Background

Since the start of the Second Intifada on 28 September 2001 :

· 331 Palestinian children (under 18 years of age) have been killed both by the Israeli army and Israeli settlers, i.e. practically 19% of the total number of Palestinians killed during this period.

· Around 37% of the Palestinian population that has been wounded (the total number is approximately 18,000) has been under the age of 18.

· 19 babies under the age of 12 months have been killed.

Source: The Health, Development, Information and Policy Institute 
(HDIP), Ramallah.

Various expressions used as euphemisms since the Oslo Accords by the world’s media  (source: Glossary of the Israeli occupation, by Paul de Rooij):
Check points

Choke points strangulating Palestinian economic activity by closing roads and not letting any Palestinians pass without lengthy and often unnecessary, humiliating personal searches. There are approximately 120 check points on the West Bank and 25 in the Gaza Strip.

Bypass road network

Exclusive Israeli-only roads carving up the West Bank and Gaza -- the concrete manifestation of the policy to divide and rule. All Palestinian property within an arbitrary range of the road is bulldozed, all trees uprooted. “Bypass” refers to the fact that the roads avoid Palestinian towns.

Closure

Siege and curfew. Curfew is implemented for weeks at a time, thereby creating an end to normal life for all innocent civilians.

Settlements

The stolen land. Jews-only garrison villages built on Palestinian land which has been confiscated by violent means. The purpose of the settlements is to make a permanent claim to the land, and impede the formation of a Palestinian State. These garrison villages always appear on Israeli maps, whereas the Palestinian villages whose land was confiscated for the same settlements disappear from the maps.

I went to Palestine on 31 August 2002 to visit the “In Ash El Usra Centre” at El Bireh, which is adjacent to the town of Ramallah, in order to bring files on children suitable for sponsoring back to the Association Suisse-Palestine in Geneva. The curfew on Ramallah had just been lifted and I was therefore able to go to El Bireh passing through the checkpoint at Qalandia. Once there, I was able to meet and spend some time with the children, especially Sabrine, the little girl I am sponsoring, whose voice I had only heard by telephone. Warm friendships were cemented.

The social workers at the Centre are up against a situation that has become more and more difficult these past few months, but they carry on with their work with optimism and a real desire to resist the Israeli occupation. These are some of the scenes that I witnessed :

· Because of the curfew, some of the young girls at the Centre, who come from other parts of the West Bank, are frequently forced to stay for several weeks at a time without seeing their families.

· Every day, more mothers arrive, seeking to leave their children in the orphanage because they do not have the means to look after them themselves. Recently a mother in a state of advanced trauma, left four children at the orphanage. Their father, held in a refugee camp at Balata, is totally unable to come and take care of them himself.

· Financially desperate people arrive every day, requesting assistance.

· The production and sale of cakes and embroidered items (major activities at the Centre) are unable to continue because of the curfews which are imposed most of the time.

The population is subject to the arbitrary imposition of curfews. They are always informed at the last minute and this information is frequently unreliable. Palestinians are totally unable to programme their day. How could you send your child to school when you don’t know if he will be able to come home at the end of lessons?

Fata is 17 and lives in the orphanage. Her father was assassinated by the Palestinians who accused him of collaborating with the occupying force. Her mother has been driven insane by his brutal death.

Mahmoud was a fighter with the PLO. He has lost his right hand and three fingers of his left. He smokes continuously and his clothes are old and dirty. His daughter lives in the orphanage and his wife badly needs a kidney operation that he cannot possibly afford. He speaks of Shakespeare. “Nobody understands us” he says.

Istalt works in the Centre’s kitchen. Her husband, who was a Palestine policeman, was assassinated by the Israelis in April. She was expecting their second child. She is 23 years old.

M. is playing volley ball with great energy in the courtyard. Her only brother was imprisoned by the Palestinian authorities. Several months later, the family was informed that he was to be freed. On arrival at the prison on the appointed day, they found out he had been handed over to the army of occupation. Since then, there has been no news.

Basma is a teacher at the Lutheran School in Ramallah, which was partially destroyed during the Israeli invasion last April. She has not seen her mother, who lives in Jerusalem, for two years, and she is finding that staying indoors for days at a time is becoming impossible .

Majed is the Centre’s doctor. “I have been a refugee three times” he says. Expelled from Haifa to Ramallah in 1948, then from Kuwait during the Gulf war, and back to Ramallah. He says he has seen so many deaths in the last few months, that he feels nothing any more. One of his eardrums was perforated in an explosion during the invasion in April.

Farah is 8 years old. She lives in Ramallah with her parents. Their house is situated adjacent to the entrance to the Amaari refugee camp. At the start of the Israeli invasion, she was terrified of the tanks and armoured cars. Now she walks around defiantly. Her dream is to go to school.

Dany runs a bar in Ramallah. Every evening he ignores the curfew and opens his doors. His young clientele, Palestinians and international aid workers, try for a few hours to forget the horror of their daily lives

Shatah is 23. She works in Ramallah and lives in the Centre. Each weekend she goes to Al-Nabi Elias, her home village near Qalqilia to visit her family. This involves a detour across country, adding at least an hour to her journey, because she is not allowed to cross at the Qalandia checkpoint. According to the army “she has to chose in which town she wants to live…”. Travelling across country carries risks, as soldiers throwing tear gas bombs can appear without warning, and there is nowhere to hide for those caught up in the terror. Then it is necessary to find a taxi driven by an “Israeli Arab” (a Palestinian living within the borders of Israel) since they are the only ones, together with the Israelis, allowed to drive in the occupied territories. For over two years, drivers with Palestinian number plates are only allowed to use their vehicles within their own towns. Shatah will have to pass at least three checkpoints before she arrives at her destination, and will need to cross zones where heavily armed settlers constantly threaten Palestinians. Throughout her journey, she will see new settlements under construction as well as new bypasses for Israelis, but prohibited to her. After her weekend at home, if there is no curfew at Ramallah, she will leave at 4.00 in the morning in order to get to work on time.

Her best friend, Kaiss, was assassinated last May. The house he was in in Jenin was destroyed by the Israeli army, killing all the occupants.

Her mother, Rasmya, who is a lecturer at the University of Nablus, broke her arm trying to get round the checkpoints at the entrance to the city, and for over a month she has been waiting for the curfew to be lifted so that she can go to hospital and have the fracture set. To be treated in Israel, which is so near, is much too expensive and too complicated. She waits.

On Friday, Mohamed returns from prayers at the mosque where he has been informed of the immediate confiscation by the Israeli army of the land behind his house “for reasons of security”. The wall, which is to be constructed to encircle the West Bank would go through the middle of his land. Not only will his family find themselves with a wall behind their house, but a road they are not allowed to use in front. The noise levels are appallingly high as the settlers drive very fast through Palestinian villages, under the pretext that they are afraid. As a backdrop, he will be able to see the settlements on the hills which expand every day. At the foot of the hills he will see his land that has been confiscated and which nobody can use because of the violence of the settlers.

M. is 25 and works in a laboratory in Ramallah. He left to visit his family in Qalqilia, but between times, the army announced a curfew in the town and he had to go back to Ramallah without seeing them.

Hadi is 18. Two years ago he finished secondary school with excellent results, and for two years he has had to stay at home because the University of Nablus has been closed. He spend hours in front of his computer, trawling the internet. The news that all accords between Israelis and Palestinians have been abandoned has upset him greatly.

Said was born in a refugee camp in Jordan. His family was expelled from Palestine in 1948, and like all the other Palestinian refugees, he has never been able to go home. One day, he decided to return to Qalqilia as a visitor and try to find some work. However, the Israeli authorities refused him a permit. According to them “he had no identity …”.  He stayed with a relative for a short while without work and without money as no social cover is available in Palestine for his type of situation. He became very depressed. After the Intifada broke out, he became even more depressed and withdrawn. One day he disappeared and his friends saw on television that he had blown himself up at the entrance to a Tel-Aviv discotheque. Said was 19 years-old. He was a Palestinian.
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