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A year 
in forced exile
The summer of 2017 saw an uptick in the number of cases in which Gaza residents traveling abroad via Erez 

Crossing were required to sign a commitment not to return to the Strip for one year, despite meeting Israel’s 

narrow criteria for travel 

Background
In February 2016, the Coordinator of Government Activities in the Territories (COGAT) introduced a criterion 
to allow Palestinian residents of Gaza to request permits for travel abroad via Israeli territory for “extended 
stay.” On the backdrop of the prolonged closure of the Rafah Crossing, the significance was that residents of 
Gaza would be allowed to travel abroad via Israel for any purpose, on condition that they sign a commitment 
not to request to return to the Strip via Israel for one year. This criterion was added to the Status of 
Authorizations (p. 12-13), a document listing the categories of people in Gaza eligible to apply for exit permits. 

Until this point, the existing criteria for requesting a permit to travel abroad via Erez Crossing and Allenby 
Bridge Crossing already included and it continues to include travel for the purposes of attending exceptional 
professional conferences, graduate studies, seeking special medical treatment, and “humanitarian 
exceptions,” such as visiting an ailing first-degree relative. In theory, applications for travel abroad under 
the ‘regular,’ existing criteria would not entail a requirement to waive one’s right to return to Gaza for a year. 
In practice, however, Gaza residents applying for exit permits to travel abroad under existing criteria are 

increasingly being compelled to sign the commitment. 

A growing trend
·	 Since August 2017, Gisha has noted an increase in the number of cases in which COGAT’s operative unit, 

the Gaza Civil Liaison Administration (CLA), demands that Gaza residents sign a commitment not to 
return to the Strip for at least one year, even when their permit applications meet Israel’s narrow criteria 
for exit abroad. According to numerous accounts received by Gisha’s intake coordinators, Gaza residents 
arriving at Erez Crossing with a permit to travel abroad were confronted by Israeli officials at the very last 
minute, who conditioned their exit on the signing of a commitment not to request to return to their home 
in Gaza for at least one year. It was made clear to the residents that signing the document was a condition 
for boarding the shuttle to the Allenby Bridge Crossing en route to Jordan, and that those who did not 
sign would not be permitted to exit. There have been numerous cases we know of when residents who 
refused to sign were turned away at the crossing. 

·	 Gisha voiced its principled objection to the new criterion when it was first published. In April 2016, Gisha 
and HaMoked: Center for the Defence of the Individual wrote (Hebrew) to Maj. Gen. Yoav Mordechai, 
the head of COGAT, demanding that the provision be revoked. The letter stated that the provision was 
a serious violation of the fundamental, universal right of Gaza residents to freedom of movement, 
restricting their access to family, livelihoods, and education. The addition of this criterion is an abuse of 
Israel’s exclusive control over Erez Crossing, the only crossing through which Gaza residents may travel 
abroad, given the prolonged closure of the Rafah Crossing.

http://gisha.org/
http://gisha.org
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.707959
http://www.gisha.org/UserFiles/File/LegalDocuments/procedures/general/50en.pdf
http://www.gisha.org/UserFiles/File/LegalDocuments/procedures/general/50en.pdf
http://gisha.org/legal/5527


2gisha .org

·	 On November 16, 2017, Gisha sent an additional letter (Hebrew) to COGAT demanding that the 
incomprehensible practice of requiring residents to sign the commitment be rescinded, especially in 
cases where residents applying for permits already meet COGAT’s limited existing criteria for exit. 

·	 In early 2018, Gisha learned that COGAT is now requiring that permit applicants sign the commitment 
upon submission of their permit applications, as a precondition for reviewing the requests. 

The story of A.M., a resident of Gaza, illustrates the negative impact of this policy. A.M. 
submitted a permit application to travel to Saudi Arabia with her four children for the 
purpose of visiting her ailing husband, who has been blind since childhood. A.M.’s 
husband works abroad and was awaiting surgery for the removal of his gallbladder. A.M.’s 
vision is also severely limited, and she suffers herself from heart disease. The declining 
health of both parents reinforced A.M.’s wish to enable her children to see their father 
again, along with her own wish to see her partner, whom she had not seen for more than 
five years, and to care for him during his rehabilitation. A.M.’s permit application was left 
pending with no response from COGAT for two months. In light of the delay, Gisha filed 
a High Court petition (Hebrew) on her behalf on November 8, 2017. During the hearing, 
the state claimed that A.M.’s application had not been processed as an application under 
Israel’s criteria for “humanitarian exceptions,” although its purpose was visiting an ailing 
first degree relative. Instead, it had been processed as a general request to travel abroad 
for an “extended stay,” despite the fact that medical documents indicating the serious 
medical conditions of both A.M. and her husband had been submitted along with her 
application, as required, making the request valid under existing criteria. The state argued 
that for this reason, A.M. and her children would only be allowed to travel abroad if they 
signed a commitment not to request to return to their home in Gaza for an entire year. 

On November 21, upon A.M.’s arrival at Erez Crossing, she was forced to sign the 
commitment on behalf of herself and her four children, undertaking not to request to 
return to Gaza in the coming year. They left for Saudi Arabia, not knowing when they 
would be able to return to their lives and family in the Strip, with their visas for Saudi 
Arabia only valid for three months.

Travel abroad to visit an ailing first-degree relative is one of the narrow, existing criteria 
under which Gaza residents may request to exercise their right to freedom of movement, 
and until now, has not been conditioned on committing not to request to return to Gaza 
for a year.  

Gisha’s position
Gisha’s position is that there is no justification for limiting Gaza residents’ ability to return to their place of 

residence. The decision to condition the exit of residents on such a commitment has no legitimate purpose, 

and is patently unlawful.  

Making travel abroad from Gaza contingent upon signing a commitment not to return to the Strip for one year 

puts residents of Gaza between a rock and a hard place. Both alternatives in this ultimatum entail violation 

of the right to freedom of movement. If residents sign the commitment, they become involuntary exiles from 

their homes and families, with either temporary status or no status at all in their country of destination. If 

they refuse to sign, they remain trapped in Gaza, unable to travel even for the purpose of meeting their most 

essential humanitarian needs. 
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