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Palestinians pray outside the Lion’s Gate in Jerusalem’s Old City, Tuesday, July 18, 2017. 
A dispute over metal detectors has escalated into a new showdown between Israel and the 

Muslim world over a contested Jerusalem shrine that has been at the center of violent 
confrontations in the past.. (Mahmoud Illean/Associated Press)  
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JERUSALEM — A dispute over metal detectors is escalating into a new showdown 
between Israel and the Muslim world over a Jerusalem shrine that has triggered major 
Israeli-Palestinian confrontations in the past. 

 
Israel says installing the devices at the gates to the walled compound after Palestinians 

launched an attack there last week is a routine security measure. Palestinians claim Israel 
is trying to expand control over the Muslim-run site that is also revered by Jews. 
 

Muslim worshippers have stepped up protests following an appeal from clerics to pray in 
the streets rather than submit to the new procedures. The confrontation could come to a 

head Friday, the highlight of the Muslim religious week, when tens of thousands typically 
converge on the holy site for prayers. 
 

___ 
 
WHAT CAUSED THE LATEST TENSIONS? 

 
 

Three members of Israel’s Arab Muslim minority fired from the sacred compound at a 
police post near one of the gates on Friday, 7-14-2017 killing two Israeli officers before 
being shot dead. Israel’s police chief said they had hidden weapons in the compound 

beforehand and ordered it closed for two days of searches. The closure marked only the 
third time the shrine had been closed since Israel captured Jerusalem’s Old City and its 

holy sites, along with other territories, in 1967. 
 
On Sunday, Israel began gradually reopening the site. By Tuesday, five of the eight gates 

used by Muslims had been fitted with metal detectors, and three of those five gates were 
open, Muslim officials said. A ninth gate, used by non-Muslim visitors, previously had 

been fitted with metal detectors and was also open Tuesday. 
 
WHY IS THE SHRINE IMPORTANT? 

 
The Jerusalem landmark is the centerpiece of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, looming 

large in rival national and religious narratives. 
 



Jews revere it as the Temple Mount, or home of biblical Temples destroyed two 
millennia ago. It is the holiest site of their religion. For now, Jews worship at the Western 

Wall, a retaining wall of the compound. 
 

Muslims believe the hilltop compound marks the spot from which Prophet Muhammad 
ascended to heaven. Known to them as the Noble Sanctuary, it is the third holiest site of 
Islam and houses the Dome of the Rock and Al-Aqsa mosques. 

 
WHO CONTROLS IT? 

After capturing east Jerusalem, including its Old City, and the West Bank in 1967, Israel 
sought to avoid a confrontation with the Muslim world. It allowed Muslims to keep 
administering the Jerusalem compound. Jews could visit, but not pray there. 

 
Jordan, east Jerusalem’s pre-1967 ruler, remained custodian of the shrine. Employees of 

the Muslim administration, or Waqf, stayed on Jordan’s payroll. 
 
For decades, the status quo held, in part because leading rabbis, citing religious purity 

laws, banned Jews from entering. In recent years, religious opinion has shifted, and 
growing numbers of Jews are visiting the compound, with Israeli police and Waqf guards 

enforcing the no-prayer rule. 
 
This shift has stoked Muslim fears of a purported Israeli plan to expand Jewish control 

there. Israel has denied this, most recently after the weekend attack when Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that the “status quo will be preserved.” 

 
WHO IS THE GATEKEEPER? 
 

The two sides disagree. 
 

Jordan and the Waqf have said that after 1967, the Waqf remained in charge of who can 
enter the compound. They said this rule was in place until 2000, when a provocative visit 
to the site by then-Israeli opposition leader Ariel Sharon helped trigger a Palestinian 

uprising that only ebbed in 2005. 
 

Israel says it has always been in charge of security at the compound, including the gates. 
 
In recent years, Israeli security forces have typically been posted outside the gates, 

conducting spot checks of some of those entering or holding the ID cards of suspected 
troublemakers until the end of prayers. At times of heightened tensions, police enforce 

Israeli access restrictions, such as an entry ban for men below a certain age. 
 
Waqf guards are posted inside the gates and have the right to turn any visitors away. 

 
THE ISRAELI VIEW 

 
Israel says the metal detectors are a routine security measure. 



 
“Two Israeli police officers were just murdered on the Temple Mount by terrorists who 

smuggled in guns,” government spokesman David Keyes said Tuesday. “Magnetometers 
are vital for security. That’s why they are at the Western Wall and at holy sites around the 

world.” 
 
Police would not say what was found in the search of the compound. On Sunday, Israel’s 

Army Radio quoted the Jerusalem police chief as saying officers found dozens of knives 
as well as slingshots, stun grenades and binoculars, but no guns or live ammunition. 

 
Israel previously accused Waqf officials of allowing Palestinian protesters to hoard 
stones, sticks and firecrackers for use in confrontations with police. 

 
THE PALESTINIAN VIEW 

 
Muslim clerics and Palestinian politicians contend Israel is changing the status quo under 
the guise of security, 

 
Ikrema Sabri, a top Muslim official, said installing the detectors “is an attempt to impose 

Israeli sovereignty over the mosque” compound. 
 
Rami Hamdallah, the prime minister of the Palestinian autonomy government in the West 

Bank, expressed his “absolute rejection of Israel’s security pretexts in changing the status 
quo.” He also warned of a “deterioration of the security situation” if the measures 

continue. 
 
The local Muslim leadership and the Jordanian-run Waqf have urged the faithful to pray 

in “streets and alleys” rather than pass through the metal detectors. 
 

Since Sunday, there have been sporadic clashes between small groups of Palestinian 
stone-throwers and Israeli security forces in and near the Old City. Meanwhile, 
worshippers have lined up in the streets, dozens at a time, to perform prayers in the 

streets. 
 

MUSLIM ARAB WORLD 
 
The Arab League, an umbrella group of Arab countries, and the Organization of Islamic 

Cooperation have issued separate statements calling on Israel to lift the security measures. 
 

Jordan’s King Abdullah II spoke by phone with Netanyahu on Saturday, before the 
reopening of the shrine, to condemn the attack but also call for de-escalation. The two 
countries have discreet security ties, but frequently clash over Israel’s policies at the 

Jerusalem site. 
 

Jordan’s ruling Hashemite dynasty, with ancestry said to go back to Prophet Muhammad, 
derives much of its legitimacy from custodianship over the shrine. 



 
Report: Saudi king steps in to resolve Temple Mount crisis  

 
 

Clashes erupt at Temple Mount after Israel temporarily closes site, installs security 
measures in response to deadly terrorist attack • Arabic- language website reports mount 
was reopened after Saudi King Salman intervened via American mediation. 

 
News Agencies and Israel Hayom Staff 

 
Saudi King Salman has asked the United States to help resolve a crisis that erupted after 
the Israeli closure of the Al-Aqsa compound last week following a deadly terrorist attack, 

the Arabic- language website Elaph News reported Tuesday. 
 

On Monday, Islamic leaders called on Muslim worshippers to boycott the Al-Aqsa 
compound in a gesture of protest after Israel installed metal detectors at the site's entrance 
gates following a deadly terrorist attack there on Friday. 

 
Israel closed the site for the first time in decades after three Arab Israeli citizens opened 

fire from the holy compound using automatic weapons, killing two police officers before 
they were shot and killed. The compound has subsequently been reopened.  
 

According to Elaph News, the decision to reopen the site to worshippers and tourists was 
made after Salman spoke to the U.S. administration.  

 
According to an official quoted by the London-based website, Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu assured the Saudi king, by way of American mediation, that the status quo on 

the Temple Mount would remain unchanged. Under the so-called status quo agreement, 
non-Muslims are permitted to visit the Temple Mount but only Muslims are allowed to 

worship there. 
 
Netanyahu also explained, the report said, that the metal detectors at the site were part of 

routine security measures meant to combat "terrorism, which crops up everywhere."  
 

The official quoted by Elaph added that Netanyahu invited the Saudis to visit Al-Aqsa to 
better acquaint themselves with the situation, but has yet to receive a response.  
 

On Monday, clashes erupted between Palestinians and Israeli forces at the site. Israeli 
troops used stun grenades to disperse a group of Palestinians near Lions' Gate, the 

entrance to the compound where Friday's attack occurred.  
 
The clashes began when the Waqf, Jordan's Islamic authority that manages religious 

affairs at the site, voiced outrage over the installation of metal detectors. Dozens of 
worshippers have prayed on the streets near the gate after refusing to enter via the metal 

detectors. 
 



 
Police said Monday evening that some 200 Palestinians tried to block a road nearby and 

threw stones at officers. A day earlier, minor scuffles broke out as some Muslim 
worshippers tried to stop others from using the gates, Israeli media reported. 

 
Police said that despite the tensions, hundreds of worshippers had entered the compound. 
 

The Waqf, together with other Islamic groups, issued a statement Monday calling on 
Muslims "to reject and boycott all the Israeli aggression measures, including changing the 

historical status quo including imposing the metal detectors." 
 
They called on the faithful "not to enter the mosque through" the detectors. The statement 

further said that "if the metal detectors continue to be imposed, we call upon the people to 
pray in front of the gates of the mosque and in the streets of Jerusalem." 

 
The fate of the compound, holy to both Jews and Muslims, is an emotional issue and 
forms the centerpiece of rival Israeli and Palestinian national narratives. Any perceived 

changes to the delicate arrangements at the site can spark tensions.  
 

Its closure after Friday's attack prompted condemnations from the Arab world. 
 
Jordan called for its immediate reopening and there were protests in the streets there 

against Israel, with which Amman has a peace treaty. 
 

Israel did not coordinate the changes with Jordan, which serves as the custodian of the 
Muslim-administered site, according to a Jordanian government official. Jordan's stance 
is that anything installed at the site must be approved by the Waqf, or Muslim 

administration, and cannot change the status quo, said the official.  
 

The Jerusalem shrine has been the scene of repeated confrontations but Friday's brazen 
shooting was rare because it took place inside the compound and also because the 
attackers were Arab citizens of Israel, not Palestinians.  

 
A rash of Palestinian attacks on Israeli civilians and soldiers erupted in 2015, partly over 

tensions at the holy site. 
 
Jerusalem District Police Commander Maj. Gen. Yoram Halevy said the metal detectors 

were a necessary measure for the site to reopen. "I assume that with time, they will 
understand that this is not terrible," he told Army Radio.  

 
He said that security measures of this kind are commonplace in the world.  
 

"When I go shopping on Friday, I pass through a detector at the mall," Halevy said. "We 
see them everywhere; they have become a part of our lives." 


