Andrew Papworth

Some quick observations on visiting Palestine’s West Bank / Israel February 2011 
· First, it was good to go!   Everyone was very welcoming.  We were mightily impressed with the resilience of the people and the total lack of bitterness – and they have plenty to be bitter about.  We met many groups of all sorts plus local people on buses and in cafes. They were all appreciative of our interest and our visit.  They kept describing us as ‘messengers’ for them.  Another member of the group described the people as very gracious.

· Although unemployment is high and a lot of people are very poor, there seemed less poverty than I had expected.  In many towns there is a lot of building going on – often quite smart blocks of flats.   Clearly some people do have money – some of it probably comes from people in the Gulf states.  Gulf money funds some schools and medical facilities.  UN and EU money is also evident in some public buildings.  However much of the infrastructure is dependent on the Palestinian Authority and medical and educational services funded by them are inadequate.
· Zionists met in 1897 in Basle and decided to create a Jewish homeland.  Their decision was that it should be in Palestine. (East Africa was also considered later). Zionists believe that Jewish people must have, and ideally all be in, a homeland. This belief in Palestine as their rightful destiny has underpinned Israel’s attachment to Jerusalem:  the Temple on the Rock is viewed as the place where Abraham was willing to sacrifice his son Isaac to prove his devotion to God. Apart from being a very questionable illustration of child care, there is no evidence for any of this.  A series of temples were built on the site, and there is evidence of centuries of belief for the story.  It has been stressed to me that Zionism is a secular nationalist ideology –  viewing Israel as somewhere for all Jews to go – and not a religious one.    However many will view Jewish religious symbols in Israel as an important as part of Jewish identity.
· This belief in the Jewish right to be in Palestine underpins Zionist colonisation of Arab quarters of Jerusalem, with Zionist occupiers taking over the houses of Arab Israelis and forcing the legitimate occupants out.   This is an active process in the city.  Israeli flags are flown from occupied properties.  Sometimes the Zionists get into the property by tunnelling underneath.  Zionists have also occupied Arab Israeli homes in another part of Jerusalem on the grounds that someone of Jewish significance is buried nearby and they take their entitlement to live in the area from this.

· In Hebron 400 Zionists have moved into the centre of the city and occupied homes.  They cite claims to Jewish origins of the town.  The occupation started in 1968.  Today 4000 Israeli military protect them.  The Zionists regularly walk through the town as a group, protected by the military.  This seems reminiscent of Oswald Moseley marching through London’s East End to terrorise the Jewish community.  The heart of the market area has been closed and to get into the centre or the Ibrahami Mosque people need to go through a checkpoint.   Zionists have laid claim to the mosque:  two thirds of it has been turned into a synagogue: Muslims now have just 1/3rd of it left.
· Settlements:  I think that is the wrong word.  It suggests a brave group of pioneers.  Perhaps ‘colonies’ is better.  Most of them are fully fledged towns – Ma’ale Adumim near Abu Dis has 30,000 people.  Once a site is chosen Israel secures it, develops the site and installs services.  People who move there pay no taxes.   Access is via private roads open only to those living there.  Bullet proof buses provide transport for those without cars.  New roads link the settlements and provide fast access to Jerusalem: these roads, even though, like the colonies themselves are on West Bank territory, are not open to Palestinians.  These towns continue to be established, particularly near to Jerusalem.  It seems that there is an Israeli plan to divide the Palestinian West Bank territory into two separate areas, north and south.  So the settlements are not the result of extremist activity: they are generated as Israeli government policy.  There are already many such towns on hilltops in the West Bank – and we saw pipes and pumping stations taking water from wells into the towns – often leaving Palestinians without a regular supply.

· 


                                                             Part of Ma’ale Adumim 

· Arrests and prisons and statements in Hebrew.  Israeli justice and penal systems are appalling.  Many arrests are of children and young people.  The justice system treats Palestinian and Israeli young people quite differently.  Palestinians are regarded as adult at 16, Israelis at 18.  This begins a series of differences – Palestinians can be held for much longer before being charged than can Israelis.   It is common for children and young people to be taken to an interrogation centre, without their parents knowledge, a confession extracted under duress and often violence to the child,  the confession being signed in Hebrew which Palestinian children do not read, the child then  being moved to another detention centre near a court, the confession being presented to the court, the child sentenced and then moved to a prison in Israel which the family cannot reach because their permit does not allow them to travel to Israel.   The use of documents only in Hebrew for Palestinians is itself a scandal.   

· Adult prisoners can serve very long sentences (6 have completed 30 years or more), often in isolation, and without visits except possibly from a lawyer – and we met an amazing woman advocate who travels all over Israel visiting prisoners – and has been doing so for over 20 years.   She is often the only person the prisoners see.  She runs the Mandela Institute in Ramallah
· One especially appalling incident was the death of a 16 year old boy at Azzoun a small town near Qaliqilya..  He was at the junction of the road to his town with the main road. He got into conflict with some settlers (from a ‘settlement’ nearby).  The army arrived – somehow he was then shot and killed.   His body was taken away and not returned to his family for some 3 days.  His father was asked to go the police station where he ended up signing a statement (in Hebrew) in which he unknowingly gave consent for his son’s organs to be removed. 
· Loss of access to Jerusalem Hospitals.  Unless someone in West Bank happens to have a Jerusalem ID (which some – it might be just a wife or husband – do have by virtue of being there on the night of a census) they cannot go to a hospital in Jerusalem unless they get a special permit.  If they do it will be via one ambulance to the checkpoint and transfer to another ambulance the other side.  Delays are substantial.  People have died on the way because of this procedure: a baby was born at a checkpoint whilst we were there – one of many.   The Jerusalem Hospital is the only one with facilities for cancer treatment.  We heard of children being allowed a permit to go through because of their condition – but alone, because their parents cannot go with them.

· Palestinian Authority.  Set up by Oslo Accords.   Funded by Israel and EU / American (Quartet) money.  Effectively under control of Israel so policies and practices not supportive of Palestinian needs.
· Visit to Qaliqilya – towards northwest of Palestine.  The city is almost encircled by the separation wall which follows a hairpin shape - the city is at end of the hairpin .  The city area has been constantly reduced since 1948 onwards – much land has gone.  Residents have to go through a walk-through terminal to get to their land and so cannot drive to it - either have to walk or get a taxi other side of  terminal - PA is complicit in that they are funding services less in Qaliqilya than other towns and cities – electricity prices are about to go up  and there is encouragement to move to Ramallah.  It feels like a war of attrition.  Israeli's want it because of its’ good land and water.  Nice city - old, lots of trees, relaxed place (amazingly).    Met with people from Social and Cultural Centre, Womens’ Group, Trades Council.   They were very determined to protect their town – they really want outside and international support.  (Wonder if it would be possible to do something in Brent to draw attention – could do something graphic maybe – showing plight of town)?  Worry is that it will be encouraged to wither and then incorporated into Israel.  Many people go to work in Israeli settlements.  Met very determined, welcoming woman who works in health – only one of 5 sisters still in Palestine but committed to achieving a better future. 

· Azzoun Girls Secondary School (8 – 14 years). (Close to Qaliqilya). Met with teachers and head.  Nice atmosphere in school.   Most of the girls go on to university!   However no. of employers and jobs available is declining because of Qaliqilya’s situation.
· Youth: Met Hazem at cafe.  Works for Movement for Youth - works across
Palestine trying to support young people.  Also has links with he Youth Manifesto Group  in Gaza.  He sees problems for young people as:

· Lack of Freedom

· Unemployment
· Neither main party - Fatah or Hamas – has a good vision for the      future. Fatah too tied in with government and controlling people and linked with arresting young people who step out of line.   Hamas wants an Islamic state.  Most young people don't.

· Culture of Palestinian .society is that children should defer to parents and authority - so they are not expected to have a voice - and are not listened too.
· The future: there was much excitement about the fall of Mubarak and changes in Egypt, seeing Egypt as the key country of the Arab world, and also about potential changes in other Arab nations.  I watched television news about massive demonstrations in the Yemen in a café and there was a lot of interest.  There is a view that whatever happens in Egypt, Mubarak’s departure must lead to an improvement in Palestine’s situation.   I asked people what they would be saying if the developments in Egypt had not taken place, and there seemed to be little idea of how change might come about.  There is a general optimism that the situation will change though it was not based on anything very specific.  A taxi driver said “There will be a big war and the Arabs will win”.  I asked him where the weapons would come from: he had no idea.   Many people see international pressure on Israel as very important, and value the Boycott and Divestment approach.
