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Intro: 

Rooftop Debate – Drivers of Political Change” project aims to create a network of powerful 

social and political young leaders and equip them with supporting tools that enable them to 

create social change by directing them to find solutions to their problems and concerns, 

which promotes social cohesion, ensures pluralism and strengthens civil peace within 

society. The project also seeks to provide safe and interactive platforms that connect youth 

activists with representatives of governmental bodies and civil society organizations, in 

order to capacitate youth to voice out their concerns and engage in shaping public policies 

that are more responsive to their social and political needs. 

Based on the importance of promoting the values of democracy and public freedoms within 

Palestinian society as well as enabling Palestinian youth to exercise their political and union 

rights, The Palestinian Association for Empowerment and Local Development - REFORM 

seeks to examine the regularity of the electoral process among the student councils in the 

Palestinian universities. 

The electoral process at Palestinian universities 

It can be noticed that he most prominent activities of student movement started upon the 

establishment of the General Union of Palestinian students in 1959, which played a 

significant role in combatting the colonialism and deepen the resistance of Palestinian 

youth. The student movement managed to maintain its internal cohesion despite the 

ideological differences among its components, as it was able to initiate an inclusive liberal 

frame that gathered all parties. However, this frame   was very much influenced by the past 

and current political and occupational factors within Palestine. 

The most prominent changes in the role of student councils in universities were embodied 

in the period followed Oslo Accords and the establishment of the Palestinian National 

Authority in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, where youth student movement witnessed 

gradual   polarization, in which there were competition and replaced cooperation between 

students bodies. The state pf polarization continued until the political split in 2007, which 

reaffirmed the weakness of the student movement at the political, union and service levels. 

The sickness of the democratic process in many Palestinian universities has deprived 

consecutive generations of students over the course of twelve years of exercising the 

democratic values mainly electing their representatives in the Council, which has 

undermined the role of students’ movements. 

The tension between various Palestinian political parties is reflected on students’ 

movements, and interruptus student council’s election and in most of the Palestinian 

universities.  In addition, the electoral process became a platform for student movements to 



prove who is the most powerful in the political arena at the expense of national and union 

issues as well as students’ needs. 

Based on the assumption that the results of the student councils’ elections in Palestinian 

universities is an indicator of the voter desires of the Palestinian society as a whole, the 

political parties have been instigated to further intervene in their student movements, 

considering them as their political extension within universities, which led the students’ 

movements to favor their political interests over union and national issues. On the other 

hand, the conflicting political parties have also intervened in the university life, and often 

led to obstruct or postpone the elections in many Palestinian universities. 

The importance of student elections stems from the fact that the regularity of holding 

elections in Palestinian universities is a full citizenship exercise among students that engages 

them in political and social life by granting them a full electoral experience to run, elect or 

even monitor the electoral process. Otherwise, violating these rights disrupts the 

democratic rights, union freedoms as well as the outputs of the educational process. 

Lack of responsibility and aggravating the split resulted in practices that hindered students 

from participating in political life due to their lack of awareness on the concept of 

democracy along with its forms, tools and practices. 

The obstacles and challenges facing the work of student movements at Palestinian 

Universities can be summarized into the following: 

 Lack of a political umbrella, under which, students’ movements are gathered “The 

General Union of Palestinian Students” 

Students’ movements in Palestinian universities lack an umbrella institution, which requires 

uniting the efforts of students’ movements towards reactivating the General Union of 

Palestinian Students in order to formulate policies that respond to the interests, needs and 

issues students in national and political dialogues. 

 Economic Hardship 

The costs of higher education are not commensurate with the hard economic and living 

conditions of the Palestinians, specifically due to the successive rise in the cost of 

educational fees, which burdened students with extra financial and intangible concerns, and 

plunged them in private concerns at the expense of public issues.   

 undermining the importance of   democratic practices 

 The inability of students’ movements and the university administrations to agree on an 

electoral system that responds to their needs and contributes to the promotion of the 

democratic process, indicates the existence of a polarized environment, which can be 

attributed to the general state of polarization within Palestinian society. 

 Political split  



The political division resulted in the emergence of double structures  and created  power 

relations in the intra-political sphere , specifically within students’ movements, and 

distorted the concept of union work and widened the gaps among students’ movements, 

and established exclusionary attitude between student movements.  

 Lack of political awareness  

Previously, students’ movements held the responsibility of raising the public awareness on 

political issues as well as enhancing the role of students in Palestinian universities. However, 

nowadays, political parties no longer invests in designing awareness- raising programs that 

target youth in order to refine their personalities, which led students’ movements to lose 

confidence in their ability to achieve their national aspirations and dreams. 

 

 Theanxiety of youth and their lack of participation desire 

The reasons that hinder youth from participating effectively in political life can be 

summarized into the following: 

- Recession in the programs within political parties that attract youth; 

-  lack of communication channels between university students and leaders of political 

parties; 

- irresponsive  systems that is able to reflect  the needs of youth; 

 

- Violations in democratic and political freedoms; 

- The lack of public awareness of the importance of political participation. 

 

 Occupation 

The ongoing violent practices of the occupation targeting students’ movements, due to their 

active role in raising a public opinion on national issues inside and outside the university, 

have been constituting a challenge and impediment that hinders students’ movements from 

functioning properly. 

 

Identifying the reasons behind the irregular electoral processes in Palestinian Universities 

The reasons for the irregularity of the electoral process in Palestinian universities are 

attributed to three main reasons: 

 Students’ Movements 

The expansion of the political struggle to include the Palestinian universities, and the 

resulting split and fragmentation among students’ movements, has transformed the 

elections from a democratic process, in which students’ movements compete through their 

union programs to gain the confidence of students, into a platform to exclude one another, 

which led to inflaming clashes and contradictions among them at many times. All of the 



above led some Palestinian universities to resort to the easiest solution to resolve this issue, 

which is to disrupt the student councils’ elections. Moreover, the lack of will and unity 

among students’ movements to pressure the administration of universities to regulate the 

electoral process was the reason behind their obstruction. 

Universities’ Administration development approach  

Some Palestinian universities targets the development of the   socio-political abilities of 

their students along with the academic development by providing a wide and expansive 

space for development, so they can easily become agents of change in their communities, 

through enhancing their active citizenship and genuine affiliation to their communities. 

However, some universities are more concerned with the academic aspect and have limited 

interest in raising the cultural and cognitive awareness of students. Consequently, 

generations of students who lack sufficient political and social awareness were established, 

which was reflected on the student's personality, ability and will to achieve change. 

The conscious democratic experience among students in the universities promotes the 

democratic concepts among students and strengthens the internal structure of the 

Palestinian society, especially if it is accompanied with an enhanced political culture.1 

 Financial Interests of Universities  

There are huge tasks placed on the student councils to serve students, such as reducing 

university fees or distributing them among payments for needy students, assisting students 

in the registration, demanding for the development of services and cultural facilities for 

students within universities and initiating dialogues and negotiations with university 

departments on issues related to students, which sometime contradicts with the 

universities managerial trends 

 Duplicated Governing System 

The Palestinian political split led to the existence of two separate two judicial, executive and 

and legislative authorities. This created a state of political conflict and a state of alignment 

and exclusion of all political and union freedoms in both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 

either through political arrest or the imposition of tutelage on universities and intervening 

in their internal affairs. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the fact that the university is the first incubator through which freedoms and 

rights are promoted2, as well as the importance of enhancing the access of students to 
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democratic and union rights and considering the impact of disrupting the electoral 

processes on violating these rights and freedoms and the outputs of the educational 

process, the university must establish a democratic environment to ensure that everyone 

has the right to express their opinion and practice their social, democratic and political 

rights freely and without the intervention of any party, and to conduct periodic elections 

that allow students to participate in the electoral process without delay or disruption. 

Therefore, the role of the students’ movements in Palestinian universities shall never be 

neglected if we seek to promote democracy and enhance the political participation of the 

public within Palestinian. 

 

Recommendations: 

• Revive the student umbrella forum “the General Union of Palestinian students” and 

network with student unions in other countries in order to support the steadfastness 

of students. 

• Establish a committee that includes members of all political parties to initiate a 

dialogue with the Ministry of Education and Higher Education and set out an 

agreement that responds to the needs of all parties and ensures the regulation of 

the electoral process. 

• Establish an approach for joint action to ensure a democratic environment within the 

University. 

• Activate communication channels between different students’ movements on the 

one hand, and between students’ movements and students on the other hand and 

enhance coordination between various Palestinian youth groups, to identify the 

roles of students’ movements. 

• Develop union programs that respond to the interests and needs of students and 

address their national and social issues. 

• Call upon universities to support all students’ movements and adopt policies that 

promote the values of democracy and public freedoms in university. 

 Adopt an open proportional representation system that ensures the fair selection of 

candidates who are granted the confidence of students. 

 Develop an honour code, in which the university administration is committed to 

exert all efforts to sustain the democratic and electoral process in Palestine. 

 Call upon the Ministry of Education and Higher Education to supervise the 

development of the ethical code and to further adopt it towards regulating the 

democratic process in universities. 

 


