Israel agrees to ease Gaza blockade
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Palestinian children demand the ending of Israel's siege on the Gaza Strip in Gaza City. Photograph: Mohammed Abed/AFP/Getty Images 
Israel today agreed to a significant easing of its blockade of Gaza following pressure from the international community in the aftermath of its deadly interception of boats attempting to break the siege earlier this month.
A government statement said steps toward the relaxation of the policy will be implemented "as quickly as possible" following a meeting of Israel's security cabinet.
Middle east envoy Tony Blair, who had been authorised to broker a deal with Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, issued a separate statement covering the announcement, but warned that the test would be "not what is said, but what is done".
Both parties stressed the need for Israel to protect itself and demanded the release of the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, who has been held in Gaza by Hamas for four years.
The crucial issue of whether commercial goods will be allowed into Gaza to allow the crippled legitimate economy to recover was not addressed in the statements. Decisions were still pending, according to an Israeli official.
The aim of the policy is to allow "civilian products for the civilian population", Mark Regev, Netanyahu's spokesman, said. It will allow for:
• A list of prohibited items to be published, with all other civilian items to be allowed in. Currently Israel maintains a list of permitted items with everything else banned.

• Construction materials for Palestinian Authority and UN-approved projects to enter Gaza.

• Capacity at crossing points to be increased to accept a greater volume of goods.

• The policy on the movement of people in and out of Gaza to be "streamlined".
No timetable was issued for the list of banned items to be published.
The effect of the new policy "should change radically the flow of goods and material into Gaza," Blair said, though "plainly there are still issues to be addressed".
Aid agencies have raised concerns that concrete implementation of any relaxation of the siege could be hampered by Israeli foot-dragging. "Let's hope Operation Cast Lead [Israel's war on Gaza in 2008-9] doesn't turn into Operation False Dawn," said UN spokesman Chris Gunness.

The timing of today's announcement may have been in part to deflect further sea-borne attempts to deliver aid to Gaza. The Israeli navy is on alert for a ship carrying women activists from Lebanon, which had been scheduled to depart this weekend but appears to have been delayed.
Israel insists it is entitled to use force to prevent any aid ships reaching Gaza. Its ambassador to the UN told the international body's secretary-general Ban Ki-moon at the weekend: "Israel reserves its right under international law to use all necessary means to prevent these ships from violating the existing naval blockade imposed on the Gaza Strip."
Defence minister Ehud Barak last week warned the Lebanese government against authorising any flotilla. "You are responsible for the boats leaving your ports, which have the clear and stated intention of trying to break the naval blockade on Gaza," he said. He warned of a potentially "violent and dangerous confrontation" if any boats refused to be diverted to the Israeli port of Ashdod.
Many Israeli commentators are urging the government to take a robust stance over attempts to break the naval blockade.
"The smart thing to do now is to find a way to neutralise the ships that are en route via secret channels," wrote Smadar Peri in Israel's biggest selling daily, Yedioth Ahronoth, yesterday. "To warn, to threaten, to scatter political candy, to flatter, to persuade. Anything but be swamped with fifty ships heading for Gaza."
Netanyahu is to meet President Barack Obama in Washington on July 6, it was announced yesterday. A meeting to discuss the progress of fragile "proximity" talks between the Israelis and Palestinians, brokered by Obama's Middle East envoy George Mitchell, was abruptly called off earlier this month following Israel's deadly assault on the flotilla in which nine Turkish activists were killed.
Rahm Emanuel, Obama's chief of staff, said the president was keen to "seize this moment of opportunity" to push both sides towards a breakthrough in negotiations over a two-state solution of the conflict.
The lethal raid on the flotilla focused world attention on Israel's blockade of Gaza, which has crippled the territory's legitimate economy and entrenched Hamas's position.
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