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Message from the Editor

Tina Basem

I vividly remember how, in the mid-1990s, my husband at month’s end would 
go to the bursary office to pick up his salary, tuck it into the pocket of his shirt 
or trousers, and go about his daily business. As a European who had travelled 
using travelers’ checks to avoid carrying cash, I found this situation a nightmare. 
I also remember proudly opening a bank account in a downtown branch. 
We have made strides since then, at least when it comes to banking and the 
automatization of financial services. But not all is rosy: the promises of the 
Oslo Accords have never materialized, and the occupation has both entrenched 
and outsourced its control and increasingly isolates Palestinians physically 
through restrictions on incoming travel. The space for Palestinian civil society is 
encroached upon by both local and outside actors. Yet the lure of easily obtained 
loans and the ensuing responsibilities keep Palestinians preoccupied and largely 
indifferent. 

In this issue you can read just how far the Palestinian financial sector has 
come. Our sincere gratitude goes to Bank of Palestine for choosing the gold 
sponsorship to support funding this issue. Our thanks go also to our authors: 
Mahmoud Maher Shawa, general manager of Bank of Palestine; Azzam Shawwa, 
former governor of the Palestine Monetary Authority and former minister of 
energy; Barraq Al Nabulsi, general director of Palestine Capital Market Authority 
(PCMA); Rateb Rabi, managing director at Intersect Innovation Hub; Bashar 
Yasin, an international consultant with more than 20 years of experience in 
payment systems and banking supervision; Zaid Jerab, head of the strategic 
planning and digital transformation division at Quds Bank; Dr. Bashar Abu Zarour, 
general manager of the Digital Financial Services and Innovations Directorate at 
PCMA; the United Securities Company; Palestine Exchange; Yasmin Hulileh, a 
co-founder of Fana’ Collective; UNRWA’s Microfinance Programme in Palestine; 
Yousef Srouji, a senior consultant at Momentum Labs and Amal Hjouj, a research 
associate at Momentum Labs; Hamzeh Ghosheh, the founder of Naviatx and 
developer of Maslak app; Barenboim-Said for Music, a local music school; and 
the International Committee of the Red Cross. Our Personality of the Month is 
Joseph Nesnas, the deputy general manager/regional manager at Cairo Amman 
Bank; Historical Personality of the Month is the global banking magnate Yousef 
Beidas; our Book of the Month is Under the Gaze of Angels by Said Habib; and 
Artist of the Month is Khaled Hourani. Where to Go takes you to the lush janayen 
(gardens) of Yasuf, and in Wildlife in Palestine, Yara Dahdal raises alerts on how 
climate change is affecting Palestine. Enjoy visiting our Exhibition of the Month, 
Contiguous Areas by Zohdy Qadri, and the listed events.

From the entire team at TWiP, we wish you a more peaceful month ahead!

Sincerely,
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This issue of This Week in Palestine, “The Financial 
Sector in Palestine” has been funded by Bank of Palestine 

through a gold sponsorship. We sincerely thank our 
funder for the support and confidence.

The opinions expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and do not represent the official position of 

Bank of Palestine.
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he banking sector in Palestine has taken a great leap 
forward in recent years, developing its banking and 
financing services in an effort to increase customer 
satisfaction and reach the various population segments 
in all regions. This progress was complemented by 
the development of the technology infrastructure of 
Palestinian banks and the banks that are operating in 

Palestine and by the adoption of technological solutions to enhance the 
sector’s digital transformation, in turn facilitating and contributing to 
economic growth. 

The steps taken to advance the banking system were consistent with 
the instructions issued by the Palestinian Monetary Authority that 
asked banks to work towards achieving financial inclusion, raise the 
sector’s efficiency, and meet the requirements of the various customers, 
whether individuals or businesses, in a manner that contributes to 
economic growth. It fell in line with the banking system’s commitment to 
participate actively in economic development efforts and fulfil its social 
responsibility.

The necessity of such digital transformation emerged clearly during the 
closures that were imposed as a precaution to confront and contain 
the COVID-19 pandemic and forced the banking industry to create 
and implement technological solutions to overcome pandemic-related 
problems. This experience accelerated the efforts to improve banking 
and financial services as well as funding programs that respond to the 
growing and diverse needs of individuals, organizations, and companies. 

Digital Banking

T

By Mahmoud Shawa

During the past two years, this 
transformation was wholeheartedly 
embraced by customers and society 
due to the many advantages of 
digital banking services: they save 
time and effort, facilitate the swift 
completion of transactions and 
banking services, reduce the number 
of visits to bank branches, and 
lower paper transactions, thereby 
corresponding with the standards of 
environmental preservation.  

The Future of the Banking 
Sector in Palestine

Digital banking 
promotes sustainable 
development. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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Bank of Palestine was a leader in 
taking initiatives to accelerate the 
process of digital transformation 
at the internal and external levels 
and adopting the latest software 
and secure technologies in order 
to be able to provide its customers 
with high-level banking services. It 
also implemented capacity-building 
programs to help its employees 
cope with this transformation and 
use it optimally to raise the quality 
of the provided services. All of 
these changes were in line with the 
bank’s development plans hoping 
to advance performance efficiency, 
enhance service quality, improve the 
level of customer experience, thus 
achieving customer satisfaction. 
A strategic aim of digitization 
remains keeping pace with the 
diverse banking and financing needs 
of various segments, including 
unbanked segments.

Bank of Palestine has launched 
several e-products and services 
that efficiently and effectively meet 
the various requirements of retail 
and business customers and enable 

different institutions and sectors to 
benefit from e-banking services. It 
has allocated programs and services 
that target owners of small, medium, 
and micro enterprises as well as 
individuals with limited income, 
laborers, beneficiaries of aid and 
assistance programs, and other 
segments of society. It has also 
launched the Bank-e application 
for mobile devices, issued bank 
cards that offer many advantages 
and different ceilings to suit 
various needs, and made available 
the electronic payment gateway, 
enabling customers to make 
payments using QR codes. Targeting 
the unbanked via e-payments, the 
bank has invested in PalPay to 
provide electronic payment services 
through a wide network of points 
of sale that are spread across the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip. PalPay’s 
e-wallet, Mehfazty, allows customers 
and users to make easy and safe 
payments, enhancing access for 
various segments, enabling service 
providers, academic institutions, 
local bodies, and lending institutions 

to increase their collection and 
revenue rates, thus raising their 
ability to continue to provide and 
develop their services.

This progress in the digital banking 
arena could not have been achieved 
without the ongoing technological 
development in Palestine. However, 
this transformation requires 
the development of a legal and 
legislative ecosystem for digital 
banking services so as to provide 
a motivating environment that will 
contribute to the further development 
of digital banking services. Banks 
must anticipate and be prepared 
to meet their customers’ future 
needs for services and banking 
transactions, and regulators must 
facilitate these transformations with 
up-to-date laws and regulations 
that are not only straightforward 
but also implemented with agility. 
Therefore, Palestinian banks must 
keep pace with globally adopted 
technological solutions in all banking 
and financial fields in order to 
meet the ever-changing needs of 
customers. With the advancement of 
financial technology and the ongoing 
development of digital transformation 
plans, significant changes will 
occur in the banking landscape in 
the coming years. This situation 

will not only reduce cash but will 
also include reducing the number 
of physical branches and creating 
instead smart digital branches. 
This does not mean dispensing 
with employees, as their banking 
expertise will be utilized to conduct 
tasks such as developing products 
and services, ensuring quality 
control, and managing performance, 
to name a few.

There also remains a pressing 
need to raise public awareness 
and encourage potential customers 
in all segments of society to take 
advantage of banking and financial 
services and applications. More 
efforts must be made to educate 
the public about the benefits of 
using digital banking services and 

The transformation 
of digital banking in 
Palestine is distinctive 
and unique and can be 
built upon to achieve the 
financial inclusion of all 
segments of society. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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SCAN 
TO SHARE

about the global trend of digital 
transformation at various levels. In 
Palestine we are lucky to have the 
Palestine Monetary Authority, as 
banking regulator aware of these 
transformations and is supportive 
of digitization and encouraging of 
the banking sector to modernize 
promoting awareness efforts in this 
regard.

The digital transformation of banking 
services also calls for continuous 
updates of digital security software 
and an intensification of awareness 
campaigns about the proper and 
safe use of internet networks, 
applications, and electronic links. 
Customers must know how to avoid 
causing harm to themselves or other 
beneficiaries and users, especially 
since the base of beneficiaries of 
banking and financial services, 
including unbanked individuals, has 
expanded greatly in recent years. 

With the increasing developmental 
and economic challenges, it is 
important that digital banking 
services be used to serve and 
promote key sectors such as health, 
energy, education, entrepreneurship, 
and trade. The digital transformation 
in banking and financial services will 
support these sectors and enable 
them to persevere and grow in 
order to meet the needs of society 
and strengthen the economy in a 
sustainable way. Therefore, it is 
necessary to work in an integrated 
manner. Banks must strengthen 
their partnerships with various 
governmental, civil society, and 
community institutions as well as 
international institutions that are 
capable of enhancing our knowledge 
and financial capabilities so that we 
can face future challenges.

Palestine’s exceptional ecosystem 
was achieved by recognized 
banking and financial expertise and 

competencies – despite the many 
political and economic challenges 
that the country is facing. We 
trust that Palestinian banking and 
entrepreneurship capacities will 
make even greater strides in the 
future in the areas of financial 
technology and digital banking 
services. We are seeing the advent 
of local start-ups in the area of 
fintech and insuretech. We as a bank 
are helping build the ecosystem for 
innovation via incubation at Intersect 
and via early-stage investment 
through Ibtikar Fund and together 
with other enablers and stakeholders 
and look forward to developing the 
environment for innovation. It is 
incumbent upon all stakeholders 
to work together to develop an 
ecosystem that would incubate these 
changes toward digitization and 
innovation. 

Mahmoud Maher Shawa has 
been general manager of Bank 
of Palestine since 2021. Born 
in 1982, Shawa served as chief 
financial officer between 2017 
and 2020; prior to that as chief 
risk officer between 2014 and 
2016, and deputy chief risk officer 
between 2013 and 2014. He holds 
an MA degree in banking and 
finance, earned with distinction, 
from the University of Wales in the 
United Kingdom in 2007. Shawa 
also graduated with high honors 
from the American University in 
Cairo, Egypt in 2005, with a BA in 
accounting.

Coming soon page O.1.pdf   1   9/30/22   11:58 PM
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inancial technology (fintech) is the new industry on the block. 
The term is used to describe technology that seeks to provide, 
automate, and improve financial services such as mobile 
banking, online investing, and peer-to-peer payments. Fintech 
also aims to increase financial inclusion among people with 
low incomes, including women and youth in particular, as well 
as for micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs).

The history of financial technology can be traced back to the late nineteenth 
century, when banks started using telegrams to move money across 
continents. Since the arrival of the internet, which allowed for faster and more 
efficient communications between companies and consumers, fintech has 
taken off. 

Since then, fintech has evolved at a rapid pace. This is largely because it offers 
many benefits over traditional financial services, making traditionally inefficient 
tasks more efficient. This technology makes it easier than ever for people from 
every segment of society to manage their money and make transactions. In 
addition, fintech helps people gain access to credit and investments more 
easily. All of this contributes to a more cashless, efficient, and secure financial 
system. Furthermore, financial technology facilitates access to financial and 
banking services for various segments of society and reduces the time, effort, 
and cost required to complete financial transactions and create new business 
prospects, especially in the field of e-commerce and investments. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has provided the whole world with a great opening 
to benefit from technology. It has changed the way we think about finance 
and forced businesses to seek alternative ways to conduct their business 

The Financial Sector in Palestine

The Path of 
Fintech 
in Palestine

F
By Azzam Shawwa

and finances. Enormous and 
transformative opportunities 
have been unlocked and made 
possible with the evolution of digital 
technology, including but not limited 
to big data, cryptocurrency, artificial 
intelligence, and blockchain. This 
growth has given space for fintech 
start-ups to rise and become the 
most-funded sector in the last 
couple of years.

When talking about fintech in 
Palestine, we must acknowledge that 
Palestine is still experiencing low 
levels of access to and limited use 
of financial services, and that large 
numbers of adults remain excluded 
from the formal financial system due 
to political and/or socio-economic 

restrictions. Most noted among the 
factors and challenges that hinder 
our progress in financial technology 
are obstacles resulting from the 
occupation and the restrictions it 
places on the Palestinian economy, 
depriving Palestinians of life 
essentials such as fourth- and fifth-
generation services, noting here that 
Gaza is not given access even to 
third-generation services. Likewise, 
the Palestinian economy must cope 
with the inexistence of a national 
currency and the resulting lack of 
an independent monetary policy. 
Furthermore, we must develop and 
enact laws and legislation related 
to financial technology, create 
the appropriate infrastructure for 

According to KPMG’s “Pulse of 
Fintech,” total investments in 
fintech topped US$210 billion in 
the year 2021, with investments 
mostly in crypto and blockchain.
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electronic payment systems, and 
assure that information is secure 
and that privacy and individual data 
are protected. We must provide 
the appropriate ground for the 
constructive interaction between 
regulators, entrepreneurs, and 
innovators of financial products and 
services. 

As banks are planning their future, 
they must decide whether or not to 
adopt digital banking. A decision 
must be made also regarding how 
to deal with virtual currencies 
and the involved risk. Economic 
activities must be restructured 
to become compatible with 
technological development, and 
the information technology sector 
must be developed to serve the 
financial and business sectors 
and foster economic growth. We 
must attract the competencies of 
distinguished Palestinians who live 
abroad and entice them to resettle 
so that we can benefit from their 
experiences. Furthermore, we 
must encourage scientific research 
related to technology in the financial, 
business, and trade sectors to serve 
the local and regional markets, and 
propose policies and strategies to 
activate technological systems in 
the financial and business sectors. 
Last but not least, we must increase 
financial awareness and culture 
among the public.

Despite the prevailing challenges 
and restrictions, policymakers and 

regulators in Palestine have taken 
an interest in fintech during the last 
several years. They understand 
that in order to catch up with the 
world, they must apply digital 
transformation in their institutes. 
They also recognize fintech’s impact 
on the promotion and development 
of sustainable economic growth. In 
2018, the Palestinian government 
adopted the National Strategy for 
Financial Inclusion in Palestine 
2018–2025. Its goal is to increase 
the number of citizens who use 
financial services from 36.4 percent 
today to 50 percent in 2025. 
This includes women, youth, and 
unemployed people. The strategy 
also targets micro, small, and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs), 
especially those operated by women, 
many of which are home-based 
businesses.

It is worth recognizing here the vital 
role that the Palestine Monetary 
Authority (PMA) and the Palestine 
Capital Market Authority (PCMA) 
are playing as they push to advance 
financial services and reach out to 
and include the underbanked and 
financially excluded segments of 
the population. In 2020, the PMA 
granted permission for the use 
of mobile payment services and 
digital wallets and established the 
first Fintech Academy in Palestine. 
In 2021, the PMA created the 
National Fintech Task Force that 
aims to develop the financial 

technology sector, enhance digital 
transformation, and improve the 
infrastructure of payment systems in 
Palestine while making governance 
and procedures transparent 
and avoiding monopolies in this 
sector. It also recently established 
the Regulatory SandBoxi to test 
innovative solutions in a safe and 
supportive environment.

The PCMA has created an enabling 
environment to enhance the use 
of financial technology in the 
nonbanking financial sector, which 
includes insurance, financial leasing, 
mortgage financing, and securities 
trading. In 2021, the PCMA added 
the Digital Financial Technology 
Services and Innovation Directorate 
to its organizational structure and 
launched the platform titled Ebtaker 
(Innovation)ii that aims to encourage 
innovators to create pioneering ideas 
related to the nonbanking financial 
sector.

Fintech in Palestine still has a long 
way to go, but we are certainly 
on the right track. All segments of 
the financial sector have to work 
together, and we look forward to 
partnerships among corporates, 
start-ups, and regulators. History 
has shown us in so many incidents 
that real innovation may come from 
places where it was least expected. 
We have always found ways to 
confront difficulties and rise from 
the ashes. With the ambition and 
high level of education of its women, 
youth, and scholars, Palestine will 
likely witness in the near future a 
qualitative leap in the field of financial 
technology. This will positively affect 
the national economy and all aspects 
of Palestinian life. 

In short, if we are given the chance 
and make the right investments, 
targeting the financially excluded in 
Palestine can promote impact-driven 
and scalable fintech innovation. As 
Charles Darwin pointed out, “It is not 
the most intellectual of the species 
that survives; it is not the strongest 
that survives; but the species that 
[…] is able best to adapt and adjust 
to the changing environment in 
which it finds itself.” 

Azzam Shawwa is a former 
governor of the Palestine Monetary 
Authority and former minister of 
energy. A distinguished public 
figure and an accomplished 
executive with over 30 years of 
experience in financial institutes, 
he is an empowering leader with 
experience in operations and 
strategy across multiple industries 
and the founder and executive 
chairman of Dar Elkhebra.

The PMA reports that 
MSMEs make up nearly 99 
percent of the Palestinian 
economy, 90 percent 
of which are unable to 
acquire loans.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

The Financial Sector in Palestine

i See “Financial Technology,” Palestine Monetary Authority, available at https://www.pma.ps/fintech/en/
index.html. 
ii See Ebtaker, Palestine Capital Market Authority, available at http://www.ebtaker.ps/.
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ince the establishment of the Palestine Capital Market 
Authority (PCMA) as an autonomous agency by virtue of 
Law No. 13 of 2004, it has taken firm steps toward creating 
a suitable environment to achieve stability and growth in the 
capital market, based on its vision of acting as “An effective 
regulatory authority that aims at developing a sound capital 
market and protecting the interests of stakeholders.”

Moreover, the PCMA sought to consolidate its supervisory and regulatory 
role through successive five-year strategies and is currently implementing 
its strategy for the years 2021 to 2025 that aims to achieve three main 
objectives: (i) expand the scope of the formal financial sector and limit that 
of the informal financial sector by providing a supervisory and regulatory 
environment for the introduction of new nonbanking financial services and 
products; (ii) contribute to economic development by providing additional 
options of nonbank financing means for small, medium, and micro enterprises 
and entrepreneurs; and (iii) utilize financial technology in the various sectors 
that are subject to the supervision of the PCMA. 

In the same context, the strategy seeks to provide appropriate financing 
options in terms of cost and requirements, increase job creation opportunities 
and financial sustainability for the sectors that fall under the PCMA’s 

Enhancing
Financial Stability
and Growth

S

The Palestine Capital 
Market Authority (PCMA) 
engages continuously 
to enhance the financial 
stability and growth in 
the nonbanking financial 
sector.

By Barraq Al Nabulsi

The Palestine Market Authority

supervision, and activate the 
factoring (i.e., financial transaction) 
sector among the existing 
nonbanking financial sectors. The 
strategy also aims to contribute 
to enhancing financial inclusion 
rates through the use of financial 
technology and the provision of new 
nonbanking financial products, and 
to develop ways to protect the rights 
of users of nonbanking financial 
services and maintain market 
discipline.

The PCMA is currently implementing 
a number of work programs that 
clearly contribute to creating 
a supportive and incubating 
environment for the nonbanking 
financial sectors. Most notably 
these endeavors promote the use of 
financial technology in these sectors 
and have witnessed the launching 
of the Ebtaker platform, the first 
of its kind in Palestine; it helps 
regulatory bodies communicate 
with business accelerators and 
innovators at an early stage as they 
support entrepreneurs in building 
and developing innovative ideas 
to improve the financial sector. In 
addition, the PCMA is completing 
the draft insurance law in line with 
developments in this vital area that 
represents one of the sides of the 
triangle of economic stability along 
with the banking and judicial sectors.

In this context, we must be aware 
of the need to develop the legal 
environment in the insurance sector, 

which along with the banking sector 
and the judicial sector, is one of the 
most important economic sectors 
to achieve economic stability. By 
protecting the national savings and 
the lives and property of individuals 
and institutions, the insurance 
sector helps manage the risks that 
face the national economy, thereby 
actively contributing to economic 
development.

The PCMA is always striving to keep 
pace with international standards 
and best practices as it carries out 
its supervisory and regulatory role 
in the insurance sector in Palestine. 
This is accomplished through the 
issuance of needed secondary 
legislation in order to strengthen 
the legislative environment for the 
insurance sector and enable the 
PCMA to exercise its supervisory 
role effectively.

Table 1: The most prominent graphic indicators of the Palestinian insurance 
sector for the year 2021

Total written 
insurance premiums 
(in US$ millions)

Net incurred 
claims (in 
US$ millions)

Insurance 
penetration 
ratio

Insurance 
density 
(in US$)

Return 
on owner 
equity

341.5198.61.89%64.559.3%

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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The PCMA has decided to regulate 
the dealing in foreign currencies 
and precious metals on foreign 
stock exchanges in accordance 
with the provisions of Presidential 
Decree No. 17 of 2009 regarding 
dealing in foreign stock exchanges, 
the provisions of Securities Law 
No. 12 of 2004, and the Law of the 
Capital Market Authority No. 13 for 
the year 2004. Therefore, the PCMA 
examined the regulation for dealing 
in foreign stock exchanges (including 
foreign currencies, precious metals, 
and others) as issued by securities 
companies licensed by the PCMA 
in order to determine to what extent 
they achieve the PCMA’s objectives 
and comply with the strategic plan. 
The aim of such examination is to 
regulate the informal financial sector 
and protect its dealers from having 
to do business with unlicensed 
entities and persons whose activities 
could be in violation of Presidential 
Decree No. 17 of 2009. It 
furthermore aims to achieve financial 
inclusion in Palestine. 

The purpose of such legislation to 
regulate dealing in foreign exchanges 
comes in response to an increased 
demand for such transactions by 
citizens who wish to deal with 
local authorities that are licensed 
to buy and sell foreign currencies, 

precious metals, and other financial 
instruments. These citizens have 
so far communicated with offices 
and companies that are located 
abroad and licensed by either Arab 
or foreign securities authorities for 
dealing in foreign currencies and 
precious metals. This increased 
demand has led to a high volume of 
transactions in those instruments.

The PCMA also outlined special 
criteria to list the shares of public 
shareholding companies on the 
Palestine Exchange, highlighting 
companies that are compatible with 
the provisions of Islamic shari‘a 
law by providing a special index 
named after the eternal capital of 
Palestine, the Al-Quds Islamic Index. 
This comes as a consolidation of 
the objectives related to developing 
the ecosystem for Islamic financial 
services in Palestine that the Capital 
Market Authority seeks to achieve 
within its Strategic Plan 2021–2025. 
The standards include issuing 
regulatory controls to create an 
Islamic index based on Standard 
No. 21 associated with financial 
transactions in securities, including 
shares and sukuk (shari‘a-compliant 
bond-like instruments) issued by 
the Islamic Accounting and Auditing 
Organization.

Table 2: The most prominent 
graphic indicators of the 
Palestinian securities sector for 
the year 2021

Trading value 
(in US$ 
millions)

Market 
capitalization (in 
US$ millions)

Average daily 
trading value (in 
US$ millions)

Market capitalization 
as percent of GDP 
(current prices)

418.74,407.11.724.4%

The financial leasing sector is 
a promising path among the 
offerings of the Palestinian 
financial sector. Financial leasing 
is one of the most important 
medium-term financing methods. 
It is defined as asset-based 
financing, which means that 
it is used to finance movable 
and immovable assets through 
financial leasing companies that 
purchase assets chosen by a 
lessee from suppliers and then 
grant the lessee the authority to 

use, possess, and benefit from 
these assets for a specified 
period of time in exchange for 
lease payments, while the legal 
ownership remains for the lessor. 
At the end of the lease term, the 
ownership of the asset is either 
transferred to the lessee, in the 
event that the lessee decides 
to exercise such an option. 
Alternatively, the possession of the 
asset is returned to the lessor, in 
the event that the lessee decides 
not to exercise such option.

Table 3: The most prominent 
statistics of the Palestinian 
financial leasing sector for the 
year 2021

Number of 
licensed 
companies

Total number of 
financial leasing 
contracts

Total value of financial 
leasing contracts (US$ 
millions)

868035.14

Mortgage financing is the process 
of securing financing in exchange 
for mortgaging the property, so 
that the beneficiary can buy and 
own the property. The origin of 
this activity dates back hundreds 
of years. The issue of mortgage of 
immovable properties in Palestine 
is governed by a law from the 
Jordanian era, namely the Law of 
Mortgaging of Real (Immovable) 
Property No. 46 for the year 1953.

Efforts to enhance digital finance and 
innovation aim to meet the ongoing 
development in fintech. Rapid 
technological changes are providing 
many opportunities to improve 
services in various sectors in general 
and the financial sector in particular. 
Thus, during the year 2019, the 
PCMA drew up its policy on 
financial technology and intervention 
mechanisms to enhance this field in 
the sectors it supervises. This was 

In efforts to improve the 
performance of and trust in the 
securities sector, the PCMA is 
outlining steps and procedures 
to enhance confidence and 
growth.

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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also reflected in its five-year strategy for 
the years 2021 to 2025. An integrated 
program was included in the strategy, 
aiming to enhance the use of fintech in 
the nonbank financial sector and provide 
the enabling environment for such use. 
This resulted in the creation of the Digital 
Financial Technology Services and 
Innovation Directorate within the PCMA’s 
organizational structure that launched its 
work at the beginning of 2021.

Furthermore, the PCMA contributes 
to achieving financial inclusion and 
employing governance and financial 
technology in the nonbanking financial 
sector through the Ebtaker platform. 
Ebtaker is a tool that aims to facilitate 
and encourage innovation in the areas 
of capital market sectors in order to 
enhance their competitiveness. To this 
end, it provides a platform that facilitates 
orderly communication between 
innovators and the PCMA and provides 
advice and guidance to entrepreneurs 
and innovators regarding regulatory 
aspects related to the development of 
technological financial services. It also 
helps develop innovations related to 
services in digital finance and enables 
the PCMA to learn about the latest 
innovations related to the nonbanking 
financial sector and its trends. The 
Ebtaker platform can be accessed 
through the link www.ebtaker.ps.

PCMA also manages the Regulatory 
Sandbox, a test environment where 
developers of innovative nonbanking 
fintech services can test innovative 

fintech applications in real life and 
on real clients. It aims to facilitate the 
development of products that fintech 
service developers cannot currently 
offer in the Palestinian market due either 
to the presence of regulatory obstacles 
or to the absence of regulatory rules 
governing them.

The year 2021 witnessed a set of 
achievements in the field of corporate 
governance, most of which focused 
on the development of sectoral 
governance, and continued its strategic 
cooperation with the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC) in efforts to 
strengthen corporate governance in 
Palestine. Among the most important 
developments in this field during 2021 
is the development of the Code of 
Environmental, Social and Corporate 
Governance in Palestine. Palestine 
is also proud to have secured the 
continuity of the program that integrates 
the corporate governance course in 
Palestinian universities through the 
signing of a cooperation agreement 
between the PCMA and the IFC. Today, 
five Palestinian universities have 
included the corporate governance 
course in their teaching plans. The 
PCMA is working with two more 
Palestinian universities to integrate the 
corporate governance course into their 
teaching plans. 

With a MSc degree in finance and 
banking, obtained in 1995, Barraq 
Al Nabulsi is the general director of 
Palestine Capital Market Authority 
PCMA and a member of the National 
Anti-Money Laundering Committee.
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here are young innovators all around Palestine who have huge 
plans, and they’re currently brainstorming their next steps. 
They’re full of brilliant ideas, and they’ve got the ambition, 
concept notes, and prototypes to prove it. 

One of our first major glimpses into this untapped world was 
in November 2021, when Intersect organized Palestine’s first 

Fintech Hackathon: a three-day boot camp that brought together the field’s 
professionals and aspiring entrepreneurs. Those 72 hours generated a host 
of new ideas and produced several new teams, showing off just how much 
can be accomplished by linking ambitious entrepreneurs with one another. 
The overarching energy in the boot camp was enough to reassure us that this 
industry is about to reach new heights in Palestine.

In the hackathon’s aftermath, Intersect took several start-ups under its wing. 
They were offered tailored support services, encompassing technical training, 
networking opportunities, access to Palestine’s first in-house financial clinic, and 
office space in our hubs. 

All else aside, the collaborative culture that is birthed when like-minded 
innovators share space is enough to push everyone forward. Here’s an 
introduction to some of the brilliant start-ups we’ve had the pleasure of 
supporting — which hopefully shows 
why we’re so excited for what’s to 
come. 

The minds behind Bitvest are 
envisioning an exciting new approach 
towards investment, offering an 

Rest Assured! 
Solutions Are 
on the Way 

T

By Rateb H. Rabi 
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inclusive platform that makes it easy 
for anyone to become an investor. 
Bitvest is essentially an investment 
motivator, enabling everyone to make 
micro-investments. 

Meanwhile, the inventive team at 
P-Score employs artificial intelligence 
to offer a cutting-edge solution to 
financial institutions. The company 
offers a credit scoring system tailored 
to the Palestinian monetary system’s 
unique challenges. Loan data is 
gathered from multiple sources before 
P-Score’s algorithm analyzes trends 
and provides valuable information 
about creditworthiness to financial 
institutions. 

Lahza’s team offers an online 
payment infrastructure that bridges 
all of Palestine’s banks and e-wallets. 
To implement online payments, 
merchants currently need to navigate 
a complex ecosystem, making 
different considerations for each bank 
and e-wallet they’d like to integrate 

into their business. Through Lahza’s 
infrastructure, the complex ecosystem 
is made simple. One system allows 
merchants to securely accept any 
online payment, and countless 
businesses are given easy access to 
the world of e-commerce. 

The creatives behind YallahNFT 
have been hard at work producing 
the first Arabic-language podcast 
with the mission of educating about 
financial inclusion. The show’s weekly 
episodes put a spotlight on some of 
the most relevant topics in fintech, 
providing valuable information to 
established and aspiring entrepreneurs 
alike. 

These promising start-ups are a 
small window into the future that’s 
already en route. If anything, they’re 
a harbinger of all of the innovative 
ideas still lying dormant in the minds 
of techies across Palestine. We all 
stand to benefit if they make the leap 
to success. 

Young entrepreneurs meet at the first Fintech Hackathon in 
November 2021. 
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Unfortunately, these success stories can 
seem rare. With an immense number of 
obstacles along the way, many promising 
start-ups never graduate from their idea 
stage. The biggest challenges that face 
young entrepreneurs today are the obstacles 
to adequate financing. While there is no lack 
of viable ideas, the investment needed to 
convert concepts into real-world solutions 
is inaccessible to most. Two primary 
characteristics make this problem more 
pronounced with tech and fintech start-ups: 
First and foremost, there is a very long, 
time-consuming route towards development 
of the product before it can become 
commercially viable; years of work may 
need to be invested before the product can 
generate revenue. Secondly, the financial 
investment needed for this type of innovation 
is typically much higher than that in other 
industries. Thus, we have a situation where 
entrepreneurs need to make huge financial 
investments, but with no clear route towards 
liquidity. 

Another major factor to consider is the 
associated financial risk and how it can 
hold back the most trailblazing ideas. In 
most cases, there is a large amount of 
personal financial risk that the entrepreneur 
assumes, while the payoff may take years 

to materialize – if ever. Without a 
supporting backer, the entrepreneur 
is left with a rather demotivating 
ultimatum. Either invest heavily and 
face the personal consequences, or 
invest scarcely and delay progress. 
Over the course of both trajectories, 
it is likely that motivation would 
dwindle, and the brilliant idea would 
eventually be set aside. 

Here, we must set priorities 
as a society. Without the right 
infrastructure to support these 
young innovators, we’re left with 
a lot of untapped talent. Idea after 
idea gets tossed aside because its 
execution faced a solvable problem. 
Thus, we collectively get left behind 
with a shortage of fintech solutions 
to Palestine’s unique problems. 

Intersect has been developing its 
start-up acceleration model since 
2020. However, we’ve refined our 
model to overcome some of the 
biggest obstacles that entrepreneurs 
face. The fintech solutions 
already exist, and many ambitious 
individuals are working on them at 
this very moment. We just need to 
give innovators the resources and 
safety net to truly innovate — for 
everyone’s sake. 

Intersect Innovation Hub is proudly 
powered by Bank of Palestine 
Group. 

Rateb H. Rabi is the managing 
director at Intersect Innovation 
Hub, Fintech-Cybersecurity, 
and InsureTech Hub. He is also 
the founding curator of Global 
Shapers East Jerusalem Hub.
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n the eve of the Israeli occupation, eight commercial banks 
operated in the West Bank, working through 26 branches 
that covered all the major cities, and three banks operated in 
the Gaza Strip, with four branches distributed throughout the 
area. Following the territories’ occupation by Israel in 1967, all 
financial institutions of the West Bank and Gaza were closed 
along with all commercial banks and their branches. Their 

accounts were frozen and the cash was transferred to the Central Bank of Israel. 
The Israeli currency was introduced as legal tender in the occupied territories; 
however, the occupation forces allowed the use of the Jordanian dinar in the 
West Bank and set up an official rate of conversion to the Israeli shekel.

Table 1: Commercial banks and branch locations (May 1967) 

Name of Bank Location of Branches
West Bank

Arab Bank Nablus, Jerusalem, Hebron, Ramallah, Jenin, Tulkarem
Cairo-Amman Bank Nablus, Jerusalem, Hebron, Ramallah, Jenin
Ottoman Bank Nablus, Jerusalem, Ramallah, Bethlehem
Jordan National Bank Nablus, Jerusalem, Hebron
Jordan Bank Nablus, Jenin, Jericho
Arab Real Estate Bank Nablus, Jerusalem
British Bank of the Middle East Jerusalem
Bank Intra Nablus, Jerusalem

Gaza Strip
Bank of Alexandria Gaza City
Arab Bank Gaza City
Bank of Palestine Gaza City, Khan Younis

The Banking 
Sector in 
Palestine

O
By Bashar Yasin

In the subsequent absence of 
financial services, Bank of Israel 
allowed Israeli banks to open 
branches in the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. But they were 
not used by Palestinians and did 
not succeed in establishing a 
significant presence, as they were 
unable to play the role of financial 
intermediator between depositors 
and borrowers. 

As a consequence of the 1993 
Oslo Accords that include the Paris 
Economic Protocol that permits 
the arrangement of monetary 
and financial issues, the newly 
established Palestinian Authority 
(PA) established the PMA (Palestine 
Monetary Authority) in 1995 as 
an independent institution. This 
development was accompanied by 
the opportunity to reopen closed 
branches, ending the blockade that 
had been imposed since 1967, 
and a number of new banks were 
licensed to operate in Palestine.

As there is no national currency in 
Palestine, four different currencies 
are used in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip: the Israeli shekel, 
which prevails in daily financial 
transactions; the Jordanian dinar 
and the US dollar, which are used 
for savings, investments, and the 
purchase of durable goods; and 
the euro, which is rarely used. It 
is possible to make deposits and 
withdrawals from banks in any of 
these four currencies. 

Since the mid-1990s, the number of 
banks has been steadily increasing. 
Thus, at the end of 2021, the 
key features of the Palestinian 
banking sector structure could 
be described as follows: Thirteen 
licensed local and foreign banks 
operate branches, five of which 
are Jordanian and one is Egyptian. 
Among the licensed banks, three 

are Islamic local banks. Around 379 
branches are spread throughout 
Palestine, and more than 710 
ATMs and more than ten thousand 
points of sales (POS) are available, 
benefitting customers all over 
Palestine. This network of branches, 
offices, ATMs, and POS serves 
more than two million customers 
and employs more than 7,500 
persons. 

Banks are the backbone of 
economic development in Palestine. 
Most Palestinian banks are newly 
established, especially the Islamic 
banks, but they developed rapidly 
and have witnessed significant 
improvement. They aim to cover 
the economic and social needs in 
the field of banking and through 
financing business organizations 
and investment companies.

The total assets of the banks that 
operate in Palestine have grown 
steadily over the last five years, 
increasing by 35 percent between 
2017 and 2021, to reach a total of 
US$20.73 billion. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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The credit facilities have seen a remarkable increase by 31 percent or about 
US$2.4 billion over the last five years, reaching US$10.3 billion by the end of 
2021. Consequently, the sector’s loan-to-deposit ratio is 62 percent as of June 
2022, whereas the percentage of nonperforming loans to total credit remained 
low, at 4.1 percent. Notably, the Palestinian banking sector’s capital adequacy 
ratio amounted to 16.7 percent in June 2022 – almost 5 percentage points 
higher than the international standard according to Basel Accord.

Bank Fact Sheet 2021

Balance Sheet Data
Total Assets reached US$20.7 billion, an increase of 11% from 2020.
Net Direct Credit Facilities reached US$10.3 billion, an increase of 6% in 2020.
Total Liabilities reached US$18.8 billion, an increase of  11% in 2020.
Customer Deposits reached US$16.5 billion, an increase of 9% in 2020.
Total Owner Equity reached US$2.0 billion, an increase of 10% in 2020.
Income Statement Data
Total Revenues reached US$811 million, an increase of 17% in 2020.
Total Expenses reached US$556 million, an increase of 0.3% in 2020.
Interest Income reached US$711 million, an increase of 12% in 2020.
Interest Expenses reached US$127 million, an increase of 2% in 2020.
Profit before Taxes reached US$255 million, an increase of 83% in 2020.
Net Profit for the year reached US$185 million, an increase of 107% in 2020.

Over this period, the banking industry earned the confidence of the Palestinian 
people, reflected in a significant increase in the number of bank accounts 
that were opened and total deposits made, as indicated in Chart 2: Customer 
Deposits. Customer deposits reached US$16.5 billion in 2021, an increase of 
38 percent compared to 2017.

Financial Banking Indicators:

Net Interests and Commissions/Revenues 86.2%

Return on Assets 0.9%

Return on Equity 9.4%

Customer Deposits/Total Assets 79.5%

Net Direct Credit Facilities/Total Assets 49.7%

Net Direct Credit Facilities/Customer Deposits 62.5%

Liabilities/Total Assets 90.5%

Retained Earnings/Equity 10.7%

Overall, these indicators show that 
the banking sector has started 
to recover from the COVID-19 
pandemic and is achieving 
sustainable growth rates on the scale 
of the key indicators.

All these main indicators 
demonstrate that the Palestinian 
banking sector is successful in 
managing the funds of depositors 
and investors and in maintaining 
the strength of the banking industry, 
even though it is forced to function in 
a high-risk political, economic, and 
operational environment.

Bashar Yasin is an international 
consultant with more than 20 years 
of experience in payment systems 
and banking supervision. Holding 
a master’s degree from Sorbonne 
University, Paris, his diversified 
experience includes areas such 
as financial services, financial 
inclusion, and e-payments. A board 
member of several institutions and 
committees, he currently serves 
as the general manager of the 
Association of Banks in Palestine.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

The Association of 
Banks in Palestine is 
the representative 
institution that plays a 
key role in advocating 
the interests of the 
banking sector and 
coordinating with the 
regulators. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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or many decades, Palestine has been an area of extreme 
instability. Tensions, political events, and the never-ending 
conflict have confronted the Palestinian economy with a 
formidable and unique set of fiscal and economic challenges. 
Given these difficult circumstances, Palestine’s small economy 
has never failed to defy the expectations, bounce back, and 
teach the world lessons in survival economics. But whereas 

political and economic conditions never seemed very promising or bright, and 
growth and employment figures never were too impressive, these conditions 
have come to be considered the norm. One might surmise that Palestinians and 
Palestinian institutions have supernatural adaptation skills and learned how to 
live, grow, and work under an unremitting crisis mode. It takes the combination 
of resilience, will, hope, agility, and stubbornness to achieve that. 

The Palestinian banking sector is just one of many great examples of this 
survivorship and resilience DNA that is embedded in Palestine’s economy. 
Throughout history and since the first bank started its operations in Palestine 
in 1960, the banking sector led by strong efforts and support of the Palestine 
Monetary Authority (PMA) has achieved remarkable milestones and has proved 
itself as secure, reliable, and a great positive contributor to the Palestinian 
economy. Witnessing and going through a long stream of consecutive political 
and economic fiscal crises, the banking sector has shown the ability to weather 
and overcome financial shocks of strong magnitude, which reflects in strong 
growth figures in all indicators.

Resilience, Major 
Challenges, and 
Future Prospects 

F
By Zaid Jerab

The Palestinian Banking Sector

Indicators of growth between the end of 2011 and the end of 2021

Indicator type Growth range in US$ Annual compound growth rate

Deposits 6.97B to 16.52B 9%

Credit facilities 3.49B to 10.35B 11.5%

Total assets 9.34B to 21.67B 8.8%

Paid-in capital of banks 875M to 1.28B 3.9%

Total shareholders’ equity 1.185B to US$2.18B 6.3%

In addition to these strong balance 
sheet activity growth figures, the 
banking sector has also proven its 
prudence, soundness, and safeness 
by a number of factors. It is highly 
liquid, with liquidity coverage ratios 
well above all minimum international 
requirements; it is well capitalized 
to withstand unexpected events or 
episodes of financial stress in the 
economy (the banking sector has a 
16.7 percent capital adequacy ratio, 
well higher than the PMA minimum 
requirement of 13 percent and the 
Basel 3 International Minimum 
Requirement of 10.5 percent); the 
quality of its credit portfolio is great, 
as reflected by a low nonperforming 
loans (NPL) ratio of 4.2 percent and 
good provisioning, and the existence 
of good credit bureau systems that 
have been implemented by the PMA; 
it is compliant with all international 
banking supervision regulations 

and well monitored under a strong 
regulatory oversight, exercised by 
the PMA; the sector exercises strong 
anti-money laundering (AML) and 
anti-terrorist financing (ATF) policies 
and procedures in compliance 
with international best practices; 
it continues to create value for its 
shareholders in terms of a good 
return-versus-risk tradeoff and good 
profitability ratios with calculated 
and acceptable levels of risk; and it 
is extremely competitive (13 banks 
currently operate in Palestine), which 
has reflected positively on the product 
offerings and the level of services 
and financial solutions provided to 
consumers and businesses. 

Despite all the success and positive 
figures, business is never as usual 
in Palestine. Every journey has 
its challenges, but the challenges 
and obstacles that the Palestinian 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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banking sector faces are unique and 
extremely disruptive. To start with, the 
Palestinian economy and Palestinian 
banks operate without the existence 
of a fully pledged central bank 
and without a local currency. The 
PMA does a great job in exercising 
regulatory oversight and overseeing 
the development and implementation 
of modern efficient payment systems. 
However, its ability to apply monetary 
policies that could achieve economic 
stability, price stability, or stimulate 
economic growth is very limited. 
Having to work with four currencies 
(USD, JOD, ILS, and Euro) in the 
absence of a local currency further 
complicates things. For example, 
one of the biggest challenges facing 
the PMA and the banking sector is 
their lack of control over the levels 
of physical cash held by banks. 
In short, the Palestinian banks in 
recent years held very high levels of 
physical Israeli shekel (ILS) cash, well 
above the normally required levels. 
While this could look good in terms 
of having very high cash reserve 
ratios, having excess cash on hand 

limits the banks’ ability to lend those 
funds and encumbers banks with 
additional and unnecessary liquidity 
and cash handling costs that are 
eventually passed on to consumers 
and businesses. 

This problem exists because Palestine 
is mostly a cash-based society, and 
not having a fully pledged central 
bank that accepts cash notes means 
that Palestinian banks need to ship 
excess cash to the Israeli central 
bank, which puts limitations in 
terms of quotas on the amount of 
physical cash that the central bank 
of Israel accepts. Several initiatives 
and attempts have been made by 
the PMA to solve this issue with the 
Israeli side, but the problem has been 
going on for long and remains. In 
addition to the political efforts, the 
PMA has also worked on a national 
strategy to develop and implement 
digital payment systems to decrease 
the reliance on physical cash 
transactions. The percentage of cash 
transactions is decreasing, but we 
still have a long way to go.

Another major issue that affects the 
Palestinian economy and Palestinian 
banks is the financial situation and the 
fiscal challenges that the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) and the Ministry of 
Finance (MOF) are facing, caused 
mainly by the continuous disruptions 
in PA cash inflows, received by 
Israel in the form of tax and customs 
collections due to political reasons. 
Those cash flows represent around 
70 percent of the PA and MOF total 
income. The Palestinian banks are 
big lenders to the public sector, both 
directly – through direct loans to 
the MOF (around US$2.13 billion 
as of June 2022) – and indirectly 
– through indirect loans to public 
sector employees (US$1.8 billion as 
of June 2022) and to private sector 
businesses that work with the public 
sector. Although direct lending to the 
MOF represents only 20 percent of 
the total credit facilities granted by 
the banking sector, the public sector 
remains a big part of Palestine’s 
economy, and the continuous 
disruptions in PA cash flows cause 
instability and a slowdown in all 
economic activity as well as instability 
in the financial condition of many 
consumers and businesses. 

The PMA and the Palestinian banking 
sector have become experienced 
in this type of challenge and can 
manage it rather well, especially 
because the fiscal conditions are 
caused by political reasons and 
usually short-lived. However, this 
remains one of the biggest challenges 
that the banking sector and the 
Palestine economy face. It is worth 
noting that the PA is currently leading 
multiple financial restructuring 
initiatives to improve its financial 
situation. The PA’s level of debt 
to GDP (both direct and indirect) 
remains within acceptable levels. 
However, financial restructuring of the 

wages it pays, allocating more of the 
PA’s budget to capital expenditures, 
and finding a long-term solution to 
the disruptions of cash flows are 
necessary endeavors to get out of the 
bottleneck. 

In addition, the banking sector faces 
many other challenges that include 
operating in multiple jurisdictions with 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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different rules and different business 
environments (West Bank, Gaza, 
and some parts of East Jerusalem). 
Given that little support is given by 
the government to certain sectors, 
a strong legal system is necessary 
to enable banks to take on more 
risks and play a more active role in 
lending to small enterprises. The 
banking sector cannot rely on a 
strong technological infrastructure 
in Palestine that could better 
facilitate and complement banks’ 
digital transformation initiatives. It 
finds difficulties in establishing new 
correspondent banking relationships 
with big international banks to 
facilitate international trade and open 
new prospects. And finally, it must 
cope with restrictive PMA instructions 
related to fees and commissions that 
do not incentivize banks to create 
innovative products and services 
and limits their ability to follow global 
trends of changing the business 
model. Globally, banking is moving 
towards increasing transactional 
revenue as part of the total income 
and strives to decrease the reliance 
on interest income in order to achieve 
de-risking targets and offer loans 
to consumers and businesses at 
lower interest rates, which would 
help stimulate economic activity and 
achieve wider macro-level economic 
goals. 

Despite all these challenges and 
obstacles, the Palestinian banking 
sector must continue to build on its 
history and achievements, find ways 
to overcome the current challenges, 
and continue to develop and grow. 
The global landscape of banking is 
changing; banking sectors around 
the globe are witnessing a significant 
transformation in their business 
models. Perhaps the most significant 
change is in the use of advanced 
technologies to serve clients digitally 

and enhance operational efficiencies. 
Competition between the largest 
global banks is no longer over size or 
market share; the race is about which 
bank is more digitally advanced, more 
operationally efficient, and fits better 
in the technological ecosystem. Now, 
the focus in banking is on open data 
and open banking and on providing 
customers with technology-enabled 
add-on services and products that are 
related to payments and nonpayment 
transactions. Banks cannot operate in 
silos anymore; they are now more like 
platforms and facilitators that engage 
as part of a big ecosystem that 
includes banks, financial technology 
firms (fintechs), and many other 
small and large players. 

Although the Palestinian banking 
sector is investing heavily into 
digital transformation initiatives and 
technologies, there remains much to 
do to catch up with the global trend of 
developed and emerging economies. 
Unfortunately, banks cannot achieve 
this on their own. Joint efforts are 
needed from various players in the 
private and public sectors to allow for 
a swift change in the technological 
landscape; they must bring about a 

significant transformation to enable 
banks to serve customers better 
and make a positive impact on the 
Palestinian economy. All related 
parties should focus on where the 
world is going and set a national 
technological ecosystem strategy that 
focuses on digital transformation and 
digital payments and leads multiple 
collaboration efforts and initiatives 
to implement it. The task at hand is 
similar to building a puzzle or a Lego 
set: it is not complete and does not 
work until all the pieces fit together. 

On another note, banks in Palestine 
have long been accused of 
developing lending programs that 
focus more on consumer spending 

instead of productive lending. As of 
the second quarter of 2022, total 
pure consumption credit facilities 
amounted to US$1.5 billion, which 
represents around 14 percent of 
total credit facilities granted in the 
banking sector. So, it’s not true that 
banks focus more on lending pure 
consumer spending. However, the 
right claim might be that banks do 
not take enough risk in lending to 
the small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs) that make up more than 90 
percent of the Palestinian economy. 
Instead, they focus more on lending 
to corporate large enterprises and 
the public sector. As of the second 
quarter of  2022, the total credit 
facilities granted to SMEs amounted 
to US$1.45 billion, which represents 
around 13.6 percent of the total credit 
facilities granted. As we read the 
numbers, it becomes clear that this 
important segment is underserved 
by banks. One of the main reasons 
is that banks feel that this segment 
possesses a high level of risk. The 
financial literacy among SMEs is very 
low, most of those businesses are 
small cash businesses that are not 
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financially included and therefore do 
not have any financial data or any 
official bank cash flows or tax records 
to prove their credit worthiness. In 
addition, this segment usually does 
not possess any collateral and is not 
well supported by any government 
programs. 

To be fair, we must acknowledge 
that there are many international 
loan guarantee funds that operate 
in Palestine and provide banks with 
guarantees to enable them to lend to 
this segment of the economy. These 
initiatives are appreciated and work 
well, but they are just not enough to 
solve the problem. What is needed 
are joint efforts of the government 
and the public sector, along with 
the PMA and the banking sector, to 
educate and increase the financial 
literacy of this segment, provide 
technical assistance for this segment 
to expand their businesses, and 
find direct and indirect support and 
guarantee programs to improve the 
creditworthiness of this segment. 
Serving this segment not only 
supports the economy, it is also 
a great opportunity for banks to 
increase their customer base and 
portfolios and diversify their risk.

Going back in history, it is clear 
that the Palestinian banking sector 
has faced numerous political and 
economic challenges and shocks and 
will continue to do so. By weathering 
all these events while continuing to 
grow and develop, the Palestinian 
banking sector has proven its 
soundness, safeness, and resilience, 
and, most importantly, it has shown 
that it has always contributed greatly 
to the Palestinian economy and will 
continue to do so. The successful 
journey should continue, and for this 
to happen, the future focus should 
be on the technological revolution 
in banking and on the financial 

inclusion of all segments, enabling 
them to make a more significant 
positive impact on the Palestinian 
economy. To do so, we must 
encourage innovation and out-of-
the-box thinking. Innovation not only 
solves problems but also creates new 
markets and a blue ocean of new 
products and services that match 
consumer expectations. 

Zaid Jerab is the head of the 
strategic planning and digital 
transformation division at Quds 
Bank and vice chairman of Experts 
Turnkey Solutions, an IT company 
that specializes in software 
development and professional IT 
services. With a bachelor’s degree 
in finance and economics from 
McGill University in Montreal, 
Canada, obtained in 2013, he 
served the Royal Bank of Canada as 
an enterprise business intelligence 
design and optimization analyst 
before he moved to Ramallah to 
work at Quds Bank. He is also a 
certified financial analyst and a 
member of CFA Global Institute and 
CFA Society Jordan as well as a 
certified financial risk manager and 
a member of the Global Association 
of Risk Professionals.
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inding ways to promote financial inclusion in Palestine and 
enhance the interest in and understanding of financial services 
among Palestinians has become a focus of inquiry in recent 
years. In efforts led by the Palestine Capital Market Authority 
(PCMA) and the Palestine Monetary Authority (PMA) in 
coordination with major governmental institutions, NGOs, the 
private sector, and other stakeholders, the National Financial 

Inclusion Strategy 2018–2025 (NFIS) was developed and has been implemented 
by the Palestinian Council of Ministers since 2018. It aims to achieve “a developed 
financial sector that fully meets the financial needs of all segments of Palestinian 
society to improve their welfare.” The Council of Ministers also formed a National 
Committee for Financial Inclusion, headed by the PCMA and PMA, to steer the 
strategy’s implementation. At the heart of its work is the explicit recognition that 
ensuring financial inclusion is vital in efforts that strive to alleviate poverty, ensure 
economic growth, and promote financial stability. This endeavor also requires clear 
leadership from the top-level decision makers. 

Ensuring financial inclusion is a local Palestinian effort that has become a role 
model regionally. As financial inclusion – in simple words – is the status when all 
individuals have the equal opportunity to access formal financial services, ensuring 
that this goal is defined realistically in the Palestinian context has been a challenging 
task. For the purpose of the NFIS, the effort to achieve financial inclusion was 
defined as aiming to “[e]nhanc[e] access to, and use of, financial products and 

The Financial Sector in Palestine

Financial 
Inclusion 
in Palestine

F

services by all segments of the 
society via formal channels, while 
meeting their needs in a timely and 
affordable manner, protecting their 
rights and promoting their financial 
knowledge to enable them to make 
well-informed financial decisions.” 
This definition was approved by the 
National Committee for Financial 
Inclusion and incorporated into the 
NFIS based on three major pillars, 
namely access, usage, and quality 
of financial services. By quality, we 
mean the quality and affordability of 
financial services and the protection 
of consumers’ rights.

As Palestine was one of the first 
Arab countries to launch a national 
strategy for financial inclusion, 
it is considered a pioneer in this 
field. This strategy has a well-
tailored Action Plan 2018–2025 
that revolves around four main 
goals: improving the level of 
financial capability for the targeted 
segments, increasing access to and 
usage of formal financial products 
and services, strengthening and 
protecting the right of consumers, 
and bolstering the role of 
information and communication 
technology to expand access 
to and usage of formal financial 
services. The societal segments 
targeted for financial inclusion in the 
Palestinian context are citizens who 
suffer from low levels of financial 
inclusion, which includes women 
and youth as well as micro, small, 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs).

Simultaneously with launching 
the NFIS, the Council of Ministers 
approved the entities that will be 
responsible for the implementation 
of the strategy and its action plan. 
Headed jointly by the PCMA and 
PMA, the National Committee of 

Financial Inclusion is entrusted 
with overseeing the entire process 
of implementation, setting policies 
to facilitate the financial inclusion 
operations, mentoring the technical 
committee that is responsible for 
monitoring and evaluation, and 
guiding the thematic working 
groups that specialize in various 
financial and social aspects. 

Promoting financial inclusion 
in Palestine is urgently needed. 
While efforts to promote financial 
inclusion started long before the 
national strategy was launched, 
these efforts were fragmented 
initiatives that had to be aligned 
under a national vision. Today 
there are inclusive efforts towards 
enhancing financial inclusion in 
Palestine. Much has been done so 
far, despite the challenges in the 
implementation process both locally 
and internationally. Locally, the 
Israeli occupation policies hinder 
financial inclusion initiatives and 
continually create more challenging 
situations, as was the case during 
the two tax clearing crises that 
took place in 2019 and 2020. 
Internationally, the ramifications of 
the COVID-19 pandemic spread 

The overarching goal of 
the National Financial 
Inclusion Strategy (NFIS) 
is to increase financial 
inclusion from the 2016 
level of 36.4 percent 
of adults to at least 50 
percent of adults by the 
end of 2025.

By Bashar Abu Zarour
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to almost all economies, presenting challenges as well to the financial inclusion 
efforts in Palestine. Thus, despite the mentioned efforts, Palestine still suffers from 
high levels of unemployment and poverty. The financial inclusion initiative attempts 
to tackle them.  

The strategy targets the underserved/unserved segments of the Palestinian 
population, particularly women and youth. A comprehensive study of financial 
inclusion, carried out in 2016, including an in-depth demand survey, assessed 
financial inclusion strands in Palestine. A set of indicators was developed by 
the technical committee to assess the different development levels in efforts to 
increase the main parameters of financial inclusion regarding access, usage, 

and quality. The study found that there is a noticeable gender gap in the 
access to and usage of financial services. With a 21 percent gap 

in financial education levels in favor of male adults, it is worth 
mentioning that males’ financial education level did not 

exceed 55 percent of the total population of adult males 
in Palestine. This study then formed the basis on 

which the NFIS was built. Indeed, recent indicators 
show a slight improvement, which provides hope 

that recovering from the two clearing tax crises 
that have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic may be a faster process than 
originally feared. 

There are other drivers that promote financial 
inclusion in Palestine. Despite all challenges 
that the strategy’s implementation has faced, 
the PCMA along with its partners initially 
focused on financial awareness programs, 
and significant efforts were made to identify 

the obstacles that hinder access to and usage 
of available financial services. Subsequent efforts 

were focused on developing usage methods 
via technology. In this regard, the PCMA has 

employed all related resources and means to enhance 
financial inclusion. Thus, in 2019, the PCMA devised an 

intervention framework to illustrate its regulatory role toward 
financial technology (fintech) in Palestine and show how it can 

contribute to promoting financial inclusion by increasing access to 
and usage of nonbanking financial services and products. Creating the 

enabling environment required the development of consumer-centric products 
that target the underserved/unserved segments of society with services such 
as agro-insurance, micro-insurance, crowdfunding, and Islamic finance tools. 
These endeavors currently constitute the core effort of the PCMA in improving the 
financial sector. 

The PCMA is keen to respond to all developments and tries to secure the 
sustainability of the financial sectors. Healthy financial sectors mean that the 
supply side is in a position of complete willingness to contribute to financial 
inclusion efforts by providing customer-centric financial products. Thus, it has 
taken advantage of the current developments in financial technology by launching 
its regulatory innovation hub Ebtaker that deals with fintech ideas and innovations, 

providing the needed regulatory 
guidance to help mature these 
innovations. The PMA, on the other 
hand, has introduced the Regulatory 
Sandbox that serves as a testing 
environment for fintech innovations in 
the banking sector. 

Taking into consideration the time 
frame of the strategy that ends 
in 2025, implementation of a 
comprehensive midterm evaluation 
on financial inclusion to assess the 
progress of implementation activities 
was planned in the monitoring and 
evaluation activities, and the latest 
crises increased the need for such 
assessment. An in-depth field study 
was launched in 2022 to measure 
the progress made towards achieving 
the strategy’s objectives, identify 
the challenges, obstacles, and gaps 
that prevent reaching higher levels 
of financial inclusion, and assess 
what benefits have been gained 
from technological developments in 
the financial sector in fields such as 
fintech and InsurTech. Accordingly, 
this assessment aims to provide 
a comprehensive diagnosis of the 
status and level of financial inclusion 
in Palestine in terms of the available 
supply, current demand, and status 
of the ecosystem, which includes 
measuring the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on financial inclusion 
indicators. The assessment also aims 
to analyze whether digital financial 
services are able to increase financial 
inclusion in Palestine, determine the 
extent to which the gender gap in the 
financial sector in Palestine is reduced, 
and identify and suggest urgent and 
necessary recommendations and 
interventions to achieve the goals of 
the financial inclusion strategy in the 
planned time frame. The results of 
this assessment will be compared 
to the results of the previous field 
assessment that was implemented in 

2016 in order to measure the extent 
of development of financial inclusion 
in Palestine. The outcome of this 
assessment is also expected to form 
the main pillar in the practical directions 
for implementing the NFIS and for 
developing and updating the strategy’s 
action plan with all new developments. 
As financial inclusion is a continuous 
process, evaluation is a key to ensure 
that financial inclusion goals are 
achieved smartly.

With a PhD in the Capital Market 
and Investment Portfolio, obtained 
in 2007, Dr. Bashar Abu Zarour is a 
certified expert in financial inclusion 
policy. He currently serves as general 
manager of the Digital Financial 
Services and Innovations Directorate 
at Palestine Capital Market Authority 
and heads its Technical Team for 
Financial Inclusion.
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Financial inclusion is a 
means to an end, not an 
end in itself. The ongoing 
financial inclusion initiative 
responds to the urgent 
need to increase awareness 
and capabilities among all 
segments of Palestinian 
society, enabling everyone 
to use the available 
financial services and meet 
their financial needs.
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Decades of Innovative Services 
and Business Integration

Courtesy of United Securities Co.

United Securities Company is one of Palestine’s 
leading brokerage companies. It enables its 
clients to invest in local, regional, and global 
stock markets and offers them various financial 
products and services.

The establishment of United Securities Co. 
came in response to the emergence of the 
Palestinian stock market, known as Palestine 
Exchange (PEX), which was established in 
1995 and held its first trading session in 1997, 
creating a fertile environment for brokerage 
companies, as all trading deals are run 
exclusively through them.

With its slogan “Make It Your Choice,” United 
reflects its aspirations of being investors’ 
number one destination for trading in 
Palestine. Therefore, the company carries on 
to develop its trading systems, meeting its 
investors’ needs and expectations, as it offers 
them the ability to manage their portfolios 
anywhere, anytime, through its advanced, 
user-friendly electronic trading system and 
its innovative services based on the personal 
understanding of each investor’s needs and 
interests.

General Manager Mr. Ahmad Ammar points 
out: “We aim to maximize our clients’ profits 
through our commitment to financial inclusion, 
where United Securities Co. provides investors 
with all the information and consultancy they 
need, as we believe that every individual has 
the right to access timely financial services 
and investment opportunities. We therefore 
continue our efforts to broaden our coverage 
of more segments of the Palestinian society 
through our headquarters in the emerging 
financial hub of Rawabi City and our branches 
in Nablus, Bethlehem, and Gaza.”

By the end of August 2022, United’s  brokerage 
activities had accounted for more than 43 
percent of PEX’s total trading volume, making 
it the leading company in the sector with the 
most significant market share by more than 
US$305 million in trading volume for the 
period. This was 53 percent higher than the 
trading volume of US$199.4 million for the 
whole year of 2021, showing steady growth 
and significant expansion of United’s trading 
activities as it had opened 364 accounts 
for new clients before August 2022, thus 
increasing the total number of trading accounts 
to 7,356.

Technology has transformed the stock trading 
market, and timely accessibility has become 
essential. In response, United has kept pace 
with the constantly changing and developing 
trading technology, as it continuously upgrades 
its trading systems and now offers an advanced 
interactive e-trading application, “United 
Securities Co.” Compatible with both iOS and 
android, the application provides access to 
International and Regional stock markets. It 
also provides a live feed of information on 
indices prices and values, their performance 
charts, technical analysis, and the ability 
to view the investor’s portfolios in these 
markets. The application features up-to-date 
cybersecurity standards in order to prevent 
potential vulnerabilities and threats such as 
unauthorized access and modification of the 
user’s information, maintaining an advanced, 
responsive, yet safe trading experience through 
the application, as United always prioritizes its 
clients’ data privacy. 

United Securities Co. provides realtime 
technical support regarding its application 

usability. Its technical team is always ready to 
follow up on any submitted inquiries.

Given that safety is critical in stock trading, 
United Securities Co. implements the highest 
standards of trading security and strictly commits 
to all rules and regulations of the Palestinian 
Capital Market Authority and PEX, thus 
maintaining a safe, regulated trading ecosystem 
that seeks to attract more youthful investors from 
various Palestinian areas who are encouraged 
to learn more about Palestine Exchange and the 
investment opportunities that United offers, 
away from the risky, unregulated, and unstable 
cryptocurrencies market.

“Our professional, highly skilled team, into 
whose capacity building we highly invest, as 
well as the investors’ trust that we have gained 
and maintained over the years are our most 
important assets and means of success,” Mr. 
Ammar asserted. He added, “The securities 
market has become one of the main pillars of the 
Palestinian economy, and proudly, our efforts 
at United Securities Co. have had a significant 
impact on the steady development of this 
market, despite the complex socioeconomic 
challenges it faces. We aim to maintain our 
position as the leading securities trading 
company in Palestine as we continue to exceed 
our clients’ and shareholders’ expectations by 
keeping their interests our number one priority.” 

Through its specialized departments of business 
research and development, trading, customer 
care, and portfolio management, United achieves 
the type of 360° business integration that covers 
all the aspects of stock-trading activities and 
provides both investors and decision makers 
with in-depth reports, thus offering the best 
investment opportunities and promoting the 
growth and evolution of the securities trading 
sector. 

Familiarizing broader segments of the Palestinian 
population with stock trading is one of United’s 
primary objectives. The company holds and 
participates in various conferences and activities 
inside and outside its headquarters and branches 
and actively networks with several organizations 
and universities, having signed memorandums 
of understanding with some. United also invests 
in awareness-raising activities; it welcomes 
interested students and knowledge-seeking 
visitors and interns, aiming to achieve one of 
its strategic goals of mainstreaming securities 
trading and expanding its investor base while 
leading the development of this promising sector 
in cooperation with its partners.

United Securities Co. 
holds a market-leading position
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Such visual connection is 
important on many levels, 
but especially on a human 
level: for first-generation 
refugees to see and recall, 
for the grandchildren to feel 
more connected and believe 
in their right of return, and 
finally for us in Palestine to 
document these stories on 
the ground.

New Management, 
New Aspirations
Palestine Exchange Thriving and 
Seeking to Expand Its 
Shareholder Base

Courtesy of Palestine Exchange 

t seems that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant 
impact on global markets and many economic sectors, 
and Palestine is no exception; the combined profit of listed 
companies witnessed a 24 percent decline compared 
to 2019. However, the market experienced a significant 
recovery in 2021 with a net profit of US$373.9 million, a 73 
percent increase over 2020. Two years after the pandemic, 

the Palestine Exchange continues to recover and thrive, as the combined net 
profit for the first half of 2022 reached US$200 million, with a 10.5 percent 
increase compared to the same period in 2021.

In August 2022, Mr. Samir Hulileh was elected chairman of the Palestine 
Exchange (PEX). Mr. Hulileh, one of Palestine's prominent businesspeople, 
has held different management positions in the public and private sectors 
and also served as chairman and board member at various public and 
private companies and economic organizations. The vision of the PEX board 
of directors is to enhance its services and expand its activities through 
two main components: a new package of PEX-developed systems and a 
new approach to increase the number of listed companies and expand its 
investor base. Commenting on these endeavors, Mr. Hulileh explained, “As a 
part of its efforts to bring about a paradigm shift in the market of securities 
investment, PEX is in the process of launching a new trading system and an 
in-house developed electronic deposit and settlement system conjunctively.” 
In addition, PEX is seeking to expand its shareholder base through investment 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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awareness-building activities, 
workshops, and the National Plan 
for Financial Inclusion. Thereby, it 
aims to reach a broader segment of 
local investors – especially in the 
southern West Bank and Gaza Strip, 
along with the Palestinians in the 
1948 areas – familiarize individuals 
with the securities trading market in 
Palestine, and expand the number of 
listed companies in PEX.

As PEX is working on expanding its 
shareholder base and developing its 
services, it is especially targeting 
youthful investors who usually 
trade in the risky, unregulated 
cryptocurrency market. “Our 
approach is to make PEX the 
investors' first choice, with our 
secure, regulated, and convenient 
trading systems,” Mr. Hulileh points 
out, adding, “We're focusing more 
on the 1948 areas and the southern 
West Bank, especially the Hebron 
governorate, as we continue our 
awareness-building activities in the 
high-value region, seeking more 
investment opportunities.”

Also in August, Nihad Kamal was 
appointed general manager of 
PEX. Mr. Kamal has accumulated 
more than 20 years of experience 
in investment, financing, 
development, and management, 
and held various c-level positions 
at different companies. “These 
increasing profitability ratios 
reflect the market's stability,” Mr. 
Kamal asserts, elaborating that 
“the listed companies continue to 
meet the expected high business 
performance, which was proven 
when listed companies distributed 
US$221 million in dividends to 
investors through the profits of 
2021.”  In the same context, the 
Al-Quds Index (AL-QUDS) indicates a 
4 percent increase for the first eight 
months of 2022, compared to the 

end of 2021; and the trading value 
was US$367 million until August 31, 
2022, which is 49 percent higher 
than the same period in 2021. 
Moreover, the market capitalization 
of the PEX has reached US$5 billion, 
18 percent more than the same 
period in 2021.

Palestine Exchange is a member of 
multiple international organizations 
in the field of securities trading, 
including the World Federation 
of Exchanges (WFE), the Arab 
Federation of Capital Markets, and 
the Federation of Euro-Asian Stock 
Exchanges (FEAS). It is also listed 
on the Financial Times Index and as 
a stand-alone at Morgan Stanley.
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Towards Financial 
Inclusion in a New 
Age Digital Economy

By Yasmin Hulileh

The Financial Sector in Palestine

intech is a portmanteau for “financial technology.” It’s 
a catch-all term for technology that is used to digitize, 
streamline, and disrupt traditional financial services. Fintech 
can include everything from straightforward mobile payment 
apps to complex blockchain networks that house encrypted 
transactions. The most common framework for fintech 
companies in Palestine is peer-to-peer payment services 

that offer mobile-based e-payments, bill payments, mobile top up, voucher 
purchase, prepaid virtual debit cards, etc. 

According to the Palestinian Financial Inclusion Strategy Report conducted 
by the Palestine Monetary Authority (PMA), the Palestine Capital Market 
Authority (PCMA), and other stakeholders for the years 2018–2025, the 
amount of banked society does not exceed 35 percent, which is distributed 
among 14 banks, 480 ATMs, 120,000 credit cards, and some 600,000 debit 
cards, leaving as much as 65 percent with no access to financial services. 
This number sheds light on the informal economy that dominates the finance 
industry, and the lack of financial inclusivity for a large segment of society. 
SME and MSME accounts are below healthy averages, with no special 
lending products and services available to this large segment of the business 
community. Such a financial landscape has created fertile soil for fintech, 
and digital wallets are tailored to meet these demand-chain preferences by 
providing financial access and independence to this high percentage of the 
population. Wallet systems could be the beginning of a long-term solution for 
the inclusion of Palestinians in the digital economy outside the scope of the 
traditional banking services offered, noting that the wallet’s main source of 
cashflow is cash and not via bank transfer. 

MaalChat (maal for money in Arabic) is one of the financial service providers 
in Palestine. It is a digital platform, a mobile application, that provides secure 

F
and easy-to-use mobile-based 
e-payment methods, utilizing a state-
of-the-art CRM system that serves 
merchants and agents. This new 
technology will play a significant role 
in transforming the financial reality 
into a touch-free, cashless society. 
The service is currently restricted 
to smartphone users operating 
under Palestinian and Israeli mobile 
network operators to cater for all 
Palestinians living in the area, with 
the long-term goal of expanding into 
the Arab region to respond to the 
needs of Palestinians in the diaspora. 

Fintechs must overcome the 
reputation of the financial services 
industry: some banks are greedy, 
others un-intuitive, and many not 
transparent. Financial technology 
companies need to market 
themselves differently in order to 
avoid these initial biases against 
the financial industry. Although 
partnerships with incumbents may 
be the best way forward, fintech 
companies still have a lot of work 
to do when it comes to marketing 
because the above-mentioned 
numbers reveal the lack of trust in 
financial institutions. 

By increasing access to financial 
services, integrating logistics, and 
pushing forward necessary policy 
changes, Palestinians will rely on a 
banking system that is independent 
from any bank. This will enable many 
people to start online businesses 
with little to no capital, allow large 
distribution companies to cut costs, 
and especially provide financial 
support to families throughout the 
West Bank, Gaza, Israel, and in the 
diaspora efficiently and with minimal 
cost. 

Yasmin Hulileh holds a bachelor’s 
degree in law and business 
from the University of Warwick 
in the United Kingdom. She has 
been working with Maalchat for 
Electronic Payment Services since 
its launching in 2019, is a co-
founder of Fana’ Collective, and 
co-editor of The Black Journal, the 
collective’s first paper publication. 
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hrough the provision of financial services for the low-
income and working poor, microfinance lending services are 
considered to be an efficient tool that assists target groups 
to rely on themselves economically in order to generate 
income and improve the livelihoods of their families. These 
services further assist marginalized groups to emerge from 
poverty to become economically active and self-sustaining 

individuals and households. For these reasons, UNRWA established its 
Microfinance Programme in Gaza in 1991, extending it to the West Bank 
in 1994, and to Jordan and Syria in 2003. It aims to improve the quality of 
life of small-business owners, micro-entrepreneurs, and poor households 
through the provision of credit and other financial services that sustain jobs, 
decrease unemployment, reduce poverty, economically empower women 
and youth, and provide income-generating and asset-
building opportunities to Palestine refugees and 
other proximate poor and marginalized groups. 
In practical terms, the program offers inclusive 
financial services through several loan products 
that meet a diverse range of client needs. 
Such needs are being addressed through the 
business support loan products (helping 
clients to generate income to enhance their 
self-reliance) and/or through the nonbusiness 
support loan products (helping marginalized 
groups earn incomes) that improve the living 
conditions of households and their quality of life. 

Reaching the 
Unreachable 

T
Courtesy of UNRWA Palestine 

UNRWA’s Microfinance 
Programme in Palestine

Currently, the program offers nine loan products that cover costs related 
to running a business, housing improvement, and various personal needs. 
They help improve access to better education and health care while ensuring 
families’ prosperity and allowing them to overcome any unanticipated 
economic shocks they may encounter. Such loan products also target 
Palestine refugees, women, and youth, as well as the owners of micro-
enterprises that work in the informal sector of the economy, such as street 
peddlers and women-owned projects.

 From its establishment in 1991 until June 2022, UNRWA’s Microfinance 
Programme has issued almost 616,172 loans valued at $656,956,898 in 
its entire area of operation that covers the West Bank, Gaza, Jordan, and 
Syria. The Microfinance Programmes in the West Bank and Gaza have been 
managed by 11 branch offices that retailed half of these loans (306,352 
loans) and 63 percent (US$417,085,145) of all invested amounts. Of these 
investments, 44 percent have supported women’s businesses, improving the 
quality of life of target groups.   

The Financial Sector in Palestine

Palestine Syria
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As the UNRWA Microfinance 
Programme is committed to 
maintaining service continuity 
to its target groups, especially 
during difficult times, it was 
the only microfinance program 
that continued to provide 
lending services, especially 
in Gaza after 2006 and in 
Syria after 2011. The program 
adopts the microfinance 
industry’s best practices, 
which have been certified 
through a global microfinance 
rating agency. In 2017, the 
program received the grade 
of A+ by MicroFinanza 
Rating and was granted the 
“Leader Milestone” for its 
near-perfect adherence to the 
three Pro-Poor Principles by 
Truelift. Such ratings placed 
the program first among 
microfinance programs in 
the MENA region and fifth 
worldwide.

Joseph Al-Atrash is 23 years old and lives with his family of three members in Beit Sahour in the West 
Bank. His workshop, where he repairs and leases industrial equipment, is a unique business in the area. 
“Since I started borrowing from UNRWA in 2015, I have received three loans to develop my workshop 
and have increased my business investment from $10,000 to $25,000. In addition, my monthly income 
enabled me to build a house, get married, and buy a car for my family.
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inancial inclusion has led global economic development 
trends in recent decades. The concept of financial inclusion 
refers to “individuals and businesses having access to useful 
and affordable financial products and services that meet 
their needs – transactions, payments, savings, credit, and 
insurance – delivered in a responsible and sustainable way.”i 
The importance of financial inclusion and the attention it 

has received internationally is evident in the fact that it has been identified as an 
enabler for 7 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals.ii

When the Rwandan government used sex-disaggregated financial services data 
from surveys to devise strategies, women’s access to formal finances increased 
from 36 percent to 63 percent in merely four years (2012–2016).iii 
The applied strategies ensured that women were included in the development 
agenda by expanding the reach of savings and credit cooperatives, allowing 
agent banking, and encouraging women to join associations and cooperatives, 

Supporting
Women and
Youth

F

By Yousef Srouji 
and Amal Hjouj

The Importance of Financial 
Inclusion, Globally and Locally 

participate in savings groups, start 
income-generating projects, and take 
advantage of technological advances 
such as mobile-phone-based financial 
services. In many places around the 
globe, but especially in Africa, mobile 
money transfer services have been 
the single most effective addition to 
global financial inclusion projects, 
providing access to inexpensive 
and reliable financial services 
for a growing formerly unbanked 
population, especially in developing 
nations. 

Financial inclusion has far-reaching 
effects. Access to transaction 
accounts is only the start: not only 
does it help families and companies 
plan for long-term objectives and 
crises, it also helps them access 
other financial services. Globally, 
access to mobile transfers has 
allowed individuals to utilize credit and 
insurance to establish and develop 
enterprises, invest in education or 
health, manage risk, and survive 
financial shocks, improving their 
quality of life.

However, while financial inclusion has 
advanced substantially on a global 
level, Palestine still suffers from a high 
rate of financially excluded individuals. 
A study by the Palestinian Monetary 
Authority (PMA) in 2016 showed 
that only 36.4 percent of individuals 
aged 18 and above were financially 
included. The World Bank in 2021 
estimated that 34 percent of adults 
held an account, but only 26 percent 
of adult women. The study also 
shows that older adults in the West 
Bank and Gaza are more than twice 
as likely as younger adults to hold an 
account.iv 

The most recent research of 
Momentum Labs, a start-up 
studio, venture builder, and 
boutique consultancy, shows that 
approximately 20 percent of financially 

involved people are females, and only 
3 percent are individuals aged 20 to 
24 years.v These results show that 
Palestinians, especially women and 
youth, lack financial inclusion. Such 
levels of financial exclusion limit the 
potential for Palestinian economic 
growth and development and create 
further divides and inequalities 
between different segments of the 
population. 

In the past few years, stakeholders 
in Palestine from both the public and 
private sectors have begun to pay 
more attention to issues of financial 
inclusion and have attempted to 
address them. One such example is 
the program taken up by the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD) in cooperation 
with the Bank of Palestine that aims 
to empower female entrepreneurs 
in Palestine under their Women in 
Business program (Felestinya).vi Also, 
the PMA recently earned the Global 
Youth Financial Award 2022 from the 
Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) 
for promoting electronic payment 
services and financial technology.vii 

While it is important to note that 
many strides have been made since 
that 2016 report in terms of financial 
inclusion in Palestine, this does not 
necessarily render the work complete. 

1.35 billion mobile money 
accounts transacted an 
average of US$2.89 billion 
daily in 2021; 69.7 percent 
of which took place in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, 15.6 
percent in South Asia.

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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Despite these attempts, the participation of women in the employment market, 
the number of women-owned SMEs, and women’s rates of access to 

finance in Palestine are among the lowest in the world. Only seven 
nations have a female labor force participation rate that is lower 

than that of Palestine (17 percent in 2021).viii Furthermore, the 
gap in the unemployment rate between males and females 
in Palestine is substantial, with 42.8 percent of females in 
the labor force currently unemployed, as opposed to 22.4 
percent of males.ix In 2017, it was reported that only 26 
percent of SMEs in Palestine were owned by women, and 
the majority of these existed in the informal economy.x 

The latest labor force survey reveals that young graduates 
(aged 19–29) had a 53 percent unemployment rate 
(50 percent of all jobless youth and 27 percent of all 

unemployed individuals).xi This has prompted Palestinian 
youth to create their own possibilities, which has led to 

a rise in start-ups and entrepreneurship. A 2018 World 
Bank research study indicated that Palestine has over 
250 businesses, with 19 new enterprises launched 
yearly.xii 

There are a number of cultural barriers that hinder 
Palestinian women’s ability to access finance and 
increase their role in the Palestinian economy. 

Many people who live in marginalized 
communities are unwilling to send their 

female children to workshops and training 
sessions or offer other opportunities 
to expand their financial literacy and, 
consequently, their resources. This is 
especially true if such gatherings bring 
together both men and women or are 
held far from the participants’ homes.xiii

Furthermore, the role of women in their 
homes tends to be far removed from 
financial responsibilities that are usually 
placed upon the males in the household. 
This has created a number of potential 
problems for programs that aim to 
increase financial access for women, 
one of which is the difficulty of ensuring 
that the money is actually going to the 
women and not to their husbands/
fathers/etc. Another problem lies in the 
small number of female role models 
in the Palestinian private sector that 
can provide a clear pathway for 
younger women to achieve financial 
independence and create their own 
companies and jobs.

Building on the cultural barriers, 
another critical issue that hinders 
financial access for women and 
youth in Palestine is their lack of 
access to collateral. Women rarely 
have access to assets that can be 
used as collateral, as they tend 
not to have any control over such 
assets and would therefore need a 
male family member to act as their 
guarantor. Unfortunately, this is far 
from ideal for women, as in many 
cases the male family member 
would not allow them to get a loan. 

The prevailing gender employment 
and salary inequality and the high 
level of youth unemployment in 
Palestine also contribute to the 
lack of collateral. Momentum Labs 
research has shown that many 
depend on income as collateral 
for loans. Personal guarantees of 
fixed income, bank checks, and 
promissory notes are all highly 
dependent on employment and 
income and largely preferred by 
Palestinians as a type of collateral, 
with approximately 25 percent of 
survey respondents choosing at 
least one of the above-mentioned 
three types. Furthermore, 
Momentum Labs research shows 
that 23.8 percent of female 
respondents had nothing to offer 
as collateral, compared to only 14 
percent of males. 

Due to the lack of employment 
opportunities, youth and women are 
forced to start their own businesses 
to create some sort of income. 
As such, many of the start-ups 
in Palestine are created out of a 
necessity for income rather than 
as opportunities for innovation. 
Furthermore, the small number of 
angel investors, venture capitalists, 
and other forms of supportive 
financial services for start-ups 
proves to be another challenge that 

entrepreneurs face in Palestine. 
This has led to a reality where many 
entrepreneurs have to compete for 
the small number of available local 
investment opportunities, leaving 
others to rely on foreign sources of 
income. 

Moreover, banks tend to give a very 
low rank to youth, youth-led SMEs, 
and start-ups and do not provide 
services for this segment of the 
population. Coupled with the lack of 
representation in government, the 
financial ecosystem thus remains 
inaccessible for most Palestinian 
youth. In-house research confirms 
this, as it shows that younger groups 
are most likely to desire a loan for 
the purpose of starting a business, 
followed by educational purposes.xiv

Lastly, Momentum Labs research 
shows that logistical and procedural 
barriers are the main reported 
obstacles for women who have 
attempted to access financial 
services. Long procedures, a lack 
of female-friendly working hours, 
locations, and other practical 
obstacles hinder Palestinian 
women’s access to financial 
services. This is because women 
are busy during the day, do not have 
access to automobiles when their 

 Women and youth 
remain excluded from the 
Palestinian economy due 
partly to cultural barriers 
and partly to difficulties in 
obtaining collateral. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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husbands or fathers are at work, and 
may not be allowed to go out alone. 
Long lines discourage women who 
have other commitments.

The best solutions are derived from 
a deep understanding of the context 
and through comprehensive market 
intelligence. Thus, the design of 
any program, project, or any form 
of intervention should be based 
on extensive data, and decisions 
should be data-driven. Momentum 
Labs is therefore working to change 
Palestine’s lack of socioeconomic 
statistics. In this context, two 

fundamental strategies lead to 
sustainable solutions. First, the 
contextualization of global solutions 
has proven to be efficient in other 
countries. Frequently, international 
organizations and NGOs make 
the mistake of copying programs 
that were successful in other 
contexts, assuming that they would 
bring about similar results in the 
Palestinian context. However, detailed 
contextualization is necessary to 
warrant the prolonged success of 
any intervention – and here, data and 
intelligence is required. 

Second, to guarantee a degree 
of success, local and informal 
solutions should be institutionalized. 
This can prove to be more difficult 
than data provision; however, it has 
the potential to make a sustainable 
positive impact because such 
solutions already work within the 
context of Palestine. In order to 
institutionalize solutions, however, it 
is important to gain further insights 
into the way that these informal 
solutions work, and to that end, data 
and intelligence are required as well. 

Greater understanding of the existing 
cultural barriers for women could be 
gained through a survey that would 
analyze the exact challenges, needs, 
and opportunities that females face 
as they strive to access information, 
training, and more. These findings 
could be supplemented by another 
survey that analyzes how women 
who were able to access financial 
services managed to do so, how 
they overcame barriers, and 
what happened with the funds 
they received. Using such data, 
better policies could be designed 
and implemented, and detailed 
awareness campaigns, workshops 
on financial literacy, and other 
training programs could be created 
to accommodate the needs of 
women in Palestine.

Regarding women’s access to 
collateral, it is crucial to conduct a 
study to examine what assets they 
own and are willing to utilize as 
collateral. Initial research has shown 
that women largely prefer the use 
of jewelry items as collateral. This 
knowledge provides an opportunity 
to institutionalize a pre-existing 
solution for women’s access to 
finance through the use of gold 
as collateral. Further research is 
required, however, to understand 
exactly how gold and other forms 

of jewelry are currently being used 
as collateral, and what challenges 
and opportunities are available to 
formalize this process. Furthermore, 
the solutions applied in Rwanda, 
as mentioned above, can be 
contextualized in Palestine. 

Lastly, it would be important 
to conduct a survey to better 
understand the logistical and 
procedural barriers that females 
face when trying to access financial 
services. It should focus on the 
exact challenges and opportunities 
for women, especially in terms 
of e-services, and examine what 
methods they currently use to 
circumvent existing barriers. 
Such information is key to solving 
this problem. E-services have 
decreased the difference between 
male and female access to financial 
services globally, as nations with 
mobile banking have better female 
financial inclusion rates. With the 
required insights into the Palestinian 
context, such a solution that has 
been successful globally can be 
contextualized for Palestinian needs.

Youth face similar problems 
regarding their access to collateral 
in Palestine. While unemployment 
is widespread, Palestinian youth 
do not own assets that could be 
used as collateral. Efforts to gain 
more information regarding the 
assets of youth, their income, and 
other types of potential collateral 
would allow policy makers to better 
understand the opportunities that 
might be available to this segment 
of society. Moreover, the programs 
and initiatives that are currently 
offered by local and international 
organizations in Palestine should be 
complemented by measures that 
empower youth, such as a greater 
representation of youth in policy 
making and government, and their 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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increased presence in decision-
making positions. 

Furthermore, there is the need for 
a wider net of alternative funding 
sources, such as angel investors 
and venture capital, to create a 
healthier entrepreneurial ecosystem. 
One possible way to address this 
issue is the venture-building model 
employed by Momentum Labs that 
already proudly supports a number 
of start-ups and entrepreneurs in 
Palestine.  

Overall, gathering the necessary 
data will facilitate sound decisions 
and policy making that take the 
Palestinian financial ecosystem to 
a new level of equality, while at the 
same time promoting economic 
growth and development. Financial 
exclusion is not the most prominent 
issue facing Palestinian women or 
youth today, and increasing financial 
inclusion – for individuals and 
businesses who truly need it – is 
not a solution that will solve the 
core problems facing the Palestinian 
economy. However, it is important 
to note that this issue must be 
addressed to create a more equitable 
economy that serves all Palestinian 
citizens equally.  

Yousef Srouji, a senior consultant 
at Momentum Labs, works on 
a variety of sustainable socio-
economic development projects 
in Palestine and has previously 
served as a project coordinator 
and researcher at the Palestine 
Economic Policy Research Institute 
(MAS). He holds a master’s of 
development practice from the 
University of California, Berkeley, 
and a BA in economics from the 
University of British Columbia, 
Vancouver.           

Amal Hjouj, a research associate 
at Momentum Labs, holds a BA 
in anthropology and international 
studies with a concentration 
in Middle Eastern studies from 
East Carolina University in the 
United States. Amal is involved in 
numerous research projects that 
focus on the Palestinian economy 
and private sector.

i https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/financialinclusion/overview.
ii Ibid.
iii https://data2x.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/WFID-Rwanda-Case-Study-v14-digital.pdf. 
iv World Bank, The Global Findex Database, 2021. 
v Internal team analysis, Momentum Labs, 2022.
vi https://bop.ps/en/about/news/696. 
vii www.pma.ps. 
viii https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.MA.NE.ZS?locations=PS.
ix Ibid.
x https://cherieblairfoundation.org/what-we-do/projects/advancing-palestinian-women-entrepreneurs/.
xi PCBS, 2021.
xii https://www.menacatalyst.ps/featured/3371.html.
xiii Internal team analysis, Momentum Labs, 2021.
xiv Internal team analysis, Momentum Labs, 2022.
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n many instances, digital financial services (DFS) have 
had a positive impact on areas such as financial inclusion, 
the economy as a whole, and the various stakeholders 
in the ecosystem. However, DFS’s ability to reach this 
potential relies on many components that together shape 
the development of digital financial inclusion. These 
components include policies and regulations as well as an 

efficient delivery infrastructure.

A prerequisite in the development of digital finance is an enabling regulatory 
framework. The role of policymakers and regulators is to account for the 
changing markets with new participants and risk allocation. For instance, 
policymakers need to encourage and nurture innovation to reap the 
advantages for the unbanked or underbanked population. On the other hand, 
the regulator is also required to recognize and limit the associated risks, such 
as customer protection, making the balance between innovation and risk very 
important.

An efficient delivery infrastructure, which all providers can use, is required 
for the rapid and sustained expansion of the digital finance market. Crucial 
components for the DFS markets include secure and widespread mobile and 
internet connectivity, robust digital payment networks, and widely accepted 
IDs (to aid in identification and verification processes). 

DFS delivery channels are the entry points to formal financial services. 
Access points can be traditional channels, such as bank branches, or, due 
to technological advancements, alternative delivery channels (ADCs). ADCs 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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By Hamzeh Ghosheh

include ATMs, internet banking, call 
centers, agency banking, extension 
services (such as the POS devices 
that are found on supermarket 
countertops), mobile banking, and 
mobile wallets. These channels 
facilitate access to the main 
providers of digital finance, enabling 
them to offer their services in a more 
efficient manner.

The term “banks” refers to all 
financial institutions that have offered 
financial services even before the 
digital transition and are usually 

In general, providers of 
DFS can be categorized 
as banks, mobile network 
operators (MNOs), and 
third-party operators; they 
operate through three 
main components: a digital 
transaction platform, a 
network of retail agents, 
and a special device.

Alternative delivery channels Source: IFC, Software Group: 
Alternative Delivery Channels and Technology (2015) 
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licensed by the central bank (or local 
monetary authorities or regulation 
body). This includes microfinance 
institutions, post banks, and 
cooperatives. 

Mobile network operators (MNOs) 
are another major DFS provider, 
especially in emerging countries, 
due to low bank and high mobile 
penetration. In many countries, they 
have led a digitization process via 
mobile money products. 

Third-party providers, or fintechs, 
refer to digital finance providers 
that combine financial services with 
modern and innovative technologies. 
Fintechs often operate with no or 
limited banking licenses, focusing 
their entire business model on digital 
technologies and redesigning the 

distribution of financial services. 
Customer-centricity is also a main 
focus.

A digital transactional platform 
allows customers to send and 
receive payments and store the 
value electronically. A network of 
retail agents enables customers to 
convert cash to e-money and vice 
versa. And a special device, such 
as a mobile phone or a payment 
card, allows customers to access 
financial services. With these 
three components, payments and 
transfers, as well as credit, savings, 
and insurance can be offered 
digitally to underserved customers 
and communities. Distinguishing 
these channels is important, as they 
lay the foundation for the business 

model most suitable for each market, 
based on that market’s reliance on 
each channel. 

Under the bank-led model, banks 
provide DFS either by adding digital 
channels to existing product lines or 
by launching new digital products 
and/or services. This model helps 
the banks to significantly reduce 
costs and allows them to move 
away from expensive physical 
branch structures. However, a lack 
of control over the communication 
channels can be a major challenge, 
as it might lead to high additional 
costs.

Under the MNO-led model, the MNO 
provides most of the activities, 
including customer acquisition, 
account management, and 
management of the agent network. 
The bank’s role is limited to storing 
funds in a pool or trust account. 
MNOs can leverage their existing 
agent and cash distribution networks 
(used for distributing airtime) and 
achieve lower costs for setting up 
agent networks than those of banks. 
On the other hand, the regulator 

often prevents MNOs that have no 
banking license from issuing mobile 
banking services.

The third-party-led model offers a 
number of advantages over the MNO 
and bank-led models that have both 
particular strengths and a number of 
weaknesses. These shortcomings 
include a lack of customized 
services, slow product development 
processes, and no interoperability. 
Under a third-party model, often led 
by a fintech start-up with little brand 
recognition and experience in the 
financial sector, scalability and time-
to-market are major differentiators. 
Fintechs are equipped with agility 
and specialized expertise in 
technology that are beyond the core 
competencies of banks and MNOs. 

In Palestine, DFS is expressed mainly 
in the existence of the five electronic 
wallet solutions that reflect the role 
of banks, MNO, and fintechs. Bank of 
Palestine runs the PalPay-Mahfazati 
wallet; the telecommunications giant, 
Jawwal, is present through its own 
JawwalPay wallet, and the fintech 
provider Maalchat offers its services. 

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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The local market also includes 
two other Jordan-based e-wallet 
solutions, namely, MadfooatCom 
and Middle East Payment Services 
(MEPS), which were legally licensed 
in 2018 by the Palestine Monetary 
Authority (PMA) that is currently 
also facilitating the introduction of 
ApplePay’s services in Palestine.

The PMA has played (and continues 
to play) a vital role in the push for a 
more financially inclusive economy 
in Palestine, following the principles 
outlined in the National Financial 
Inclusion Strategy that was issued in 
2019. This is apparent in the PMA’s 
extensive efforts to regulate the 
monetary market in conjunction with 
the Palestine Capital Market Authority 
(PCMA) as they aim to ensure 
support for the financial technology 

sector, promote the digital 
transformation and infrastructure in 
the banking and nonbanking financial 
sectors, and provide an enabling 
environment for these developments.

Because fintech serves more fields 
than the banking sector, I would like 
to focus a bit more on insurance 
technology, InsurTech for short. 
The above-mentioned advantages 
and operation modes also apply 
to this field. InsurTechs work with 
the insurance markets to offer 
existing services at lower costs; 
they help insurance companies 
better understand their customers 
and risks in order to extend new 
and personalized types of insurance 
policies. Moreover, InsurTech is 
exploring areas that large insurance 
firms have less incentive to 

exploit, such as introducing highly 
customized policies and using new 
data streams from internet-enabled 
devices to price premiums based on 
behavior. Traditional insurers gather 
broad demographic information 
to measure risk and price their 
products, which is simply unfair. 
Instead, InsurTechs utilize inputs 
from all manners of devices, which 
includes GPS tracking of cars to the 
activity trackers on our wrists. These 
companies use behavioral data based 
on actual usage to price insurance 
policies. Artificial intelligence (AI), 
robotic process automation (RPA), 
and advanced analytics, particularly, 
are the catalysts that make 
possible these more real-time and 
personalized insurance models. 

In the Palestinian context, the 
PCMA reverts to the issuance 
of Non-Objection Letters to offer 
room for innovation in areas that 
current regulations do not cover. The 
first-ever letter was awarded to the 
start-up Naviatx for its mobile app, 
Maslak. Maslak is downloaded onto 
smartphones to measure driving 
behavior and reflect it into statistically 
calculated driving scores that are 
shared with their clients, including 
insurance companies. This on-the-
road risk profile helps insurance 
companies identify and reward safe 
drivers, reducing their compensation 
costs and increasing profit margins. 
Such technology is called usage-
based insurance and leads to the 
introduction of innovative, inclusive, 
and more affordable types of 
insurance.

In an attempt to harness the power 
of fintech and pave the road for more 
inclusion and digital transformation, 
both the PMA and PCMA now run 
regulatory sandboxes to provide 
more supportive and engaging 
platforms for entrepreneurs and 

innovators, enabling them to have 
more impact on the industry. 
Regulators are also working on other 
fronts, such as running awareness 
campaigns and training sessions 
for influencers and journalists to 
encourage the coverage of such 
articles and produce relevant media 
content.

So the next time you’re facing 
a financial challenge, such as a 
personal need that is not covered 
by market offerings or a gap in the 
financial market that still has no 
solution, I urge you to consider 
putting on your innovator hat and 
helping us solve it by exploring the 
mentioned sandboxes – as fintech 
is a nationwide calling that we all 
should promote and employ.

With an MBA in finance and 
over nine years of experience, 
Hamzeh Ghosheh is the founder 
of Naviatx and the developer of 
Maslak app. He has worked as a 
financial consultant and business 
development specialist with 
MSMEs/MSEs and enterprises and 
designed Palestine’s first financial 
clinic with local ecosystem 
enablers. Hamzeh is the cohost 
of YallaNFT, Palestine’s first 
fintech-specialized podcast, and 
has designed and implemented 
financial literacy training sessions 
for school students in East 
Jerusalem.
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avier Medina Bernal: Tell us what the Barenboim-
Said Foundation is all about. What are its goals and 
achievements so far?

Liina Leijala: The Barenboim-Said Foundation was 
established by Maestro Daniel Barenboim and the late 
professor and intellect Edward Said. I am the director of the 

Barenboim-Said Foundation in Palestine that has sister organizations in Spain, 
Germany, and the United States. Our goal is to offer high-level classical music 
education to Palestinian children and youth. Over the past few years, we have 
grown tremendously, and currently, our academy teaches 160 instrumental 
students, 120 children in kindergartens, and hundreds of music appreciation 
students in regular schools in Ramallah. Several of our Palestinian graduates 
are studying music at music universities abroad. We founded and manage the 
orchestra called Filasteen Young Musicians, which has performed recently at 
prestigious music venues such as the Musikverein in Vienna. The project is 
growing, and we are reaching out to more Palestinians. I’m especially happy 
about the recent programs we implemented in refugee camps. All of these 
successes have been made possible by the Junta de Andalucía, our long-
term sponsor, and the German Federal Foreign Office that enabled our recent 
expansion.

This interview was published in German in Achtung Magazine, Spain, 
and was conducted by Javier Medina Bernal.
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An interview with Liina Leijala, a Finnish 
cellist and the director of the Barenboim-
Said Foundation in Ramallah, Palestine

JB: You are a professional musician 
who has spent many years training 
and studying as well as performing. 
Tell us about that experience. Was 
it very rigid? Were your teachers 
strict? What are the advantages of 
studying music in an academy? 
Are there any disadvantages? Did 
you have teachers who, at some 
point, made you want to give up 
music, or the opposite? Are there 
any advantages to learning music 
outside of the academic sphere?

LL: When you decide to be a 
classical musician, you enter a 
tunnel of infinite development. I’ve 
experienced that the expectations 
placed on me were very high, but 
had they not been such, I would 
have thought that I wasn’t of interest 
to teachers or to the music world. 
Yes, my education was very rigid if 
you look at it from the outside. But it 
is all relative because once you want 
something so much, you are willing 
to sacrifice everything else. I spent 
a lot of time practicing and taking 
lessons, but that was what I wanted 
the most; that was my freedom, as 
strange as it may sound. Studying 
at an academy puts frames and 
schedules on what you are doing. 
That is good on the one hand but 
has the downside of normalizing 
and scheduling a very abstract 
process that actually shouldn’t have 
any time limits. Art academies are 
feeding musicians to orchestras, 
and they compete in reputation. 
Certain expectations and the current 
mindset of humans in general drive 
academies to function as musician 
factories, and that doesn’t always 
serve the actual purpose of making 
music. Many, many people compete 
for the places offered by academies 
and have to pass an entrance exam 
that places them in some kind 
of order. In our times, technical 
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competency has become the leading 
quality. Yet, finding a musically very 
talented person is extremely rare, 
and once you find that, there should 
be places that nurture such talent.  
The current trend is to focus on the 
mechanisms of things. I find that 
boring and superficial.

JB: What would you say is the 
biggest difference between playing 
chamber music for a small audience 
and playing for 45,000 people, as 
you did at the Klangwolke Festival?

LL: When you have fewer people 
in the room or space, you feel you 
have a more personal and detailed 
interaction with the audience 
members. This situation actually 
makes me more nervous than 
playing for a large crowd.

JB: I have heard from many classical 
musicians that transitioning to 
popular music, if desired, remains 
very difficult. Is this true? If yes, 
why? Do elitism and political 
hierarchies exist in the classical 
music world? If so, why does this 
happen?

LL: I think that we live our lives 
choosing to do what we want – and 
shouldn’t pay too much attention to 
what anyone else thinks. Being true 
to yourself is probably a good choice 
if you want to be generally content 
with your life. I’m sure that there is 
always someone who has a negative 
opinion of musical crossover. But 
maybe it’s good when people get 
a bit shaken but not stirred. In 
classical music, like in many other 

fields of life, people want to believe 
in something and belong to a group. 
Groups and their internal hierarchies 
are the natural result when people 
with similar interests find each 
other. But groups can also develop a 
limited pattern of thinking that makes 
them repeat old or bad habits. Being 
part of an “elite” group or any group 
might feel safe, but it also carries 
dangers, as we know from world 
history. I believe in independent 
thinking and support going against 
the mainstream if needed. If some 
musicians consider themselves 
to be part of an elite, they have, 
in my opinion, blocked a quality 
that is essential for a musician: 
vulnerability.

JB: You once told me that in the 
classical music world, the most 
closed-minded are the performers, 
the instrumentalists. You asserted 
that composers have a much more 
playful and free attitude when it 
comes to conceiving music and, 
therefore, welcome experimentation 
and the reinterpretation of music. 
Could you give me some concrete 
examples of this? And a related 
question: What would composers 
such as Beethoven, Mozart, or Erik 
Satie think about new technologies; 
what would they think, for example, 
about electronic music?

LL: The funny thing is that we often 
study the tradition of interpretation 
instead of the actual markings in a 
piece. Or we obey the composer’s 
markings as if they were the 
absolute truth. My experience is that 
composers are intellectually at the 
top of the classical music hierarchy, 
and they indeed have an openness 
to and elasticity for change that 
instrumentalists often don’t have. 
This may be because composers are 
looking for improvement instead of 
safety. Choosing to commit your life 

to composition is already an unsafe 
and lonely path, so these people 
usually aren’t stuck with details in 
anything, nor are they afraid of the 
new. I have seen that quality while 
working with several composers 
who are alive today. I believe it is 
quite likely that Beethoven, Mozart, 
or Satie would have an interest in 
new technologies.

JB: How important is it for you to 
teach music? 

LL: I think teaching music is a 
natural part of being a musician. 
Music describes human life, and 
part of human life is to share with 
younger people what you have 
now. I consider myself still young 
in teaching, but I learn how to be a 
better teacher from my students all 
the time.

JB: What advice would you give to 
young musicians who are venturing 
into music?

LL: If you love music, keep walking. 
If you don’t love music, find what 
you love. Music can give you 
tremendous fulfilment, but it comes 
with discomfort. Besides spending 
many hours honing your skills, 
you have to be ready to tolerate 
disappointment and criticism that 
may even go to your persona; you 
must believe in your instinct and in 
yourself – even when nobody else 
does: You may be rejected one day 
only to be praised the next.
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s a result of confrontations that began in May 2021 on Jabal 
Sabih (Sabih Mountain) in Beita, a village south of Nablus, 
ten Palestinians have been killed, including two children, 
and many have been injured or left with disabilities. Amid 
attempts by Israeli settlers to reestablish an outpost on Jabal 
Sabih, in violation of international law, Palestinian villagers 
have expressed their opposition in the form of marches and 

protests, bringing them into confrontation with the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

Beita is home to 15,000 residents. “Each household has experienced misfortune 
over the last year. If you enter any house and ask what the family has been 
through, they will tell you that they have lost a loved one, faced injury, or have a 
family member who has become disabled or been imprisoned,” explains Saeed 
Mohammad Ahmad Hamayil, whose 16-year-old son, Mohammad, was killed 
last June.

These are testimonies from Beita villagers about how their lives have changed 
since the confrontations started in 2021.

A devastated father – Saeed Mohammad Ahmad Hamayil, 49 
years old, whose son was killed two months shy of his seventeenth 
birthday 
We are building a new home because we cannot bear to stay in the house where 
our son lived. Everywhere I look, I see my son. It’s too painful. With each day 
that passes it feels as though he is being killed anew, especially now, because 
he would have been getting ready for his high school exams. Mohammad used 
to tell me, “I want to build a house and live here one day.” We want to make 
his wish come true. The new house will be closer to the cemetery, and this will 
somehow make Mohammad’s mother feel closer to her son.

It Has Changed
My Life Forever

A

Courtesy of 
the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC)

I was an employee in the Palestinian 
Ministry of Labor. I retired early 
because I could not go on with 
my work due to my current 
circumstances. In 2021, my son 
was killed. So many children were 
killed. My son Mohammad was born 
on August 4, 2004. He was killed 
two months before turning 17. He 
was one of the smartest children 
in his school. He was sociable, 
loved people, and had a charismatic 
personality. He would always gather 
the students and teachers around 
him. He dreamed of going to college 
and majoring in law. All his hopes and 

dreams are gone. Mohammad was 
very passionate. He was a writer, he 
loved to write.

I can’t do anything to protect my 
children, I can’t even protect myself. 
How am I going to protect them? My 
son’s death broke me, his siblings, 
and his mother. I’m trying to keep it 
together as I talk, but I can’t. I don’t 
want the crimes to be documented 
anymore; we have enough 
documents. We want these violent 
acts to stop. We are fathers; we feel 
and care for our sons.

Saeed Hamayel waters 
the flowers he planted 
on top of his son's 
grave. Photo by Tanya 
Habjouqa/ICRC

He was my love – Um Ali, the widow of Imad Ali Dweikat 
My husband was an amazing father. Villagers usually prefer boys, but he loved 
the girls so much. Of course, he was thrilled when his infant son, Ali, arrived, and 
delighted in him during the two months before he was killed. But he was always so 
happy with his girls.

He was a perfect man. He was a friend, brother, and husband, all in one. He was my 
love. We were married for 11 years. I can’t believe I have to live without him. But I 
have to be strong for my girls, I have no choice. I struggled to find work as a teacher, 
trying to provide for my children. I was used to being at home with my children. 
Now, I spend most of my day caring for others. I’m just in survival mode. There is 
no life without him.

My eldest cannot speak about him. Until now, she hasn’t gone to his grave. I try to 
get the girls to talk about their feelings, but they have trouble expressing themselves.
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He had a nickname for each of his 
girls. He never got the chance to 
nickname his infant son. He called 
Alaa “his first and biggest joy.” He 
called our second daughter, Baylasan, 
“my bodyguard, my protector” 
because she’s strong. Our third we 
called “harkoosha” (gremlin) because 
she’s a troublemaker. And Roaa was 
named “a little smurf” because she’s 
tiny.

His dream was for the girls to 
graduate from university. He expected 
Alaa to become a doctor and 
Baylasan an engineer. He wanted 
them to achieve big things in life. He 
cared deeply about their education. 
His participation in the protest on the 
mountain that day was also about 
protecting his family and the girls’ 
future.

He is worried about protecting his other eye – Rayan, a 12-year-
old child who lost his eye 
“It happened on a Thursday. We were sitting on the mountain, and suddenly 
something exploded in my face. I almost passed out, but then someone held 
me. I was in a lot of pain. I used to be able to see with both of my eyes, now I 
can only see with one eye. This is our land, and we will not abandon it. But it has 
changed my life forever,” said Rayan.

Rayan’s father added, “my son is 12 years old. He can’t see through his left eye 
at all. I was at work, preparing to go back home. My father called me to ask if 

I’d gone to the hospital. Rayan was not answering his phone. So, I knew he had 
been injured. They took him in a civilian car to the hospital. I saw him at the field 
clinic, then I took him to Rafidia Hospital, then to Al-Najah Hospital in Nablus. I 
was shocked. These events usually happen on Fridays, not Thursdays.

Rayan suffered multiple injuries to his head, his toe, and his leg. He’s more 
upset now. He’s angry. Anything that he asks for, I give him. I cannot hurt his 
feelings or say no to him. He is afraid now. He does not play with anyone at 
school anymore, he is preoccupied with protecting his other eye.”

We sat in the tents on winter days 
and during Ramadan. Our shared 
demands brought us villagers closer 
together. For a hundred days, we 
never left the mountain.

I’m tired. I can’t access my own land 
which I inherited from my grandfather 
and father. We are afraid that one day 
there won’t be any land. We made 
a promise to protect the mountain. I 

have a photo of every tree to make 
sure it stays in my memory. I have a 
little album. I know the names of all 
the plants here in Beita.

We never left the mountain – Abu Jareh 

My name is Essa Hamdi Maali. I was born in 1954. I am married and have nine 
daughters and two sons. I was a construction worker in Israel until the age of 
45, when I came to Beita to cultivate my land. I lived a quiet life until the settlers 
came.

The Beita protests involved the whole village: men, women, the elderly, and 
youth. We began our “nights of confusion” as a form of protest – playing loud 
music and car horns over the loudspeakers turned towards our mountain and 
pointing laser lights at the settlement at night.

Essa Hamdi Maali 
(Abu Jareh) sits under 
an old tree in Jabal 
Sabih. Photo by Tanya 
Habjouqa/ICRC.

Alaa and Baylasan, the 
daughters of Imad Ali 
Dweikat who was killed 
in Beita in 2021, enjoy 
the spring season in 
Jabal Sabih. Photo by 
Tanya Habjouqa/ICRC.

Rayan, a 12-year-old 
child who lost his 
eye in Beita in 2021.  
Rayan also suffered 
multiple injuries to his 
head, toe, and leg.
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Personality of the Month

oseph Nesnas was born in Jerusalem in 1962 and grew up in the 
Shu’fat area that was characteristically rural at the time. It was sparsely 
populated, had no monorail and fewer buildings. Similar to all youngsters 
at the time, Joseph spent his time playing with his peers and riding 
bicycles on the streets. Taking a walk down memory lane, he recalls 

the Old City of Jerusalem as he describes the women vendors at Damascus Gate: they 
portrayed the actuality of Palestinian rural life at the time. One thing, however, has not 
changed yet: the aroma of spices and herbs in the markets of the Old City of Jerusalem.

Joseph began his studies at Birzeit University in 1981. He witnessed the beginnings of 
the university when its campus was in Birzeit’s old town. What he remembers most 
is the university’s beautiful, homely atmosphere, since students knew each other well 
due to their small number back then. Joseph began his professional life as a third-year 
student of business management and accounting at Birzeit University. He progressed 
through several positions, until eventually he assumed his current position of deputy 
general manager/regional manager at Cairo Amman Bank. This succession of roles 
served to multiply his diverse qualifications, which has allowed him to represent the 
banking sector in local and regional bodies. But Joseph’s professional journey is far 
from complete, as he explains, “I believe I have ample opportunity to offer more.”

In 1984, his passion motivated him to accept a night-shift accounting position at 
the American Colony Hotel in Jerusalem while he was still a university student. After 
graduation, he started to work for USAID, as part of the cooperative development 
project in Jerusalem. His initial role was as financial and administrative director, then 
later he became director of programs from 1986 to 1994.

Joseph made use of his expertise in the field of development in his next role at the Arab 
Bank in 1994, where his work pivoted around project financing. He advanced through 

various positions until he became 
director of the bank’s main branch in 
Ramallah, while concurrently serving 
as vice president for institutional and 
private banking.

In 2003, he started to work for Arab 
Bank in Jordan, where he assumed the 
position of director of the Fifth Circle 
branch in Amman, and later became 
regional director of retail banking in 
Jordan and Palestine. He directed the 
efforts to establish the retail sector 
in an era when the vast majority of 
the bank’s clients were corporates. A 
turning point in his professional career 
occurred in July 2005, when he was 
appointed regional director at the Cairo 
Amman Bank in Palestine, a job that 
he continues to hold today.

Joseph is fluent in Arabic, English, 
and Hebrew, and can speak French. 
He attributes his linguistic skills and 
passion for continuous learning to 
his education at the Collège des 
Frères at Jerusalem’s New Gate. 
The foundations of his 35-year-long 
career journey were laid during his 
university years since he worked 
various jobs even while continuing 
to study. He received a bachelor’s 
degree from Birzeit University and 
an MBA with distinction from Boston 
University. In fact, while in Amman, he 
joined the Arab Academy for Banking 
and Financial Sciences to obtain a 
PhD in management information 
systems, yet he was unable to finish 
the last semester due to his return to 
Palestine. Joseph has represented 
the banking sector at several 
institutions, including as chairman 
of the Association of Banks for two 
terms and as a board member of 
the Union of Arab Banks, the Capital 
Market Authority, and the International 
Union of Arab Bankers, in addition 
to other institutions and companies. 
Now he is concerned with finishing 
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Joseph Nesnas
his PhD, as he believes that his age 
is an advantage and an affirmation of 
his financial prowess, which stems 
from his extensive practical expertise 
in the banking sector, in which he has 
excelled. 

Joseph has contributed to the body of 
knowledge on banking through several 
works, articles, and conferences, 
including his participation in the 
authorship of a guidebook about 
investment in Palestine. The two pillars 
of his success – working continuously 
to acquire knowledge and develop 
himself, and being proactive and 
exceeding expectations – also 
constitute the advice that he offers 
to youth and to those who strive for 
the best, especially in the Palestinian 
banking sector, which is growing 
steadily and requires expertise.

Venturing into Joseph Nesnas’s 
personal world, one discovers that 
he is a father to two sons and one 
daughter, all of whom are married 
and have children. When not spoiling 
his grandchildren, he occupies his 
time absorbing the cultural riches that 
Palestine has to offer. He is especially 
fond of artistic, cultural, and folkloric 
events and makes every effort to 
attend events even when traveling. He 
is also fond of boxing and trains twice 
a week with a personal trainer. In the 
past five years, he has developed an 
interest in Jeep off-roading, which 
takes him out into nature and onto 
mountains.

This text is based on an interview with Joseph 
Nesnas conducted by Firas Al-Taweel and 
translated by Elias Khayyo.
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His torical Personality of the Month

halil Beidas, a teacher of literature at a school in Nazareth, together 
with close friends from the Al-Zu’bi family and others, established a 
national Christian-Muslim Association in 1922 that became the focal 
point of Palestinian nationalism in the town. As they worked against 
Zionist activities, Khalil’s 10-year-old son Yousef was always close 

to him, pencil and paper ready to take notes. This experience might have been the 
intellectual birth of a Palestinian economist who became very successful worldwide.

Yousef Beidas is a unique historical Palestinian personality, different from many of the 
Palestinian personalities that sparkled in the history of Palestine during late nineteenth 
century. With dedication and intelligence he blended business and economics with 
nationalism. His skills as an economist were so remarkable that Charles de Gaulle 
expressed the wish to have a man like him work as finance minister in France.  

As young Yousef grew up and finished his schooling, he took on jobs in several 
financial institutions, including the British Barclays Bank and the Arab Bank, where 
he later became general manager. When the 1948 war drove Palestinians out of 
Palestine, he found himself a refugee in Lebanon, but as his mother was of Lebanese 
origin and his newlywed wife a Lebanese as well, he settled in easily. In Beirut, 
at the age of 36, he openeda a money exchange office with a starting capital of 
US$4,000, working in partnership with four friends. But foreign exchange was only 
the beginning. Soon after, he established Intra Bank, the institution that within a few 
years became one of the largest Lebanese banks. 

Over a short time, Yousef managed to become a global banking magnate, effectively 
fathering the modern Lebanese economy. He established Lebanese Airlines, Lebanon 
TV, and Beirut Ports, in addition to dozens of other strategic projects that marked 
Lebanon’s golden period in the 1960s. 

Yousef was motivated, shrewd, 
and always one step ahead. He 
continued to seize opportunities and 
meet challenges. Thus, he enticed 
businesspeople from Egypt and other 
countries to invest in Lebanon. In 
fact, in all his endeavors he strove to 
foster ventures and investments. Few 
know that he also established a major 
movie production company, aiming to 
make Lebanon the Hollywood of the 
East – similar to the Palestinian Talhami 
brothers who kicked off the cinema 
industry in Egypt in the early twentieth 
century.

Before long, Yousef’s reputation as a 
high-class banker spread internationally. 
Some Westerners called him “The 
Genius from Jerusalem” (al-maqdisi), 
admiring his fiscal intelligence. He 
bought real estate in New York and Paris 
and invested in shipbuilding in Italy.

Within the span of a few years, during 
Yousef’s midcareer, the bank achieved 
huge success, as the volume of its 
business increased from 5 million 
Lebanese pounds to 700 million 
Lebanese pounds (almost a quarter of 
a billion dollars at that time). He turned 
it into a financial empire that included 
about 40 operating branches spread 
throughout Lebanon and into many 
other countries, including Syria, Jordan, 
Iraq, Qatar, Sierra Leone, France, 
Germany, Italy, Britain, and the United 
States.

But the contemporary Lebanese elite 
did not like this growth at all, and it is 
reported that they conspired to bring 
him down. Indeed, an economic and 
business war took place in 1966. 
A sequence of well-planned events 
caused the collapse of the bank and 
the associated companies, proceeding 
through articulated hard currency 
deposit withdrawals that were made 
over a very short period of time. 
This crisis happened at the height of 
Yousef’s prosperity and without any 

prior warning. It was so severe that it 
overthrew the Beidas empire and the 
entire banking sector in Lebanon.

One important fact is that Beidas 
was the first Palestinian to donate a 
considerable sum of money to the 
newborn Fateh organization, founded 
by Yasser Arafat in the mid-1960s. 
Many believe that Yousef’s legendary 
economic stamina was an early 
harbinger of the Palestinian-Lebanese 
disputes of the 1970s. It is well 
accepted among historians that his 
collapse was due to the alignment of 
many rich and influential Lebanese 
families who feared that this stubborn 
Palestinian might endanger their thrones 
and thus allied together to wage a harsh 
economic war against him – impossible 
for him to win.

Yousef’s dreams of making Lebanon 
the Switzerland of the East vanished. 
He traveled to Brazil, but was pursued 
by the Lebanese government and 
returned to Switzerland. But life was 
harsh on Yousef, not only in business 
conspiracies but also health-wise. He 
suffered from pancreatic cancer and 
passed away at the age of 55.

Several theories have tried to explain 
what happened to Yousef. They include 
plots by the international Zionist lobby 
because he was the initial provider of 
financial support of the PLO. Others 
believe that the French acted out of fear 
that their business leverage was being 
threatened. But most sources confirm 
that political jealousy made this giant fall 
and bring down a great dream.
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Yousef Beidas
(1912–1968)

A Palestinian Giant with Gargantuan Achievements

By Saleem Zoughby
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Book of the Month

nder the Gaze of Angels offers treasured views of family and 
neighborhood life, native to the Galilee, in the years leading up 
to and following the upheavals of 1948. This collection of four 
stories, told with simplicity and warmth, includes three that 
are set during the time of British mandate rule: “Zuha and the 

Book Vendor,” “The English Gramophone,” and “Yildiz the Turkish Woman.” 
The fourth – the book’s title work – is a remembrance that travels from 
childhood to elder years, pursued by loss. Imagined or recalled in exile, these 
vivid, evocative mementos quietly disarm the violence that surrounds them, 
restoring a stolen past to memory under the gaze of angels.

U

By Said Habib
Published by Interlink Books, an imprint of Interlink Publishing, 

2021 
Paperback, 192 pages, US$15.00

Available from the Educational Bookshop, www.interlinkbooks.com, www.
bookshop.org, Amazon, and other online booksellers.

The book was hailed by the 
Midwest Book Review as 
“Impressive … consistently 
entertaining, remarkably original, 
and compelling short story 
collection … Under the Gaze of 
Angels is simply outstanding....” 
The New Arab, in a recent review, 
noted: “Said Habib’s debut text 
is an enchanting retrospection 
of Palestinians lives, and how 
previously mundane realities 
were then impacted by political 
events. It is a poignant reminder 
of the power of memory 
and Palestinian existence as 
resistance … Habib’s stories 
are a delicate balance between 
the political and the personal, 
where the latter is unraveled in 

anecdotes and narratives that 
bring Palestinian lives closer 
to the reader … [His] prose 
is detailed and the stories are 
touching, providing an insight 
into Palestinian lives … Bringing 
daily life experiences closer 
to non-Palestinians makes the 
Palestinian experience more 
tangible and vivid, for the reader 
to identify with the feelings, if 
not the experience, of being 
Palestinian.”*

Said Habib is a Toronto-
based writer of Palestinian 
descent. Under the Gaze of 
Angels is his first published 
work.
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Under the Gaze of Angels:
 Stories

*To read the full review please visit The New Arab 
at https://english.alaraby.co.uk/features/under-
gaze-angels-palestine-mandate-1967.
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Khaled Hourani 

orn in 1965 in Hebron, Khaled Hourani is a prominent Palestinian artist 
who lives and works in Ramallah. As an artist, writer, commentator and 
curator, Khaled is a critical voice in Palestine. Operating within a socially 
and politically constrained system, he conveys his acute awareness of the 
nuances and vagaries that permeate different aspects of social encounters 
in Palestine. 

From 2004 to 2006, Khaled held the position of general director of the Fine Arts 
Department in the Palestinian Ministry of Culture. He then served as artistic director of 
the International Academy of Art–Palestine from 2007 to 2010 and as its general director 
from 2010 to 2013. 

Known also as a notable art critic, writer, and curator, Khaled has overseen many 
exhibitions in Palestine and abroad. Thus, he was the initiator of the 2011 Picasso in 
Palestine and the Stone Distance to Jerusalem projects. In 2014, he organized his 
first retrospective at the Centre for Contemporary Arts in Glasgow and at Gallery One 
in Ramallah, followed by another 
retrospective exhibition at Darat al 
Funun, Amman, Jordan, in 2017. 
Moreover, he has participated in 
numerous exhibitions, among them the 
Sharjah Biennial, 2011; an exhibition 
at the Times Museum in Guangzhou, 
China, in 2012; the 2nd CAFA Biennale 
in Beijing, 2013; DOCUMENTA (13) in 
Kassel, Germany, in 2012; KW Institute 

B

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Artist of the Month

for Contemporary Art in Berlin; Catastrophe 
and the Power of Art at Mori Art Museum, 
Tokyo, 2017; and Picasso and Spanish Exile at 
the Museum of Modern Art, Toulouse, France, 
2019. 

In 2013, Khaled was awarded the Creative Time 
Leonore Annenberg Prize for Art and Social 
Change, in New York City.

Khaled’s works are part of the collections at the 
Van Abbemuseum (Eindhoven, Netherlands), 
Barjeel Art Foundation (Sharjah, UAE), the 
Guggenheim Museum (Abu Dhabi, UAE), 
Darat al Funun (Amman, Jordan), Dalloul Art 
Foundation (Beirut, Lebanon), Birzeit University 
Museum (Birzeit, Palestine), Mori Art Museum 
(Tokyo, Japan), The Palestinian Museum 
(Birzeit, Palestine), and Umm al-Fahem Museum 
(Umm al-Fahem, Palestine), among others. 

His most recent solo exhibition, titled Leaping 
Over the Barrier, opened at Zawyeh Gallery 
Dubai, on September 19 (and runs until 
November 3, 2022). Khaled explains being 
drawn to the theme of the wall because “it 
condenses the meaning of ‘occupation’ and 
continues to disrupt our lives, growing taller 
not only in Palestine but also elsewhere in the 
world.” In these works, he tries to remove and 
transcend the wall through his paintings. 

Naser
Acrylic on canvas,
80x62 cm, 2022

Rise. 
Acrylic on canvas, 
92x73 cm, 2022.

Traffic Sign.
Acrylic on canvas, 
36x42 cm, 2022.

Nap
Acrylic on canvas
119x98 cm 2022.
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Al-Janayen of Yasuf

Where to Go

By Bassam Almohor

he road suddenly opens up to a lush green valley surrounded by 
terraces of olive trees. Visitors stop and gasp at the marvelous 
scene. It’s an oasis in the central hills of Palestine. It is water!

Forty kilometers north of Ramallah, eight kilometers east of 
Salfit, there is a tiny spring with a trickle of water that flows 

from a six-meter-high rock in Yasuf. A recently built arena and renovated 
water reservoir are there to welcome visitors from all over the country. The 
canal inside the rock through which water has flowed for thousands of 
years is partially cemented to hold a two-inch faucet. (Location: 32.110572, 
35.237514) 

In these semi-arid central hills of Palestine, water is precious. It is preserved, 
collected, nursed like a baby, admired, watched, and can even be worshipped. 
The water flows into the gardens (al-janayen) through narrow cemented 
canals that branch into other canals – left, right, and center – to reach every 
garden plot. 

The indescribably beautiful tiny oasis of al-janayen is dense with sun-drenched 
pomegranate, fig, and citrus trees that exude a pleasing aroma. A jungle of fig 
trees? And pomegranates? Yes. 

T

Abu Hussam, Rajeh Etyani, 69, a retired 
educational supervisor, still remembers the 
pomegranate bazaar that was held every 
September until the 1950s. He recalls the 
guard who used to live just on top of the rock 
above the spring and whose recompense for 
protecting the janayen consisted of a small 
share of pomegranates. Owned by the nine 
families of Yasuf, the janayen are only 70 
dunums (17 acres) in size and are divided 
into 96 shares. Abu Hussam also recalls the 
massive number of sheep that used to be 
brought from the villages surrounding the 
spring to a bathing structure that was built to 
be used to treat sheep suffering from sheep 
scab. A dime was paid for each sheep.

This year, the janayen have not been 
adequately cared for. The jungle of 
pomegranates, fig, and citrus has 
been neglected. Perhaps it’s a good 
way to preserve its biodiversity. 
Its people are busy looking for 
income on the other side of the 
jungle. The olive terraces on the 
hills surrounding the spring are a 
lovely scene, but these agricultural 
terraces that are hundreds of years 
old are slowly being abandoned. 
In the last two decades, there has 
been growing evidence that people 
are abandoning the land in favor of 
working in cities, in both the public 
and private sectors. Traditional 
agriculture is no longer appealing, 
especially since land prices are 
increasing to accommodate urban 
expansion. Perhaps the terraces 
in Palestine should be listed as 
UNESCO World Heritage. 

Bassam Almohor can be reached 
at almohor@gmail.com, +972-
59-7534681, or Facebook @
toursmore.
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Breakfast without Za’atar!

Wildlife in Palestine

By Yara Dahdal

s an environmentalist, I feel very fortunate to live in Palestine. Our 
region is blessed with a rich biodiversity, which can be attributed 
to its distinct location as well as to its diverse biogeographic zones 
and topography. Nevertheless, combating the consequences of 
climate change worldwide is one of the most challenging problems 

in modern history, and Palestine is no exception. If you are skeptical about the 
reality of climate change and its negative effect on our lives, just ask our Palestinian 
elders if they remember such weather extremes (high and low mean temperatures, 
flooding, heat waves, droughts, sandstorms, etc.) in their early days! One can argue 
that extreme weather events have been happening since the flood in Noah’s time, 
yet the frequency and severity of these events increase the complexity of the issue. 

Although the Palestinian carbon footprint (the amount of greenhouse gases 
produced) is very low, scientists nevertheless define the Eastern Mediterranean 
zone as a climate hotspot. The region is warming up significantly faster than any 
other inhabited region. An updated assessment of the impacts of climate change 
in the Middle East was recently published in a review paper authored by scientists, 
including myself, from nine different countries in the region. The review (The Journal 
of Geophysics) concluded that a 0.45˚C increase per decade is projected to 
continue, unless a serious decrease in global emissions takes place. Furthermore, 
the review warns about the danger caused by the extreme weather events and 
their disruptive impacts. All these changes are expected to severely impact water 
resources, agriculture, health, ecosystems, biodiversity, and forest fires. The 
question then becomes: What would happen to our natural wealth if the present 
situation persists?

A

It is evident that climate change 
is altering temperature and rainfall 
regimes (timing, intensity, and 
duration), which are the two major 
components that affect biodiversity. 
The overall decrease in precipitation, 
coupled with short periods of heavy 
precipitation, threatens freshwater 
resources that are vital for ecosystems 
and their constituents. The increase in 
mean temperature is causing stress on 
various living species, pushing them 
either towards a very fast adaptation 
track with respect to the new climatic 
conditions or towards a decrease 
in their population, rendering them 
rare, which eventually may lead to 
extinction. 

Climate change affects each 
ecosystem differently. For instance, 
species living in desert areas (fragile 
ecosystems) are already surviving 
in extreme physical conditions. Any 
further decrease in rainfall will lead 
to the drying of the woody plant 
inhabitants, which would negatively 
affect the dynamics of the whole 
ecosystem. The increasing dry 
periods in the Mediterranean biome 
are leading to the drying of different 
species of oak trees, such as the 
Mount Tabor oak, which is already 
scarce in the West Bank. In addition, 
the frequency of fires is increasing, 
causing a change in the structure of 

Wild sage, an important medicinal plant in 
Palestine, is becoming a scarce commodity due 
to over-picking and uprooting.

Mount Tabor oak acorn, a rare species in  
Palestine.

Both transition and desert habitats are seen in 
the horizon. The image is taken from eastern 
Bethlehem.

Western white stork and black kite during migration season. Palestine is located on the 
second most important migrating route in the world and is considered to be a bottleneck for 
migratory soaring birds during spring and autumn migration seasons.

The Financial Sector in Palestine
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plant community and the ecosystem. 
The transition biogeographical 
zones (Mediterranean to desert) are 
expected to be highly susceptible 
to climatic changes, causing a real 
threat to the rich species diversity 
and composition. Herbs, medicinal 
plants, and many other perennial 
herbaceous plants living in various 
ecosystems are particularly 
sensitive to rainfall amount and 
variability, and are consequently 
highly vulnerable to climate change. 
Za’atar falasteeni, sage, akkoub, and 
many other popular species, which 
are connected with our cuisine and 
natural heritage, suffer from being 
over-picked and uprooted 
from the wild, 
as well as 

An immature Mount Tabor oak acorn. Za'atar in the wild, the herb that is deeply rooted 
in Palestinian cuisine and cultural heritage.

Mount Tabor oak tree. 
Approximately 50 of these 

trees currently thrive in 
the West Bank.

Akkoub, a delicious plant with medicinal properties, is a 
significant element of Palestinian identity and heritage. Its 
mature seeds are an important source of food for some 
threatened bird species such as the European goldfinch.

Jerusalem wilderness (deserecosystem) 
and the Dead Sea, as seen from the 
Bethlehem district, both threatened by 
the consequences climate change.  

from the consequences of climate 
change. This may eventually lead 
to breakfast without za’atar for the 
next generations. Can you imagine a 
breakfast without za’atar?

Rising temperatures caused by 
climate change are changing the 
lifecycle timings in migrating bird 
species. Moreover, climate change 
is causing the Mediterranean to 
warm up, leading to a decline in the 
population of thermally sensitive 
species. Finally, climate change will 
open the door for invasive species 
(terrestrial and aquatic) to thrive 
and negatively impact biodiversity, 
agriculture, health, and the socio-
economic reality. 

Climate change is only one part of the 
pessimistic equation. Added to it are 
urbanization, habitat fragmentation, 
unsustainable use of resources, 
pollution, overgrazing, over-picking, 
and the access restrictions imposed by 
the Israeli occupation forces on most 
of our key biodiversity areas, nature 
reserves, and open spaces. 

In the past decade or so, almost every 
official document or scientific research 
study in the domain of biodiversity 
included “climate change” as a major 
threat to biodiversity in Palestine. 
Nevertheless, research on both taxa 
and species levels comes to naught. 

This situation cannot persist. More 
research needs to be invested in order 
to better understand the impact of 
climate change, especially on endemic, 
near-endemic, threatened, and 
endangered species. This will create 
the right bases for proper management, 
climate adaptation, and resilience 
programs to protect our natural wealth.

A panoramic view of the desert ecosystem surrounding 
Wadi al-Qelt. The city of Jericho can be seen on the horizon.
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Contiguous Areas 

By Zohdy Qadry

Zawiyeh Gallery, Ramallah

19 September – 19 November 2022

Exhibition of the Month

A Place.

Accumulation of Emotional Layers.

Memory Recovery.

The Incomplete Truth.

n this exhibition, Zohdy Qadry explores contiguous areas 
between the expected and the unexpected, geometric form and 
free line, order and chaos, modern and traditional, as well as 
unity and synergy. He seeks to create an unstable relationship 
between different elements on the surfaces of his paintings, as 

if he is on an exploration mission, aiming to disrupt relations between forms, 
spaces, and everything that suggests stability and order. He presents shapes 
in clear, precise lines at times, while on other occasions, he creates chaos by 
uniting shapes and backgrounds.

Circles and squares dominate his paintings. The perfect circle has always 
been a source of fascination for its illustrator. Yet, in Qadry’s work, it’s an 
imperfect mysterious mass that may represent the truth or the center of the 
painting; but above all, it represents him as a person. He uses the circle as if 
to indicate his presence on a map of scattered or carefully arranged geometric 
shapes. It appears as a single spot in the face of a large solid area in Survival, 
or obstructed by a rectangle in An Attempt to Stand Sarcastically. It blends 
with lines that hamper its autonomy while forming a union between heaven 
and earth in the work On the Threshold of Question.

I

The circle stands out powerfully 
against the backgrounds with 
contrasting colors as well as 
against the shapes that obstruct 
its independence. The secret of 
Qadry’s circle lies in its ability of 
containment; it contains the scene, 
the viewer, and other shapes.

The square is just as important 
in Qadry’s works. It is a major 
recurring element and often appears 
within arrangements of lines, empty 
spaces, or reoccurring elements 
forming layers of color and new 
dimensions.

The square is surrounded sometimes 
by empty spaces reminiscent 
of Malevich’s square. It may 
symbolize constancy, but it may 
also symbolize “land” or its “loss.” 
Qadry emphasizes this by repeating 
the square to the point of vanishing, 
experimenting in shades as in 
Spaces of Absence, The Search 
for the Missing, The Complete 
Surrender of Pain, and Harmony. In 
these works, the lonely square tries 
to merge with its surroundings.

Qadry uses the triangle to connect 
the rest of the geometric shapes on 
the surface of his paintings, but he 
does not use his base to stabilize it. 
On the contrary, he paints it hovering 
at the top part of the painting, 
creating a state of anxiety with 
adjacent shapes.

Qadry creates spaces of tension 
between shapes and lines, as he 
tries to explore the shift from the 
unity and independence of shapes 
to forming a unity in form, which is 
difficult to discern.

SCAN 
TO SHARE
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BETHLEHEM
CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Fridays 7, 14, 21, 28
9:00–11:30 Kids’ Club for children between 
the ages of 5 and 12 years offers a variety of 
activities and games. Organized by Bethlehem 
Peace Center. Bethlehem Peace Center.

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Saturday 22
11:00–19:00 The 22nd Annual Olive Harvest 
Festival features a traditional market of olives, 
olive oil, olive trees, olive wood, traditional soap, 
traditional food, tile making, and embroidery, 
as well as various Palestinian folkloric shows. 
Organized by Bethlehem Peace Center and the 
Environmental Education Center in cooperation 
with local institutions. Manger Square and 
Bethlehem Peace Center.

SYMPOSIA
Wednesday 19 and Thursday 20
9:00–16:00 The 2nd Global Conference on 
Biodiversity and Human Diversity, “Towards 
Living in Harmony with Nature,” aims to 
disseminate knowledge about conserving 
and promoting diversity. Teachers, university 
students, researchers, and stakeholders in the 
fields of biodiversity and human diversity are 
welcome to attend the conference. Organized 
by the Palestine Institute for Biodiversity 
and Sustainability-Bethlehem University in 
par tnership with the Environment Quality 
Authority, the Galilee Society, and the Palestinian 
Center for Rapprochement between People. 
Funded by the European Union Peacebuilding 
Initiative. For registration, please visit https://
forms.gle/CNvtd4abAxYrcsdC7 no later than 
October 5, 2022. Convention Palace, Bethlehem.

BIRZEIT
SPECIAL EVENTS 
Friday 7 and Saturday 8
15:00–20:00 Second-Hand Market featuring a 
variety of used materials and products for sale, 
in an entertaining and enjoyable atmosphere of 
artistic and cultural performances. Organized by 
 Rozana Association. Birzeit Old City.

NABLUS
TOURS 
Saturdays 15, 29
9:30 One-day hike and olive-harvesting near 
Tulkarem, with a picnic of typical peasant food 
and the possibility to stay overnight. Organized 
by the Yalla Project. For more information, please 
visit www.yallamishwar.theyallaproject.com.

RAMALLAH
BOOK LAUNCHES 
Monday 3
18:00 The launch of Qira: History and Heritage 
from the Spoken Memory by Fareed Taamallah, 
interviewed by Nabil Alqam. Khalil Sakakini 
Cultural Center.

Sunday 16
12:00–14:00 The launch of Mother of Strangers, 
a novel by Suad Amiry, presented by Tania 
Nasser. The novel follows the love story between 
Subhi and Shams in pre-Nakba Yaffa, and traces 
Yaffa’s rise and transformation into a major city 
before the occupation. The Palestinian Museum.

CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Thursday 13
14:00–16:00 Game Club for children between 8 
and 14 years old offers a variety of games – VR, 
PS5, Xbox, and board games. French German 
Cultural Institute.

EXHIBITIONS
Sunday 2 to Thursday 6
10:00–19:00 Exhibition 1911 by the visual artist 
Rania Amodi and the author Ziad Khadash. The 
artworks were produced with “Artists’ Homes” 
and Ramallah Municipality’s artistic residency 
grant. Gallery of the French-German Cultural 
Institute.
Sunday 16
11:30–12:00 A People by the Sea: Narratives 
from the Palestinian Coast (1748–1948) is a 
guided exhibition tour by assistant curator Malak 
Abdulwahab. For registration, please contact 
activities@palmuseum.org. The Palestinian 
Museum.

FILM SCREENINGS 
Wednesday 12
19:00 The screening of Off Frame Aka Revolution 
Until Victory, a 61-minute documentary in 
English and Arabic with Arabic subtitles, 
produced in 2015 and directed by Mohanad 
Yaqubi, about the archives of films from the 
period of the Palestinian revolution. A.M. Qattan 
Foundation.

Events

Wednesday 19
19:00–20:15 The screening of Yugoslavia: 
How Ideology Moved Our Collective Body, a 
62-minute research-based essay film, but also 
a very personal perspective on the history of 
socialist Yugoslavia, its dramatic end, and its 
recent transformation into a few democratic 
nation states. Produced in 2013 and directed 
by Marta Popivoda. A.M. Qattan Foundation.

Wednesday 26
19:00 The screening of Twenty Years Later, 
a 119-minute Brazilian documentary in 
Portuguese with English subtitles, produced in 
1984 and directed by Eduardo Coutinho. The 
film revolves around the story of its production 
that originated in 1964 as a planned feature 
film about the life and death of João Pedro 
Teixeira, a leader of the Peasant Leagues from 
Paraíba who was assassinated on the order 
of local landowners in 1962. Before it could 
be completed, production was interrupted 
by political developments. In 1984, Coutinho 
returned to the material, shooting new footage 
of some of the actors and crew. A.M. Qattan 
Foundation.

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Sundays 2, 9, 16, 23, 30
13:00–18:00 Farmer’s Market presents a 
variety of organic and local products. It aims to 
provide a platform for the Palestinian community 
and society to obtain uncompromised healthy 
products, mainly fruits and vegetables, and to 
support small-scale farmers. Khalil Sakakini 
Cultural Center.

Sunday 2
18:00–19:30 Lighting the Palestinian Museum 
in Pink on the occasion of Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month and within the Pink October 
project to raise awareness about breast 
cancer and the importance of early detection. 
The program will include dance and musical 
performances. Organized by Mariam Foundation 
in partnership with the Palestinian Museum. 
For more information, please visit https://
fb.me/e/3N5lh74MZ. The Palestinian Museum.

Monday 3
17:00–18:30 Walking Meditation at the museum 
gardens. Organized by the Palestinian Museum 
with Farashe Yoga Center with Diana Salqan. 
For registration, please contact activities@
palmuseum.org. Participants need to bring their 
yoga mat, a light blanket, and a pillow to sit on. 
The Palestinian Museum. 

Friday 7
17:00–21:00 European Food Day is a celebration 
to taste and enjoy a variety of dishes and music 
from various European countries, organized by 
the European Union. Al-Tireh, Al-Mustaqbal 
School parking lot.

Sunday 9
17:00–18:00 Vinyasa Yoga, is a practice session 
based on tying different poses to deep breaths 
and the smooth flow of movements. Organized 
by the Palestinian Museum with Farashe Yoga 
Center with Sarab Atway. For registration, 
please contact activities@palmuseum.org. 
Participants need to bring a yoga mat and a light 
jacket for the cold. The Palestinian Museum.

Friday 14
10:00–14:00 Awnah Day is an olive harvest 
family gathering with a lot of land-related 
adventures: enjoying an asrona of manakeesh, 
shrak bread, and za’atar served to evoke the 
spontaneity of the land and the harvest season, 
and drinking tea and coffee on the terrace 
overlooking the museum gardens, followed by 
olive-picking and good conversation that affirms 
the value of collective work. For registration, 
please contact: activities@palmuseum.org. The 
Palestinian Museum.

SYMPOSIA
Tuesday 18 to Thursday 20
10:00–21:00 The First Sustainable Fashion 
Symposium Palestine, is a three-day 
hybrid event of lectures, panel discussions, 
workshops, and exchanges with local and 
international sustainability and fashion experts. 
The symposium’s diverse program is aimed 
at designers, textile producers, and individuals 
interested in a sustainable fashion industry. 
Organized by the Goethe-Institut and DS Agency. 
For more information about the program, please 
visit https://www.fashionsymposiumpalestine.
com/program. For registration, please visit 
https://www.fashionsymposiumpalestine.com/
sign-up-for-events-workshops. The symposium 
will be held at the French-German Cultural 
Institute in Ramallah on October 18 and 20, and 
at Birzeit University’s Faculty of Art, Music, and 
Design on October 19.
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The Last Word

Eat Your Heart Out, Hermes!
I went to DHL to pick up a package that my daughter had 
ordered online. Come to think of it, I’m not sure why our 
DHL doesn’t do home deliveries, but we have gotten used to 
picking up our shipments. Yalla ma’lesh is part of our culture 
after all! Anyway, when I got there, I was shocked to see 
heaps of medium and large packages ready to be delivered to 
or picked up by clients. There was hardly any space for people 
to walk through the office! When I asked the manager what 
was going on, he said that this phenomenon has existed for 
over a year. Apart from individuals, merchants buy inexpensive 
clothing in bulk online and sell it at retail prices. It’s as simple 
as that. Almost everything comes from China, “the factory of 
the world,” the manager added. The plethora of such business 
activities surged after China got COVID-19 under control. At 
some point, I overheard an employee telling someone on the 
phone that the vans are now delivering packages to several 
Palestinian cities and towns. While the DHL office I went to is 
in Jerusalem, I was told that the vast majority of the received 
shipments go to the West Bank. I understood then why DHL 
doesn’t do home deliveries! Eat your heart out, Hermes!

Palestinians have not invented the wheel. I am certain that 
merchants from small and medium-sized businesses all over 
the world work like this. Of course there are people who suffer 
from such shifts in norms and traditional ways, but as they 
say: “The only constant in this universe is change.” Who 
knows what will happen in the future? Maybe China will go 
to war and be devastated (bloody unlikely, but who knows?). 
Maybe India or even Vietnam, the rising star of Asia massively 
aided by the West, will take over as the factory of the world. 
Nothing remains as is: not how business is conducted, not 
market leaders, not empires, not even existing world orders. 
Change is inevitable no matter what you do. Oh, not even the 
occupation will remain!

Long live Palestine!
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