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Trapped Between the Yellow Line and the Rubble: Why
Can’t Gazans Return Home?

Over a month has passed since the ceasefire agreement, yet many displaced
families in the central governorate and Khan Younis remain unable to return to
their homes in Gaza City and the north.
A significant number have lost their homes entirely, while others cannot return
because their neighborhoods lie beyond the so-called “yellow line.”
Even those fortunate enough to find their houses still standing are often unable
to go back not due to reluctance, but for lack of safe or feasible means to return.
Both those whose homes have been destroyed and those whose neighborhoods
remain inaccessible share the same dilemma: they have nowhere to return to.
Most Gazans have lost not only their own homes but also the homes of relatives
and acquaintances who might have otherwise taken them in.
Even setting up a tent proves nearly impossible finding a suitable and safe
location amid widespread destruction is an immense challenge.
Roughly 53% of Gaza’s territory now swallowed by the “yellow line” under the
ceasefire agreement is uninhabitable. In the remaining areas, destruction
dominates the landscape. The few homes available for rent are extremely limited
and prohibitively expensive.
Consequently, even residents whose homes survived the bombardment struggle
to return. It is not uncommon to find a single standing home surrounded by an
entire street of rubble. Families are too afraid to live alone in such conditions,
exposed to risks that include Israeli forces and collaborators, as well as militias
like that of Yasser Abu Shabab in some areas.
There are also dangers of theft and deep social isolation. These neighborhoods
have been cut off no transportation, no shops, no utilities like water, private
power generators, or internet. More urgently, there are no hospitals or medical
points. A minor health emergency could escalate quickly without access to
medical care.
Staying in displacement camps is far from a choice. Many are desperate to return
to the northern half of the Gaza Strip, even if it means living in a dilapidated
home, a room in a bombed building, a tent, a school, or the ruins of a government
facility anything, just to be back.
This hardship is not isolated to certain areas it spans nearly all of Gaza City and
the northern governorate, where Israeli bombardment has completely destroyed
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around 300,000 housing units and severely damaged or partially destroyed
another 200,000.
A Tent Worth the World
For Naheel Abdullah, the announcement of the ceasefire brought overwhelming
joy the possibility of returning home. She began packing immediately to be
among the first to go back.

But when Israeli forces withdrew from her area, she asked a relative who had
stayed behind to check on her home. His response was chilling: “Your
neighborhood is a ghost town.” A video he sent confirmed it destruction
stretched as far as the eye could see. The number of buildings still standing could
be counted on one hand.
“Our building is still standing,” she says, “but most of the apartments are heavily
damaged. The top two floors are completely destroyed, which means most of my
neighbors have nowhere to return to.”
She continues, “The bigger issue is the area itself. No people, no services. The
nearest water well is about a kilometer away. Drinking water is nonexistent. To
get medicine or food, you need to walk for at least 45 minutes. And reaching a
hospital in an emergency? That’s a disaster. It takes over an hour and a half on
foot, and there’s no transportation.”
These hardships made returning to her apartment impossible. Still, she was
determined to go back to Gaza. She searched tirelessly for a reasonably priced
rental, without success. Eventually, she decided to relocate her tent to a place
with better services.
That was no easy task either services are scarce in most places but she finally
found a spot and is now preparing to move. “A tent in Gaza is worth the world,”
she says.
Naheel still can’t believe that so much time has passed since the ceasefire and
she hasn’t been able to return. Living in a tent while owning a home, yet being
unable to reach it, she describes as her “greatest heartbreak.”
“My Home Is Right There, but I’m Forbidden from Reaching It”
Raed Al-Masri feels the same sorrow as he gazes at his home from afar built with
sweat and perseverance, damaged but still standing now lying just beyond the
yellow line.
He can’t afford rent and has nowhere else to go. “I love my city,” he says, “so I
searched for anything a room, even a tent. How long can I stay away?”
But every place he found in northern Gaza during two weeks of searching was



Trapped Between the Yellow Line and the Rubble: Why Can’t Gazans Return Home?

2026, March 26 فريق التحرير  |  نشر في

unsuitable lacking services, far from commercial zones and hospitals, and
excessively expensive.
Seeing his determination, his brother offered him a spot in his own damaged
home. He didn’t hesitate to accept. Despite the obvious dangers the rubble of
four floors piled atop the only remaining half-roof of the ground floor, stones
continuously falling Raed made it work. He sectioned off a room using tarps,
creating a small kitchen and a makeshift bathroom.
“For all its flaws, this place feels like a palace to me,” he says. “Many people
would gladly pay for a room like this and still can’t find one.”
There are no basic services, but Raed finds solace in being with his brother. They
share the burdens of survival.
“The hardest part,” he adds quietly, “is knowing my real home is right there, but
I’m forbidden from reaching it. That pain is constant. Sometimes I have to look
away to keep my heart from breaking even more.”
Rubble for Rent
In Gaza City, Mohammed Al-Sheikh found what was, by current standards, a
prime rental option: a tenth-floor apartment with missing walls covered by tarps
for $600 a month. He jumped at the chance before it slipped away.
“I lost my home in the latest displacement, but I didn’t want to leave Gaza,” he
says. “I had to come back. My house may be gone, but my life, work, memories
everything is here. It’s not just about a place to live.”
The city’s widespread destruction caused a severe housing shortage, and Al-
Sheikh was forced to accept this irrational offer.
“The upper floors are dangerous easy targets for airstrikes or shelling. There’s no
electricity to run the elevator. I’m almost 60, and my kids and I have to carry
water and groceries up ten floors every day. All this suffering, and I’m still paying
a hefty rent.”
To make matters worse, the apartment is in a semi-deserted area. But he chose
it because he used to live there and knows the community. It’s where his
destroyed home once stood.
His urgency to return is not just personal. He wants to help revive Gaza. “Some
people are waiting for others to return first, so their neighborhoods won’t be
desolate. But if everyone waits, who comes back first? Someone has to take that
first step. I did and now the neighbors are slowly returning. Life is coming back.”
Failed Attempts
Maryam Al-Najjar no longer has a compelling reason to return to Gaza. Her sons
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left at the start of the war. Her home and theirs were destroyed, the latest loss
occurring just days before the ceasefire. Yet her heart remains tethered to the
city.
“People think it’s just about money,” she says. “But the emotional side matters.
Most Gazans can’t stand being away. That’s why I tried to go back, even after
losing everything even knowing how hard life would be compared to the central
governorate where I’ve been displaced.”
But not all wishes come true. She had to stay in the central area after failing to
find a home in Gaza.
“With my sons abroad, it’s impossible to survive alone. My husband is in his
sixties he can’t carry water up a building without electricity. We need to be close
to markets and medical centers.”
She accepted the idea of renting homes without walls, or ones lacking bathrooms
despite high prices. Demand far exceeded supply. “Every time I called a landlord,
I was told someone else already took the apartment.”
This happened several times. Eventually, she had to leave the house she was
being hosted in to avoid burdening her hosts further. She rented a place in the
central governorate but she hasn’t given up hope. “I’ll keep searching for a place
in Gaza. Maybe I’ll return soon.”
Not Yet
Suhail Hammad chose to wait in Mawasi, Khan Younis, instead of rushing into a
harsh reality. His home lies near the yellow line, and returning neighbors have
told him disturbing stories about the Yasser Abu Shabab militias.
“In the early days of the truce, I took my family home and left our tent and
belongings behind. We wanted to try living there again. But it was impossible no
water, no food, no services, not even people.”
His returning neighbors were extended families, clustered in damaged buildings,
equipped with solar systems to extract groundwater, and some had cars for
transport. “They’re scattered far apart between each occupied building is a
considerable distance,” he says. “But my wife and I have five kids, two of them
boys in middle school.
How can we live in such an isolated and dangerous place? No one to help us if
something goes wrong.”
He considered moving his tent closer to his home, to a slightly better area. But
the cost of transport about $700 made him hesitate. That money would be spent
now, and again when they eventually move back home.
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Given the situation, he believes it’s not yet time to return. He fears another wave
of displacement. So for now, he waits hoping the ceasefire either holds or
collapses decisively.
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