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Bethlehem, Aida Refugee Camp, Battir Village, The Green Line, feedback

by Monique
We heard that a 16 year old boy had been murdered at a Jerusalem checkpoint. He was accused of  running with a knife towards the check point. He was shot in the dark where they could not have seen what he had in his hand. He may have been running, but not yielding any instrument.

We were told the story of a young 11 year old being short in the head and then falling off a vehicle and being dragged by the hood to the hospital. He was kept for 3 months in the hospital, clearly brain dead. The parents got the hospital bill sent, but were not allowed to have a funeral. Only the mother and an aunt were allowed to pick up the body and burying him. There was a curfew in Abu Dis this day. Israeli side told of knifer, but no one else saw this.
Photo of entrance to Aida Refugee Camp. The giant key, the symbol of returning one day to their home. The keys are passed from one generation to the next, to keep the memory of the Naqba.
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On arrival in Bethlehem’s Aida camp, we visited the Alrowwad Cultural and Theatre Society (Pioneers for Life). We were received by Abdelfattah Abusdrour, who showed us a film of their work at the centre and showed us the various facilities.  The centre is a change maker for children, women, and the young. 

1) It is a place to perform theatre. They were able to build 3 floors  within a few years, enabling an Arts department for people learning drama. There are 4 groups. 26,000 people benefit from this place.

2) A women’s department ; enabling women to learn new skills, get additional education and fitness. They managed to create a sewing room, giving women simple support. About 55 people are currently using it. Beautiful traditional clothes were seen in their shop, resembling a museum, with tools and gadgets people had used for over 500 years. It is similar to a museum, where the young are involved in collecting antiques of their cultural heritage.

3) Educational department. Since the Intifada, this place has continued to provide education, such as Arab/English/Maths. They welcome volunteers to come and contribute.

4) Film making: they study film making, leading to a diploma in film making.

5) Environment and field department for refugee people. In matter of health and environmental issues, Palestinians are prevented by the occupation from developing a healthy environment. They are needing donations from the EU/UN? Water is controlled  by the occupying forces, leaving insufficient to come through to the camp. Jerusalem is very close to Bethlehem, but the occupation prevents Palestinians from Bethlehem to go to Jerusalem, even though it is only a 10 minutes’ drive away. Palestinians do not get permits to go to Jerusalem. Our guide went 8 years ago to get a visa from the US embassy. He was given 5 minutes to get out of Jerusalem. Why? Bethlehem used to be area A, but now it is area C, by military order. If anything needs to be done, it has to go via the Israeli army. The problem is not religion, we were assured, it is politics. People in Nablus, be they Jewish, Christian or Muslim work together as one.

There are 6,000 people living in Aida Refugee camp on 1 km2. 66% are under 18 year of  age. A very young community, with very little to do. Art, music and sport are loved and performed in the small space that they have, but the young are also interested in collecting items, historic items of over 500 years. Israeli society appropriates all they can and call it their own, even the falafel, which is a Jordanian dish, widely cooked by Palestinians. They have a story of beautiful resistance to tell, in spite of the 30 foot high wall dividing Bethlehem from Jerusalem. Mothers are given a chance to complete schooling and vocational training. Other facilities are the photo training, toy library, music, theatre, animation, sport and a play bus for the tots. 

They receive help via Educ-Aid from Italy, France, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium and Friends of Alrowwad in Europe. Their link: www.alrowwad.org
I have a film by Alrowwad, called: Welcome to Palestine

We visited Battir Village, a declared a UNESCO World Heritage Fund site. A very  picturesque village, with fresh water that is being distributed via channels that can be opened and enables the farmers to get their share of the water for their fields. 

In 1986, part of the town was flattened by the Israeli army. They claimed it needed destroying for “security” reasons. We visited a community shop, where the carving re-created the area destroyed, to remember the old vibrant town. The seven weather’s quarter: the baker, the wheat miller and others. We had the chance to see the renovated railway line  from Jerusalem to Jordan, which did not have an under path, so farmers could easily continue farming the other side, instead of having to cross the railway line. Any obstacle is being manufactured to make it difficult for the Palestinians to survive economically, culturally and to exist as a nation. 

Views from Battir Village with terraced agriculture dating back to the Romans on the left
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