Camden Abu Dis week in Palestine 18.04.15 – 26.04.15
by Monique

19.04.15  First day in Abu Dis: day of induction:  

Photos below: the wall near the entrance to the University of Al Quds and sheep grazing near the wall.
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Our first trip was to the University of Abu Dis, Al-Quds. We were taken first to “the Wall” which  skirts the university entrance, can be seen all the way towards Jerusalem on the one side and on the other, passing between houses of Abu Dis. A house that stood near where the wall passed had been destroyed and the remains of the foundation could still be seen. Evidence of fires and stone throwing could be seen against the wall, and a bit further along the wall, an unfinished building meant as sports building, and a plot of land, meant as a sports area of the university can be seen, where the Israelis tried to build the wall through, but protest and pressure from abroad, changed the separation wall route. 1) 

There are about 11’000 students at the university in Abu Dis from all over the West Bank, including Jerusalem. It is the second largest University after Bir Zeit.  The occupying forces tried to separate the branches. What had happened two days ago was that they said they would recognise the students from Bir Zeit for Social Services only if they were graduates from Abu Dis. Their certificate should read that they were students from Abu Dis. They do not want Jerusalem to be the recognised as a Palestinian City. They want Jerusalem to be their capital. They want to move the American Embassy to Jerusalem, but it gets postponed, every 6 months. 

 There were conflicts which led to terrifying events. Al-Quds University and Abu Dis were the site of frequent raids and attacks by Israeli occupation forces, leading to closures of the university. Israeli occupation forces raided  the dormitories of Al-Quds University, arresting students.  Israeli forces shot 40 Palestinians including a large number of university students with rubber-coated steel bullets during a raid on Abu Dis on a Sunday afternoon. Clashes broke out after Israeli forces raided Abu Dis while students from al-Quds University were on their way to class, a local official said.

Israeli soldiers raided the village of Abu Dis and stopped students from al-Quds University for questioning.

Clashes erupted between Palestinian students and Israeli forces at al-Quds University. Israeli forces fired tear gas grenades and sound bombs while Palestinians threw stones and burned tires.

40 Palestinians, including students from al-Quds University, were hit with rubber-coated steel bullets, while dozens of others suffered from excessive tear gas inhalation.
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After the tour of the wall, we went to view the Prisoners’ Museum on the grounds of the University. It was a truly amazing place and one that brought the terrible experiences of so many Palestinians, many young men, but all in chains for resisting the occupation. There were many arts pieces on display: the very stunning Al Aqsa Mosque model, beautiful vases, many wonderful paintings, all expressing longing to be with their families and within their communities. We saw letters smuggled out from prisons, they had to be written in very small handwriting, rolled into very small scrolls and ingested by the carriers, to be retrieved intact. It told of their terrible time of incarceration in Israeli prisons. The Israeli breached international human rights on the treatment of political prisoners. The human rights were violated as many prisoners were not tried and found guilty of a crime, but were incarcerated for months, years under “administrative detention”.  A term made up by the occupying forces to arrest anyone at their whim. Many had their detention terminated, only to be arrested again being re-captured. We left the Museum to go on to the University grounds, where a festival was taking place. There we had lunch and a rest. 

Artistic work from Palestinian political prisoners, below and above.
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After experiencing wonderful Palestinian dances and music, we were invited to meet Rashid Khalhdi, Voice of Palestine, lived in Columbia. He is leading a Masters programme. He is also a lecturer of English Department.  He was in Birmingham and studied translations. The power of translations: translations are used in negotiations from English to local languages. 

He explained the importance of education that taught students to think for themselves. Explained how important language was to the cultural integrity of the Palestinians.

He explained about the division of the West Bank into A, B, and C. category areas. A = 10%, belonging to the Palestinian Authorities, B = 30%, mixed controlled and C=60% controlled by Israel.

After the meetings, we were driven by minibus to the area of Abu Dis where we could see the wall and a road that was built for the military to patrol. The effect of this road on the Palestinian communities was to stop them meeting each other or simply crossing from one valley to the other. Even animals roaming would end up electrocuted on the fences Israel built. The Bedouins who were forced off the Sinai Desert on to Palestinian Lands are gradually forced off the land they have used since 1967. The most inhospitable lands is where their animals manage to survive on grass; their herds of goats and sheep can be seen grazing in areas near settlers’ roundabouts or on land that no-one else uses. These communities also experience a high cancer rate in that area we saw near Abu Dis, due to the toxic water being deposited by the Israeli industry at the base of a valley, where it is left to evaporate. The sludge, once dried is then removed by the Israelis. What for, the Palestinian guide did not know. Then, some good agricultural land, traditionally belonging to Abu Dis people has been taken at first for military purpose, then for building houses on land that was not theirs; but to “re-settle” the Bedouin people and stopping thus their way migratory way of life, raising sheep and goats. This is a huge issue, and the Bedouins are resisting it. But we were shown around the Abu Dis village, where much land has been taken by settlers who do not wish to share facilities with the people from Abu Dis. As Abu Dis and its surrounding area are in sector type C, the Israeli military takes land and enables the settlers to acquire it illegally. We were also shown a river at the base of the valley, flowing from Jerusalem to the Dead Sea: we were told there is raw sewage flowing in it. The Israeli authorities are doing nothing to stop this poison flowing openly through the valleys. 

We were amazed at the criminality of the Israeli occupation. The first evening, we were invited by a lovely family to have a supper at their house. We had a lovely time, and I got to speak to the lady of the house, who teaches Art in Jerusalem. She has to pass the check points twice a day, and has between 1-3 hours to get through, depending on the mood of the military. Also, it is a stress full experience. We stayed and relaxed in their wonderful house...their daughter may come over to London soon, as she has been selected. In the far distance, a fire started burning, emitting dirty smoke in the middle of the country side. Apparently, this is the tactics of settlers, burning tires to annoy the inhabitants of this beautiful land.

I sank tired into bed after such an impressive day.

1) On October 1, 2003 a campaign was launched protesting the planned route of the Israel separation barrier, which was to have cut through the university campus. Israel changed the route of the barrier after pressure from the United States and meetings with the university’s lawyers
