Visit to the Jordan Valley – Friday 24th April 2015
by Sam 

In a small public square in Jericho, the information board stated that we were in the lowest lying city in the world (258m below sea level). It didn't make mention of another remarkable fact about Jericho - that it is possibly the oldest continuously occupied city in the world. Archaeologists have found evidence of settlements there dating back to 10,000 BC.

“Jericho – Jerusalem – these are Canaanite names,” Hamza, our guide in the Jordan Valley, explained, turning to us in the minibus. He prefers to use the name Jerusalem, rather than, for example, the Arabic, Al Quds, because, he explained, Jerusalem, like Jericho, derives from a time that precedes Israel and Palestine. 

On our way into Jericho, we passed a black anti-aircraft gun monument poised on a hilltop beside a fluttering Israeli flag. This was the “Land of Pursuits” monument to IDF soldiers killed fighting Palestinian guerrilla forces. The name, “Land of Pursuits” comes from the battles fought by Israel in pursuit of the PLO based in neighbouring Jordan after 1967, when Israel had occupied the West Bank. 


Today, most of the Jordan Valley is under Israeli military and civil control. At one point during our tour, Hamza stopped the minibus to investigate rising plumes of tear gas he'd spotted nearby. A small military operation was underway in the midst of Palestinian homes – whether a real attack by the IDF or a training exercise, we didn't know. 

The refugees in the “Land of Pursuits” have no artistic monument. During the Six-Day War in 1967, when Israel captured the West Bank, Gaza and Golan Heights, between 280,000 and 325,000 Palestinians fled the West Bank. Many of them were amongst the over 700,000 Palestinian refugees who had escaped territory captured by Israel in 1948. Jordan absorbed 225,000 of the 1967 contingent.

Inconvenient history is disguised, whilst the convenient is promoted. The villagers of Az Zubeidat (photo below), north of Jericho, on the bank of the Jordan River, where Hamza is from, are of Bedouin origin. They came from Bir as Sabe' (Be’er Shiva) in 1948 and are said to originate from Yemen. In the eyes of Israel, the villagers don’t belong here and therefore services such as a sewage system or a school might be denied.
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We visited another Bedouin settlement where, sitting under a corrugated roof, we were hosted by elder men of the tribe. They explained that the lack of water and electricity were the most pressing problems in the village. They are forbidden by Israel from installing electricity cables and some solar panels donated to them had been confiscated by the IDF. As we entered the village, we saw a small truck carrying a tank. Water has to be bought and transported in at much expense and then has to be made to last. On the sides of the building we were sat in, plastic bottles were fixed in the walls, presumably, to catch moisture.
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Water is plentiful in the Jordan Valley but Israeli drilling and water appropriation has left the Palestinian population deprived. The first stop on our tour was to see a natural water reserve which was once a plentiful source. In 2004, Israel drilled a well which has diverted much of it to settlements. As we walked alongside the natural stream, running between steep rocky hills, the water was unusually high. This was due to heavy rains in previous months, we were told. Most of the year round it is dry.

In Az Zubeidat, in the beautiful and lush valley, we sat on a high veranda overlooking the village. We can see children playing in the streets, mothers hanging washing and villagers going about their business. The sun is bright, small birds dart down towards the pale buildings and we can see the Kingdom of Jordan in the distance, beyond the rich plantations of the Az Zubeidat villagers. Hamza pointed out his brother sitting on a tractor. He is heading out to work on a Israeli settlement farm, like many of the locals.

We were taken to a road where we saw some young individuals, apparently young Palestinian teenagers, sitting with adults on the backs of trailers. They were, we were told, likely to be returning from work on the settlement plantations harvesting and carrying loads. Children as young as 11, according to a report by Human Rights Watch, work on Israeli settlement farms in extreme heat and difficult conditions, exposed to pesticides.

Alongside the Jordan River the IDF has set up a buffer zone with Jordan, and not allowed the Palestinian owners to cultivate their land for a decade.  But in the past few years, the IDF has allowed agricultural use to an Israeli settler group. The case is now in the Israeli courts and a judge is said to be looking sympathetically on the Palestinian arguments. A 2013 World Bank report stated that the Palestinian economy loses $3.4bn annually through being prohibited from using so-called Area C land by Israel.

A quick detour down a perimeter road of an Israeli settlement farm gave us an insight into their immense size. According to the Israel Settlement Council, in 2012, settlements' profit in the “Land of Pursuits” stood at $650 million. Our guide showed us a new Israeli well: a small pipe serves the 3,000 inhabitants of Az Zubeidat but the water pressure is insufficient to reach the upper parts of the village; in contrast a pipe with about five times the diameter serves the 166 inhabitants of a nearby settlement with swimming pools. Hamza didn't risk taking us further into the settlement and, as our minibus left the side road, a car drew near and an occupant demanded to know what we were doing. They had spotted the Palestinian number plate. 

The children of Az Zubeidat now have two school buildings as a result of support from the Norwegian government. We were taken to another school, this one serving the villages in Fasayel. It was brightly painted and through the bars of the front gates we saw a riot of plant-life. Graduation of girls at the school is now 100%, we were told. The drop out figures for boys, however, remains very high, due to their families' need for income. The situation could get much worse, we were told, because the school has three demolition orders standing against it. 

Not far from the school we arrived at the base for the non-governmental group, 'Save the Jordan Valley'. We found a number of Palestinian activists, as well as internationals busy at work in the heat constructing an outhouse and a pathway. This was Area B and permission for building had been granted. 
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87% of the Jordan Valley is designated as Area C by Israel, meaning in practise that  Palestinian building permits are nearly always refused – even though a quarter of the entire Palestinian population in the region live in these areas. It was suggested that the nearby school might be protected for now by the potential for international outcry against demolition. The development of the 'Save the Jordan Valley' project could be significant in this regard.

Other organisations are involved in building bridges between Palestinians and settlers. Hamza, our guide, told us that he’d been approached by one such group. However, they refuse to take a stance on the occupation - thereby, effectively, acquiescing to it. This ‘normalisation’ of the occupation by NGOs and other groups is something that Hamza, nor many Palestinians, can accept, so he withdrew from participation.

In the Jordan Valley, Israel is pursuing the Palestinians in almost every manner conceivable, outside of outright warfare. The claim of occupying the region for security is belied by the obvious economic objectives behind nearly all of their actions. It is clear that daily atrocities can only be reduced through support for Palestinian activists by international awareness and outcry against not only Israel, but those who back Israel, including the government of Britain. 

