News from Abu Dis – 1st December 07

US Aid to Abu Dis
This week the US Agency for International Development announced the formal opening of a public park in Abu Dis. The park has been there for about two years now.  Unfortunately the park has been built way out of town, in a deep valley (not far from another area that the Maale Adumim settlement has taken over for a rubbish tip) and according to people in Abu Dis, it is completely abandoned during the day. Certainly it is not within reach of the people who most need a park – children and their parents, or people without cars. It is reputed to be used in the evenings for drug-dealing, and it is unfortunately hard to see how it has “elevated people’s living conditions” or improved their environment, as the USAID article suggests.

This follows on the building of another expensive US project, a well, which was meant to solve the water problems for Abu Dis and area. It was built about five years ago, officially opened two years ago, but unfortunately that is not used either.  There are problems with water pressure partly owing to Israeli laws about the different depths that Israeli settlers and Palestinians can drill for water – and the upkeep of the machinery is so expensive (parts have to come from France) that it is of no use to the people of Abu Dis, who continue to have to get their water from Jerusalem.
Another project that USAID is interested in is giving equipment to construction workers – carpenters and metalworkers. But if you go to Abu Dis, you will see their workshops have plenty of equipment. What they don’t have is work.

More than that, USAID set conditions – people to be given equipment are asked to have 5 children and to be working in that field for at least 6 years. So people with 4 children are not eligible. And if someone is looking for new equipment to start work, he is not eligible.

People in Abu Dis remember other American efforts.  About four years ago, there was something called “Food for Work” – which required people to start early in the morning, cleaning the streets etc – and then they would get some food. “This was accepted in some places in the West Bank,” we were told, “but in Abu Dis this reminded us of the days of slavery. We didn’t do it.”
There have been some consultations of people in Abu Dis about what would help. There are discussions about whether people need a hospital – but there is a hospital in Jerusalem: if there were no Separation Wall, there would be no need for this as a project. Or an industrial area? But if there were no Separation Wall, there would be no need for this either as there would be the work in Jerusalem which people traditionally relied on.  There was no agreement by people in Abu Dis to ask for particular projects – they wanted the Wall removed and an end to the Israeli Occupation, which they felt would solve the problems they face.
“And now thanks to the US, we get a park we cannot use,” we were told.
