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I am my alternative
I am the one who says to himself:
From the smallest things are born the largest thoughts
Rhythm doesn’t come from the words
but from the joining of two bodies in a long night…

From Mural, by Mahmoud Darwish

We were to head north on Wednesday to visit the central West Bank city of Ramallah. ‘It was created to destroy the unity of the Palestinian people,’ Abed had said, during the morning briefing. His implication being, I supposed, that Ramallah was one of the bribes given to the Palestinian political elite by the international community in return for continued Israeli occupation of Palestine. 

From our vantage point up on the hill in Al-Birweh Park, on the site of the grave and museum of poet, Mahmoud Darwish, we had a panoramic view of Ramallah’s modern apartments, hotels, bustling shops and office buildings. 

After a look around the museum, a short drive in our minibus took us to the tomb of Yasser Arafat. Our group was split on the desirability of this particular stop; so, whilst a few rested their legs, some of us climbed out to look onto the rectangular stone tomb. A strange silence hung in the air in the glass room as we stared down at the Arabic inscription on the stone, watched on by two guards in sashes. 

‘He did good things for Palestine but he was wrong to agree to Oslo’, Hasam, one of our guides had explained, as we descended the Inca-style steps of the Darwish Museum. 

‘A very deep analysis,’ Hazim, our other guide joked; but in his own brief explanation given on the plaza outside the tomb, before we were quietly moved on by an armed guard, he seemed to express the same view, pointing out the legacy of Arafat’s betrayal: the PA headquarters and Presidential compound looming behind the tomb, which, Hazim seemed to imply, was also the final resting place for the two-state solution.

The Palestinian writer, Mahmoud Darwish, had, at least, rejected the Oslo Peace Accords having written the Palestinian Declaration of Independence. Near the end of his life, he despaired at the conflict between Hamas and Fatah in Gaza: “One people now have two states, two prisons who don’t greet each other. We are victims dressed in executioners’ clothing.”  

Our guide from the museum didn't discuss the politics but showed us Darwish's personal effects, his meticulous writing and photos with political grandees, including President Carter. She also translated some lines printed on a wall: ‘To the reader: don’t trust the poem, she is the absentee daughter. She is neither an intuition, nor a surmise, but a sense of disaster.’

Outside, in the streets, cars fluttered with the yellow flag of Fatah. Some flew the green of rivals Hamas. The cause of the outbreak of colour was student elections being held at the local university, Birzeit. We saw small black flags too, hung limply from buildings. They commemorated martyrs, we were told. Later, we found out that Hamas won a resounding victory in the Birzeit University elections, right in Fatah's 'backyard'. 

In the offices of Al Haq, a legal NGO, we were talked through some of the myriad indignities and illegalities that Israel imposes on Palestinian life. We heard, again, of the Israeli ID system that polices Palestinian movement and life, settler violence, house demolitions, appropriation of land, the Gaza blockade, as well as the lesser violations of Hamas and the PA. Al Haq monitors all these and has also been involved in advocating against international companies that operate in the occupied Palestine. Their work was attested by the pile of their publications, books and reports, spread across the middle of the table before us.

A specific case brought to our attention was Al Haq's relative success in 2010 in bringing the first criminal investigation against a European company operating in the West Bank.  After investigations and, even, raids on the company's headquarters and private homes of company executives, prosecutors in Holland found Dutch crane company, Riwal, to be involved in the construction of Israel's illegal wall and settlements. However, after a three-year investigation, charges for war crimes and crimes against humanity were not brought; the prosecutor cited, amongst other reasons, the complexity of the case, Israel's non-cooperation and limited resources. We were told that Al Haq had not pursued such legal actions since.

The people of Shu'fat refugee camp, on the road back to Jerusalem, are, we found out, double refugees. In the camp, we met a doctor, Dr Salim Anati, who runs a charitable society for the disabled and for special education.  Raised in Shu'fat, he explained that after the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, Palestinian refugees displaced by Israel from villages around Jerusalem, as well as Lydd, Jaffa and Ramleh, were moved by the Red Cross into the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem. The area grew to become Muaska refugee camp managed by UNRWA. When conditions were deemed inhospitable, in 1964, the UN moved them out to Shu'fat, on land leased out by Jordan, outside the old city, in some cases by force. Here conditions were bad, with no streets or electricity, limited water and toilet facilities.

Shu'fat Refugee Camp and the seperation barrier
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From 1973, conditions were improved with new sewage, electricity and water infrastructure created. The population in the area has swelled to 70,000. Despite the overcrowding and intermittent water supply, most people don’t want to leave. This is their community and they fear losing their Israeli blue ID that enables them to enter Jerusalem and Israel. 70% of the camp population is under the age of 18 and 30% unemployed. There is, we were told, a drug crisis in the camp; many supplies entering through the Israeli checkpoints.

As we walked back to our minibus, along broken roads, groups of boys and youths greeted us with laughs and comment. It is hard to imagine that this is, officially, part of Jerusalem, though excluded by the Israel separation wall. Perhaps, Shu’fat will not be part of Jerusalem for much longer. Yakir Segev, Israeli councilman responsible for East Jerusalem was quoted in 2010 by Haaretz as saying that the State of Israel has “given up” on areas such as Shu'fat refugee camp and, that “for all practical purposes, they are Ramallah.” 

Israel can't be described as completely neglecting the camp; soldiers and undercover units regularly invade, firing tear gas and rubber coated bullets. One of the staff at the Al Quds charitable society told us of a cousin who had lost an eye to a rubber bullet. Dr Anati spoke of a new type of Israeli tear gas used that has been known to cause all manner of harm to the lung, skin and eyes, as well as inducing miscarriages in pregnant women.

The PA has been given no role in Shu’fat. It is an Area C zone exclusively controlled by Israel. In the absence of Israeli services, UNRWA fills the breach. The Al Quds Charitable Society was set up in coordination with UNRWA and the latter provides services in sewage, health and education. But, UNRWA, funded by the international community, has not done enough : Dr Anati explained that the locals have had to draw up their own strategic plan to try and manage the 26 tonnes of rubbish produced every day. Hopes they had of building links with Stirling ended when pressure was put on participants in Scotland.

With or without international support, the main focus, Dr Anati explained, of the Al Quds Charitable Society is to provide physiotherapy, education, craft skills and community support to disabled people and those with special education needs. ‘What you’re doing is fantastic,’ one member of our group told Dr Anati. He shook his head. ‘We do not think it is fantastic – it is, you know, from the heart.’

