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The Legacy of the Destruction of Gaza

Alternative Futures for Gaza: 
Israel’s Approach vs the Arab Plan1

1 This article is an updated and expanded version of Asseburg, Muriel 2025a. My thanks go to Ida Büsch for her support.

Dr Muriel Asseburg
Senior fellow, Africa and Middle East division  
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), German 
Institute for International and Security Affairs, Berlin

In May 2025, Israel’s government expanded its mili-
tary operations and announced the long-term re-oc-
cupation of the Strip and the forced displacement of 
the population. It also introduced a new and highly 
problematic mechanism to distribute aid. The prompt 
expulsion of 2.2 million Palestinians from Gaza does 
not seem to be a likely scenario. But long-term Is-
raeli security control, the concentration of the popu-
lation in a small part of the Strip, the destruction of 
livelihoods and completely inadequate humanitarian 
aid will make the Strip unlivable and push Palestini-
ans out in the mid-term. An alternative that promises 
long-term stabilization in line with international law 
would be based on the Arab League’s plan for the 
reconstruction of Gaza. The document initially envis-
ages a non-partisan administrative committee and, in 
the mid-term, the assumption of control by a re-
formed Palestinian Authority, supported by a UN-
mandated international presence. The end point 
would be a two-state arrangement. That would also 
allow for Israel’s integration into the region.
The 7 October 2023 attacks on Israel by Hamas and 
other armed groups from the Gaza Strip constituted 
a watershed moment for Israel — for state and soci-
ety alike — and triggered an unprecedented military 
escalation. In response to the attacks, Israel de-
clared a state of war, launched military operations 
and imposed a far-reaching blockade on the Gaza 

Strip, which was eased but not lifted two weeks lat-
er. Fighter jets and ground troops not only targeted 
the weapons arsenals, military and civil command 
structures and fighters of the armed groups, but the 
operations also led to a very high death toll among 
the civilian population, an unprecedented humanitar-
ian crisis and the large-scale destruction of liveli-
hoods in the coastal territory. 
By the beginning of June 2025, almost 55,000 Pal-
estinians had been killed in the Gaza Strip, around 
45 percent of them women and children. Tens of 
thousands were still missing, probably buried under 
rubble. More than 120,000 had been injured, many 
of them severely (OCHA, 2025a). Around 90 per-
cent of the population had been internally displaced, 
many having to flee time and again. Still, they were 
often unable to find effective protection as refugee 
shelters and tent camps were bombed repeatedly. 
Malnutrition, diseases and epidemics were just 
some of the effects of the persistent lack of supplies. 
Many Gazans, especially children, are likely to suffer 
from severe life-long effects. Also, by the spring of 
2025, over 90 percent of houses in the Gaza Strip 
had been destroyed or severely damaged (OCHA, 
2025b). The civil infrastructure, including schools, 
hospitals and water, sewage and electricity supplies, 
had been gravely affected, as had Gaza’s cultural as-
sets, production facilities and agricultural land 
(World Bank/EU/UN, 2025). With Israel’s “Opera-
tion Gideon’s Chariots” in May 2025, the destruc-
tion was realized at an even greater speed than in 
the months before, with the razing of entire neigh-
bourhoods. As a result, the Gaza Strip will be unliv-
able for the foreseeable future. 
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Ceasefire and Donald Trump’s Plan for a 
“Gaza Riviera”

In mid-January 2025, even before he took office as 
US President, Donald Trump managed — in concert 
with Egypt and Qatar and based on the groundwork 
of the Biden administration — to commit Israel and 
Hamas to a ceasefire and an exchange of hostages 
and prisoners. The agreement was intended to cul-
minate in a permanent ceasefire, the opening of bor-
der crossings and the reconstruction of the coastal 
territory within three to five years.
The agreement, the first phase of which entered into 
force on 19 January 2025, could have paved the way 
for ending the war and moving towards long-term 
stabilization. However, not only were many of the ar-
rangements for phases two and three of the agree-
ment not settled from the start, but also US President 
Trump undermined its further implementation by pre-
senting a vision for the Gaza Strip in early February 
2025. Accordingly, the Strip would be developed 
into a “Middle East Riviera” and its population perma-
nently resettled in states, such as Egypt and Jordan 
(Stokols, 2025). 
The Riviera idea legitimized the approach of forced 
displacement, a war crime, and thereby made long-
standing ambitions of the Zionist right acceptable, re-
packaged as new and unconventional thinking. Al-
ready, the approach had gained momentum in Israel’s 
national-religious spectrum since 7 October 2023. 
There had been calls for a new “Nakba” (i.e., a repeat 
of the flight and expulsion of the Palestinian population 
from the territory of the emerging State of Israel in 
1948) as well as Israeli resettlement of the coastal ter-
ritory (Hauser Tov, 2023; Hasson & Fink, 2024). Trump’s 
phantasm also strengthened the intransigence of Is-
raeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had 
no interest in entering phase two of the agreement 
(mainly for domestic political reasons) and henceforth 
described Trump’s vision as the “only viable option” 
(Prime Minister’s Office 2025; Asseburg & Lintl, 2025).

“Gideon’s Chariots”: New Approaches, 
New Instruments

On 18 March 2025, Israel breached the ceasefire, 
launched new air strikes and soon after embarked on 
another ground offensive in Gaza. From now on, ac-

cording to Netanyahu, negotiations on ceasefires 
and exchanges of hostages and prisoners would 
only take place under fire. The aim of the military op-
eration, according to the Prime Minister, was to force 
Hamas to release all hostages and to agree to the 
disarmament and exile of its leaders and fighters 
(Mackenzie & Almughrabi, 2025). In the same vein, 
on 2 March, Israel had already imposed a com-
plete blockade on the Gaza Strip — similar to the 
beginning of the war — and stopped the delivery of 
water and electricity. Once more, hunger was used 
as a weapon. The humanitarian situation deteriorat-
ed dramatically as a result. The progress that had 
been made in providing aid to the population during 
the ceasefire was rolled back, resulting in a looming 
famine (IPC, 2025). Also, at the end of March, a mi-
gration department was set up in the Israeli Ministry 
of Defence to organize the “voluntary” emigration of 
the Palestinian population of the Gaza Strip.
At the beginning of May 2025, the Israeli security 
cabinet approved the massive expansion of military 
operations and a new approach to the distribution of 
humanitarian aid. According to Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu, the objectives of the military opera-
tion named “Gideon’s Chariots,” which was launched 
on 18 May, remained the same as at the start: to de-
feat Hamas, free the hostages and ensure that the 
Gaza Strip no longer poses a threat to Israel. Yet, for 
the first time, he openly spelled out how this was to 
be achieved: the entire coastal area would be reoc-
cupied and placed under Israeli security control, Ha-
mas disarmed, its leadership exiled and the Trump 
plan implemented. To that effect, the local population 
was to be initially crammed into a southern zone 
comprising less than 20 percent of the Gaza Strip’s 
total area — with the ultimate aim of “voluntary reset-
tlement” (Berman & Freiberg, 2025).

The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation (GHF)

The expanded military operation was to be accom-
panied by a new humanitarian approach. After 11 
weeks of complete blockade, humanitarian aid was 
to resume. It was to be distributed directly to the pop-
ulation by a non-governmental organization (NGO) 
not previously involved in Gaza at a small number of 
distribution points (initially four compared to the more 
than 400 from before) in a “sterile zone” secured by 
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the Israeli army and protected by private security 
companies. In addition, the amount of relief supplies 
was to be limited to the absolute minimum neces-
sary for survival (Fabian & Berman, 2025) — with the 
planned number of calories per person well below 
the minimum humanitarian standard. According to 
Israel’s government, the purported purpose of the 
new approach was to prevent looting and to ensure 
Hamas could no longer divert supplies and use 
them to finance its operations. Yet, Israel did not 
provide any evidence for such diversion by Hamas 
under the former system of aid distribution, and the 
UN and other aid organizations reject such claims.
The new mechanism subjected humanitarian aid 
to the political objectives of the Israeli government 
— the concentration of the population in a small area 
of the Gaza Strip and its ultimate expulsion. For this 
purpose, an opaque NGO, the Gaza Humanitarian 
Foundation, was set up, funded by unknown sourc-
es, Israel and the US. Israel also engaged and 
armed Palestinian mercenaries, in particular from the 
Abu Shabab family, as security contractors (Ras-
gon, 2025). The new scheme exposed Gaza’s civil-
ian population to dangerous situations, and, distri-
bution turned out to be haphazard and chaotic, with 
245 people killed and 2,150 injured by gunfire in 
the vicinity of the distribution sites in the first two 
weeks of operations (OCHA, 2025c). Also, the au-
thorized aid deliveries were completely inadequate 
to meet the needs of the population. The approach 
thus contradicted the basic humanitarian principles 
of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence 
— which is why the UN Country Team and NGOs in-
volved in humanitarian aid rejected it outright. And 
the arming of Palestinians with a history of looting 
and partly Jihadist orientation promised to sow more 
chaos in the future.

Delegitimization of UNRWA

Israel’s new aid scheme also had to be understood in 
the context of a change in attitude towards the UN. 
After 7 October 2023, and with the ensuing war in 
Gaza, the relationship between Israel’s government 
and the UN and its sub-organizations, which had al-
ready been strained, deteriorated drastically. In this 
context, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) 

became a prime target of the Government of Israel. 
In the past, despite all the criticism of UNRWA, Is-
rael had relied on the agency’s stabilizing role. At the 
end of December 2023, however, the press report-
ed on a classified report by the Israeli Foreign Minis-
try that showed how UNRWA was to be gradually 
removed from the Gaza Strip and replaced (Times of 
Israel, 2023). In the same vein, the paper which 
Prime Minister Netanyahu tabled in February 2024 
for post-war Gaza also envisaged UNRWA being re-
placed by other aid organizations (Magid, 2024). It 
seems that the situation was viewed as an opportu-
nity to get rid of an agency that had long been re-
garded as problematic due to its perceived role in 
perpetuating the refugee issue — even though the 
right of return of Palestinian refugees is independent 
from UNRWA’s mandate.
After 7 October, the Israeli government delegitimized 
UNRWA as an “arm of Hamas” (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 2024). It specifically accused 12 UNRWA em-
ployees of being involved in the atrocities of 7 Octo-
ber 2023 and a significant proportion of its staff of 
being active in armed groups. As a result of the Is-
raeli accusations, 16 countries, including the largest 
bilateral donors, the US and Germany, partially sus-
pended their payments to UNRWA. This plunged 
the aid organization into an existential crisis at a time 
when it was most needed for life-saving aid and ser-
vices in the Gaza Strip — with no other organization 
able to provide the staff, the long years of experience 
and the infrastructure, including around 13,000 em-
ployees, warehouses and vehicles.
UNRWA initiated two investigations to examine the 
Israeli allegations. One found no substantive evidence 
for the Israeli allegations that a substantial part of the 
staff was active in armed groups (Independent Re-
view Group, 2024). The other came to the conclu-
sion that nine employees may have been involved in 
the attacks of 7 October (UNRWA, 2024). They were 
dismissed immediately. The actions of individual em-
ployees could not, however, be attributed to the or-
ganization as a whole. Accordingly, individual donor 
states had already resumed their payments to the 
agency after a confidential interim report at the end 
of February 2024. Others, such as Germany, fol-
lowed suit. The US, on the other hand, did not go 
back to providing support. 
Yet, UNRWA’s investigations and reform endeav-
ours did nothing to change the Israeli government’s 
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stance. At the end of January 2025, two laws 
against the aid organization entered into force in 
Israel. The organization has since been prohibited 
from operating on Israeli territory; Israeli authorities 
and officials, in turn, are banned from having any 
contact with UNRWA. For the work of the relief or-
ganization in Gaza, this initially meant that Israel 
withdrew the protection status of UNRWA facilities 
and its staff. Consequently, direct coordination and 
military deconflicting were no longer possible. In 
addition, UNRWA personnel could no longer enter 
Gaza via Israel and UNRWA aid deliveries were not 
allowed to pass through the crossings (Israel Policy 
Forum, 2025). 

The Arab League’s Reconstruction Plan

In May 2025, with the expansion of Israeli military op-
erations and the announcement of a long-term reoc-
cupation of the Gaza Strip and the spectre of the 
forced displacement of its population (initially inter-
nally and later abroad), stabilization of the region be-
came a distant prospect. 
There were certainly alternative approaches. At the 
beginning of March 2025, the Arab League pre-
sented a counter-proposal to Trump’s Riviera Plan 
(League of Arab States, 2025a). The paper was an 
update of a strategy paper from 2024, supplement-
ed by a three-phase plan drawn up by Egypt for hu-
manitarian aid, early recovery measures and recon-
struction. According to this approach, the Gaza 
Strip would be rebuilt without displacing the popula-
tion abroad. Instead, Gazans would be housed in 
temporary shelters until the respective construction 
phase was completed. 
Above all, reconstruction would be embedded in a 
political framework. According to the plan, an ad-
ministrative committee of local experts — without the 
involvement of Hamas or other political groups and 
under the umbrella of the Palestinian Authority (PA) — 
would initially be responsible for reconstruction. 
After six months, a reformed PA would then take con-
trol. Jordan and Egypt would train Palestinian security 
forces in preparation. Security for both peoples, Pal-
estinian and Israeli, would be guaranteed by a UN-
mandated international presence in the Gaza Strip 
and the West Bank. The reconstruction would be fi-
nanced via a donor conference and complemented 

by a process aimed at permanent conflict settlement 
on the basis of two states along the 1967 borders. 
Yet, questions remained how the plan could be im-
plemented in practice. There were two major stick-
ing points. First, the Arab League declared that, be-
sides a UN-mandated international presence, there 
should be only one legitimate security apparatus in 
the Gaza Strip (League of Arab States, 2025b). 
However, its document did not detail how this goal 
would be achieved. Representatives of Hamas, 
whose popularity had suffered but which remained 
the dominant force in the Gaza Strip, repeatedly 
signaled that they were willing to relinquish control 
of the coastal territory. By July 2025, they also indi-
cated that they were ready to halt arms production 
and smuggling and dismantle its armed presence 
within the framework of a long-term ceasefire (Times 
of Israel, 2025). The PA officially confirmed its readi-
ness to take control. Yet, it was not well positioned 
to do so as it was increasingly treated as an enemy 
by Israel’s radical government, its financing was 
precarious, it was unpopular among the Palestinian 
population and it was already overburdened by the 
fight against armed groups in the West Bank. It 
therefore remained unclear whether and how Ha-
mas would be disarmed, whether its leadership and 
fighters would leave or be deported from the coast-
al strip or whether the “Islamic Resistance Move-
ment” would only officially withdraw from the politi-
cal sphere in order to continue to determine policy 
from behind the scenes. Also, a continued pres-
ence of Hamas personnel, a takeover of control by 
the PA, UN-mandated troops in Gaza and the West 
Bank as well as a two-state perspective were in 
stark contrast to the positions of the Israeli govern-
ment. Accordingly, Israel’s Foreign Minister and the 
US government immediately rejected the Arab plan 
(Gritten, 2025).

Which post-War Order for Gaza?

The Arab states, in turn, made it clear that their finan-
cial and political commitment would only be forth-
coming within the framework of a process that in-
cluded the prospect of conflict settlement and 
Palestinian sovereignty. Also, Cairo and Amman in 
particular consider their national security to be at risk 
by large-scale displacement of Palestinians and are 
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therefore vehemently opposed to taking in large 
numbers of displaced persons. They rightly point out 
that they had already taken in large contingents of 
refugees from Palestine and other conflict areas in 
the past. In Jordan, the majority of the population is 
already of Palestinian descent. And Amman is very 
concerned that further expulsions from the West 
Bank could follow in the near future.
As a result, none of the two main approaches — mili-
tary reoccupation and expulsion, on the one hand, 
versus reconstruction, medium-term control by the 
PA, international presence and two-state arrange-
ment, on the other — has the support of all relevant 
external actors, in particular the Arab Gulf states, 
Egypt and Jordan, as well as the US. 
Yet, lasting stabilization will only be achieved if these 
actors rally around a unified approach toward the 
parties to the conflict. This would have to include 
a solid security plan that contains the elements of a 
DDR process by Hamas, a return of the PA and an 
international security presence, as well as a pro-
cess of de-occupation and lifting of the blockade by 
Israel and a concrete prospect of Palestinian self-
determination. 
Germany, France, Italy and the United Kingdom have 
rhetorically backed the Arab approach. The US Spe-
cial Envoy for the Middle East, Steve Wittkoff, has de-
scribed it as a starting point for further talks and a first 
step with “many convincing elements” (Magid, 2025). 
The EU and its Member States should now urgently 
and emphatically commit themselves to ensuring un-
conditional humanitarian access to the Gaza Strip, fi-
nally stopping the bloodshed and preventing further 
destruction of livelihoods and displacement there and 
in the West Bank. They should work with Arab part-
ners to help operationalize and implement the Arab 
reconstruction plan in order to promote a lasting con-
flict settlement in the Middle East in accordance with 
international law, which would also allow for Israel’s 
full integration into the region. In this context, it would 
be crucial to strengthen the UN and its sub-organiza-
tions as the core of the multilateral order. UNRWA, for 
example, will be indispensable in bridging the transi-
tion from emergency aid to reconstruction.
Ultimately, success will depend on whether it is pos-
sible to get the US administration on board and joint-
ly dissuade Israel’s government from relying purely 
on military force. Europeans and Arabs urgently need 
to join forces in that endeavour. 
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