
 
 

 
Ahead of Ramadan: Escalating Israeli Policy at Al-Aqsa/Temple Mount and 

Growing Harm to Muslim Freedom of Worship 

February 2026 

For the first time in more than two years since October 7, 2023, the Muslim holy month of Ramadan will 
take place when Israel is not officially in a state of war.  Since the outbreak of the war, Israel has used the 
situation to limit Muslims’ access to Al Aqsa/Temple Mount and expand Jewish prayer at the holy site. Yet 
even now, as Israel allegedly goes ‘back to normal,’ the Israeli government continues to support the Temple 
movements and violate Muslims’ freedom of worship at Al Aqsa. 

Last month, the Israel Police announced that it would permit Temple movement activists to bring prayer 
sheets into the Holy Esplanade.1 This step is wholly inconsistent with the status quo, under which, the 
Haram al-Sharif/Temple Mount is a place of worship for Muslims, while members of other religions, 
including Jews, may only visit. Permission for prayer sheets was granted several weeks after Prime Minister 
Netanyahu effectively took ownership of the changes Israel has been undertaking at the holy site. While 
continuing to insist that the status quo is being upheld, Netanyahu also stated that the changes ordered 
by National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir were being carried out in coordination with him.2 Moreover, 
Temple movements are not content with this new development and are signaling further changes, 
including bringing in full Jewish prayer books (siddurim), laying tefillin, entering structures in the 
compound, extending visiting hours for Jews, and more3--- all part of their efforts to entirely dismantle the 
status quo and turn the compound into a Jewish worship site. 

Meanwhile, data which the police provided to right-wing activists in response to freedom of information 
requests reveal that the total annual number of Muslim worshippers who attended Friday prayers at Al 
Aqsa in 2025 was less than half the figure a decade ago.4 The sharp decline in the number of worshippers 
underscores the profound impact of escalating Israeli restrictions on Muslims’ freedom of worship at the 
compound. Apart from the near-full ban on access to the site by West Bank Palestinians, Israeli Police 
conduct sends a deterring message that prevents many Muslims, particularly young men, from accessing 
the compound for fear of harassment. The police arbitrarily bar individual young Muslim men from 
entering the Mount—a restriction that often expands into sweeping bans—particularly on occasions when 
Temple Movement activists are conducting prayers and other Jewish religious activity. 

If Israeli restrictions persist, they will be especially harmful during Ramadan. During the month of 
Ramadan, Muslim religious activity at al-Aqsa Mosque intensifies significantly: traditionally large numbers 
of Muslims attend prayers at the holy site, with numbers potentially exceeding 200,000 during peak times. 
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Religious activity during the month is not limited to prayer times, but also includes fasting, seclusion, and 
study at all hours; additionally, it is customary for many Muslim families to break the fast at the compound. 
Muslim presence at the site extends across the entire esplanade and is not confined to prayer structures. 

This year, the Jewish holiday of Purim falls during the month of Ramadan. Jewish holidays have frequently 
served as flashpoints for nationalist agitation by Temple Movement activists at the Haram al-Sharif/Temple 
Mount. On these occasions, activists often receive backing from Knesset members and government 
ministers, who visit the compound, publicly assert Israeli control over the holy site, and at times participate 
in Jewish prayer or various nationalist activities. 

In the past, Israel generally exercised relative restraint on the Mount during Ramadan—whether in 
recognition of the month’s sanctity or to avoid escalation stemming from heavy-handed policing that 
disrupts the worship of the tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of Muslims who visit the compound 
throughout the month.  

In recent years, however, Israel has pursued a completely different policy, serving two main motivations: 

First, under the guise of “maintaining public order”—a purported rationale that effectively overrides 
Muslims’ freedom of worship—the police implement one of the Temple Movement’s central demands: a 
“division of time” between Jews and Muslims at the compound. When Temple movement activists pray 
there, Muslims are barred from entering. On ordinary days, outside official Muslim prayer times, this policy 
affects several hundred to several thousand worshippers. If extended during Ramadan, however, the 
impact would be far more severe. 

The second motivation, shared by both the government and Temple movements, is to reduce Muslim 
presence on the Haram al-Sharif/Temple Mount as much as possible, thereby undermining its existence 
and recognition as a Muslim place of worship. For example, Israeli journalist and prominent Temple 
movement activist, Arnon Segal, welcomed the decline in the number of Muslim worshippers in the 
compound as a “positive trend,” and claimed it demonstrated that, “the place is not particularly holy for 
Muslims.”5 The large Muslim presence at Al-Aqsa/Temple Mount—particularly the immense numbers 
seen during Ramadan—reflect the site’s profound sanctity in Islam, which is anathema to the Temple 
Movements. Therefore, Muslim presence and prayer on the holy esplanade—particularly at such scale—
run counter to the aspirations of both the temple movements and nationalist actors in Israel that seek to 
transform the compound into a site of Jewish worship under Israeli dominance and control. 

Recommendations 

The above developments raise concern that the aggressive policies pursued by the government and 
Minister Ben Gvir will persist. Any moderation in enforcement and conduct—allowing Muslims to fast, 
study, and pray at Al-Aqsa with fewer disruptions—would likely be perceived by the Temple Movements 
and its political allies as a major retreat. 

The police have various means of restricting Muslims’ freedom of movement and worship at the 
compound. In some years, for example, they have gone so far as to block roads to Jerusalem to prevent 
buses carrying Muslim worshippers from Palestinian Arab localities inside Israel from reaching the site. 
The recommendations outlined below may be non-exhaustive, and therefore, police conduct must be 
closely monitored. 
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1. Allow free access to the Old City. The Israel Police might restrict Muslims’ entry into the Old City, 
whether to make it easier to block access to Al Aqsa/Temple Mount or in order to reduce Palestinian 
presence in the Old City itself. Such restrictions may include blocking the roads leading to the Old City, 
stringent security checks by police officers at the Old City gates, and even imposing entry bans, for 
example, on young men who are not Old City residents. Steps must be taken to ensure the police allow 
free access to the Old City area and that officers are instructed not to harass visitors. 

2. Ensure free access to Al Aqsa at all times. The police must permit Muslims to freely access the Al Aqsa 
compound. No arbitrary restrictions should be imposed, particularly restrictions based on age, gender, 
or place of residence. Moreover, entry and the presence of Muslims across the compound must be 
permitted continuously, around the clock, whether for prayer, seclusion, study, or any other purpose. 
The police practice of clearing Muslims from the compound after prayer and barring their entry when 
Temple activists are permitted to pray is unacceptable at any time and a flagrant violation of the 
status—and all the more so during Ramadan. 

3. No cap on the number of Muslims in the compound. In recent years, Minister Itamar Ben Gvir has 
routinely demanded that restrictions be placed on the number of Muslim worshippers at Al-Aqsa, 
alternately invoking security or safety considerations as the reason. In practice, any security or safety 
risks, insofar as they exist, are caused by the friction created by the Israel Police when it restricts free 
access to worshippers rather than by the number of Muslim worshippers at the site. 

4. Maintain priority access for Muslims over non-Muslims, including Jews. The police frequently invoke 
the need to maintain public order or cite security concerns to restrict—or even bar—Muslim access 
to the holy site, while permitting entry to Temple movement activists. Where authorities may 
anticipate friction, they must act to ensure that Muslim worship proceeds without disruption, 
particularly during Ramadan. If restrictions are deemed necessary, they should apply to non-Muslim 
visitors rather than to Muslim worshippers. 

5. Reinstate the ban on Jewish prayer on Haram al-Sharif/Temple Mount. This basic demand is 
consistent with the status quo and remains as critical as ever in light of the near-daily occurrence of 
Jewish prayer and religious ritual taking place on the Mount without interference. 

6. Limit the size of Jewish groups entering the holy compound. Temple movement activists deliberately 
violate the few restrictions that still apply to them. During Ramadan, there is an increased risk of 
provocations, such as praying, prostration, flag-waving, and other incendiary actions. By admitting 
large numbers of Jews to the compound, such acts are difficult to control by the police—a situation 
Temple movement activists attempt to exploit. Effective prevention and enforcement therefore 
require limiting the size of Jewish groups entering the Al Aqsa Compound/Temple Mount. 

7. Muslim-only access during the final ten days of Ramadan. During the last 10 days of Ramadan, 
Muslim religious activity increases, reaching its peak toward the end of the month. Traditionally, the 
Mount has been closed to non-Muslims during this period. In recent years, the government has sought 
to change this practice; it must end these attempts. 

8. No violation of Muslims’ freedom of worship during the Purim holiday. Jews who wish to mark Purim 
can do so at the Western Wall plaza—designated as a Jewish place of worship—and other locations in 
Jerusalem, but not on Al Aqsa, which is defined as a Muslim place of worship. 

 


