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Belgium, South Africa and Australia, 
including a German-British organised 
Jewish boat. The global media buzzed 
with soundbites from across the political 
spectrum. Gaza and Palestine were back in 
people’s living rooms. 

New space in the US
According to the International Solidarity 
Movement co-founder and Free Gaza board 
member Adam Shapiro, the flotilla has 
created new political space in the US: ‘The 
public did start questioning why Gaza is 
under such restrictions and overall there 
is more support for Gaza and changing the 
situation there. More and more folks are 
coming into the movement, including more 
Turkish-Americans. Additionally, there is 
now a campaign in the US to get a boat to 
join the next flotilla, which was really not 
viable before.’ 

At least a dozen Americans, including 
former US army colonel Ann Wright, 
were aboard the flotilla; and Free Gaza’s 
Challenger 1 and 2 boats were both legally 

American territory, flying the US flag. Since the attack, US 
activists from the flotilla, including Wright and lawyer Fatima 
Mohammadi, have been touring the US as part of the US Ship to 
Gaza effort. This is raising money and awareness in a campaign 
comprising more than 70 US peace and justice organisations to 
get The Audacity of Hope, as yet un-purchased, to Gaza.

Ramzi Kysia, a Lebanese-American writer and Free Gaza 
board member based in Washington, is organising for the US 
boat effort: ‘Prior to the attack, the flotilla received very little 
press coverage in the US. After the attack, we received more 
coverage than I’ve ever seen before for any single “activist” 
action. But we weren’t prepared or logistically able to work the 
media to our advantage.’ 

Neither Kysia nor Shapiro think the flotilla attack was an 
immediate game-changer. Kysia says: ‘I’m not sure the event by 
itself resulted in any more support within the general public for 
Palestine, but it certainly helped in planting seeds and adding 
to the general unease that many folks already felt. Long term, 
the most positive result may be in invigorating and motivating 
existing activists and organisations on the pro-justice side.’

The Jewish Boat to Gaza project, however, certainly has 
attracted more funding and support since the flotilla, according 
to Jews for Justice for Palestinians (JfJfP). ‘We have reinforced 
our coalitions with Jewish peace and justice groups in Europe 
and America who are supporting us financially and we are also 
working far more closely with many solidarity movements,’ says 
Diana Neslen of JfJfP. 

The Jewish Boat to Gaza project was originally a Judische 
Stimmer (the Germany-based Jewish Voice for a Just Peace in the 
Middle East) initiative inspired by the first Free Gaza missions 
but has now broadened into a coalition sponsored by a federation 
of European and American Jewish peace groups. 

T
he Freedom Flotilla was a six-boat, six-organisation, 
multi-million dollar effort catalysed by the Free Gaza 
Movement and beefed up by key coalition partner the 
Turkish Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms 
and Humanitarian Relief (IHH). Seven hundred 

passengers, including 30 parliamentarians and 100 journalists, 
carried 10,000 tons of forbidden humanitarian relief to the 
besieged Gaza strip. Their goal was to break the blockade from 
the bottom up. Now that the dust has settled, what has been the 
political impact of this unprecedented direct action? With nine 
men dead, dozens hospitalised and everyone jailed and deported, 
was the flotilla worth it?

When firebrand Israeli advocate Lea Tsemel was allowed 20 
minutes to interview more than 100 flotilla activists being held in 
Ela Women’s Prison in Be’er Sheva, she entered and declared: ‘You 
have no idea what is going on out there. You have changed the 
world. Israel is finished.’

Nato member Turkey demanded an emergency session 
of the UN security council and got it. Ecuador, South Africa 
and Nicaragua joined Turkey in recalling their ambassadors 
from Israel. World leaders, including foreign secretaries Hilary 
Clinton, Bernard Kouchner and William Hague, called Israel’s 
blockade ‘unsustainable’. Protests erupted from Jakarta 
to Johannesburg. The Swedish dockers’ union launched a 
blockade of Israeli goods. 

At the same time, a coalition of 60 international lawyers 
launched lawsuits against Israel for breaches of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention, including wilful killing, inhuman 
treatment, wilfully causing great suffering or serious injury 
to body or health, unlawful deportation or transfer, unlawful 
confinement, taking of hostages and extensive appropriation of 
property. Further boat efforts were launched in Canada, India, 

When Israel attacked the Freedom Flotilla’s 
attempt to break the blockade of Gaza, it caused 
an international outcry. Ewa JasciEwicz considers 
the impact of the flotilla in Palestine, Israel and 
internationally in the months since 
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Concrete success
One of the most concrete examples of success, aside from media 
agenda-setting and coalition-building, was an actual concession 
from Israel in easing the blockade. Although the move was 
criticised by the Freedom Flotilla coalition as ‘cosmetic’, Israel was 
forced to admit that elements of the blockade were unjustified. 

Egypt also opened the Rafah border with Gaza, reporting 
that it had allowed as many as 65,253 Palestinians to cross in 
a period of 83 days. All aid was given to the UN to distribute 
inside Gaza. According to Akram al Sattari, project manager at 
Wafa Rehabilitation Hospital in Gaza, ‘Many essential electronic 
apparatuses we lacked before have now been delivered, and if 
you look at everyday commodities on the markets, you can now 
pretty much buy anything – if you have the money. But, the most 
important things we still lack are building materials. We still 
cannot reconstruct.’ 

Wafa Hospital itself was bombed with white phosphorous and 
eight tank shells during Operation Cast Lead in January 2009. 
The UN estimates some 20,000 people still remain homeless 

and most of the 4,000 levelled homes, 18 destroyed schools 
and thousands more public buildings, including factories and 
ministries, have yet to be rebuilt. 

Impact in Palestine
What impact did the flotilla make at the grassroots in Gaza? 
Mahmoud Abu Rahma of the Al Mezan Centre for Human Rights 
sees it as having had a unifying effect on Palestinian factions: 
‘What was unique with this flotilla was that it unified Palestinians 
around a cause, something we have not seen much of in the past 
few years. I was surprised that civil society, ordinary people, 
but also all the factions and the two governments, made strong 
statements supporting the flotilla. It was significant that these 
statements were made before the attack, so they were not out of 
investing the tragedy for narrow political reasons.’ 

In the West Bank, Dr Husam Zumlot, of Fatah’s Commission 
on International Relations, sees the flotilla tactic as a historic 
success for the Palestinian people as a whole: ‘In the West Bank 
people responded to the flotilla with excitement and inspiration. 
The action has brought about some of the most fruitful results in 
the history of the conflict. The target of the flotilla was not seen 
as support for Hamas, but solidarity with the people of Gaza and 
ending the injustice there, and the people of the West Bank were 
as totally and utterly behind it as the people of Gaza. Even if it 
does benefit Hamas, so what? It means nothing. If it benefits the 
people, that is the most important thing.’  

The response from the Hamas leadership in Gaza is similar to 
that of Fatah in the West Bank. Spokesman Fawzi Barhoum told 
Red Pepper: ‘All Palestinian parties were united in condemning 
the vicious act against the flotilla, demanding a swift lifting of 
the unjust blockade, and calling for an international tribunal to 
look into the matter in support of the flotilla organisers. This 

Israel’s attack  on the flotilla saw 

millions of protesters spill onto

the streets across the world
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means in a way that the flotilla united all 
Palestinians for a while.’ 

‘The flotilla succeeded in inciting global 
resentment against Israel’s occupation,’ 
Barhoum continues. ‘It further isolated 
Israel, and played a critical role forcing 
Israel to ease the siege. The negatives were 
the human price paid – the fatalities.’

Was Hamas strengthened by the 
flotilla? ‘Israel, the US, and their allies 
in the region and outside of it have been 
accusing whoever calls for a dignified 
life for the people of Gaza as someone 
who is going to reinforce Hamas governance in Gaza. The flotilla 
and all the past attempts to help the people of Gaza were of 
humanitarian nature. However, at the political level, the flotilla, 
the Lifeline convoy, and the Miles of Smiles convoy brought some 
positive change to the community and Hamas government there.’

W hat about Israel? 
The Israeli government spokesman Mark Regev tries to focus on 
delegitimising the flotilla by association with Islamism: ‘The flotilla 
was jointly sponsored by the Turkish Islamist organisation IHH and 
by the Free Gaza Movement. The former is an extremist Islamist 
group which openly supports Hamas. The Free Gaza Movement 
claims to be a human rights group, a pro-peace group and a 
progressive group but nothing could be further from the truth. They 
have never condemned Hamas’s ongoing and deliberate targeting of 
innocent Israeli civilians. I think that many in Israel genuinely fail to 
understand how people who claim to have progressive politics can 
be apologists for violent reactionary Islamists.’

However, British journalist Rachel Shabi, who is based in the 
region, says the attack created new space for debate in the Israeli left 

about boycott, divestment and sanctions, 
and raised questions for ordinary Israelis 
about why the international community 
views their government so differently from 
the way they do. 

‘Within Israel, the incident seemed 
to widen the growing chasm between 
the country’s self-image and the way it is 
perceived overseas,’ says Shabi. ‘Israelis 
couldn’t really comprehend the force of 
foreign criticism, or why Israel’s claim 
that it was acting in self-defence against 
hostile, weapon-bearing activists was so 

summarily dismissed overseas. The incident, and international 
reaction to it, has compounded Israel’s “besieged” narrative – one 
of being constantly condemned by an international community 
that doesn’t understand Israel’s predicament and is motivated by 
undertones of anti-semitism.’ 

On the other hand, according to Shabi, ‘It has galvanised and 
empowered Israel’s small, beleaguered activist community – for 
whom the feeling that their country is rapidly losing the plot was 
loudly amplified by the Israeli assault on Gaza in 2008–9 and then 
reinforced by the flotilla raid. Some say they have become more 
acutely aware that their position as “progressive” is increasingly 
received as “extremist” and “treacherous” in Israel.’

Internationally, the flotilla attack has strengthened the cultural 
boycott of Israel. The Pixies, Gorillaz, Faithless, Leftfield and the 
Klaxons have all since cancelled shows in Israel. According to 
Yonatan Shapira, an Israeli boycott activist and former air force 
captain in the unit that dropped the commandos that killed activists 
on the biggest ship of the flotilla, the Mavi Marmara, ‘Most Israelis 
are desensitised to images of dead Palestinian children and burnt 
homes, but the refusal of the Pixies to play Tel Aviv has an impact, 

this gets them asking questions.’
Overall, the freedom flotilla 

illuminated the possibility that  
non-state actors can directly intervene 
in global issues, becoming players in a 
game seen as one for state and armed 
actors only, and change it. It showed 
grass-roots organisations and radical 
NGOs asserting and claiming the right to 
be political in directly challenging Israel 
and international collusion in the illegal 
siege and occupation of Palestine, in the 
process opening up new political space and 
new alliances that will have a cumulative 
effect on broadening and emboldening the 
solidarity movement. n

A second international flotilla of up to 12 boats is 

scheduled to depart in the next six months. See 

www.freegaza.org for more details. Also see www.

jfjfp.com for updates on the Jewish boat to Gaza 

and www.boycottisrael.info, the Israeli Boycott 

from Within. Ewa Jasiewicz is a freelance journalist 

and a co-ordinator of the Free Gaza Movement
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ask Mona about what happened to her a year and a half ago, but whenever 
we draw there is only one thing on her mind. She draws pictures of herself 
with her parents and brothers, with a big sun shining. Then she draws them 
motionless beside her in the rubble. Apart from cousins, uncles and aunts, 
she lost three brothers, a niece and both parents.

Mona was one of more than 100 members of the Samouni family to be 
rounded up by Israeli soldiers at the beginning of the assault and forced into 
Wael Samouni’s house. Throughout the night of 4 January 2009 munitions 
rained in on the area, and three Apache helicopter missiles or tank shells 
(depending on the report) struck the single-floor house into which the 
Samounis had been corralled.

When the Red Crescent finally arrived, they found the entire street had 
been bulldozed. Picking through the rubble, an adult and two children were 
found alive in what remained of Wael’s house: Nafez Al Samouni, whose 
wife thought he had died, 16-year-old Ahmed Samouni and 10-year-old 
Amal. Ahmed had been lying injured, unable to walk, curled among his 
dead mother and brothers. Like many other children, Amal and Ahmed 
have been left with mental and physical scars. Slivers of shrapnel remain 
permanently lodged in Amal’s brain, giving her headaches, nosebleeds and 
sight problems. Despite finally getting her out of Gaza to receive treatment, 
doctors in Ramallah and Tel Aviv both told her there’s nothing that can be 
done for her.

The issue of what happened on Samouni Street is no longer contentious; 
the family’s version has been corroborated by the International Committee of 
the Red Cross and the UN’s Goldstone report.

From the time I’ve spent with them, it’s clear the Samouni children have 
the courage to carry on. What surprised me was how little help was available 
for them; some still live in tents or asbestos shacks. Most of all, though, I 
was shocked at how much the children have to fend for themselves. For all 
the global media attention, and apart from occasional physiotherapy or 
counselling visits, there has been no replacement for their enormous loss. 
Literally nothing. As the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights puts it, ‘The 
attack on the Al-Samouni family was widely publicised, yet the survivors got 

Mona Samouni and the Samouni Family
At the height of the Israeli military’s Operation Cast Lead in January 2009, a 
three-day bombardment of Zeytoun, near Gaza City, left 29 members of the 
same family dead. As is typical in Gaza, extended families are large and close; 
the Samouni family numbered more than a hundred and lived along an 
entire street that was razed to the ground. News stations gathered to cover 
the tragedy of ‘Samouni Street’.

I visit them twice weekly to teach English. Originally just for 11-year-old 
Mona Samouni, but now it’s a class of six and they’re keen to learn. But I’m 
not walking alone. Many children come and warmly take my hand, and we 
walk to the three-storey building at the end of the street. The only one left 
standing after the assault, it was forcibly evacuated by the Israeli Defence 
Forces (IDF) for use as a base. 

There I meet Mona Samouni. She is thoughtful, still very playful, and 
eager to talk English. I’d been introduced to her by a Gazan documentary 
maker following her story. She’d previously taken Jeremy Bowen around 
the ruins of her house in his BBC documentary Gaza, Out of the Ruins. I don’t 

life in Palestine

A tale of two Monas
The plight of the Samouni family, 29 of whom 
were killed by the Israel bombardment of 
Gaza, was a focus of media attention – but 
since the attack the remaining members 
of the family have been left to fend for 
themselves. adiE MorMEch tells how a local 
organisation has organised education and 
trips for the children

O ver 100 Samouni 

children were 

taught in the 

‘Learning on the 

Rubble’ tent set up 

on Samouni Street

Children of the 

Samouni family  in the 

rubble of their homes 

days after they lost 29 

family  members in the 

2009 bombings

R ight: M ona Samouni shows the 

identity  cards of her mother and 

father soon after they were both 

k illed during the 2009 bombings
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the Rubble’ marquee classrooms at the end of Samouni Street. Operating 
four days a week, they taught, provided meals and organised trips for more 
than 120 children from the area. 

Dr Mona describes how they managed to organise such a well-tailored 
programme so quickly. ‘I went to visit,’ she says. ‘I had a meeting with 
the families there, asked about their needs. They were worried about the 
children’s missed education because of the trauma – losing your father 
or mother or both is a severe trauma – and I wondered how many years 
it would take them to get back to normal. I gathered the team from New 
Horizons, and spoke to MECA, who work with children all over the Middle 
East. The speed comes from our grass-roots work, the experience of many 
years, getting the trust of people inside and outside of Gaza.’ 

She explains that dealing with such trauma needs a lot more than 
they could offer in this short time: ‘The importance is in the follow 
up for the children, which involves a lot of effort – one month is not 
enough. We need to try again and again to follow up. For this we don’t 
need huge amounts of money. We need the will, having grass-roots 
communications, the vision and knowledge on how to invest the money 
in the best way – that’s how it started.’

A lot more is required from us in western countries to help alleviate 
some of the pain caused by our governments’ policies, and most 
importantly to ensure that Palestinian families such as the Samounis never 
have to go through this again. Dr Mona El Farra’s message to the world is 
an important reminder that what is happening to Palestinians is not just 
a humanitarian issue, but a continuing wrong that can only be addressed 
when people on the outside begin to understand it.

‘I want people to try to learn about us,’ she says, ‘and try to learn that 
there is an injustice that has been imposed on the Palestinian people. Not 
just because of the siege, but what has been going on for more than 60 
years since Israel was founded on the ruins of Palestinian refugees. We are 
looking and working for peace despite the difficult circumstances – but 
peace without justice is not peace.’ n

no real help. What little they received has now stopped, except for limited 
assistance from local organisations. The family now lives in deep poverty with 
no source of income, and no publicity about their plight.’

Fortunately, through another fearless Mona from Gaza, a grass-roots 
Palestinian group working closely with an international partner would 
provide some respite. Their work put to shame the many who closed their 
eyes and forgot Mona and the other Samouni children.

Dr Mona El Farra and the M iddle East  
Children’s Alliance
When the older Ahmed Samouni asked me if I could organise some 
summer schooling for the Samouni children, I tried the United Nations 
Refugee Works Agency (UNRWA). Although from a poor neighbourhood, 
and with much of their life and homes in ruin after the bombing, the 
Samounis were not eligible for help because, unlike most Gazans, they 
were not a refugee family forced out of pre-1948 Palestine by the then 
nascent Israeli army.

So I spoke to Dr Mona El Farra, a Gazan dermatologist who has been 
tenaciously dedicated to health, children and women’s issues in Gaza 
for more than 20 years. She is the projects director for the Middle East 
Children’s Alliance (MECA). 

A remarkably resolute woman, Dr Mona is originally from Khan Younis 
in southern Gaza; her work is with the Palestinian Red Crescent Society 
and with MECA, who most recently funded the New Horizons psycho-
social support programme, ‘Let the Children Play and Heal’. Last year the 
programme reached more than 100,000 children, helping to address their 
psychological needs after the 2009 Israeli attacks through participation in 
art, dance, music, story-telling, theatre and puppetry. 

Once they heard of the situation with the Samouni children, Dr Mona 
and New Horizons’ coordinator Ehab Abu Msalam immediately visited 
them to hear of Ahmed’s desire for an educational project. They acted fast. 
It took only days for New Horizons to set up the month-long ‘Learning on 

D O NAt IO NS FO R ZEINAt  SA M O UNI
Adie is raising money to help rebuild and improve the house 
of Zeinat Samouni, 11-year-old Amal’s widowed mother. 
She continues to live in a single room alone with her eight children 
crammed into it. She can’t afford cooking gas, and cooks over a 
fire. Adie is also trying to support Amal to find a neurosurgeon in 
Europe who would give further analysis for the shrapnel still lodged 
in her brain. If you would like to offer support for Zeinat and her 
family, please contact adie_mormech@hotmail.com

Samouni Children 

singing in the 

‘Learning on the 

Rubble’ tent

D r M ona El Farra (right) with 

Samouni children M ona and 

A mal during the day trip to 

the beach


