2024, the Israeli police announced plans to construct a new station in 
the Old City near Iron Gate, one of the western gates of al-Aqsa Mosque. The site 
is linked to al-Wad Street, the main artery running parallel to the mosque’s western 
entrances. It would be added to an existing nearby Israeli community police center 
at Beit Hanina,129 alongside another station opposite Chain Gate and a heavily 
armed Border Police post at Remission Gate, further consolidating policing 
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control over al-Aqsa Mosque, which is widely viewed as the most consequential 
instrument in its Judaization.

The plan was submitted for preliminary approval to the Jerusalem District 
Planning and Building Committee on 8/10/2024, with a 15-day period for 
objections. Several appeals were filed and were still under review as of August 
2025,130 with approval and implementation widely expected. The proposed facility 
would be built on a 440 m² plot confiscated by military order from the families of 
al-Mu’aqqat, al-Tarhi, and Abu Mayyaleh. It is designed as a three-story structure 
with a total built-up area exceeding one thousand square meters.131

Map 3/3: Location of the Planned Police Station Near Iron Gate

Ezrat Israel Egalitarian Plaza at the Western Wall, potentially placing 
al-Aqsa Mosque Under the Authority of the Official Rabbinate

The Ezrat Israel egalitarian prayer platform at the Western Wall Plaza emerged 
from demands by Reform and feminist religious currents to allow women to 
engage in full prayer practices, aloud with Torah scrolls, and while wearing ritual 
garments such as prayer shawls (Tallit) and prayer caps (Kippah), on equal footing 
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with men in the open space of the Western Wall Plaza. These demands have been 
categorically rejected by the official Ashkenazi and Sephardi rabbinate, which 
regards them as a fundamental breach of established Jewish liturgical norms that 
reserve congregational prayer for adult men and prohibit women from handling 
Torah scrolls or wearing core ritual attire. Support for the so-called “upper prayer 
space” (Ezrat Israel egalitarian plaza) has nonetheless developed, envisaging a site 
near the level of the Moroccan Gate in the walls of al-Aqsa Mosque, with capacity 
for about 900 worshippers. The proposal has since become a point of sustained 
religious and legal contention within Israel.132

Ezrat Israel Egalitarian Plaza South of Moroccan Hill

Traditional religious factions have also pursued legislative action in the 
Knesset to amend the Protection of Holy Places Law (1967), enacted after the 
occupation of Jerusalem in 1967. The law affirms “the freedom of access of the 
members of the different religions to the places sacred to them” and that “the Holy 
Places shall be protected from desecration,”133 but leaves the terms “religions,” 
“holy places” and “desecration” undefined, reflecting its intentionally broad 
drafting and the wide discretion it grants the Israeli authorities. Exploiting this 
ambiguity, these factions have proposed designating the official rabbinate as the 
sole authority empowered to define “desecration” in Jewish holy sites, without 
clearly delimiting those sites themselves. This would effectively settle internal 
disputes in favour of traditionalist positions over reform and feminist movements, 
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extend rabbinical oversight to the Ezrat Israel egalitarian plaza, and, on the basis of 
a prior Supreme Court ruling that classified al-Aqsa Mosque as a “Jewish holy site” 
falling within the scope of the law, potentially expand such authority to al-Aqsa 
itself.134 Despite reservations within Temple groups, Itamar Ben-Gvir and his party 
have endorsed the amendment, framing it as an opportunity to place al-Aqsa under 
rabbinical authority by leveraging the law’s ambiguity. In practical terms, this 
could enable far-reaching restrictions on activities within the compound, including 
educational activities, children’s recreation, and Muslim religious practices such 
as iftars, all of which could be construed as “desecration.”135 In this reading, 
Ben-Gvir saw that the initiative would significantly curtail the role of the 
Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf and consolidate rabbinical control over al-Aqsa Mosque, 
in effect, on a final and irreversible basis.

b. Excavations

Archaeological excavations in the period covered by this report are concentrated 
in two main axes surrounding al-Aqsa Mosque: the western and southern flanks, 
with multiple excavation sites active in each. These excavations continue to serve 
two principal objectives: first, the recovery of artefacts that can be correlated with 
the biblical narrative; and second, the integration of tunnel networks and their 
development into a comprehensive underground archaeological–touristic complex 
designed to present that narrative. The most prominent excavations on the western 
side include the Western Wall tunnel network and the Robinson’s Arch excavations, 
where recurring discoveries are regularly announced. On the southern side, key 
active sites include the Davidson Center excavations and adjacent work in the 
Umayyad palaces, followed further south by the Givati Parking Lot excavation, 
above which the Kedem Complex is planned. The most active effort aimed at 
completing an integrated tunnel system is the long subterranean passage being 
excavated under the name Pilgrims’ Way or Pilgrimage Road.

Pilgrims’ Way Excavations

The project seeks to link the Silwan Pool, located south of the Wadi Hilweh 
neighborhood, with excavation sites surrounding al-Aqsa Mosque from the 
southwestern axis, at an aerial distance of roughly 600 meters. Excavations began 
in 2013 as a joint initiative between the Israeli Antiquities Authority (IAA) and 
the Ir David Foundation (Elad), which promotes the establishment of the “City of 
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David” in the area of Wadi Hilweh. The Israeli government allocated 22 million 
shekels (about $6.8 million), while Elad contributed 28 million shekels (about 
$8.75 million), bringing total funding for tunneling and related works to about 
$15.5 million by 2023.136

Excavation work on the tunnel has continued since 2013 at a depth of about 
3–4 metres underground. The project has caused structural cracks and collapses 
in several homes in the Wadi Hilweh neighborhood, forcing some residents to 
abandon their houses.137 On 29/6/2019, part of the tunnel was inaugurated in the 
presence of David Friedman, then US ambassador to Israel, and Jason Greenblatt, 
President Donald Trump’s envoy for the peace process.138 Another section was 
inaugurated on 15/9/2025 with the participation of Secretary of State Marco Rubio, 
serving during Trump’s second administration, alongside Mike Huckabee, the US 
ambassador to Israel and a leading figure within Christian Zionism.139

Map 4/3: Excavated Sections of the Pilgrimage Road Between the Silwan 
Pool and al-Aqsa Mosque’s Southwestern Wall
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Second: Jerusalem’s Islamic Holy Sites

Al-Aqsa Mosque remains a central focus of the Israeli right and the Temple 
groups, alongside the Silwan area, where excavations and Judaization projects 
have intensified. The targeting, however, also extends to Islamic endowments 
and several mosques in Jerusalem’s Old City, as well as to the city’s cemeteries. 
These policies are rooted in the same settler-colonial replacement logic that seeks 
to establish Jewish holy sites at the expense of Islamic holy sites, and at times 
directly over them and across their entire area, as in the case of al-Aqsa Mosque.

During the period covered by this report, numerous assaults on Islamic holy 
sites in Jerusalem were documented. The most notable included attempts to expand 
the area confiscated for settlers in Ribat al-Kurd, the Judaization of Mamilla Pool, 
a central remaining section of the historic Mamilla Cemetery west of the Old City, 
and the demolition of mosques in Jerusalem.

1. Ribat al-Kurd (Hosh al-Shihabi), referred to by Israel as the 
         “Little Wailing Wall”

This Mamluk-era structure was originally established to host worshippers and 
Murabitun arriving in Jerusalem from distant regions. It is located adjacent to Iron 
Gate, one of al-Aqsa Mosque’s western gates. Over time, settlers seized parts of 
the site and renamed it the “Little Wailing Wall,” claiming that some of the worship 
chambers and main hall directly adjoin al-Aqsa Mosque’s Western Wall, making it 
a northern extension of the Western Wall.

On 6/5/2025, Israeli police raided the site under direct orders from Netanyahu. 
They removed a waste container used by residents, along with soil barriers and an 
iron gate installed by the Jerusalem Islamic Awqaf to block access to the Western 
Wall tunnels. The area was subsequently allocated for settler prayer and use, 
while renovation works were undertaken to facilitate this transformation, further 
expanding the section of Ribat al-Kurd under settler control.140

2. Mamilla Pool

The Israeli municipality views the Mamilla Cemetery as a historical archive of 
Jerusalem, reflected in burial layers dating back to the Roman era. It has therefore 
sought to erase this record, which contains no Jewish burials, while simultaneously 
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treating the site as a valuable real-estate reserve in the heart of the city, to be 
gradually appropriated and redeveloped.

The cemetery’s central area originally covered 208 thousand square metres 
(208 dunams), but has been steadily reduced through successive projects:141

•	After 1948: Construction of two roads through the cemetery.

•	1959: Establishment of Independence Park over 52 dunams of cemetery land.

•	1967: Construction of a multi-storey municipal parking facility on the cemetery’s 
north-western section.

•	After 1967: Expansion of the commercial zone adjoining the parking facility.

•	1968: Construction of the Leonardo Plaza Hotel on the cemetery’s south-western 
side.

•	2015: Establishment of cafés linking the parking area to the hotel along the 
cemetery’s western edge.

•	2019: Construction of the Center for Human Dignity—Museum of Tolerance 
(MOT) on 8 thousand square metres of cemetery land.

In sum, these projects have encroached upon 166 dunams of the cemetery’s 
original area, leaving only its eastern section intact at about 42 dunams. Following 
its designation as an Israeli “heritage site” on 25/5/2025, and the announcement 
of a restoration project during a joint visit by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu and Jerusalem mayor Moshe Lion, Israeli authorities have also taken 
control of an additional six dunams corresponding to the pool itself. The planned 
“rehabilitation” of the site is expected to entail further encroachment on its 
surroundings, reducing the remaining cemetery area to under 36 dunams, around 
17% of its original size.142

Mamilla Pool was originally part of Jerusalem’s freshwater system and is linked 
to the Patriarch’s Pool in the Old City. Both were supplied by Sultan Suleiman the 
Magnificent’s Pools in Artas, Bethlehem, as part of a broader system designed to 
provide water to Jerusalem. The pool measures 100 m long, 60 m wide and 6 m 
deep, with a capacity of about 36 thousand cubic meters.143
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Recent Photo of Mamilla Pool, Designated for Rehabilitation 
as an Israeli Heritage Site

3. Demolition of Mosques

On 19/11/2024, the Shayyah Mosque in Jabal al-Mukaber, Jerusalem, was 
demolished. The mosque, built in 2004, covered 50 m2. On 14/12/2024, Israeli 
municipal teams posted a demolition order on the door of the Al-Isra’ Mosque in 
Silwan’s Wadi Yasul neighbourhood. Built in 2002 and covering 150 m2, it joined 
the Al-Qa‘qa‘ Mosque in Abu Tayeh neighborhood in Ain al-Lawzeh–Silwan, 
which has been under demolition threat since 2014.144

Al-Rahman Mosque in Beit Safafa had already received, on 16/12/2021, an 
order to demolish its golden dome, which had been renovated during restoration 
and expansion works four years earlier. Following complaints from adjacent 
settlers, residents were compelled in March 2023 to lower the dome’s structure 
and alter its colour.145
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Third: Islamic Holy Sites in the Rest of Palestine

1. Ibrahimi Mosque

The Ibrahimi Mosque, including its adjoining structures, covers an area 
of 2,480 m².146 Since 1976, Israeli authorities began gradually confiscating 
parts of it. Following the 1994 Ibrahimi Mosque massacre and in line with the 
recommendations of the Israeli Shamgar Commission,147 the authorities allocated 
the al-‘Anbar section and the mosque courtyard, including the cenotaphs of 
Abraham and Jacob, as well as the western and northwestern entrances, to Jewish 
settlers. They also designated the covered arcades of the mosque, known as the 
“Isaac Hall,” along with “Adam’s Chamber” west of the cenotaph of Abraham 
and its eastern entrance, in addition to the Jawali Mosque, for Muslim worship. 
According to precise mapping using Google Earth, the area allocated to Muslims 
amounts to 862 m² of the original mosque, plus 307 m² for the Jawali Mosque, 
totaling 1,169 m², about 47% of the mosque and its annexes. The remaining 
1,311 m², or about 53%, has been allocated to Jewish settlers.

Aerial view of the Ibrahimi Mosque, showing al-‘Anbar to the right and 
al-Jawali Mosque to the left.
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Spatial Division of the Ibrahimi Mosque Imposed by Israel under the 
Shamgar Commission Recommendations

Moreover, time-sharing arrangements have been introduced whereby the 
Hebron Awqaf Directorate cedes full control of the mosque to Jews for ten days 
of their religious holidays each year, while Jews, in turn, grant Muslims access 
to the courtyard and the main prayer hall for ten days annually.148 These include 
the two days of Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, the four Fridays of Ramadan, the 
evening of 27th of Ramadan, the Hijri New Year, the Prophet’s birthday, and the 
occasions of the Night Journey (Isra’ and Mi‘raj).
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The Hebron Agreement, signed on 17/1/1997 between the PLO leadership and 
the Israel, further consolidated the aftermath of the Ibrahimi Mosque massacre. It 
divided Hebron into two areas, H1 and H2. H2 remains under full Israeli control 
and includes Shuhada Street, the Wholesale Market, Tel Rumeida, the Old City 
and the Ibrahimi Mosque, extending to the settlements of Kiryat Arba and Givat 
Harsina.149 H1, by contrast, is under Palestinian administrative control and covers 
the rest of the city’s neighbourhoods. This division has severely restricted access 
to the Ibrahimi Mosque for most residents and has contributed to a broader 
socio-spatial dynamic that effectively pushes Palestinians out of the Old City 
and the Ibrahimi Mosque’s surrounding areas.

As part of efforts to expand its control over the mosque to encompass its 
restoration and administration, Israel introduced a plan in 2020 to install an 
elevator facilitating settler access to the Ibrahimi Mosque, and began foundational 
excavation works on 10/8/2021.150 According to the Hebron Reconstruction 
Committee, the project would appropriate 91 m² of the mosque’s area, in addition 
to 300 m² designated for external courtyards and access corridors.151 This marked 
the beginning of a broader effort to strip the Palestinian Ministry of Awqaf and 
Religious Affairs and the Hebron Reconstruction Committee of their restoration 
authority. On 11/7/2024, Israel imposed the installation of temporary metal panels 
over the mosque’s open courtyard as a prelude to constructing a permanent roof. 
After the Palestinian Ministry of Awqaf and Religious Affairs rejected the measure, 
the Israeli government moved on 26/2/2025 to revoke the Awqaf’s authority over 
the restoration and maintenance of the Ibrahimi Mosque.152 This was followed in 
April 2025 by the removal of the mosque’s director and head custodian, and on 
25/8/2025 Israeli forces forcibly cleared restoration equipment from the mosque 
and ordered the Awqaf not to retain any of it.153

In November 2025, Israel suspended the confiscation order targeting the 
uncovered courtyard entrances of the Ibrahimi Mosque, and on 31/12/2025 
approved plans for a permanent roof over the courtyard.154 It later removed 
the mosque’s director, Mu‘taz Abu Sneineh, and its head custodian, Humam 
Abu Murkhiyyah, on 18/1/2026.155
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Simultaneously, Israeli forces refused to hand over the mosque during the 
ten days traditionally allocated for Muslim religious occasions in 2025, including 
Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, while granting Jewish settlers control during their 
own religious holidays. This constituted a further step toward consolidating Jewish 
dominance over the mosque’s identity and administration.

2. Al-Istiklal Cemetery in Haifa

Al-Istiklal Cemetery in Haifa remained subject to repeated attacks by settlers 
and Israeli authorities because it contains the remains of Sheikh Izz al-Din 
al-Qassam. The issue resurfaced on 12/8/2025, when National Security Minister 
Itamar Ben-Gvir called for the cemetery’s demolition during a session of the 
Knesset Internal Affairs and Environment Committee.156 Later, on 10/12/2025, 
Israeli police removed a tent erected by the Waqf Committee beside al-Qassam’s 
grave to facilitate ongoing visitation.157

3. Holy Sites in GS During the Gaza War158

According to Gaza’s Ministry of Awqaf and Religious Affairs, Israel targeted 
1,160 of GS’s 1,244 mosques, leaving 93% either partially or completely destroyed. 
Of these, 909 mosques (73%) were entirely razed, including the Great Omari 
Mosque, the oldest mosque in GS.

Israel also destroyed 40 of Gaza’s 60 cemeteries (67%), including 22 that were 
completely obliterated. Religious figures were likewise targeted during the war, 
with more than 233 imams and khatibs killed.

Fourth: Christian Holy Sites in Jerusalem and the Rest of 
	         Palestine

Israel approaches the Palestinian population through the same logic of exclusion 
characteristic of a settler-colonial project that seeks land without its indigenous 
inhabitants, to be replaced by Israeli settlers. With the rise of Religious Zionism, 
however, there has been a shift in the motivations guiding attacks on holy sites. 
Certain Islamic sites are targeted through a logic of appropriation and replacement, 
most notably al-Aqsa Mosque, the Ibrahimi Mosque, Joseph’s Tomb in Nablus, 
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and Bilal bin Rabah Mosque in Bethlehem. Other Islamic sites are subjected to 
a logic of hostility and erasure as elements of an unwanted identity. A similar 
logic extends to Christian holy sites across Palestine. In this context, some of these 
sites have increasingly become more directly implicated in the conflict, while both 
Islamic and Christian holy sites remain broadly exposed to a comprehensive logic 
of erasure.

1. Targeting of Churches During the GS War:159

Three historic churches in GS were targeted during the offensive. The first was 
the Church of Saint Porphyrius in the Zeitoun neighborhood of Gaza City, dating 
to the 5th century CE and regarded as the third oldest church in the world. It was 
struck twice in the early stages of the war, on 10/10/2023 and 19/10/2023, resulting 
in the killing of displaced civilians sheltering inside.

The second was the Baptist Church, affiliated with the Anglican Episcopal 
Church, established in Gaza in 1882 and housing a hospital within its compound. 
On 17/10/2023, the hospital was hit in a mass-casualty strike that killed more than 
500 displaced persons and patients, with further attacks reported thereafter. The 
third was the Church of the Holy Family, the only Catholic church in GS, founded 
in the early 20th century by Franciscan monks.

2. Attacks on Churches and Monasteries:

On 30/1/2026, video footage from a fixed camera at the open gate of the Church 
of Gethsemane documented a group of students from Jewish religious schools 
passing by while repeatedly spitting on the ground in front of the church as an 
expression of hostility. The clip itself is only a few seconds long.160 On 19/2/2026, 
Israeli settlers wrote racist slogans targeting Christians on the walls of the Visitation 
Church in the depopulated village of Ain Karem west of Jerusalem. The same 
slogans were also sprayed on several vehicles parked nearby.161

3. Restricting Worship:

Restrictions on Christian worship, particularly during Easter at the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre, have become an annual pattern of pressure and harassment. 
This is especially evident during pilgrimages for prayers inside the church and 
intensifies when coinciding with periods of war or escalation, as in 2021. The 
same pattern recurred during and after the Gaza war. On 4/5/2024, Israeli police 
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erected checkpoints around the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Aftimos 
Market (Muristan) area to block access on Holy Saturday according to the Eastern 
churches’ calendar.162 Access for WB Palestinians was further restricted through 
quotas, while some worshippers were violently assaulted.163

Similarly, on 19/4/2025, when Easter coincided for both Eastern and Western 
churches, police once again set up checkpoints and closed roads leading to the 
church, attacked worshippers en route, and continued to bar Christians from the 
WB from entering the site.164

Moreover, during the 12-day war against Iran, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
was subjected to the same assertion of claimed Israeli sovereignty, resulting in its 
closure from the morning of 13/6/2025 until the morning of 25/6/2025.165

4. Decline in Arab Christians in Palestine and Jerusalem:

The number of Palestinian Arab Christians has steadily declined since the 
British occupation of Palestine in 1917 and the emergence of the Zionist project. 
Their share fell from 10.8% of the total Palestinian population, and 9.6% of the 
total population living in Palestine including Zionist settlers, according to the 
official British Mandate census of 1922,166 to 3% of Palestinians in historical 
Palestine, and 1.5% of the total population of historical Palestine including 
Israelis in 2024.167 This represents the lowest proportion of Christians relative 
to the overall population of Palestine since the advent of Christianity in the 
land. As such, it should be viewed with serious concern, not only because it 
undermines a key component of the Palestinian social fabric, but also because it 
may enable extremist Christian movements to advance claims that Christianity 
has disappeared from its birthplace. In turn, this could revive new crusading 
narratives in the future, with potentially broader implications for Palestine and 
the Arab countries more generally.

 

As this section is limited to the topic of Jerusalem and the holy sites, Sections 
Five and Six of Chapter Three are not included.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, al-Aqsa Mosque and Jerusalem more broadly stand at a critical 

juncture, as Israel increasingly treats them as a focal point for strategic resolution 
and concentrates its efforts on achieving this through a range of instruments. At 
the same time, they have historically functioned as a site of constraint, repeatedly 
generating reversals and preventing such outcomes through diverse forms of 
resistance and defense. This dynamic has shaped the past two decades. While 
Israel has sought to terminate it through the genocide war, it remains susceptible 
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to renewal and reactivation. In this sense, the struggle over al-Aqsa and Jerusalem 
may serve as a potential entry point for reconstituting agency in the post-genocide 
phase and for re-engaging a broader regional role in confrontation, given that 
al-Aqsa Mosque is not the responsibility of Palestinians alone.

The Ibrahimi Mosque represents a parallel case of decisive transformation. 
Its limited size, the surrounding settlement structure, the 1994 massacre, and the 
1997 Hebron Protocol collectively turned it into a testing ground for Judaization 
measures now increasingly replicated at al-Aqsa Mosque. Today, the site has 
moved beyond spatial division toward the consolidation of Jewish dominance, 
a trajectory that requires active resistance. Any reversal of the Judaization measures 
imposed there could likewise have positive implications for al-Aqsa Mosque.

At the same time, Israel continues its campaign of restrictions and hostility 
toward Jerusalem’s churches, particularly during Easter. Churches, monasteries 
and clergy face recurring attacks, while the presence of Palestinian Arab Christians 
continues to decline. This represents a serious historical threat that necessitates 
reinforcing their presence and rebuilding ties with the Palestinian Christian 
diaspora.

Meanwhile, settlement expansion accelerated markedly in 2025, driven by an 
Israeli perception that the Gaza war had opened a window for decisive action. 
Long-frozen projects were revived, implementation accelerated, and settlement 
outposts multiplied, while being rapidly integrated into the framework of Israeli 
state support in coordination with settlers. At the same time, settler violence has 
likewise reached levels unprecedented since 1967, resulting in the displacement 
of large Palestinian communities. This violence is concentrated in the khirab 
and Bedouin or semi-Bedouin communities of the Jordan Rift Valley and its 
escarpments, reflecting the same strategic logic that shaped the Allon Plan 
following the occupation of WB in 1967. Accordingly, greater attention must 
be directed toward supporting frontline village communities exposed to these 
attacks and strengthening their popular mobilization, so as to prevent the Israeli 
occupation’s territorial encroachment from advancing unchecked across the WB.

An analysis of house demolitions since 2009, and their distribution across the 
WB’s colonial geography, underscores Israel’s unchecked control over Area C 
and the deep structural damage inflicted by the Oslo Accords on the Palestinian 
National Project. What remained of that project was effectively confined to 
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just 7.5% of historic Palestine, thereby enabling Israel to extend demolition 
policies into Areas A and B as well.

At the same time, several WB RCs have been subjected to military assaults that 
displaced their entire populations and sought to reconfigure the camps following 
the destruction of large portions of their infrastructure, estimated at an average of 
about 45%. As Israel attempts to impose degrading conditions on residents seeking 
to return, the return of displaced refugees must be regarded as a critical first line 
of defense for the right of return and a means of preventing Israel from replicating 
this model across other WB RCs.
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