From Al-Quds newspaper, Palestine, 14th April 2006

Opening of the Palestinian- British Friendship Conference in Bethlehem

Speakers appreciate  the relationship between the two sides and condemn the  policy of siege and starvation

Najib Farraj  Bethlehem

The conference about friendship between Palestinian cities, villages and refugee camps and the cities and boroughs in Britain was held in Bethlehem on Thursday at a hall in the Paradise Hotel.  It was organised by the Holy Land Trust based in Bethlehem in co-operation with the  Friendship  Association between Abu Dis in Palestine and Camden in Britain. It was attended by 12 delegations representing cities and boroughs from Britain and 12 delegations from Palestinian counties representing Pal cities, villages and refugee camps.

The conference was opened by people standing for one minute’s silence for the souls of the martyrs and then the Palestinian national anthem was played  Then Dr Victor Batarsa, Mayor of Bethlehem, opened the conference. He welcomed to Bethlehem the guests who had come from Britain and the rest of those present, and said that the city and its surrounding areas and all its sons have pleasure in having this conference which expresses the depth of the friendship that links the peoples of Britain and Palestine.  It also emphasises the level of the Palestinian people’s will for friendship with the people of the world and also their belief in a just and permanent peace which should guarantee all the legitimate rights of this people, most prominent of which is the right of return, self-determination and the establishment of the independent Palestinian state with its capital in Jerusalem.

On his part, Fouad Kokali, a Fateh Member of the Legislative Council, emphasised the importance of establishing such relationships that represent among other things the solidarity of the British people with the Palestinian people who are suffering due to the policy of killing, starvation, demolition of houses and collective imprisonment. He condemned the policy of siege and starvation that has been taken by foreign countries against the Palestinian people following the recent election of the legislative council that produced the current Palestinian government. The elections took place in a democratic atmosphere -  part of the social fabric of the Palestinians -  in an absolutely honest way but stunned the whole world and made some governments headed by America and European countries cut the aid to the Palestinian people. Undoubtedly this step is shameful to its authors because it means that  they are against the democracy that they themselves called for. The evident result is the collective punishment of the Palestinian people through starvation. He described the current situation as extremely dangerous and difficult because of this destructive policy.

After that, Salah Ayyad, from the management committee of the Abu Dis Camden Friendship Association gave a speech in which he explained the role of his management group in strengthening the relationship between the two sides and in organising this conference. The conference aims to establish strategic relationships firstly to make people aware of the Palestinian tragedy and also to work towards establishing joint projects that help in one way or the other to develop Palestinian society and its progress.  He added that British institutions that are represented in this conference are keen to establish strong friendship relationships with the Palestinian side and by attending want to declare their solidarity and assistance to the Palestinian people and its government that is a result of democratic choice, and the aim is not to replace one with the other but to strengthen the understanding of the peaceful dealings of the authority irrespective of the side that formed the government.

Nandita Dowson from Britain, Chair of the Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association, gave a presentation explaining in detail the relationship between Camden and Abu Dis that has been going on for a number of years. She pointed out that this relationship between Camden and Abu Dis has resulted in different relationships to link various places in Palestine and Britain. She said that this development shows the level of the support of the British people for Palestinian rights and the importance of regaining these rights, emphasising that this support is gathering momentum in her country.  The biggest proof of what she said was this conference where the British people are showing their enthusiasm for establishing friendship links with the Palestinians and twinning relationships between Palestinian villages, towns and refugee camps with their counterparts in Britain.   

The last of the speakers was Dr Kamel Hawwash, an exiled Palestinian, representative of the Palestinian community in Britain.  He spoke about the nature of the partnership between Birmingham and Ramallah.

After that the participants in the conference brit and pals dispersed into various workshops and discussed the various subjects that the programme contained and it lasted until the evening hours.

Abdul Wahab Sabbah, co-ordinator of the Abu Dis part of the friendship relationship between this  part of Jerusalem and Camden in Britain, a borough of London with a population of around 260 000, described the friendship  relationships between the two sides, which have become very strong and specialised through establishing joint activities in different spheres - social, women, art, legal. These activities also include organising advanced English language courses in Abu Dis run by a lot of volunteers in Camden.

He explained that the conference came about as a result of a meeting between the Palestinian and the British sides around 7 months ago in Camden, London, where the two partners agreed to expand this relationship to include other towns from the two sides to establish friendship  relationships that could develop into twinning relationships and establish joint projects – hence this conference where friendship  relationships were established between 12 groups on each side. He said Jenin was linked with Tower Hamlets, Jenin refugee camp with Luton, Hebron with Leeds and Exeter, Beit Surik with Hackney and Beit Furik with South West London, Gaza with Manchester, Ramallah wih Birmingham and Oxford, in addition to Beit Sahour, Nablus and El-Azzariyeh with 3 other cities and towns

He explained that the delegations that attended the conference represented all these places except for Gaza City delegation which was prevented by the Israeli occupation forces from coming to Bethlehem. These delegations were represented by establishment institutions and local councils of cities and towns. It is worth mentioning that the British delegations – numbered in tens - arrived in Palestine 5 days ago, will leave it 3 days from now and will go to various towns and refugee camps and cities where the friendship  relationships have been established to learn about the environment, various projects and to learn more details about the nature of these places.
(There are a number of small errors of fact in the original which haven’t been corrected in this translation )

