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THE 'MARCH OF RETURN' AND THE FIGHTING ON THE GAZA BORDER 
 

15 April 2018 
 

I think the recent escalation of activities on Israel's Gaza border and the manner it is being 
depicted in the international media requires a brief explanation from the Israeli viewpoint. 
 
In the period since the end of Operation 'Protective Edge' in 2014, the border with Gaza 
has been the quietest since the 1990s. ‘Quietest’ of course does not mean quiet. From 
October 2014 until the end of March 2018 there have been the following: 94 rockets and 
mortar bombs have been fired from Gaza into Israel and there have been a few dozen 
incidents in which armed Palestinians either tried to cross the border or attempted to 
shoot or throw various explosive or incendiary devices across the border at Israeli farmers 
or army patrols. In addition, they have often emplaced disguised bombs near the border 
fence or on it (for example – sticking a flag on the fence with a bomb hidden in the stick 
holding that flag) – this last tactic has occurred more and more frequently over the past 
few months (in February 2018 two Israeli soldiers were wounded severely and two 
moderately by a bomb camouflaged in this manner). 
 
Recently Hamas has increased its propaganda on the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. There is 
indeed a severe economic condition in Gaza – but not because Israel prevents food, water 
and electricity from entering:  
 

• Every month hundreds of thousands of tons of food, petrol, building materials and 
other civilian products enter Gaza from Israel (and often Israeli inspectors find 
attempts to smuggle military equipment in the civilian goods); thus for example, on 
10 April 2018, more than 16,000 tons of goods entered Gaza from Israel. 

• There are three water-pipes from Israel that provide approximately ten million cubic 
meters of water per year (2.642 billion gallons) – this is in addition to the local 
fresh water sources. 

• Israel also provides 50% of Gaza's electricity via ten power lines – 124 megawatts 
per year.  

• Tens of thousands of Palestinians needing medical care above the capabilities of 
the hospitals in Gaza come to Israeli hospitals every year (in 2016 approximately 
30,000).  

• Goods manufactured in Gaza (mostly agricultural produce) are exported to Israel or 
through Israel to other destinations. 

 
The economic difficulty of the Gazans is caused by Hamas putting a large proportion of 
the money it is receiving in international donations and taxes to military use rather than 
spending it on improving the local infrastructure and economy – purchasing weapons and 
digging more military tunnels – in 2017 Hamas spent 260 million dollars on its military.  
 
It is also caused by the internal Palestinian struggle between Hamas and the Fatah 
parties. Officially the Palestinian Authority still governs all the Palestinian areas in the West 
Bank and Gaza. In the democratic elections in the Palestinian Authority held in January 
2006 Hamas won a majority of the votes to the Palestinian Parliament and its 
representatives became the government. Over the next year and a half, the ousted Fatah 



 2 

party attempted to subvert the results of the elections, and violent clashes ensued 
between Fatah members and Hamas members. In the summer of 2007 the clashes 
became virtually an open war between the two parties; Fatah won the fight in the West 
Bank and Hamas won in Gaza. The Palestinian Authority was split physically into two 
entities, however, the central government, located in the West Bank and again controlled 
by Fatah, continued to fund the Palestinian Authority bureaucracy in Gaza. Occasionally, to 
exert pressure on Hamas, they delayed transfer of funds or salaries needed by the Gazans 
– thus, for example, refusing to pay for the electricity and water supplied by Israel to 
Gaza, or, as in 2014 not paying salaries to Authority employees for a few months, and 
most recently, two weeks ago unilaterally reducing the salaries of these employees by 
30%. Since the January 2016 elections neither party is willing to conduct new elections. 
 
And now we get to the events of these past few weeks. 
 
In the beginning of 2018 Hamas came up with a new concept on how to pressure Israel – 
exploiting the economic difficulties of the Gazans – they would stage a 'peaceful' million-
person strong march from Gaza into Israel. After a few months of organization which 
included exhorting and tempting Gazans to participate for cash, and in some cases 
extorting, preparing logistics to support the marchers (buses, tents, water etc. apparently 
to the tune of 10 million dollars) the first march occurred after the weekly Friday prayers 
on 30 March. After promising a million marchers, the final count stood at approximately 
40,000. Not exactly a great success. The second attempt occurred on Friday 6 April – 
20,000 participants and the latest on Friday 13 April – 10,000 participants. The peaceful 
participants included a large number of Hamas members and members of other militant 
groups, who attempted to break-through the border fence, hurled small explosive bombs 
and petrol-bombs into Israel, in addition to throwing or slinging stones across the border. 
Some participants attempted to place larger bombs adjacent to the border fence (one of 
these bombs was mishandled and detonated the people emplacing it); some armed teams 
tried to use the Israeli forces' focus on the large crowds to infiltrate small armed teams 
across the border and to shoot at Israeli forces deployed facing it. 
 
It should be noted that the Friday 'marches' were not the only activity on the Gaza border. 
In between, there occurred the usual low-frequency attacks by various groups and 
responses by Israel – thus, for example, when one team of terrorists approached the 
border on 8 April they were shot at by tanks and retreated. A search of the area found 
two IEDs left or planted by the terrorists. In response an Israeli aircraft dropped a bomb 
on a Hamas "military facility" (this usually means either a Hamas training base or a Hamas 
fortified position overlooking the border). Another example occurred on 11 April, when a 
bomb placed near the fence on the Gazan side was exploded when an Israeli bulldozer, 
working on improving the border obstacle, passed by. The bulldozer driver was not hurt. 
Shortly afterwards Israeli tanks responded by firing shells at three Hamas military 
positions overlooking the border in that area. 
 
Since withdrawing from Gaza Israel has built a security fence marking the border and 
watched over by a variety of video and other devices to detect attempts to cross it. On the 
Gazan side of the fence Israel declared an area that anyone entering would be regarded 
as a would-be terrorist. Over the years that area has been gradually reduced to free 
farming land for the Gazans and is now 200 meters. To reduce the possibility of mistakes, 
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during the 'marches' this was reduced further to 100 meters. These distances are 
publicized and Gazans do not stray into this zone accidently. In principle, anyone 
approaching the fence closer than the designated distance risks being shot, but in fact 
there are strict rules of engagement that require a series of approvals and warnings 
before shooting actually occurs. Thus, at one point a seven-year-old girl was sent to the 
fence. Of course, she was not shot at. When shooting is approved, it is preferred to shoot 
at the lower part of the targeted person's legs – wound rather than kill. Shooting 
deliberately to kill is done when the targeted person is armed. 
 
The Hamas 'march' deliberately aimed to bring the participants to the fence. Israeli forces 
responded with a mix of tear-gas canisters and sniper fire. Sniper fire was restricted to 
specific targets, either armed men or those trying to lead groups onto the fence itself – 
note, not at the entire group, only the person seen to be leading them on. Obviously, with 
the people being targeted using other people as shields and moving around not everyone 
hit was the intended target. There have been some internationally voiced criticisms of 
'indiscriminate fire'. This has not happened – if Israeli shooting had been indiscriminate 
the Palestinian casualties and especially the fatalities would have leaped ten-fold. 
Furthermore, checking the list of fatalities proves that the vast majority are active or 
reserve Hamas members. Thus, for example, a Palestinian press-photographer, Yasser 
Abdul Rahman Murtaja, who was wounded on 6 April and died the following day, was 
actually an officer in the Hamas internal security service. A study by the Meir Amit 
Intelligence and Terrorism Center, based on studying Gazan media and social-media 
platforms, discovered proof that of the 32 Gazans killed from 30 March to 9 April, at least 
20 were members of Hamas or other terrorist groups. 
 
It should be noted that many Gazans are not pleased with the proceedings. Apart from 
the small showing relative to the numbers promised, there have been careful criticisms 
published against the breaking of the promise to be a peaceful demonstration. "Careful 
criticisms" because Gaza is not a democracy – people who cross Hamas tend to disappear 
altogether, be publicly killed under the label of 'Israeli spies’ or spend long periods in jail. 
 
Meanwhile, today, 15 April, the IDF released photographs of another offensive tunnel it 
has discovered crossing the fence and has destroyed. This is the eighth offensive tunnel to 
be discovered and destroyed since October 2017. A couple more were discovered and 
destroyed in 2016. To elaborate: an offensive tunnel (often termed 'terror tunnel') is one 
that crosses under the border from Gaza into Israel and is dug to enable the infiltration of 
attack teams into Israel. In addition, there are 'smuggling tunnels' between Gaza and 
Egypt, the purpose of which is to import and export a wide variety of commodities. In 
2012 there were about 2,000 smuggling tunnels, however, when the current Egyptian 
president took power in summer 2013 he ordered the Egyptian army to locate and shut 
these down. The dimensions of smuggling tunnels are much larger than of offensive 
tunnels – some are big enough to drive a car through – and they have an opening on the 
Egyptian side. This makes them easier to detect – since summer 2013 the Egyptians have 
been destroying them at a rate faster than the Gazans dig new ones, so the total active 
number at any point in time has dropped to a few dozen or couple of hundred at most. 
Offensive tunnels are dug into Israel but do not break the surface. The last bit is 
excavated only when the terrorists want to exit them to conduct an attack. They are also 
much narrower and dug deeper into the ground, which is why in the past they were 
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undetectable. After a crash program of development, the IDF has apparently solved some 
of the detection problems – but still not all of them, as it hasn't yet detected all the 
offensive tunnels assessed to exist. 
 
The last category of tunnels is the defensive tunnels, thousands of them, dug inside Gaza 
without crossing the border. These are dug to serve as storage sites, command sites, 
underground travel routes between different areas in Gaza, in order to hide weapons, 
equipment and personnel from Israeli aircraft.  
 
NOTE: ALL THIS INFORMATION AND MORE IS READILY AVAILABLE TO MEDIA OUTLETS 
– MANY OF THEM SIMPLY DO NOT WANT TO KNOW OR PUBLISH IT. 
 
 

 

 
A picture published on the IDF Spokesperson's Unit's Twitter page exemplifies the 

complexity of the situation during the Friday 'marches', with Palestinian reporters and 
another man on crutches shown standing directly behind a protester hurling what is 

suspected to be an improvised explosive device. 
 
 

Scroll down for more photos 
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Approximate locations of 8 offensive tunnels dug by Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad 
located and destroyed by Israel from October 2017 to April 2018. The date that each was 

destroyed is located by each location.  
 

 
Inside the tunnel destroyed 15th April 2018 


