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Palestinian Bedouins squeezed by settlements
A tent community threatened by displacement

Tubas

T 

ighter Israeli security, 
attacks by Jewish set-
tlers, prosecutions and 
incentives to relocate to 
specially built homes are 

threatening the traditional pas-
toralist way of life of Palestinian 
Bedouin, local activists and com-
munity members said.

Driving for some 20 minutes 
along a muddy, unpaved road to 
the Humset Bqiea area of the vast 
green and brown Jordan valley, 
first a few tents appear. But they 
belong to the Israeli army; those 
of the Bedouin, the descendents 
of the traditional nomads who 
roamed the deserts for centuries, 
are still a little further off.

Strings of colourful laundry 
hanging out to dry mark those 
tents where Abu Kbash and his 
family live. Other tents are for their 
livestock. Nearly 30 Palestinian 
Bedouins live in the area. Not far 
away, there are more tents belong-
ing to Abu Kbash’s extended fam-
ily.

Squeezed between two Jewish 
settlements, with the army camped 
close by and air force jets scream-
ing overhead to drop bombs in the 
distance as part of a military exer-
cise, it is hard to forget the Israeli 
presence, even for a short while.

Around 7,000 Palestinian 
Bedouins and sheepherders, some 
60% of them children, reside in 46 
small residential areas in Area C, 
according to figures by the United 
Nations’ Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA). Area C, which covers 60% 
of the West Bank, is under Israeli 

control, including security, plan-
ning and zoning.

Some 70% of Area C is off-limits 
to Palestinian construction; 29% is 
heavily restricted, and the remain-
ing 1% has buildings. With building 
permits all but impossible to obtain 
from the Israeli authorities, many 
people take the risk of building 
without permission.

“We can’t take the sheep to graze 
in the green areas, which means 
extra costs to feed them,” Abu 
Kbash told The Arab Weekly. Hu-
man rights organisations say 90% 
of Bedouin income comes from 
livestock.

Even a simple structure such as 
a tent is under a constant Israeli 
threat of removal. Sixty-five year-
old Ali Abu Kbash has been receiv-
ing demolition orders for more 
than five years and a few of his 
tents were destroyed in April 2014.

“We even can’t use the water,” 
he said, pointing to a water tank 
belonging to the Israeli army about 
300 metres away. “There would be 
trouble if we tried.” Instead, the 
group has to drive 15 kilometres to 
a spring and the cost of fuel to get 
there adds up.

Ayesha Abu Kbash, Ali Abu 
Kbash’s sister-in-law, washed her 
hands after making yoghurt, a 
main constituent of the local diet.

She did not seem bothered by a 
plane whizzing overhead, saying 
the noise has become routine as 
the Israeli military conducts train-
ing in the valley.

“We’re frequently asked to put 
everything on hold and leave for 
a day until they finish military 
training. They don’t care if it’s too 
cold or too hot. We stay almost ten 
hours until we’re allowed to go 
back to our tents,” she said.

For 15 days each February, the 
families have to leave the area al-
together so the Israeli military can 
conduct training away from view, 
she said.

“Why don’t the neighbouring 
settlers get evicted, if the claim is 
military concerns?” asked a work-
er with a European humanitarian 
agency in Area C.

“The security claims are one of 
the multiple ways to push people 
out of the area and allow for settle-
ment expansion,” said the worker 
who asked that neither his name, 
nor that of his organisation be used.

The Israeli Civil Authority has an-
nounced plans to relocate Bedouin 
communities to Al-Nuwaimah, an 
area near the West Bank town of 
Jericho in the Jordan valley. The 
plans include 1,100 housing units 
as well as infrastructure and roads. 
But it remains unclear which com-
munities are to be targeted by the 
plan. 

The authority put the idea to 
some of the communities, but the 
Bedouins flatly rejected them, say-
ing they clash with their lifestyle.

“You can’t put a Bedouin near 
another, there will be no place for 
the sheep to graze,” Abu Kbash 
explained. He said Israel never 
offered to relocate him, but he 
believes the restrictions and ob-
structions they face could be steps 
towards eviction.

Palestinian Bedouins know all 
too well how difficult displacement 
is. Abu Kbash’s family is made up 
of refugees, displaced during the 
1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli wars. 
Figures from the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Ref-
ugees in the Near East (UNRWA) 
show 70% of Palestinian Bedouin 
are refugees who refused to live in 
camps that are incompatible with 
their lifestyle.

“The coercive atmosphere from 
tightening these measures, in-
creased settlers’ attacks and legal 
cases against the Bedouins, as well 
as luring them to move out are 
gimmicks to make a forced trans-
fer seem like a voluntary one,” Fa-
tima Abdul Karim, media and local 
advocacy officer at Jerusalem Le-
gal Aid and Human Rights Center 

(JLAC), told The Arab Weekly.
JLAC accused Israel of consid-

ering the presence of Bedouins in 
the West Bank an obstacle for im-
plementing its “E1 Master Plan”, 
which aims to expand and con-
nect settlements in the Jerusalem 
periphery, towards Jericho, with 
greater Jerusalem.

“To be implemented, (the plan) 
will involve the relocation of 
Bedouin communities residing in 
this vicinity to designated areas re-
sembling reservations,” JLAC said 

in a statement. Lawyer Wael Al-Qat 
said a case for the Bedouins could 
be filed with the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), which the 
Palestinians joined in April. “Inter-
national law prohibits the occupy-
ing state to relocate its own citizens 
to the occupied territory,” he said.

Abu Kbash and his family say 
they have no alternative but to 
fight relocation to the end.

“There’s no place else to go,” Abu 
Kbash said. “Settlements ate our 
lands.”

Nida Ibrahim

America and Israel  at the UN — change of course?
Washington

T
he United States cast 
its first veto to kill a 
UN Security Council 
resolution critical of 
Israel on September 
10, 1972. Ever since, 

defending Israel against censure 
has been routine US procedure in 
vote after vote — 42 in all — on 
actions from invading Lebanon 
and laying waste to Gaza to 
building illegal Jewish settle-
ments on the West Bank.

But if US President Barack 
Obama and senior aides mean what 
they say, Israel can no longer take 
the American protective umbrella 
at the United Nations for granted. 
Frustrated by what it sees as Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu’s lack of commitment to a 
two-state solution, Washington 
is reassessing its Israel-right-or-
wrong attitude at the world body.

Obama conveyed that message 
in a telephone call to Netanyahu 

after the Israeli elections in March. 
Netanyahu’s re-election came 
partly on a pledge he would not 
to allow the establishment of a 
Palestinian state as long as he is in 
office.

Washington shrugged off Netan-
yahu’s later attempts to backtrack 
from such campaign statements. 
Instead, administration officials 
began talking about the Israeli-
Palestinian contact in language 
seldom used in public. Listen to 
White House Chief of Staff Denis 
McDonough: “An occupation that 
has lasted almost 50 years must 
end and the Palestinian people 
must have the right to live and 
govern themselves in their own 
sovereign state… Israel cannot 
maintain military control over 
another people indefinitely.”

If past performance were a 
reliable guide to the future, one 
might assume that such blunt 
language and the threat of furling 
the US veto umbrella would remain 
words without action. After all, the 
US-Israeli relationship has often 
resembled that of an indulgent 
parent with a wilful child rather 
than nation-to-nation ties. The 
Israeli tail, as critics call it, has 
often wagged the big American 
superdog.

The United States’ oft-stated op-
position to Jewish settlements on 
the West Bank, on land that would 
form part of a Palestinian state, has 
been routinely ignored. Relentless 

expansion has brought the number 
of Jewish settlers in the West Bank 
to close to 400,000, from around 
100,000 at the time of the 1993 
Oslo accord. More than 250,000 
Israelis live in East Jerusalem.

No matter how deep the Obama 
administration’s irritation runs 
at present, it is not contemplat-
ing using the huge levers it has, in 
theory, to influence Israeli behav-
iour. US military and economic 
aid of more than $3 billion a year 
will continue to flow. The United 
States’ commitment to give Israel 
a “qualitative military edge” over 
other Middle East countries is 
enshrined in law.

So, furling its protective um-
brella over Israel at the United Na-
tions is not the biggest tool in the 
American policy box. But a vote 
of censure along with the other 14 
members of the Security Council 
would be the end of a tradition 
that has long poisoned US relations 
with the Arab world. A resolution 
drafted by the United States would 
have even greater impact.

Samantha Power, the US ambas-
sador at the United Nations and 
a close confidante of Obama, has 
hinted that a US resolution on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is no 
longer unthinkable. At a congres-
sional hearing in mid-April, Power 
reminded lawmakers that the ad-
ministration had discussed putting 
forward a resolution on ending 
the Gaza war between Hamas and 

Israel last summer.
An end to the automatic US veto 

could have consequences beyond 
deeper diplomatic isolation for 
Israel.

In the European Union there are 
discussions on measures to label 
products from Jewish settlements 
in the West Bank, a move that 
would discourage European buy-
ers. Supporters of the decade-old 
campaign for boycotts, divest-
ments and sanctions (BDS) against 
Israel are confident their BDS 
movement could gain momentum.

Obama, a week after the Israeli 
elections, said that the US re-evalu-
ation of its stand at the United Na-
tions would wait until the forma-
tion of a new Israeli government. 
In other words: Let’s see what you 
do, not what you say.

Some Israeli officials understood 
the message. Three days after 
Obama’s remark, the Jerusalem 
municipality said it was halting 
plans to build 1,500 apartments for 
Jews in an East Jerusalem neigh-
bourhood. No reason was given for 
the unexpected halt but it’s a safe 
assumption that it was meant as a 
gesture to ward off a showdown at 
the United Nations.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
more than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.
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