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‘Aid Intervention’ in the Occupied Palestinian Territory:  
Do Gulf Arab Donors Act Differently from Western donors? 

 
Mandy Turner 
 
[2,800 words] 
 
 
Abstract:  

This contribution uses an expanded conceptualisation of intervention 
based on the understanding of it as an attempt to influence, negatively 
or positively, the political context/direction of a country/situation. It 
does this through the concept of ‘aid intervention’ in the conflict-
context of Israel and the occupied Palestinian territory (OPT). Based 
on over 12 years of research experience of aid donors in this context, 
this contribution compares the stated principles, as well as the 
methods and practices, of the main western (US and EU) and non-
western states (the Gulf Arab States) involved in providing aid. It is 
argued that while there are some interesting differences, there are 
some striking similarities, thus offering a critique and corrective to the 
prejudices that underpin the distinctions of ‘western’ and ‘non-
western’, ‘liberal’ and ‘illiberal’. 

 
This contribution uses an expanded conceptualisation of intervention, understanding it as 
constituting an attempt to influence the political context/direction of a country/situation. It 
uses the concept of ‘aid intervention’ in the conflict-context of Israel and the occupied 
Palestinian territory (OPT) because it is generally recognised that without aid the 
developmental and governance framework introduced after 1993 would have long ago 
collapsed. Furthermore, both western and Arab donors provide substantial amounts of aid 
to the OPT – and have done so for many decades. This, therefore, makes it a good case to 
explore potential differences and similarities in terms of the stated and unstated motives, 
programming and policies, and modalities of operation of the main western (US and EU) 
and non-western (Gulf Arab) states involved in providing aid. 

There are, of course, differences within these two sets of actors, and some changes 
in practices across historical periods. However, sufficient similarities in motives and 
operational practices make them a relatively coherent separate set of actors, and this allows 
us to critically unpack some of the distinctions that this forum seeks to explore, i.e. between 
‘western’ and ‘non-western’, ‘liberal’ and ‘illiberal’; here the terms and distinction used are 
‘western’ and ‘Arab’. This short commentary will first outline the problems with statistics for 
Arab aid, then move on to a comparison of beliefs and motivations, as well as programming 
and operational modalities; it concludes with comments on the similarities and differences 
between the two.  
 
Lies, damn lies, and aid statistics 
 
It is perhaps unfair to refer to aid statistics as “lies” as, in many ways, their incompleteness 
is not intentional but rather a result of the varying definitions of “aid”. Nevertheless, it is 
notoriously difficult to get accurate figures for Arab aid, particularly given that there are 
multiple actors involved (i.e. private individuals, bilateral, and multilateral regional 
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institutions including financial ones – although this is no different to western donors); the 
fact that major shares of their foreign aid is channelled through their Ministries of Finance 
and does not qualify as ODA; and that there appears to be a lot of unreported transfers.

1
 

Moreover, although pledges are more generous than disbursements for all donors, this is 
particularly pronounced amongst Arab ones. Arab aid statistics, however, are becoming 
increasingly more accurate because of better tracking and reporting by governments and 
multilateral inter-Arab agencies (including the Arab Coordination Group, which has had 
regular meetings with OECD DAC since 2009).

2
 However, western aid statistics are also not 

entirely transparent, especially to the OPT, as indicated by the fact that OECD DAC figures 
are never accurate.

3
  

The four biggest Arab donors are Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and 
Kuwait (combined they provide around 90 per cent of all Arab aid financing and are the 
main donors to the OPT

4
). Saudi Arabia is one of the biggest donors in general to the OPT, 

while Qatar is the biggest donor to Gaza – this is reflective (and constitutive) of the rivalry 
between these two Gulf states vis-à-vis competition for regional influence and support for 
allies, which has grown in recent years and has, since 2017, burst into outright 
confrontation.

5
 Furthermore, Arab donors, particularly Saudi Arabia, have been criticised for 

“exporting” Islamist extremism, and the negative publicity and rebukes from western states 
over this has provoked more Arab state oversight of aid and private charitable funds. So 
while Arab states still tend to work a lot with religious groups, they do not impose certain 
religious values through aid-giving.

6
  

 
Motives: Zaqat, solidarity, and good old-fashioned political machinations  
 
Providing zaqat (Islamic charity) and solidarity with Palestinians is the stated motive of Arab 
donors to the OPT; all Arab states perceive the situation as unjust, and many have also 
given funds to ‘frontline’ states, i.e. those that border Israel.

7
 In addition to these stated 

motives, however, are a number of unstated ones (which can be gleaned from observing 
their actions), i.e. the promotion of diplomatic objectives and regional stability, and 
supporting allies. In many ways, therefore, the stated and unstated objectives for aid are not 
that dissimilar to some western states, particularly since the 2002 Arab Peace Initiative that 
supports the creation of a Palestinian state on the lands occupied in 1967 in exchange for 
full diplomatic and economic relations between Israel and the Arab world, thus reversing the 
Arab League’s previous position known as “The Three No’s”, i.e. no peace deals, no 
diplomatic recognitions, and no negotiations.

8
 Until recently, Arab aid rarely went to states 

that held diplomatic relations with Israel, but this has, of course, changed since the signing 
of the Declaration of Principles in 1993, which led to a loosening of the Arab boycott and the 
opening of trade offices with Israel across the Arab world.

9
 

 When the motives of Arab donors are compared to those of western donors, the 
story is mixed. It is clear that US aid to the OPT has no solidarity aspect to it – or rather the 
solidarity is towards Israel which is regarded as a strategic ally. In all US Congressional 
reports on US aid to the OPT, it is stated that aid is intended to promote three US priorities: 
the first is to prevent attacks on Israel, the second is to foster “stability, prosperity, and self-
governance that may incline Palestinians towards peaceful coexistence with Israel and a 
‘two-state solution’”, and the third is humanitarian.

10
 Solidarity motives are given by some 

(mostly smaller) western donors – not from their stated policies and annual reports that tend 
to stick to the usual western aid buzzwords (e.g. promoting human rights, private sector 
development, civil society enhancement, women’s empowerment; and supporting the two-
state solution), but a sizeable proportion of western aid officials I have interviewed over the 



 3 

past 12 years believe that Palestinians should be supported to survive the occupation until it 
is ended via a political settlement. The difference between this and the Arab position is that 
most western donors also put Israel’s interests and security at the forefront of their foreign 
policies, which translates into preferential trade and scientific links, diplomatic support  (for 
some), and even on occasions ‘solidarity’ with Israel.

11
 This is one of the main – and 

obvious – differences between western and Arab donors in the OPT; although of course in 
principle their strategies are similar, i.e. using aid to support allies and to promote stability. 
And while the Gulf Arab donor states still tend to hide any relations with Israel, these 
connections have become more pronounced in the past few years, particularly between 
Israel and Saudi Arabia because of a common hostility to Iran.  

Remaining on the issue of assisting allies, while western donors are united in their 
support for the Ramallah-based Fateh-led Palestinian Authority under the leadership of 
Mahmoud Abbas and for the isolation of Hamas which is currently ruling over the Gaza 
Strip, Arab donors are divided on this – with Qatar regarded as being more supportive of 
Hamas, and the other three regarded as being more supportive of the Palestinian Authority. 
Western donors would therefore appear to follow a state and treaty-based understanding of 
global order, i.e. of working with the PLO, the organisation regarded by the UN and most 
states to be the sole and legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. However, their 
actions have also clashed with the notion of democratic elections which was purportedly a 
key part of western intervention strategy in the Arab world at the time, because in 2006 
western donors , boycotted Hamas, the political party that won the election, and continued  
to support the PLO and particularly Fateh, the leading PLO faction.

12
 So, again, by 

supporting their preferred ally, western donors are similar to Arab donors, despite the 
rhetoric. and their policy proclamations on 'local ownership' in aid relations were revealed to 
be hollow. 

The motives for giving aid to the OPT are therefore not hugely different between the 
two sets of donors. For Arab donors, the general ethos of aid is charitable, humanitarian, 
developmental, and politically motivated. This is largely the same for western donors.    
 
Programming and modalities: bricks and mortar versus governance, sovereignty  
versus monitoring 
 
Bigger differences between Gulf Arab and western donors appear when programming and 
modalities of operation are compared. In terms of programming, Arab donors tend to focus 
on infrastructure, education, health and sanitation.

13
 They prefer to disburse large sums of 

money to a smaller number of projects, and frequently offer in-kind assistance (e.g. 
donations of food, medicine, vehicles). They do not undertake the type of governance and 
social protection strategies so currently beloved by western donors, and they rarely impose 
outside technical assistance on aid recipients. The main focus is bilateral, state-to-state 
funding that supports sovereignty and it is for this reason that they are vehemently against 
conditionalities.

14
 This relates back to their principle of non-interference in recipient country 

policies and is the main reason for their modality of operation in the OPT, i.e. budget 
support to the PA and working through local partners (particularly the Red Crescent), as 
well as providing funds for UNRWA (the UN agency that supports Palestinian refugees).  

However, having said that, around two-thirds of European Commission aid is for PA 
budget support through its Pegase system;

15
 furthermore, the World Bank trust fund also 

gathers funds from (mostly) western donors for budget support.
16

 So, again, the differences 
in operation are perhaps, at least in the OPT, relative rather than absolute. But this is likely 
due to the political objective of keeping the PA afloat for reasons of stability rather than a 
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commitment to going through the recognised local sovereign – in this case a non-sovereign 
governing authority. Generally, though, western donors are more interested in moulding 
political systems through advocacy, training, and capacity building – according to the 
OECD, ‘capacity building’ accounts for 25 per cent of its members’ aid.

17
 Arab donors have 

little interest in these areas; indeed they do not interfere in governance and rarely bring in 
their own experts – although this may be because it is difficult for Arab donors to bring in 
experts to the OPT, as they have to pass through Israeli-controlled borders (some Arab 
advisers, however, have been able to enter Gaza through its border with Egypt).  

It is generally recognised that the practices of Arab donors are better with regards to 
local ownership than western donors because they use local implementing partners and do 
not create their own. The Arab Fund, for instance, supports a youth employment training 
programme, but it leaves the implementation to Palestinian organisations.  

Arab donors tend to be criticised for not being overly concerned with monitoring and 
evaluation compared to western donors. However, they have their own methods that can 
actually be quite intrusive, i.e. sometimes they insist on being involved right from the 
planning stage; and because they have a lot of money, people put up with the interference. 
When it came to funding for Gaza reconstruction, for instance, the Kuwait Fund was heavily 
involved, and even had their own committee of engineers to look at the plans for 
implementation.

18
 Furthermore, while Arab donors use competitive bidding, they like to work 

with people and organisations with which they have built up trust, so while it takes a long 
time to build relations with Arab donors, it can reap substantial rewards.

19
    

 
Conclusion: procurement, plaques and prejudices 
 
In a few of the recent reports on Arab aid, ‘recommendations’ have been made that Arab 
donors should replicate western practices in terms of greater transparency, being more ‘pro-
poor’ in their policies, have more stringent procurement practices, and institute better 
monitoring and evaluation to determine impact.

20
 However, this ignores the political and 

cultural beliefs and motivations that underpin the Arab model, i.e., that (after stringent 
procedures to get the funding) recipients are generally trusted to undertake the activities 
without too much interference. And despite criticisms to the contrary, Arab donors do 
measure impact and require reporting from recipients. 

One striking difference between western and Arab donors is that the latter do not 
tend to follow developmental fads that underpin western aid strategies, and if they do it is 
generally limited and delayed.

21
 However, one striking similarity, at least in the OPT, is that 

both sets of donors like plaques everywhere announcing their charitable ‘generosity’ to the 
recipient population – and so at least on the issue of self-promotion they are in unison.  

In terms of intervention studies, the main ‘take home’ from this analysis is that the 
huge claims made regarding differential aid intervention policies and practices need to be 
empirically unpacked rather than taken for granted, because there are striking similarities 
that hide behind the prejudices that underpin the distinctions of ‘western’ and ‘non-western’, 
‘liberal’ and ‘illiberal’, particularly as they pertain to the example of the OPT.  
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