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Israel and Hamas Conflict In Brief: Overview, 
U.S. Policy, and Options for Congress 
Since October 7, 2023, Israel has been at war with the Palestinian Sunni Islamist group Hamas (a 
U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organization, or FTO), which led an attack that day from the 
Gaza Strip into Israel. More than 1,200 Israelis and foreign nationals (including at least 35 U.S. 
citizens in Israel) were killed on October 7, and Hamas and other groups also seized some 255 
hostages. Iran has provided material support to Hamas for decades, but the Office of the Director 

 
 The conflict that has ensued over nearly 10 months has posed 

major challenges for U.S. policymakers.  

Conflict, humanitarian situation, and international action. In the conflict to date, more than 
39,000 Palestinians in Gaza have been killed, according to the Hamas-controlled health ministry 
there. Additionally, about 1.9  have been displaced, with most facing unsanitary, 
overcrowded conditions alongside acute shortages of food, water, medical care, and other essential supplies and services. 
Obstacles to transporting aid through crossings and Israeli checkpoints and then safely delivering it have contributed to high 
levels of food insecurity. The Integrated Food Security Phase Classification assessed in June that increases in assistance since 
March helped temporarily avoid famine in Gaza, but warned that 96% of Gazans would likely experience crisis or worse 
levels of acute food insecurity through September, and that any significant change in humanitarian access could lead to 
famine. 

In May, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) any other action 
in the Rafah Governorate [at the southern tip of Gaza], which may inflict on the Palestinian group in Gaza conditions of life 

The ICJ does not have an enforcement mechanism, and 
Israel insisted its operations did .  Also in May, the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) Prosecutor applied for arrest warrants for alleged war crimes against Israeli and Hamas 
leaders, including Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, triggering denunciations from Biden Administration and Israeli 
leaders who argue that the ICC has no jurisdiction in the matter, and efforts by some Members of Congress to advance 
sanctions against ICC officials. 

U.S.-Israel cooperation and tensions (including supplemental appropriations and oversight). The Biden Administration 
has provided political and material support for Israeli efforts to end Hamas rule in Gaza and secure the return of hostages. In 
Israel, debate is ongoing about whether and how these objectives can be achieved separately or together, if at all. In April, 

and missile defense) and global humanitarian assistance (over $9 billion) in P.L. 118-50. The legislation also includes 
provisions aimed at preventing the $1 billion of humanitarian aid intended for Gaza from diversion, misuse, or destruction.  

The Administration increased criticism of Israel during the first half of 2024, in apparent connection with 
of the war, questions regarding the achievability of  
Palestinian civilians. The Administration has pushed for a multi-phase cease-fire and hostage-prisoner exchange (working 
with Qatari and Egyptian mediators) and increases in humanitarian aid and civilian protection. It is unclear whether regional 
tensions connected to various July 2024 strikes and attacks, including the reported killings of top Hamas leaders Ismail 
Haniyeh in Iran and Muhammad Deif in Gaza, might affect the prospects for a cease-fire deal. A February presidential 
memorandum (an executive document, not standing law) 
international law as a U.S. arms recipient, and the Administration provided an initial report on Israeli compliance to Congress 
in May. Also in May, the Administration paused some weapons shipments to Israel, triggering debate in Congress. 

Gaza transition planning. U.S. officials have sought to work with Israeli and Palestinian leaders and some Arab 
governments to plan for a transition of governance and security in Gaza, though they are likely to confront a number of 
political, security, and logistical obstacles to preventing a Hamas resurgence, establishing law and order, and enacting long-
term recovery. U.S. officials have expressed support for a resumption of Palestinian Authority (PA) rule in Gaza after the PA 
undertakes certain reforms, as part of efforts to move toward a two-state solution; PA and other Arab leaders insist on 
progress toward a Palestinian state during such a transition. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has insisted that 
Israel ,  

 His stated unwillingness to date to embrace a PA role in Gaza or a two-state pathway may stem in part 
from demands by the ultra-nationalist figures from his coalition who could trigger new Israeli elections. Nevertheless, some 
reports suggest he may be open to working with U.S. and some Arab state counterparts on a plan to stabilize Gaza that could 
involve international backing for a reformed PA. 
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Figure 1. Israel and Gaza: Conflict Map 

 

 
1 
Special Representative . 
2 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community, 
February 5, 2024. For more information on Hamas, its possible reasons for the attacks, and Iranian material support for 
Hamas, see CRS In Focus IF12549, Hamas: Background, Current Status, and U.S. Policy, by Jim Zanotti. 
3 Disdain, Denial, Neglect: The Deep Roots of Israel's Devastating Intelligence Failure on Hamas 
and October 7 Haaretz, May 9, 2024; n More 
Than a Year Ago New York Times, November 30, 2023. 
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4 CRS Report RL34074, The Palestinians: Background and U.S. Relations, by Jim Zanotti; and CRS Report R44245, 
Israel: Major Issues and U.S. Relations, by Jim Zanotti. 
5 CRS Insight IN12347, Escalation of the Israel-Iran Conflict, coordinated by Jeremy M. Sharp; CRS In Focus 
IF12587, Iran-Supported Groups in the Middle East and U.S. Policy, by Clayton Thomas; CRS Insight IN12391, Israel 
and Houthis in Yemen: Attacks Highlight Regional Conflict Risks, coordinated by Christopher M. Blanchard; CRS 
Insight IN12309, Iraq: Attacks and U.S. Strikes Reopen Discussion of U.S. Military Presence, by Christopher M. 
Blanchard. 
6 PM Netanyahu in Rafah: Only the military pressure will help us advance the 
hostages deal  
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Humanitarian Assistance: Delivery Challenges and U.S. Steps 
General background. The humanitarian impact of conflict in Gaza on Palestinian civilians has been dire, with 
about 1.9 some 2.1 million residents displaced and most facing unsanitary, overcrowded 
conditions alongside acute shortages of food, water, medical care, and other essential supplies and services.11 
Obstacles to transporting aid through crossings and Israeli checkpoints and then safely delivering it have 
contributed to high levels of food insecurity. In a May 10, 2024 report to Congress, the Department of State said 
that there h

 with the report citing a lack of clarity or standardization 
in the Israeli inspection process, military strikes in areas of humanitarian movement or deconfliction, and some 
Israeli 12 Israeli officials have 
stated that they are not limiting aid, instead placing responsibility for delays on security-related issues (such as 
looting) and U.N. distribution problems.13 

A March report from the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC, an early warning and classification 
system that tracks trends and determines the severity of food insecurity , 14 and 
Israeli strikes that caused fatalities among aid workers and other civilians, appeared to influence U.S. demands on 
Israel to boost assistance deliveries and improve deconfliction. The United States and other countries also began 
taking steps to augment humanitarian aid to Gaza via airdrops and a planned maritime corridor.15 U.N. officials 
said that to del

 
7 ICJ Order, Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in the Gaza 
Strip (South Africa v. Israel), May 24, 2024. For more detail on the ICJ, see CRS Report R48004, The International 
Court of Justice and the International Criminal Court: A Primer, by Karen Sokol. 
8 Israel Insists Rafah Operation Does Not Risk Destruction of Palestinians  
9 CRS Insight IN12366, Israel and Hamas: Possible International Criminal Court (ICC) Arrest Warrants, by Matthew 
C. Weed and Jim Zanotti. See H.R. 8282 and S. 224. 
10 Resolution 2712 (November 15, 2023), Resolution 2720 (December 22, 2023), Resolution 2728 (March 25, 2023), 
and Resolution 2735 (June 10, 2024).  
11 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN-OCHA) Humanitarian Situation Update 
#197 | Gaza Strip July 29 Reported impact snapshot | Gaza Strip  July 31, 2024. 
12  US Weapons . 
13 Israeli Coordination of Government Activities in the Territories Food and food security in the Gaza Strip - response 

https://govextra.gov.il/media/ns2jsy0f/cogat-assessment-food-and-food-security-in-the-gaza-strip-
response-to-ipc-report-1.pdf. 
14 IPC - Special Brief, The Gaza Strip, March 18, 2024 (based on data as of March 10, 2024 Fact 
Sheet  The IPC Famine  March 2024. 
15 Pentagon Press Secretary Air Force Maj. Gen. Pat Ryder Holds a Press Briefing

UN uses new land route from Israel to reach northern Gaza  
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16 According to the May 10 Department of State report, Israel had 
 into Gaza, reaching significantly higher levels that require 

17 

Recent efforts, disruptions, and June IPC assessment. In May, hostilities significantly disrupted activity at 
crossings into southern Gaza. Since then, Egypt has been unwilling to allow aid shipped through its territory to go 
through the Rafah crossing while Israeli forces remain on the Gaza side of the border,18 requiring that aid instead 
go crossing.19 Regarding continued obstacles to transporting piled-up food aid 
in Gaza to places where needy populations can access it, media reports highlight opposing narratives: U.N. officials 
and aid providers point to complications and delays in coordination with Israel, while arguing that Israel bears 
ultimate responsibility for ; Israeli officials emphasize that the U.N. has not increased its 
capabilities.20 In July  and personal protection equipment, 
and the U.N. is apparently working with Gazans in efforts to establish policing and general order sufficient for 
deliveries to increase.21 Commercial truck operators that (unlike the U.N.) are permitted to pay for armed guards 
have reportedly had some success at delivering goods within southern Gaza, though at inflated costs that 
significantly affect affordability.22 Taken together, two June documents from the IPC assessed that increases in 
assistance since the March report helped temporarily avoid famine in Gaza, but warned that 96% of Gazans would 
likely experience crisis or worse levels of acute food insecurity through September, and that any significant change 
in humanitarian access could lead to famine.23   

U.S. dock and pier. In line with an announcement arch State of the Union address, the 
U.S. military built a temporary dock and pier at the Gaza coast that started receiving international aid shipments 
via Cyprus in May, without having U.S. troops go onshore.24 Some aid has reached warehouses of the WFP (the 
lead coordinator for aid delivery from the pier), but the flow of goods to the pier and into Gaza was delayed on a 
number of occasions by weather and security problems.25 As U.S. officials announced on July 17 that the military 
would dismantle the pier, they said that costs of the maritime mission would come in under their initial $230 
million estimate, and that the pier had helped transport enough assistance once fully delivered to access points
to feed 450,000 people for one month.26 U.S. officials also stated that maritime shipments from Cyprus will 
continue via a dedicated pier in Ashdod, Israel, to be transported from there by truck into Gaza.27 

 
16 For the first time in weeks, UN aid teams reach Gaza City  
17 State Department Submits Key Report to  
18 Egypt refuses to reopen Rafah crossing while Israel controls its Gaza side The National (UAE), 
May 16, 2024. 
19 Officials from Israel, Egypt, and the United States have reportedly discussed options for reopening the Rafah 
crossing by potentially having one or more third parties acceptable to all three countries operate the Gaza side of the 

U.S., Egypt and Israel to meet to discuss Gaza border security . 
Reportedly, the Palestinian Authority (PA) insists that any arrangement involving PA authorities at the crossing allow 
official rather than informal participation, but Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu apparently has objected to that. Barak 
Ravid Scoop: U.S., Israel, Palestinian Authority hold secret talks on Rafah crossing Axios, July 17, 2024. 
20 Food aid is piling up inside Gaza  
21 Israel allows UN to bring in more equipment amid Gaza lawlessness  
22 Feeding Gaza: Traders run gauntlet of bullets, bombs and bribes  
23 IPC, Famine Review Committee: Gaza Strip, June 2024; Gaza Strip: IPC Acute Food Insecurity Special Snapshot | 1 
May - 30 September 2024, June 25, 2024. 
24 Remarks by President Biden in State of the Union Address  
25 US military pier for carrying aid to Gaza will be dismantled after weather and security problems
July 17, 2024. 
26 Defense Officials Hold a News Briefing via Teleconference on Humanitarian Assistance to 
Gaza U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) U.S. Humanitarian Maritime Pier 
Delivers Nearly 20 Million Pounds of Aid to Gaza  
27 Ibid. 
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28 UN-OCHA,  Update #197 |  impact snapshot | Gaza 

July 31, 2024 Secretary Antony J. Blinken at a Press Availability  Tel Aviv, Israel, 
November 3, 2023. Palestinian casualty figures, which presumably include combatants and civilians, come from the 
Hamas-controlled health ministry in Gaza. 
29 Matthew Mpoke Bigg, New York Times, July 17, 2024. 
30 PM Netanyahu s Address to a Joint Meeting of the US Congress  
31 Who are the released hostages? June 8 Gaza hostage talks hit roadblock, raising fears of 
prolonged captivity Politico, December 7, 2023. 
32 US official says hostage deal close as Netanyahu set to meet Biden, Harris Thursday,  Times of Israel/Reuters, July 
25, 2024. Of eight Americans, three are presumed dead. American Jewish Committee, Meet the Eight American 

. 
33 with TIME Time, June 4, 2024. 
34 How Israel Avoided Biden s Red Line Wall Street Journal, June 2, 2024. 
35 Times of Israel, June 24, 
2024. 
36 PM Netanyahu in Rafah: Only the military pressure will help us advance the 
hostages deal  July 18, 2024. 
37 Netanyahu is in Washington at a fraught time for Israel and the US  
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Israel-Egypt Tensions over Gaza-Egypt Border 
-mile border with Egypt, also known as the Philadelphi 

(or Salah al Din) Corridor.38 has heightened bilateral tensions with Egypt and seemingly 
exacerbated Egyptian security concerns, including in relation to troop deployments per the longtime Israel-Egypt 
peace treaty.39 Israeli authorities say that controlling the corridor is essential to prevent Hamas from accessing 
weapons and contraband they say have long been smuggled into Gaza from Egypt,40 
insistence that their forces had previously cut off smuggling routes.41  

Although Prime Minister Netanyahu  insisted that Israel will not withdraw from the corridor in 
connection with a possible cease-fire,42 some media outlets have reported that Israel and Egypt have discreetly 
discussed a possible Israeli withdrawal if Egypt will agree to anti-smuggling measures including security cameras, 
electronic sensors, and/or an underground barrier.43 Some reports suggest that Egypt might seek U.S. funding and 
support to install any such measures.44  

 

45 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
38 ted Press, 
May 29, 2024. 
39 Israel s Rafah Offensive Puts Egypt in a Dangerous Bind Wall Street Journal, 
May 30, 2024. 
40 New York Times, May 

Jerusalem-Cairo Relations in Jeopardy Over Disagreements Regarding Gaza and the Hamas 
War New York Sun, May 13, 2024. 
41 Egypt Today, 
April 22, 2024. 
42 -Egypt border Times of Israel/Reuters, July 12, 
2024. 
43 Israel Is in Talks to Withdraw from the Egyptian Border, Officials Say  New York Times, 
July 16, 2024; Barak Ravid Israel toughens Gaza ceasefire demands just as optimism for deal growing Axios, July 
11, 2024. 
44 Al-Monitor, July 24, 2024; 

-Egypt border Times of Israel/Reuters; Report: 
Egypt will work with US to build underground barrier at Gaza border if deal reached Times of Israel, July 8, 2024. 
45 Remarks by President Biden on the Middle East
proposal is available at https://www.timesofisrael.com/full-text-of-israeli-hostage-release-ceasefire-proposal-submitted-
on-may-27/. 



Israel and Hamas Conflict In Brief: Overview, U.S. Policy, and Options for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service   7 

46

47

48

 

1. Any deal will allow Israel to resume fighting until all [objectives] of the war have been 
achieved.  
2. There will be no smuggling of weapons to Hamas from Egypt to the Gaza border.  
3. There will be no return of thousands of armed terrorists to the northern Gaza Strip.  
4. Israel will maximize the number of living hostages who will be released from Hamas 
captivity.49  

50

51 

52  

 

53

 

 
46 Hamas says it positively  views Gaza ceasefire proposal set out by Biden,  Reuters, May 31, 2024. 
47 CIA director says Hamas leader is facing growing pressure from his own commanders to end Gaza 
war CNN, July 16, 2024. 
48 Gaza destruction likely helped push Hamas to soften cease-fire demands, several officials say
Associated Press, July 8, 2024. 
49   
50 -fire as far- Al-Monitor, July 
29, 2024. 
51 Netanyahu will make speech to Congress as optimism for a ceasefire in Gaza rises  
52 Assassinations in Middle East Scramble Biden s Hopes for Peace New York Times, August 1, 2024. 
53 Optimistic plans for post-war Gaza have little basis in reality Economist, July 18, 2024. 
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54 
Presidents  
55 Receiving US State Secretary, President Abbas demands immediate end to Israel s aggression on Gaza WAFA 
News Agency, November 5, 2023. 
56 Israeli  The Knesset passed a resolution in 
July 2024, with support from some lawmakers outside of the Netanyahu-led coalition. The resolution opposes 

 2024. 
57 Wall Street Journal, December 26, 2023; Jacob 

Netanyahu privately showing openness to PA involvement in postwar Gaza  officials Times of Israel, July 
2, 2024. The PA and Palestine Liberation Organization have made payments for decades to alleged militants and their 
families that many U.S. and Israeli officials and lawmakers argue provide incentives for terrorism against Israel, while 
the PA has also engaged in regular security coordination with Israel and the United States since 2007 to counter Hamas 
and other militants in the West Bank. 
58 PM Netanyahu s Address to a Joint Meeting of the US Congress . 
59  Washington Post, July 24, 2024. 
60 Ibid. 
61 - - Financial Times, July 1, 2024. For 
background on the USSC and U.S. security assistance for the PA, see CRS Report RL34074, The Palestinians: 
Background and U.S. Relations, by Jim Zanotti. 
62 Optimistic plans for post-war Gaza have little basis in reality Economist What Hamas Wants in 
Postwar Gaza Foreign Affairs, May 10, 2024. 
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63 Washington Post, 
July 22, 2024. Annual appropriations provisions prohibit U.S. aid for any entity effectively controlled by Hamas, any 
power-sharing government of which Hamas is a member, or that results from an agreement with Hamas and over which 

 See, for example, Section 7040(f)(1) of P.L. 118-147. 
64  
65 Departm U.S. Security Cooperation with Israel  
66 Humeyra Pamuk and Mike Stone US has sent Israel thousands of 2,000-pound bombs since Oct. 7
28, 2024.  
67 Ibid. 
68 .S. floods arms into Israel Washington Post, March 6, 
2024. 
69 Per the Arms Export Control Act (AECA), in the case of sales to NATO member states, NATO, Japan, Australia, 
South Korea, Israel, or New Zealand, the President must formally notify Congress 15 calendar days before proceeding 
with the sale. The prior notice threshold values for transfers to these recipients are $25 million for the sale, 
enhancement, or upgrading of major defense equipment; $100 million for the sale, enhancement, or upgrading of 
defense articles and defense services; and $300 million for the sale, enhancement, or upgrading of design and 
construction services. See, CRS Report RL31675, Arms Sales: Congressional Review Process, by Paul K. Kerr. 
70 Wall 
Street Journal, March 6, 2024. 
71 See footnote 69

  
72 The Department of State (on behalf of the President) submits to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and House 
Foreign Affairs Committee an informal notification of a prospective major arms sale before the executive branch takes 
further formal action. See, CRS Report RL31675, Arms Sales: Congressional Review Process, by Paul K. Kerr. 
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73

74

75 

76

77 

National Security Memorandum-20 

steps aimed at promoting adherence to international law and accountability for U.S. arms deliveries to Israel. On 
February 8, President Biden issued NSM-20, a new National Security Memorandum (an executive document, not 
standing law). The directive requires that prior to the transfer of any U.S. defense article, the Departments of 

use any such defense articles in accordance with international humanitarian law and, as applicable, other 
international law. It also requires that in any area where such defense 

assistance.78 In late March, Israel provided those assurances to the United States. NSM-20 also required the 
Secretaries of State and Defense to assess for Congress whether U.S. defense articles have been used in a manner 
not consistent with international law. In May 2024, the Administration released its report to Congress under 
Section 2 of NSM-20 conc
significant reliance on U.S.-made defense articles, it is reasonable to assess that defense articles covered under 
NSM-20 have been used by Israeli security forces since October 7 in instances inconsistent with its IHL 

79 
surances (along with 

defense articles covered under NSM- the Department of State, Foreign 
Operations, and Related Programs Appropriations Act, 2025 (H.R. 8771, passed by the House in June 2024) would 
prohibit Department of State funds appropriated by the bill to be used to administer or enforce NSM-20. 

80

81

 
73 Lara Seligman, Joe Gould, and Paul McLeary US weighs selling new fighter jets, missiles and guidance kits to 
Israel Politico, April 1, 2024. 
74 Biden Moves Forward on $1 Billion in New Arms for Israel Wall Street 
Journal, May 14, 2024. 
75 After Delay, Top Democrats in Congress Sign Off on Sale of F-15 Jets to Israel New York Times, 
June 17, 2024. 
76 Pentagon Press Secretary Air Force Maj. Gen. Pat Ryder Holds a Press Briefing
2024. 
77 Nancy A. Youssef and Jared Malsin U.S. Agrees to Ship 500-Pound Bombs Wall Street Journal, July 11, 2024. 
78 National Security Memorandum on Safeguards and Accountability with Respect to Transferred 
Defense Articles and Defense Services  
79 ns  
80 Kaine Statement on Biden Administration Withholding Offensive Weapons 
Transfer to Israel  
81 Speaker Johnson, Leader McConnell: Security Assistance to 
(continued...) 



Israel and Hamas Conflict In Brief: Overview, U.S. Policy, and Options for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service   11 

82 

 

83

84

85 

86 

 
Israel is an Urgent Priority That Must Not Be Delayed Gottheimer, 
Golden Lead 26 Democratic Members of Congress Urging NSA Jake Sullivan to Deliver Security Aid to Democratic 
Ally Israel  
82 J Israel privately pressures Biden admin to fast-track more weapons during Netanyahu 
visit Politico, July 25, 2024. 
83 Welch Leads Colleagues Calling for Consistent Application of Leahy Law to the IDF
2024. 
84 Reps. Crow, Deluzio Lead 86 Members in Letter Urging Biden to Enforce U.S. Law & Policy 
Regarding US Humanitarian Aid to Gaza  
85 X, 
April 4, 2024, https://twitter.com/SpeakerJohnson/status/1776046097086972393. 
86 After 20 House Members voted against passage of H.R. 8034 (P.L. 118-50), they released a press statement 

our votes against H.R. 8034 are votes against supplying more offensive weapons that could result in 
more killings of -defense and have joined 
colleagues previously in affirming our shared commitment.  [et al.] on 

 April 20, 2024. 
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Table 1. Recent U.S. Foreign Aid to Israel 
(in millions of current U.S. dollars) 

Law 
Foreign Military 

Financing Missile Defense  
Missile Defense 

- Iron Beam Other 

P.L. 118-50, Division A Israel 
Security Supplemental 
Appropriations Act, 2024 

$3,500.00 $4,000.00 $1,200.00 n/a 

P.L. 118-47, Further 
Consolidated Appropriations 
Act, 2024 

$3,300.00 $500.00 n/a $95.50 

P.L. 118-42, Consolidated 
Appropriations Act, 2024 

n/a n/a n/a $13.00 

Total $6,800.00 $4,500.00 $1,200.00 $108.50 

Source: congress.gov  
Notes: The Other  column includes Department of Defense appropriations for counter-tunnel and counter-
drone programs, U.S. contributions to binational foundations, and support for migrants. 
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87 Committee Republicans Demand Answers After Reports of UNRWA Aid 

 
88 Casey Urges President Biden to Do More to Address Famine in Gaza 19, 2024; Sen. Chris 

Murphy, Van Hollen, Coons, Merkley, 21 Colleagues Urge Biden Administration to Work with Israel to 
Take 5 Steps to Get More Humanitarian Aid into Gaza  
89 USAID, Levant Complex Emergency Fact Sheet #5, July 11, 2024. 
90 Remarks by President Biden on the Passage of H.R. 815  
91 CRS Insight IN12316, The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA): Overview and U.S. Funding Prohibition, by Rhoda Margesson and Jim Zanotti. 
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