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Visit to Aida Refugee Camp, Battir Village and Bethlehem – Saturday 25th April 2015
by Sam 

Battir

On our final day our Palestinian guides took us in and around Bethlehem to see two UNESCO Heritage Sites and a refugee camp.

In the ancient Palestinian border village of Battir, we stood on a balcony overlooking historic farmland, still watered by an ingenious Roman irrigation system drawn from natural springs.

The livelihoods of the villagers had been endangered recently by Israel’s plan to build the Wall through the area, supposedly, for security reasons. Fortunately, villagers, with support from officials and NGOs, as well as, reportedly, the unexpected backing of some settlers, succeeded in halting construction of the Wall. In 2014, the area was granted emergency World Heritage Site status by UNESCO on the basis of criteria (iv) and (v) from the cultural criteria. Battir, they stated, represents:

· an outstanding example of architecture which illustrates a significant stage of human history.

· an outstanding example of human settlement representative of culture and interaction with the environment.

UNESCO also placed Battir on the List of World Heritage in Danger. The Wall might have been stopped for now but the future of the area remains precarious. Israel has designated it Area B and C land, meaning that they retain full military control, though the PA has administrative control in Area B. 

In Aida refugee camp, our first stop of the day, 2km north of Bethlehem, we got a better understanding of the nature of the Israeli Annexation Wall project. Our host at the Al-Rowwad Centre for Culture and Arts questioned the so-called security justification for Israel’s Wall. He has not been able to enter Jerusalem for eight years, despite living some ten minutes away. He is deemed a security threat by Israel.  By building the Annexation Wall, Israel expropriated Aida’s only agricultural land and open space and has since built the Gilo settlement nearby for Jewish settlers.

Last year, youths from Aida camp blasted a hole in the Wall and also set fire to a watchtower. The Israeli military response was severe, with the full panoply of live fire, rubber and plastic coated bullets, tear gas, stun guns and water cannons – and, of course, arrests, night raids, detentions, maiming and killings. By the end of the year, with tensions high in Jerusalem, Al Jazeera reported clashes occurring between Aida residents and soldiers more than three times a week.

Battir village's own history warns of the threat of Israeli takeover. Stood on a natural scarp in the village, we looked down upon train lines that ran through the green landscape. We were witnessing the so-called Green Line, which, following the Arab-Israeli conflict in 1948, was the agreed border between the new State of Israel and Jordan-controlled West Bank. The line followed the route of the Ottoman built Hijaz train line and once included Battir as the final stop before Jerusalem. Following the 1949 armistice, 30% of Battir village land fell in Israel, on the other side of the line. However, a unique agreement was reached whereby villagers could cross over, through a barbed wire fence, to cultivate their land, in return for protection for the line and passing trains.

Al Walaja, Battir's neighbouring village, was completely destroyed by Israeli forces during the 1948 conflict. Returning villagers rebuilt it on the other side of the Armistice Line where it exists now, albeit much diminished by the Israeli expropriation of land and building of the Gilo and Har Gilo settlements.

In 1967, Israel took control of Battir, as well as the rest of the West Bank. Settlement house and road building, as well as the construction of the Wall have isolated Battir from the rest of the West Bank. Crucially, the villagers have no access to Jerusalem which was once the major source of income. For now, at least, the villagers land is safe as building of the Annexation Wall has been stopped.

As guests of Battir's NGO-run eco-centre, we saw how locals are seeking to promote the village's natural beauty and historical architecture to secure their future. Recognition by UNESCO has attracted visitors and volunteers and locals are trying to rekindle the commerce created by the Ottoman-era train line connection between Jerusalem and Jaffa. A notable example was a frieze sculpture on sale in the centre which depicts an area of Battir that was destroyed by Israeli forces.

‘We don’t tell anyone which is the best way to resist,’ our host at the Al-Rowwad Centre for Culture and Arts, in Aida Refugee Camp, explained. In the besieged and overcrowded Aida camp, we got further examples of how Palestinians are using arts and education to engage in what they called at Al-Rowwad, ‘beautiful resistance’ against Israeli occupation. 6,000 live in Aida in an area of 1km squared.

On the way to the camp, our minibus had followed the route of Israel’s Annexation Wall – which is also the canvas of Palestinians and their supporters. Amongst the extremely skilful graffiti was a giant black escalator carrying its daubed passengers up to the top of the wall. There were colourful vignettes, as if from a comic strip, of young men resisting and being accosted by soldiers. Two slogans painted on the rectangular blocks of the wall caught my eye; first, ‘We can’t live, so we are waiting to die’ and, five minutes later along the road, ‘to exist is to resist’

Al-Rowwad, we were told, organised the first outdoor film festival, where they projecting films onto the Annexation Wall. Since starting as a theatre and music group, it has expanded into a multi-disciplinary centre with annual campaigns and departments for Arts, Women (including the West Bank’s first women’s fitness programme), Health and Environment, Education and Images for Life, a programme that teaches film and photography.   
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‘Beautiful resistance,’ our host explained, is a chance for children and youngsters to show another side of Palestinian resistance to the world.  The idea has gone on the road, with a mobile ‘beautiful resistance’ programme which saw trainers in art, dance, theatre tour the West Bank. Dancers from Al-Rowwad’s projects have also performed internationally. 

Water, we were told, is in short supply in the camp; sometimes, families go for weeks without. When tanks are filled, water has to be rationed to last weeks. Israeli soldiers have been known to shoot tanks sat on top of houses.

In February, Aida was flooded with excess water from the Gilo settlement on the other side of the Wall. Barrages were opened to allow snow and rain water to flow into Aida's streets and houses causing mass evacuations.
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Aida refugee camp

As we walked through the camp, there was no sign of the flooding; it was a bright and warm day. An elderly man sipping tea in the shade greeted us and some children held out their rabbits for us to stroke. We witnessed more of the defiant street art of Aida and at the entrance of the camp, mounted on an arch was a giant key – the key of return. The people of Aida are refugees mainly from parts of Jerusalem and Hebron. Not far away, on a wall, was a list of the children of the camp that had been killed in 2014. 

'Some of them come here – to the theatre group - and, then, go out and throw stones,' our host in Aida had said, shrugging and almost breaking into a smile. Who is to tell us how to resist, he seemed to say. Al Rowwad and the Battir village ecocentre, at least, provide options.

Our final stop of the day and our time in Palestine was the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, built in 339 AD and rebuilt in the 6th Century over a cave traditionally thought to be the birthplace of Jesus Christ. It also has UNESCO World Heritage Site status, in recognition, not only of its architecture but, also, on the basis of criteria (vi), it is considered to be "directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance"

The oldest Christian church in use, it is a place of reverence for two billion Christians worldwide, as well as Muslims. We made our way through a large tour group from South-East Asia, possibly India, in bright yellow caps. A lengthy queue had formed to enter the cave, where, having descended some steps into the cave, some kissed the stone upon which baby Jesus' manger is thought to have stood. 

After seeing the imminent horrors, as well as great beauty and creativity lived by Palestinians in Aida Camp and Battir Village, not to mention in Hebron, the Jordan Valley and other places we had visited, the Church of the Nativity didn't inspire me as it might have done. Some of us turned our backs on it quickly, despairing at the cocoon in which many of the Christian pilgrims and other tourists lived in. They are bussed in to see the Church, look around and then are bussed straight back to Israel. One of our group, not of any particular faith, lit a candle in the church, nonetheless, perhaps, recalling the actual teachings of Jesus.

The Church is undoubtedly a valid World Heritage Site – but there are so many other deserving sites of outstanding human culture, traditions and beliefs in occupied Palestine. We'd had the privilege to see them every day in our time here.


