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Democratizing the PLO 

Prospects and Obstacles 

 The PLO is today on the verge 
of being democratically recon-
stituted. Although it might be 
optimistic to arrange PLO elec-
tions already by May 2012, as 
the May 2011 Cairo Agreement 
by the main Palestinian fac-
tions stipulates, crucially, there 
is political will within the top 
leadership of the two main Pal-
estinian political actors, Fatah 
and Hamas, of holding such 
elections. Those who want gen-
uine reconciliation and PLO 
reforms now appear to be 
stronger than the elements who 
want to sustain status quo, 
within both parties. The politi-
cal distance between Fatah and 
Hamas has narrowed as inter-

nationalization has become Fa-
tah’s new political strategy, 
while Hamas is seeking to ex-
press a moderate face in order 
to be part of the Islamist demo-
cratic momentum and not 
compromise regional ideologi-
cal sister parties in the region. 
Today there is enormous dis-
trust felt by Palestinians toward 
an unelected, unaccountable 
West Bank PA-PLO leadership 
that takes crucial national deci-
sions in their name. To cure 
such distrust, proportional rep-
resentative elections for the 
PNC will be essential medicine. 
Fully proportional elections 
implies that the Palestinian 
people elect their supreme au-

thority, the Palestinian National 
Council, to be composed of a 
number of seats proportional to 
the number of Palestinians liv-
ing in the various countries 
which constitute the electoral 
districts. For a political leader-
ship wanting to liberate Pales-
tine, the practicalities of arrang-
ing such PNC elections are not 
insurmountable as long as the 
fundamental condition for hav-
ing such elections is present; 
the political will. It is a paradox 
that the largest threat to Pales-
tinian democratization today is 
from Western countries that do 
not want to deal with a Palestin-
ian leadership which includes 
Hamas.
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Executive Summary 
 
The PLO is today on the verge of being democratically reconstituted. Although it 

might be optimistic to arrange PLO elections already by May 2012, as the May 2011 

Cairo Agreement by the main Palestinian factions stipulates, crucially, there is 

political will within the top leadership of the two main Palestinian political actors, 

Fatah and Hamas, of holding such elections. Those who want genuine reconciliation 

and PLO reforms now appear to be stronger than the elements who want to sustain 

status quo, within both parties. The political distance between Fatah and Hamas has 

narrowed as internationalization has become Fatah’s new political strategy, while 

Hamas is seeking to express a moderate face in order to be part of the Islamist 

democratic momentum and not compromise regional ideological sister parties in the 

region. 

Today there is enormous distrust felt by Palestinians toward an unelected, 

unaccountable West Bank PA-PLO leadership that takes crucial national decisions in 

their name. To cure such distrust, proportional representative elections for the PNC 

will be essential medicine. 

Fully proportional elections implies that the Palestinian people elect their 

supreme authority, the Palestinian National Council, to be composed of a number of 

seats proportional to the number of Palestinians living in the various countries which 

constitute the electoral districts. For a political leadership wanting to liberate 

Palestine, the practicalities of arranging such PNC elections are not insurmountable 

as long as the fundamental condition for having such elections is present; the 

political will. It is a paradox that the largest threat to Palestinian democratization 

today is from Western countries that do not want to deal with a Palestinian 

leadership which includes Hamas. 

This report is based on interviews with Palestinian academics and political 

leaders from Hamas, Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and the 

Palestinian National Initiative in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank and Gaza. In 

the report models for democratization, obstacles to democratization, and how to 

overcome these obstacles, is discussed. 
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Introduction 
The Palestinian National Initiative (PNI) has tried hard to join the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (PLO). “We don’t understand why there is this insistence on 

not opening up”, says its leader, the respected Palestinian democracy activist 

Mustafa Barghouti. “They have every opportunity. For instance, we don’t have 

differences with their political programme. We have applied to be members of the 

PLO since November 2004, and, up till now, we do not have an answer.”1 

The experience of the PNI is symptomatic of a crisis in Palestinian politics. The 

PLO has been recognized as “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian 

people” by the Arab League and the United Nations in 1974 and by Israel and the 

United States in 19932. When the Palestinian Authority (PA) was established it was 

defined as being subordinate to the PLO. Yet, while democratic elections have been 

held for the PA, its legislative council (PLC) and president, no such elections have 

ever been held for the parliament (PNC) or the leader of the PLO. Thus, a startling 

lack of popular mandate for the PLO-leadership was revealed after the PLC elections 

in 2006. A group of small parties that together gained 1.5% of the seats on the PLC in 

the elections controlled a majority of the party seats of the Executive Committee 

(EC) of the PLO. Meanwhile, the party that had won the elections in the Palestinian 

territories in 2006 – Hamas – was not a PLO member. 

                                                           
1
 Interview Ramallah, August 2011. 

2 Brown, Nathan J. 2003. Palestinian Politics After the Oslo Accords. Berkeley: University of California 

Press, page 12. 
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PLO representation (black) versus elected representation for the PLC (grey) 

 
 

Party Seats in EC Seats PLC  

Fatah 5 (28 %) 45 (41%) 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) 1 (5.5 %) 3 (4 %) 

Arab Liberation Front (ALF) 1 (5.5 %) 0 (0.4 %)3 

Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine 

(DFLP) 

1 (5.5 %) 1 (1 %4) 

Palestine Liberation Front (PLF) 1 (5.5 %) 0 (0.3 %) 

Palestine Popular Struggle Front (PPSF) 1 (5.5 %) 0 (0.7 %) 

Palestine Peoples Party 1 (5.5 %) 1 (1 %5) 

FIDA 2 (5.5 % 0 (1 %)6 

Independents 5 (28 %) 4 (--) 

Hamas 0 74 (44 %) 

Third Way/PNI 0 4 (5 %) 

 

This discrepancy between representation within the PLO and representation 

resulting from the Palestinian elections in 2006 has created a crisis over what 

                                                           
3
 ALF did not run, result is for the Palestinian Arab Front which has roots in ALF. 

4
 Result for the Badeel coalition divided by three, from PLC elections 2006. 

5
Result for the Badeel coalition divided by three, from PLC elections 2006. 

6
Result for the Badeel coalition divided by three, from PLC elections 2006. FIDA gained 0.2 % the in 

PLC elections in 1996, when the party ran on a separate list. 
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legitimate representation might be in the context of Palestinian politics. The crisis 

has been further aggravated by the Arab Spring and related calls for democratization 

in the Arab world. PLO, “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian 

people”, is in acute need for democratic reform7. 

In this report the question of what it takes to renew the PLO as a democratic, 

inclusive representative of the Palestinian people, is discussed. What are the models 

for reform, what are the obstacles, and how could the obstacles be overcome?  

Before this discussion it is necessary to know what there is to reform. In the 

section below a description of what the current PLO structure looks like is presented.  

The PLO structure  

Charter and constitution  

The founding documents of the PLO from 1964, amended in 1968, are the charter 

and constitution. The charter defined the political program of the PLO while the 

constitution dealt with questions of political organization and structure of the PLO.  

The charter establishes that the PLO is the organization of all Palestinians: 

“All Palestinians are natural members of the Palestine Liberation Organization”( 

Article 4, Chapter I). Moreover, the PLO should include new members to preserve 

national unity: “The national Assembly alone is entitled to co-opt new members 

from time to time, as it sees fit, should this be desirable in view of the requirements 

of the battle for liberation and the need to strengthen national unity, in conformity 

with the provisions of the National Charter, in accordance with regulations to be 

drafted by the Executive Committee in the coming session” (Article 32. Chapter IV).  

The charter emphasizes the primacy of the armed struggle: “Armed struggle 

is the only way to liberate Palestine. This is the overall strategy, not merely a tactical 

phase, ” (article 9) “Commando action constitutes the nucleus of the Palestinian 

popular liberation war. This requires its escalation, comprehensiveness and 

mobilization of all the Palestinian popular and educational efforts and their 

organization and involvement in the armed Palestinian revolution” (Article 10). 

                                                           
7 Hilal, Jamil. 2011. “Toward a “Palestinian Spring.”” Electronic Intifada, 17.5.2011. 

http://electronicintifada.net/content/toward-palestinian-spring/9975  
 



8 
 

These and other articles perceived as incompatible with a peace accord with Israel 

were to be abandoned as part of the Oslo-agreement. 8  

The Palestinian National Council (PNC) 

The national council of the PLO, the Palestinian National Council (PNC), is the 

equivalent of a parliament and is constitutionally PLO’s supreme political organ. The 

PNC has a presidential office composed of the speaker, two vice chairmen and a 

secretary, all to be elected by the PNC. During the first decade after the founding of 

the PLO the PNC met annually or twice a year, and its term of office was two years. 

Formally, the PNC considers the work of the executive committee and its 

subcommittees, the report of the “Treasury” – the Palestinian National Fund  - and 

the PLO budget, and issues submitted by members for discussion.   

Two thirds of the members are needed to make a quorum, and decisions are 

taken by simple majority, save changes of the charter where a two third majority is 

needed. The number of PNC members has varied from 180 in 1969 to the current 

number of 6699. Noteworthy, the principle of having elected representatives was 

founded in the PLO constitution: “The members of the National Assembly [the 

Palestinian National Council] shall be elected by direct ballot, in accordance with a 

system to be devised for this purpose by the Executive Committee“(Article 5, chapter 

II). 

The Executive Committee  
The Executive Committee (EC) is the PLO-cabinet. The EC members are elected by 

the PNC and should themselves be members of the PNC. The committee elects its 

                                                           
8
In 1996 Yasser Arafat called for a meeting in Gaza to annul the agreement. At the meeting several 

new PNC members met at Arafat’s invitation, although they had not been accepted by the PNC as 
new members. Many Palestinians therefore consider this meeting and other PNC meetings after 1991 
as illegitimate (interview Mohsen Saleh, Lebanon, October 2011, PNC member Jamil Hilal, Ramallah, 
December 2011, PNC member Jamil Majdalawi, Gaza August 2011.) Moreover, no new charter has 
replaced the existing one in spite of the  meeting in Gaza in 1996 and 1998 to. The PNC member and 
Fatah Revolutionary Council member Uri Davis relates: “In Gaza it was agreed that a number of 
clauses in the PLO Charter should be removed or modified. They have not yet been modified at all.” 
(Interview Ramallah, August 2011). Abdullah Abdullah, Palestinian Ambassador to Lebanon concurs: 
“These articles were supposed to be changed if the peace process moved forward, since the peace 
process did not move forward, everything is stuck in place.  It is conditional, you do this, we do this, 
we cannot do this if you do not do it.” (Interview Lebanon, October 2011). 
9
 This number is from Passia 2011: 450, other sources operate with higher numbers of members, the 

confusion is due to surroundings for the invitations from Yassir Arafat for the PNC meeting in Gaza 
1996.  
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chairman. Currently the EC members are 18. The EC members are regarded as 

ministers, each has his or her own portfolio like foreign affairs, education, culture, 

etc. The EC should submit its resignation to any new PNC which may then re-elect 

the committee. Within the EC two thirds makes a quorum and decisions are made by 

simple majority10. 

Members of PLO executive committee 1969 - 201111 

 1969 1973 1974 1980 1983 1991 1996 1999 2009- 

Fatah 4 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 5 

Saiqa 2 1 1 1 1     

PFLP  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

ALF  1 1 1 1 1 1 1  

DFLP  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

PFLP-GC   1 1 1     

PLF      1 1 1 1 

PPSF      1 1 1 1 

PPP      1 1 1 1 

FIDA      1 1 1 1 

Indep. 5 4 7 8 6 8 7 8 5 

PLO Central Council 

The Central Council is not referred to in the founding documents of the PLO. The 

Council was established in 1973 in order to have a legislative organ functioning when 

the PNC was not in session. It was formally established by the PNC and is presided 

over by the speaker of the PNC. The Central Council has 130 members: members of 

the EC (18), PNC presidium (4), members of popular organizations (18), chairmen of 

standing PNC committees (8), representatives of factions (31), independents (35) 

and PLC members (20).12 

 

 

                                                           
10

Hamid, Rashid. 1975. “What is PLO?” Journal of Palestine Studies.  4 (4):90-109, page 104. 
11

 Based on Sayigh 1997: 220, Rubenberg 1983:59, Cobban 1984:269, Parsons 2005:321-322, Rubin 
1994:216-218, Passia 2011:9-10. 
12

Passia Diary. 2011. Passia: Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs, 
Jerusalem, page 314-315. 
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*** 

Political structure of the PLO 

Chairman

Palestinian 
National Fund

Executive Committee

Presidium
PLO Central Council

Palestinian National Council

Palestinian 
National Fund

Palestine 
Liberation Army 

(PLA)

Charter and constitution/sole representative 
Palestinian People 

elects

LEGISLATIVE
elects

elects

supervises

MANDATE

EXECUTIVE

 

At the outset, armed struggle gave the PLO legitimacy among its main constituency, 

the Palestinian refugees. Yassir Arafat used to say that he did not need the legitimacy 

of elections since he had the legitimacy of the gun. 13But the repeated military 

defeats, evacuating Jordan in 1970 and Lebanon in 1982, forced the PLO to search 

for political alternatives to their armed struggle.  Eventually, the political center of 

gravity changed, from the diaspora to within Palestine. With this change, the PLO 

was to be placed in the shadow of a body of their own creation, the Palestinian 

Authority.   

From sole legitimate representative to marginalization 
In 1983 there was a Syrian supported armed revolt against Fatah in Lebanon. To 

counter the challenge Fatah-leaders worked desperately to have the PNC convened, 

to confirm the legitimacy of the PLO leaders. The Syrian president, Hafez al-Assad, 

                                                           
13 ICG 2009. “Palestine: Salvaging Fatah.” International Crisis Group. Middle East Report 91, 12 

November 2009. 
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then flied to Algeria in order to convince the Algerian president not to host a PNC 

session. As Algeria and also South Yemen declined to host the PNC , the PLO asked 

the Greek government for permission to convene the council on a rented passenger 

boat in Greek waters. Eventually the PNC meeting was granted permission to 

convene in Amman amidst an intense public interest for the debate, with live 

broadcast via Jordanian television to audiences in Jordan, Syria and the occupied 

territories14. Thus, at that time, holding PNC-sessions was regarded as a struggle for 

survival by the PLO-leadership. 

Today, when various PLO committee members talk about the work of PLO 

institutions and committees, they can hardly hide their embarrassment. Salah Salah, 

PNC head of the refugee committee, related that the committee was not working:  “I 

tried to organize a meeting for the committee here [in Lebanon], but [the PNC 

speaker] Zanoun said “no, we do not have the finance, why don’t we do it in 

Jordan?” Then the Jordanians refused to provide visas. We cannot make it in 

Lebanon because of finance, and not in Jordan because of visas. I discussed it with 

Abu Mazen, I said, even tactically you should use this card, because if you do not 

move this, others will move it. In Europe, Hamas organize and move it – because the 

PLO does nothing. So the PLO leaves the place to Hamas.”15 Asad Abdul Rahman, 

independent member of the Executive Committee of the PLO, openly accuses the EC 

to be an instrument for Fatah in Ramallah rather than an organ representing the 

Palestinian people:  “We do not have regular meetings, we do not have regular 

proceedings, we do not have an agenda for any meetings, and there is no records of 

any meeting. … The last time we had this thing they call ‘the Palestinian leadership’, 

where they combine both the executive committee of the PLO and central 

committee of Fatah.”16  

 Combining the meeting of the PLO executive with the meeting of the largest 

member party demonstrates how the PLO of today has become far removed from 

the organizational ideas of its founding. When the first members of the PNC were 

convened to establish the PLO, they were selected on a geographic basis. Following 

                                                           
14 Saigh, Yezid. 1997. Armed Struggle and the Search for State. Oxford: University Press, page 576. 
15

 Interview Beirut, October 2011. 
16

 Interview Amman, March 2011. 
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the first Arab summit held in 1964, Ahmed Shuqayri , a lawyer and diplomat of 

Palestinian origin who had worked for the general secretary of the Arab League and 

at the UN for Saudi Arabia, was given the mandate to select members to serve as the 

representatives of a Palestine parliament, the Palestinian National Council (PNC). 

Shuqayri then travelled to the Arab capitals and selected the 422 representatives 

from the lists presented to him by various planning committees. Although the 

delegates for the first PNC were selected and not elected , it is noteworthy that 

Shuqayri made an effort to create a geographical representative council. Hence 212 

of the 422 members were recruited from Jordan where most Palestinians, including 

West Bankers, lived17. 

The Israeli occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza in 1967 

opened for a takeover of the PLO by the growing number of Palestinian guerrilla 

groups. Since 1968 and until today, Fatah, the largest guerrilla movement, has been 

in control over the PLO.  

While the PLO charter stipulated that the PNC should be elected, Fatah saw 

arranging elections as a threat to the unity of the struggle, as it was feared that 

arranging general elections for the PNC could revive within their ranks the internal 

divisions within pre-48 Palestinian society18.  Moreover, Fatah feared that elections 

could lead to representatives of Arab states, supporting and controlling various 

Palestinian groups, could threaten Palestinian control over the PLO19. 

But Arafat and the Fatah leadership were aware of the danger that their 

dominance within the PLO could harm the legitimacy of the organization, and 

therefore made it a priority to balance their dominance with preserving the PLO as 

an umbrella organization for all the Palestinian groups. This paved the way for the 

quota system as the principle of political representation within the PLO. 

The Quota System 
Historically, the principle for political representation within the PLO has been that of 

inclusion. The various Palestinian guerrilla groups needed income to pay their 

fighters, and were therefore vulnerable to external pressure. Two of the guerrilla 

                                                           
17

 Sayigh 1997:98. 
18

Sayigh 1997:100. 
19

 Sayigh 1997:101. 
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groups included in the PLO, Saiqa and The Arab Liberation Front, were founded by 

Syria and Iraq respectively, to enable these countries to have a presence and to 

assert their influence within the PLO20. To preserve the PLO the challenge was to 

withstand such interventions by various Arab states. As a result, the principle of 

majority rule was abandoned in favor of rule by consensus. Majority rule could make 

it possible for a group that had been outvoted to mobilize both external and internal 

support and thus threaten the PLO’s claim to be the Palestinians’ sole 

representative. Consensus rule entailed finding the lowest common denominator, 

which meant that the smallest Palestinian groups were granted disproportionate 

influence in the decision-making process21. The question of political representation 

thus became an issue of negotiation between the various factions, where the threat 

that one might leave the organization could threaten them all. This opened for the 

cementation of a quota system among the PLO members, where the constituent PLO 

groups were represented irrespective of their size or popularity among the 

Palestinian people at large. Through the quota system the guerrillas – not 

representatives of the Palestinian communities in various geographic areas – were 

given the power of decision-making within Palestinian politics. Moreover, the quota 

system meant that the leaders of individual factions, responsible for negotiating 

their quota, were preserved as leaders of their respective factions22.  

An additional factor preserving the quota system is the fact that  40 percent 

of the PLO income historically has been allocated to the military wing of the PLO23. 

The clandestine nature of this funding exempted the PLO leader and leadership from 

ordinary principles of transparency. The Fatah/PLO leader would distribute income in 

deals with leaders of the guerrillas, and the guerrilla leaders further allocate funds 

within their organizations. In this way a hierarchical chain of dependence was 

sustained which de-motivated debates of internal democracy.  

Thus, since the guerrilla takeover of PLO the principle for allocating seats for 

the PNC was not geographic distribution of the Palestinians, as it had been in 1964. 

                                                           
20

 Sayigh 1997:236. 
21

 Sayigh 1997:679. 
22 Hilal, Jamil. 1993. “PLO Institutions: The Challenge Ahead.” Journal of Palestine Studies. 23 (1):46-

60, page 55. 
23

Parsons, Nigel. 2005. The Politics of the Palestinian Authority. New York: Routledge, page 128. 
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The principle was to arrive at an acceptable compromise between the guerrilla 

groups, including key positions in PLO departments and committees.  

Although Fatah was criticized from time to time by other PLO factions for the 

lack of proportional representation within the PNC, such criticism would fail to make 

an impression as the guerrillas themselves appeared to be marked by the very ills 

they were attempting to criticize, having undergone no changes in terms of internal 

leadership since their founding24.  

”It is survival for them,” said Mahdi Abdel Hadi, director of PASSIA, “they are 

happy with the status quo. Look at [PLO general secretary] Yasser Abed Rabbo. For 

40 years he has been there.”25  

From PLO to PA 

When the PLO leadership returned to Gaza and Jericho in 1994 and the Palestinian 

Authority was established, this laid the foundations for democratic governing in the 

occupied Palestinian territories. Simultaneously, it meant a marginalization of the 

institutions of the PLO. Most strikingly, when the Palestinian Authority established its 

authority, the PNC was not convened to ratify the Israel – PLO agreements through 

which the PA was founded.26 

In 1996 elections were held for the President of the Palestinian Authority and 

the members of the Palestinian Legislative Council. This was the first time the 

Palestinians elected a national leadership. While this enhanced the legitimacy of the 

PA, the issue of broad legitimate Palestinian representation now surfaced, as 

Mohsen Saleh, Director of Al-Zaytona research Center in Beirut relates:  “The big 

problem came after the Oslo-agreement. Many Palestinian figures then felt that the 

PLO no longer represented them. The one party leadership then became more 

apparent. ... From that time, from 1991 we do not have any really PNC held to 

represent the Palestinians. It is really a problematic case for the PLO. PNC sessions 
                                                           
24

Sayigh 1997:634. 
25

 Interview Jerusalem August 2011. 
26

 PNC did not convene until spring 1996, but then it was to change the charter of the PLO. Insufficient 
adherence to procedure has contributed to doubts about the legality of the Gaza PNC session in 1996 
has been questioned. Allegedly, Arafat invited new members to the council by himself and even the 
PNC presidium  did not know who the new members were (Parsons 2005:129, interview PFLP 
member of CC of PLO,  Jamil Majdalawi, Gaza August 2011, interview Mohsen Saleh, Director Al 
Zaytoon, Beirut, October 2011). Moreover, the charter has not been changed as a new charter has not 
been adopted.  
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should be held every year and PNC should be changed every third year. Since 1991, 

20 years, PNC should have been changed six times and should  have held 20 sessions, 

to bring accountability, to change etc.27“  

However, inside Palestine, because the PA had been elected, its de facto 

replacing of the PLO as the main Palestinian political body could largely be ignored. 

But when Hamas, not being a member of the PLO, won the 2006 elections for the 

PLC, the lack of popular mandate for the PLO leadership while being recognized as 

the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, increased Palestinian 

frustration over the PLO. Discussions among the Palestinian factions about PLO-

reforms appeared to be lip service only.  Symptomatically, when the Executive 

Committee of the PLO appointed a committee to draw a plan for developments of 

PLO and its departments, Yasser ‘Abed Rabbo was appointed the head of the 

committee. Critics saw ‘Abed Rabbo as part of the problem rather than the solution. 

He had joined the EC as a representative of the FIDA party, a party which he had 

later resigned from. Nevertheless, FIDA, which received 0.2 % of the votes in the 

1996 elections, had a quota of two members of the EC, and ‘Abed Rabbo, who 

founded FIDA splitting from DFLP, then leaving FIDA,  became general secretary of 

the PLO.    

In 2008 and 2009 Hamas increasingly expressed frustration over the lack of 

activities to reform the PLO. The Hamas leader Khaled Meshal publicly called for the 

formation of a new Palestinian body “that upkeeps the right of return, and adheres 

to the rights and the fundamentals”28. Also inside Fatah voices were heard which 

called for PLO reforms. The Fatah leader Hussam Khader urged the PLO leadership to 

be ready for partnership, and also the possible leadership by Hamas of the PLO29. 

 But the incumbents of PLO positions lacked incentives to change the status 

quo. Then, by the 2011 popular uprisings in the Arab world, the conditions emerged 

for the main political actors in Palestinian politics to change the equation. In May 

2011 Hamas and Fatah signed an agreement to end their rift and start the process of 
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resuscitating the Palestinian political system. What are the prospective models for 

reforms they are to discuss?  

Models of reform 

Models for PNC elections 

“The PNC does not need reforms, we need a new election,” said the PNC speaker 

Salim al-Zanoun30. Osama Hamdan, a member of the Hamas politburo (the executive 

organ of Hamas) with responsibility for the organization’s foreign relations in 

Damascus, concurred: “We believe if we took the step to reform the PLO that means 

an elected council, an elected leadership, a leadership which can be questioned so 

you will have a democratic process inside the Palestinian nation. You will have an 

elected leader who could be questioned all the time, so you cannot make decisions 

just because of what Hamas needs or what Fatah needs, but according to what the 

people need.”31  

Elections to the PNC are, as referred to earlier, prescribed in the PLO 

constitution (Article 5, Chapter II). Since such elections have never been held, the 

need to elect a new PNC is the main issue in discussions on reforming the PLO. In the 

May 2011 Cairo Agreement between the main Palestinian factions it was finally 

agreed to have PLO -elections. Article 1 c of the agreement stated that “legislative, 

presidential, and the Palestine National Council elections will be conducted at the 

same time exactly one year after the signing of the Palestinian National 

Reconciliation Agreement”. 32 But, what would elections to the PNC look like? 

 In Beirut 2006, all the main Palestinian factions met to discuss PLO reforms. In 

a document after the conference Osama Hamdan from Hamas summed up what 

Hamas regarded as the agreed upon principles: “The principle [should be] free and 

direct elections when it comes to choosing the leaders and members of the PLO’s 

legislative and executive institutions.” The election system recommended in the 

document was “a mixed system of proportional representation and regional 
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representation.” 33 A mixed system of proportional representation of national lists 

and relative majority system of district lists applied in the 2006 elections for the PLC 

was ostensibly the model referred to. 

 A “full proportional representative system” was the election system referred 

to in a 2009 reconciliation document between Hamas and Fatah mediated in Cairo: 

“The PNC elections will be by the method of full proportional representation in the 

homeland and abroad, wherever possible”34 

 Moreover, during spring 2010 representatives from Fatah, Hamas and the 

other main Palestinian factions held meetings in Ankara and Istanbul on matters 

concerning reconciliation and on PLO-reforms. On the election system, the parties 

agreed that the PLO should “adopt the proportional representation electoral system 

for electing members of the PNC (taking into account the representation of all 

Palestinian communities).”35  

 Notably, the recommendation from the Central Election Commission in 

Ramallah is also the proportional representative system, not combined with the 

regional system. “It has to be the full representative system of party lists,” said 

Hisham Kuheil, Chief Election Officer of the CEC. “This is the high level of political 

representation, above any community. For the majority system within districts you 

have too many factors, like tribal affiliation etc,” said Kuheil.  

 Concerning weighting of votes versus full proportionality, it has been 

suggested that a number of seats of the PNC of 300 should be distributed equally 

between inside and outside Palestine, the 150 seats of the inside including the 18 

former EC members.36The current PNC-speaker,  Salim al-Zanoun, said that “the 

number of members of the council should be between 300 and 350. Half of them 

from the occupied Palestinian territories (Gaza and the WB), and the other half will 

be from the Palestinians living abroad, from the Diaspora.” Asked if this does not 

                                                           
33

 “Rebuilding PLO.” Document from conference in Beirut May 2006 (Arabic), received from Hamas in 
Gaza August 2011.  
34

 Fatah signed the document, and Hamas agreed to the article on PLO reforms. Hamas did not sign 
the document, though, because they had reservations about some of the other clauses, most 
significantly the demands of the Quartet regarding recognition of Israel. 
(http://memri.org/bin/latestnews.cgi?ID=IA56609) 
35

 Memo on PLO reforms from factions meeting in Istanbul 2010, received from Hamas in Gaza.   
36

 “Rebuilding PLO.” Document from conference in Beirut May 2006 (Arabic), received from Hamas in 
Gaza August 2011.  
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imply an underrepresentation of the Diaspora, Zanoun answered: “there will be a 

balance between them, because those who are at home will be more interested, and 

they are living in their land, and they are in a limited geographical location.”37It 

should be noted that many interviewees parted with Zanoun on this point. Most 

interviewees implied that a full proportional system meant that seats should be 

allocated to election districts proportional to the number of Palestinians living there.  

“There should be a fixed number of votes behind each elected representative, like 

20 000 voters for each representative”, said Ali Baraka, the leader of Hamas in 

Lebanon38. “The number of seats should be according to the number of Palestinians 

the various places, this has been agreed upon when we discussed this 3 years ago,” 39 

said Salah Salah, PNC leader of the refugee committee and a former member of the 

EC of the PLO from PFLP. Jamil Hilal, a PNC member and academic who has written 

on the need for rebuilding the PLO, concurs: “You have to have party lists based on 

communities. If you put the same list everywhere, this means that people outside 

will not know who they are supposed to vote for. People voting in Lebanon have to 

have candidates living in Lebanon. You have to have geographic representation, but 

not the system of individual lists where you can chose persons, this will invite for 

families and all sort of minor, local affiliations, this needs to be avoided.” There is a 

consensus on this for the PNC elections, Hilal says.40  A “full proportional 

representative system” is thus widely understood among interviewees as the 

common partly-list proportional representation system in multiple constituencies, 

not the one-constituency system as practiced in Israel or the mixed system of the 

PLC elections. 

 Ostensibly then, the electoral system adopted for the PNC elections will 

involve direct elections and fully proportional representation, multiple-winner 

electoral divisions (constituencies) and a closed lists system. “Fully proportional” 

means that the number of seats for the individual constituencies will be proportional 

to number of people living in a given electoral district. “Closed party lists” means 

that voters cannot influence the order of the candidates on the electoral lists in their 
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area. The party lists will thus contain different candidates for the various 

constituencies, and the addresses of individual candidates should be in the 

constituency in which they are standing for election. Voters will vote for one party 

list in each constituency, and number of seats allocated to each constituency is 

proportional to the population of that constituency.  

 According to the Palestinian Bureau of Statistics, the Palestinian population in 

the world today numbers around 9.5 million people, with 4 million of these living 

inside Palestine, and 5.5 million abroad.41 In addition, 1.5 million indigenous ethnic 

Palestinians live as citizens in Israel. For a PNC composed of 250 representatives (50 

additional seats are reserved for the Israeli Palestinians), the approximate 

geographic proportional allocation of seats would be as presented in the table 

below.  

 

Country  Palestinians UNRWA registered 

refugees 

PNC seats 

West Bank  2 500 000 780 000 
83 

Gaza  1 500 000 1 100 000 
50 

Jordan  2 000 000 
66 

Syria  470 000 
16 

Lebanon   430 000 
14 

Other countries 630 000  
21 

(Israel 1 500 000  
50) 

  

Direct elections of the PLO-leader?  

Elections for the PNC and the restoring of the PNC as the supreme authority of the 

PLO are the essential questions on democratizing and reforming the PLO. Questions 

concerning the Executive committee and the Central Council are largely not 

discussed. The PLO constitution stipulates that PNC should elect the EC, which has 
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not been questioned by any interviewees. Neither during discussions on PLO-reforms 

in Beirut in 2006 nor in Turkey in 2010 did the issue come up.  

 There are discussions on whether the PLO chairman should be elected in 

direct popular elections rather than via the PNC and the EC as under the current 

constitutional framework42. Acknowledging that the issue is under discussion, Jamil 

Hilal, PNC member and active discussant of PLO reforms, had some objections to 

directly electing the PLO-leader: “If elected directly, he would not necessarily abide 

by PNC decisions because he is answerable to those who elected him. And we would 

risk that direct elections could give him too much power, like in a presidential 

system. Now, the PNC, electing the EC who elect its chairman, could change him by 

changing the composition of the EC.“ Neither was it suggested during the PLO-

discussions in Beirut 2006 or Turkey 2010 to have direct election of the PLO-leader, 

the chairman of the EC. 

Abolishing the Central Council  

One issue where there appear to be an agreement of reforms, or rather a return to 

the constitutional stipulations, is to abolish the Central Council, which is not a body 

defined by the PLO constitution. With a slimmer PNC of about 250 members meeting 

regularly there is no need for the CC as an intermediate level between the PNC and 

the EC. As an organ of appointed representatives, abolishing the Central Council also 

appears to be interpreted as a step away from appointment to election as the 

principle for political representation. “The Central Council has been used for serving 

the agendas of the PA43”, said Ahmed Yousef, from Hamas in Gaza. Also Jamil Hilal 

notes that the Central Council could be abolished: “It is not part of the PLO 

constitution, it is part of the quota system and it is not necessary now.”44 

Who are the eligible voters? 

The PLO constitution defines a Palestinian as: “The Palestinians are those Arab 

nationals who, until 1947, normally resided in Palestine regardless of whether they 

were evicted from it or have stayed there. Anyone born, after that date, of a 
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Palestinian father – whether inside Palestine or outside it – is also a Palestinian” 

(Article 5)45. Most interviewees do not think this definition should be changed.  

Inside Palestine voter registration is unproblematic, voter lists are regularly 

updated, and the Central Election Commission could arrange the elections. As for the 

diaspora, Palestinian refugees are registered by UNRWA, and UNRWA registration 

lists could be available for voting of the Palestinians living in the UNRWA area of 

operation.  

A possible question mark concerns expatriate Palestinians not registered as 

refugees by UNRWA. The PNC-president Salim al-Zanoun maintains that provisions 

could be arranged also for Palestinian non-refugees who are expats out of voluntary 

migration to participate in elections as long as they have appropriate documentation 

of their identity46. According to Hisham Kuhail at the CEC, the technicalities of having 

elections in Diaspora are not difficult, including in countries outside the Middle East: 

“We can provide electronic registration, you do not have to exert efforts on 

registration. Voting can be done at the embassies, we have the technical capacity 

which we can extend beyond our borders. For technical support, device, or to agree 

on technical constitution and logistics, we can do that.“ 47  

PLO versus PA  

At the meetings between the Palestinian factions in Turkey on PLO-reforms in 2010, 

one of the issues agreed upon was to have an explicit distinction between the roles 

of the PLO and PA, and a clear definition of the roles of the two organs. This 

implicated a distinction between membership in the PA and the PLO. Thus the 

chairman of the PLO should not at the same time be the president of the PA. 

Moreover, members of the PLO’s Executive Committee should not at the same time 

have PA positions. 

 Similarly, the paper from Hamas from the Beirut-conference in 2006 called 

for a clear definition of functions between the PA and the PLO, a separation between 

the finance of the PLO and the PA, and for the PLO to be legally restored to supervise 

the PA. 
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 While many interviewees emphasize the need for restoration of the PLO as 

the supreme authority over the PA, models designing the relationship in more detail 

are largely absent save the above mentioned stipulations. One exception is from PA’s 

work on a draft basic law for Palestine in 2001. In the draft it was suggested that 

Palestine should absorb the PNC and that PNC becomes a chamber of the Palestinian 

parliament48. Palestine would be composed of two chambers, one being the PLC, 

elected  by the citizens of the West Bank and Gaza, constituting Palestine, and the 

other, the PNC, representing the refugees in exile. This meant that the PNC would 

have a far more restrictive role than the PLC49. 

If a sovereign Palestinian state was established, this model could probably be 

resumed from the shelves. Currently the momentum is in the other direction, of 

limiting PA power and establish functioning PNC committees supervising PA work, 

and even having regular PNC discussions on the usefulness of the PA in its current 

capacity.50  

To sum up on models of reform, the main point on the agenda is to reactivate the 

PLO and have its organs work according to the PLO constitution. To reactivate the 

PLO the one crucial condition is to have the PNC work as a representative body for all 

Palestinians, and this necessitates that eventually the PNC, the highest political 

authority of the Palestinians, is elected by the Palestinian people, in the locations 

where they currently live.  
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Model of a democratically reformed PLO 

Jordan 
2 000 000

West Bank
2 500 000

Gaza
1 500 000

Syria
470 000

Lebanon
430 000

Other 
countries
630 000

Israel
1 500 000

Elect 14

Elect 16Elect 50Elect 83

50 seats 
reserved

Elect 66

Elect 21

Executive Committee, 
18 PNC members

Chairman

Elect Palestine National Council
250 seats

Charter and constitution

Elect

Amend

 

 

Today, owing to the huge pressures for democratization throughout the Arab world 

and the ongoing reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah, conditions are favourable 

for the actual implementation of PNC elections. There has been consensus about 

procedure, a committee composed of the general secretaries of the factions, the EC 

and the PNC presidium should prepare principles for PNC-elections and reforms, and 

select experts to fulfill the preparations. On the other hand, time and again the 

various Palestinian factions have agreed on a path to reform. Why is it that such 

agreements repeatedly fail to be implemented?  

Obstacles 
Based on interviews of Palestinian academics and representatives of the main 

Palestinian factions in Lebanon, Jordan, the West Bank and Gaza, the main obstacles 

for reforming the PLO appear to be:  
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1. Practical implementation, Jordan  

2. The Hamas – Fatah split 

3. The relation of the Quartet to Hamas 

Practical implementation: Jordan 

Obviously, to arrange PNC-elections is more difficult in some areas than in others. 

Israeli Palestinians cannot participate in PNC-elections while holding Israeli 

citizenship, but there are suggestions that they as Palestinians should have seats 

reserved in the council51. As for Gaza and Lebanon, there is no indication that free 

PNC-elections could not be held as long as there is a political agreement among the 

main factions to arrange the elections52. For the West Bank there is a possibility that 

Israel will block elections in East Jerusalem, especially so in order to oppose Hamas 

candidates to run53. This could jeopardize elections to the PA as well, and could thus 

be a way all elections scheduled for 2012 are blocked. If Israel seriously wants to 

hinder the elections, they can do it since they according to the Oslo-accords are in 

military control over the so-called area C of the West Bank, and as East Jerusalem 

has been annexed by Israel. This obstacle has been overcome in earlier elections 

though, with tacit Israeli understanding. 

Arranging elections for Palestinians in the “other countries” category, 

countries with Palestinian presence outside Palestine and the areas of operation of 

UNRWA, this is unproblematic according to the Palestinian Central Election 

Commission,54 except for Saudi Arabia. As for Syria most interviewees regard that 

elections could be permitted if the security situation stabilizes55. Elections have 

recently been arranged for Iraqi expats during the Iraqi elections and the same could 

be arranged for the Palestinians. 

The most serious challenge of arranging PNC-elections is Jordan. Jordan is 

important because it is the host country of 2/3 of all UNRWA registered Palestinian 

refugees living outside Palestine. Jordan is unique by in 1950 having granted most 

                                                           
51

Document from Beirut conference 2006 on rebuilding the PLO. 
52

 Interview Hamas-leader Ali Baraka, October 2011, Beirut, Interview the ambassador of Palestine to 
Lebanon, Abdullah Abdullah, Beirut, October 2011. 
53

Issacharoff, Avi. 2011. ”Hamas demands inclusion in East Jerusalem voting”, Ha’aretz, 8. 12 2011:2.  
54

 Interview Ramallah, August 2011. 
55

 Asad Abdul Rahman, independent member of the Executive Committee of the PLO, being an 
exception. 



25 
 

Palestinians in Jordan citizenship (including Palestinians on the West Bank which was 

annexed by Jordan in 1950, later occupied by Israel in 1967). The Jordanian 

Palestinians are afraid of losing their citizenship, as the PNC-speaker, Salim al-

Zanoun, relates: “Those Palestinians living here in Jordan, first of all they have 

Jordanian nationality. And they have their day to day interests in Jordan, they will be 

in an uneasy situation if they choose to go to elections while they can’t go to 

Palestine. There is no solution. ”  

But research director Nawaf Tell is not sure that the Jordanian authorities 

would refuse elections, or strip Jordanian Palestinians of their Jordanian citizenships 

if they were to participate. “No one has brought it up. Jordan would definitely let the 

700 000 “Gazans56” vote, as for the others, no one has asked”, says Tell who is the 

director at the Center for Strategic Studies in Jordan.57  Tell, who is not of Palestinian 

origin himself, thinks that it should not be a problem to let the Jordanian Palestinians 

vote in PLO elections, because this concerns the status of Jordanian Palestinians as 

Palestinian refugees, and this does not conflict with the 1954 decision of the Arab 

League for member states not to allow dual citizenship. That Jordanian Palestinians 

would have their citizenship revoked in the case of participating in PLO-elections is 

thus apparently taken for granted although the question has not been thoroughly 

examined.   

Asked if elections for the PLO could be arranged in Jordan without 

jeopardizing the Jordanian citizenship of the Palestinian voters, Samer al-Nabr from 

the Jordanian foreign ministry answers: “Jordanian internal law does not permit the 

holding of two Arab nationalities at the same time, therein lays this unique situation. 

However, on the subject of changes in the law in the future, I do not perceive that 

this situation might not be implemented, we could work on such a thing in the 

future.” Concerning Palestinians in Jordan who are not Jordanian citizens, Al-Nabr 

says: “That could be possible of course, that could be coordinated, subject to an 
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approach by the Palestinians that should be coordinated. … You have Iraqis 

performing elections in Jordan, but that has of course been subject to an approach, 

the Iraqi authorities have approached us to hold elections in Jordan. We have not 

been approached by the Palestinians with such a request, so this is a hypothetical 

question in that sense.“ 

The question could be raised though, as mentioned above, about whether 

voting for the PNC necessarily contradicts dual citizenship. It could be argued that 

the PLO represents Jordanian Palestinians as refugees, not as citizens. If so, the issue 

is rather a competition between the PLO and Jordan over representation of the 

Palestinian refugees, and not the law disallowing dual citizenship. “There might be 

some kind of competition”, says Adnan Abu-Odeh, author on Jordanian- Palestinian 

issues and a former advisor to the Jordanian king. “It depends on something hidden 

subliminal called compensation, the Jordanian government says they are entitled to 

compensation. Not only for individual Palestinians, but compensation for the state 

that has accommodated them for the last 60 years.“58  

 Nabil Shaath, foreign relations commissioner of Fatah and a leading PLO 

diplomat, concurs: “The Jordanian government in all the refugee negotiations that I 

attended insists that Jordan represents the collectivity of all its refugees and gets 

compensation - to the Jordanian government. So for the Jordanians to accept that 

Jordanian citizens should vote for the PLO would require that Jordan reconsiders all 

its superstructures on how it deals with the Palestinians.“59  

 The Jordanian government representative on Palestinian affairs, Wajih 

Azayzeh, head of Department of Palestinian Affairs confirms that Jordan regards 

itself as representing most Palestinian refugees in Jordan:  

“DT: About the issue of compensation for the refugees in Jordan, is that 
something that the Jordanian government should negotiate on behalf of the 
refugees?  
WA: As they are Jordanian citizens, this might be something for the Jordanian 
government, yes.”60  
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Many Palestinians see it differently, relates Salim Tamari, a prominent social scientist 

in Ramallah, whose wife is a Jordanian Palestinian: “The question is not about the 

establishment of a Palestinian state, but whether the option of return is open – then 

they can choose to be Jordanians or Palestinians. Until that happens you have to 

consider them as exile Palestinians.”61 

Jordan has accepted the Arab League decision recognizing the PLO as the sole 

and only representative of the Palestinian people. They also recognize that most of 

the Jordanian Palestinians are involuntary refugees. The Jordanian state nevertheless 

has interests concerning being the host of these refugees, but, as Adu-Odeh asserts, 

“We have to separate compensation for governments from compensation for 

individuals.62“  

Even if the issue of representation remains unsolved between the PLO and 

the Jordanian government, and Jordanian Palestinians risk losing their Jordanian 

citizenship by participating in PNC elections, elections would nevertheless leave it up 

to the refugees themselves whether they want to participate or not. “If they are 

afraid that their citizenship can be revoked, this is basically where you go into tools 

like registration,” says Tawfiq Nasser from Fatah in Jerusalem63.  “We could say that 

this year we open up for registration, and every three years we have new 

registration. So you know you have an eternal right to define yourself as a 

Palestinian, but for this session of the PNC, those who are registered are eligible to 

vote. You do not take away the right, you keep that right open, but for any given 

political session, you have to limit it to those who went and registered.”  

Although the participation rate among Jordanian Palestinians could then be 

relatively low, the actual number of voters participating could still be high if the 

several hundred thousand Palestinians in Jordan lacking citizenship voted. Arranging 

elections in Jordan, risking a rather low participation rate, nevertheless remains 

preferential to alternatives like indirect elections or appointive representation. 
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The Hamas – Fatah split 

A main obstacle for having PLO reforms has been the rift between Fatah and Hamas. 

Since June 2007 when Hamas seized control over Gaza and drove out Fatah, Hamas 

has controlled Gaza and a Fatah dominated regime the West Bank. The split between 

Hamas and Fatah has made PLO reforms impossible. The territorial division implies 

that the parties have veto power over the ability of the other authority to make 

decisions for the whole Palestinian nation, as decisions cannot be implemented in 

the territory controlled by their adversary. A decision to hold elections without a full 

agreement can thus not be implemented as the failure to arrange municipal 

elections in 2010 revealed64. Hence, as the Fatah-leader and PLO-diplomat Nabil 

Shaath saw it, the main obstacle for having PNC-elections has been “to reach an 

agreement with Hamas.”65 

 There was in fact an agreement in Cairo 2005 when Hamas decided to 

participate in the PA legislative elections, to start working on reforms in the PLO, 

most importantly, to have the Hamas and the Islamists join the organization. 

According to the agreement, the chairman of the PLO should call for a meeting in a 

new committee with the general secretaries of all the factions established to work 

on PLO-reforms. But as Hamas won the PLC-elections in 2006, the PLO-chairman 

never called for the committee to convene. “They did everything to hinder forming 

the committee, “ said Ahmed Yousef from Hamas66. There was fear within Fatah that 

Hamas could also take over the PLO after their election victory in 2006 for the PLC, 

says the Fatah leader and PLO negotiator Nabil Shaath: “There was a lot of hesitance 

by Abu Mazen and Fatah because they were afraid that the design of Hamas was to 

take over the PNC and the PLO, especially since the members of the PNC from inside 

Palestine was supposed to be the elected members of the PLC where Hamas now 

had a majority. Hamas was asking for the same ratio outside, reflecting the Hamas 

majority in the PLC elections, so probably also that was a factor in delaying an 

agreement.”67 
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 Now concerning the Hamas and Fatah (and other main Palestinian factions) 

May 2011 Cairo Agreement where it was agreed to have PNC elections (and PA 

elections) by May 2012, are there any factors that indicate that also this agreement 

will fail to be implemented, in the same way as previous agreements have tended 

to? 

The fact that both Hamas and Fatah have undergone political changes, 

adjusting to the Arab Spring, has made Palestinian observers and political actors 

more optimistic now than for years.  

First, as for Hamas, the PASSIA-director Mahdi Abdel Hadi who was 

instrumental in mediations preparing for the May 2011 agreement, observes: “[The 

Hamas leader] Meshal wants reform, wants the election, he wants legitimization, as 

step 1, step 2, step 3, to succeed. If it wasn`t for him there would be no 

reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah, because he led the reconciliation against 

the will of Gaza.” According to the foreign minister of the Hamas-government in 

Gaza, Muhammad Awad, there was not really such opposition within Hamas in Gaza 

on changing the status quo and joining the PLO, as Abdel Hadi referred to:  “Hamas is 

outside the PLO and wants to be inside. This is one of the steps which all of us agree 

on.”68 

Ali Baraka, the Hamas leader in Lebanon, confers that Hamas has changed 

from earlier into now genuinely wanting to join the PLO: “Since 2005 Hamas has 

changed. We do not deny this. The demand to have 40 % representation was before. 

We now want to have elections and we will respect the results of elections.”69 

What motivation is there, then, within Fatah in relation to a possible change 

to the status quo within the PLO? Tawfiq Nasser from Fatah in Jerusalem suggests 

that Fatah must first reform itself: “You cannot have Fatah leading PLO reforms 

without first reforming itself. If the party reforms, then the PLO will reform. But 

Fatah is not reforming, because everybody is worried that if they open up this box, it 

will hit them back.”70 
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The resistance towards reform comes from Fatah, alleged Mohsen Saleh of 

the Al-Zaytouna Centre in Beirut: “I feel that whenever there is an agreement, you 

will find that the PLO leadership will only implement the articles regarding the PA in 

the West Bank and Gaza, but not regarding the PLO. They will postpone this to keep 

everything under their control. So I feel the main obstacles for reforms are not 

Hamas but Fatah. If they are genuine, they would at least open the PLO for 

discussion, whatever percent or proportion, now the PLO is near 100% Fatah.”71 

However, there are elements within Fatah that are extremely sceptical about 

opening up the PLO for Hamas. The Palestinian ambassador to Lebanon, Abdullah 

Abdullah, says he agrees with the decision to hold elections to the PNC, but has 

doubts about Hamas’s intentions:    

In every national movement there are fifth columns, traitors, call them as you 
wish. We have UNITA in Angola, Zulu in South Africa. We believe that Hamas 
is one strata of the Palestinian people and irrespective of our evaluation of 
their program, some of us, I included, do not believe that they have a 
national agenda. They want to build if not an Islamic state so an Islamic 
society. Of course they quote popular slogans, but theirs is not parallel to our 
goal which is freedom of our country from occupation, and to have a 
pluralistic and democratic state, that respect the other. That is the major 
difference with the our programs. 
DT: So it is not compatible with the PLO? 
AA: It is incompatible.  

 

  While Fatah-incumbents of PLO positions allegedly have lacked incentives to 

change the status quo of the situation, this has, as mentioned above, changed with 

the Arab uprisings in 2011. Since the Arab Spring, internationalization has replaced 

negotiations as Fatah’s strategy for liberation. This implies on the one hand an 

attempt to reduce the US “lethal monopoly” on negotiations72. Meanwhile another 

political current within Fatah sought to prioritize national institution building and to 

pursue the political struggle within international bodies such as becoming member 

of the International Criminal Court to prosecute Israel for breaches of the Geneva 

Convention73.  
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The new Fatah-strategy could be witnessed with the Palestinian UN-

application in September 2011, where international pressure against Fatah and PLO 

to withdraw the application for full UN-membership did not work. “The UN 

application is not the end of the game, it is just the beginning of the game, and it is 

the internationalization of the conflict,” said Mahdi Abdel Hadi, director of 

PASSIA74who was involved in mediating the reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah 

in May 2011.  

Since the fall of Mubarak, Fatah has experienced an acute crisis, according to 

Ali Baraka, the Hamas leader in Lebanon: “Fatah was forced to sign the agreement 

[in May 2011] because of the fall of the Mubarak-regime. They no longer had the 

cover and support from Egypt and Arab regimes”.75   

Current conditions are therefore favorable for a sustained Fatah and Hamas 

reconciliation as the political gap between the two factions concerning use of 

political tools has narrowed.  

The relation of the Quartet to Hamas 

In 2006 the Quartet (consisting of the EU, the USA, the UN and Russia) demanded 

from Hamas that they renounce violence, recognize Israel and explicitly declare that 

it respected previous Israeli-PLO agreements as a condition for recognizing a 

Palestinian unity government76. Hamas did not give in to these demands, which 

made EU and USA boycott not only Hamas but also the Fatah-Hamas unity 

government. That not only a Hamas-government, but any government with Hamas 

participation was boycotted may implicate that if Hamas became member in the 

PLO’s Executive Committee, EU and USA would reconsider their relation to the 

organization. It is notable though that the PLO is not boycotted today, Israel, EU and 

USA have recognized the PLO as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian 

people, although members of the Executive Committee of the PLO are on EU and 

American lists of terror-organizations (PFLP and PLF).  
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However, Hamas, irrespective of other PLO EC members being on terror lists, 

risks to be answerable to the same demands as in 2006 after the Palestinian 

elections scheduled for May 2112. In July 2011 the US State Department issued a 

statement saying that no country could be expected to negotiate with a “terrorist 

organization” sworn to its destruction, referring to the Fatah – Hamas reconciliation 

agreement77.  Would then Hamas’s response be the same as in 2006? On 

agreements and on the issue of renouncing violence there are signs of increased 

flexibility. Ezzat Al-Rezeq, member of Hamas’s politburo, recently said that Hamas 

“supported peaceful resistance” against the Israeli occupation. This was the first 

time that a Hamas spokesperson had referred to “peaceful” – as opposed to 

“armed” – resistance. In addition, “popular resistance” – not “armed resistance” – 

was underlined as a principle in the agreement between Hamas leader Khaled 

Meshal and PA and PLO leader Mahmoud Abbas following their meeting in Cairo 24 

November 2011.78  

Also on the issue of respecting previous PLO-agreements, Hamas has 

demonstrated a willingness to compromise. Asked whether Hamas would accept a 

PLO-agreement with Israel if Hamas lost in the PLO elections, Osama Hamdan, from 

the Hamas politburo, says79:   

We respect the results of elections, whatever they are. We support the 
democratic process, regardless of the results. If there were elections and 
another party won the majority and signed an agreement we opposed, we 
would oppose that through the democratic process. But we will not destroy 
all the system just because we oppose this or that. 
DT: So that means that if you lost the elections, armed resistance would not 
be an option? 
Hamdan: I don’t think so because as everyone knows, there was a Palestinian 
agreement that if there was any solution it is supposed to be accepted by the 
Palestinian people through a referendum. And that brings the right to the 
people, not to the leaders of the PLO or any Palestinian organization, even 
Hamas. So if our people accepted that, we would deal with this fact through a 
referendum which is supposed to be participated by all the Palestinians. If the 
majority said “we accept that”, we accept that.  
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Hamas says it will join the PLO without conditions. “We can not have the PLO 

implement our opinions before we are in”, commented PLC member from Hamas, 

Yahia Moussa.80 Ahmed Yousef,  an ideological influential advisor to Hamas Prime 

Minister Ismail Haniyeh has even suggested that Hamas might run for PNC elections 

with a list of names ensuring that they will not win more than 40 % of the seats, to 

ensure Palestinian consensus81. Significantly,  the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, the 

closest ideological ally of Hamas, has stated that they will respect the Camp David 

accords with Israel or hold a national referendum on the peace treaty82. 

However, when it comes to Hamas unilaterally recognizing Israel, there are 

no indications of a change in the organization’s position. However, it should be 

noted that Hamas has stated that it would accept the outcome of a Palestinian 

referendum on this issue. But as long as the USA continues to insist on the 

recognition of Israel prior to any such referendum, there will be pressure on Fatah 

from external donors that financial support to the PA is withdrawn if Hamas is co-

opted in a united Palestinian political leadership without Hamas changing its political 

programme. “Abbas is under American, Israeli and European pressure: no 

reconciliation, no reform, keep the status quo and negotiations,” said PASSIA 

director Mahdi Abdel Hadi.83 PNI leader Mustafa Barghouti concurred: “90% of the 

obstruction to reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah is from Israel and the United 

States.”84    

The main income of the PA, 50 to 55 % of budgetary support, comes from 

external grants and aid85. Without this support the PA can no longer pay the salaries 

of public servants.  In November 2011 Israel was withholding $ 100 million of tax 

money to the Palestinian Authority which Israel collects for the PA under the Oslo 

Accords because of the discussions between Hamas and Fatah on establishing a 
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Palestinian unity government86. Meanwhile, the American congress was likely to cut 

annual aid to the PA of $200 million in direct budgetary assistance.87  

The Fatah-leadership has explicitly discussed the implications of losing 

American financial support. 20 % of the foreign funding to the PA comes from the 

USA88, but Fatah-leaders and members of the EC of the PLO at a meeting in spring 

2011 unanimously supported national reconciliation in spite of the possible financial 

punishment89. One reason for this could be the fact that Arab funding for the PA is 50 

% more than the American funding. 90 Moreover, the Arab Spring has made it difficult 

for the PA to prioritize its relation to Western donors and pursue negotiations with 

Israel while no political progress is experienced. First, the Hamas – Fatah agreement 

in May 2011, and second, moving on with the application for full UN-membership in 

September 2011 in spite of Western pressure not to do so91, indicate that Fatah has 

indeed changed its policy towards pressuring Western donor countries. As the Arab 

world is changing and secular and Western sponsored dictators fall, prioritizing 

relations to Western powers could become a future political liability.  

The Palestinians are also aware of the fact that although there is a chance of 

American pressure on European allies to cut funding to a new Palestinian unity 

government, one implication of this might be that the security cooperation between 

PA and Israel could collapse as the PA would have difficulties in paying their security 

forces. A change in Western support might lead to a deteriorated security situation 

in Israel and the region. In fact, there are discussions among Palestinian groups and 
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inside Fatah on cutting the security cooperation and even on abolishing the PA as a 

possible counter-move to economic pressure.92 

The May 2011 Cairo Agreement did not include any demands that Hamas 

should change its political positions to accommodate Western demands. There is 

thus an agreement to have PNC elections despite the experience from 2006 when 

the unity government was boycotted by Western countries. In the Arab world today 

PNC-elections could take place in spite of European-American discontent. As the 

political center of gravity has moved to the Arab world, the impact of the pressure of 

Western donors on Fatah has been reduced. Freezing European-American economic 

support to the PA will necessarily deteriorate the economic situation in the Occupied 

Territories, but it will not necessarily mean abolishing plans of reactivating the PLO. 

Conclusion 
The PLO is today on the verge of being democratically reconstituted. Although it 

might be optimistic to arrange PNC elections already in May 2012, crucially, there is 

political will within the top leadership of the two main Palestinian political actors, 

Fatah and Hamas, of holding such elections. Those who want genuine reconciliation 

now appear to be stronger than the elements who want to sustain status quo, within 

both parties. The political distance between Fatah and Hamas has narrowed as 

internationalization has become Fatah’s new political strategy, while Hamas is 

seeking to express a moderate face in order to be part of the Islamist democratic 

momentum and not compromise regional ideological sister parties in the region. 

That there is indeed a common interest in reactivating a democratic PLO is indicated 

by the fact that, different from the Cairo-agreement of 2005, the 2011 agreement 

has been followed up with meetings seeking to implement it.  

Democratically reconstituting the PLO would mean the abolition of the 

current quota system for political representation in the organization. Palestinian 

groups that have failed to make the transformation from armed resistance groups to 

political parties with support among the general population will lose their positions 

within the PLO. This implies that five of the seven parties that are currently 
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represented in the EC of the PLO might lose their seats (ALF, DFLP, PLF, PPSF, PPP). 

This is an inevitable implication of democratization, and it is one that is wanted by 

the Palestinian people. As Graham Usher, a leading expert on Palestinian politics, 

notes, there is today “enormous distrust felt by Palestinians – mainly but not only in 

the diaspora – toward an unelected, unaccountable West Bank PA–PLO leadership 

that takes potentially seismic national decisions in their name”.93 To cure such 

distrust, proportional representative elections for the PNC will be essential medicine. 

Fully proportional elections implies that the Palestinian people elect their supreme 

authority, the PNC,  to be composed of a number of seats proportional to the 

number of Palestinians living in the various countries which constitute the various 

constituencies, with representatives from the constituencies they are to be elected 

from. This implies a return to the principle of geographic representation within the 

PNC as practiced at the first session in 1964, and an implementation of Article 5 in 

the PLO constitution, prescribing that “The members of the National Assembly the 

Palestinian National Council shall be elected by direct ballot”. 

 For a political leadership wanting to liberate Palestine, the practicalities of 

arranging such PNC elections are not insurmountable as long as the fundamental 

condition for having such elections is present; the political will. Moreover, the PLO is 

one of the 22 member states of the Arab League. The regional uprisings for 

democracy make the conditions favorable for the Arab League to take a leading role 

in facilitating PNC elections in the Arab world upon a request from the PLO94.  

As all the main Palestinian factions have agreed on reconstituting the PLO 

democratically – having elections facilitated by the Arab League – it is a paradox that 

the largest threat to Palestinian democratization today comes from Western 

countries that do not want to deal with a Palestinian leadership that includes Hamas. 

The insurmountable demand from the Quartet is that Hamas recognize Israel. 

However, the fact is that the PLO is one of only three member-states of the Arab 

League that have recognized the Israeli state, and Hamas is seeking to join the PLO 
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unconditionally – which means that it implicitly accepts the PLO’s recognition of 

Israel.95 

Rather than working against a democratized PLO within which popular 

support may make Hamas a main actor, Western governments might work to 

facilitate free and fair PLO elections. After all, the PLO has been recognized as the 

sole and legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. Changing their attitudes 

towards the PLO following elections that might actually make it a legitimate 

representative would be damaging for these governments’ credibility in the Arab 

world. Moreover, an elected legitimate Palestinian leadership may be regarded as a 

precondition for any prospective peace agreement. As little as the Palestinians and 

the international community may determine Israeli positions, no one but the 

Palestinians can determine their own. If a legitimate representation of Palestinian 

political positions is to be possible, it will require a legitimate, elected Palestinian 

leadership. An elected PLO would increase the likelihood that agreements would be 

enforced and reduce the spoiling power of rejectionist groups.  
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Democratizing the PLO 
 

 

Democratizing the PLO 

Prospects and Obstacles 

 The PLO is today on the verge 
of being democratically recon-
stituted. Although it might be 
optimistic to arrange PLO elec-
tions already by May 2012, as 
the May 2011 Cairo Agreement 
by the main Palestinian fac-
tions stipulates, crucially, there 
is political will within the top 
leadership of the two main Pal-
estinian political actors, Fatah 
and Hamas, of holding such 
elections. Those who want gen-
uine reconciliation and PLO 
reforms now appear to be 
stronger than the elements who 
want to sustain status quo, 
within both parties. The politi-
cal distance between Fatah and 
Hamas has narrowed as inter-

nationalization has become Fa-
tah’s new political strategy, 
while Hamas is seeking to ex-
press a moderate face in order 
to be part of the Islamist demo-
cratic momentum and not 
compromise regional ideologi-
cal sister parties in the region. 
Today there is enormous dis-
trust felt by Palestinians toward 
an unelected, unaccountable 
West Bank PA-PLO leadership 
that takes crucial national deci-
sions in their name. To cure 
such distrust, proportional rep-
resentative elections for the 
PNC will be essential medicine. 
Fully proportional elections 
implies that the Palestinian 
people elect their supreme au-

thority, the Palestinian National 
Council, to be composed of a 
number of seats proportional to 
the number of Palestinians liv-
ing in the various countries 
which constitute the electoral 
districts. For a political leader-
ship wanting to liberate Pales-
tine, the practicalities of arrang-
ing such PNC elections are not 
insurmountable as long as the 
fundamental condition for hav-
ing such elections is present; 
the political will. It is a paradox 
that the largest threat to Pales-
tinian democratization today is 
from Western countries that do 
not want to deal with a Palestin-
ian leadership which includes 
Hamas.
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