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G 

aza, where about 
400,000 war-trauma-
tised children need ur-
gent mental health sup-
port, will not be fit for 

human habitation within the next 
five years, panelists said at a dis-
cussion marking the first anniver-
sary of the 51-day Israeli assault on 
the Gaza Strip.

The conflict, which ended Au-
gust 26, 2014, caused 1,500 Pal-
estinian civilian deaths and more 
than 500,000 displaced from their 
homes, in addition to the destruc-
tion of some 100,000 houses.

Addressing the meeting in Lon-
don, Wasseem el-Sarraj, from the 
Palestinian Medical Education Ini-
tiative, spoke about the killing of 
three children from the Bakr family 
by an Israeli missile on the beach 
in Gaza. He recalled the words of 
Hamada, one of the surviving chil-
dren, saying: “What the four of us 
(remaining members of the family) 
need is help. We need to be taken 
abroad to forget what happened.”

Another survivor, Mutassim, was 
the worst affected. “Sometimes 
he sees his brother’s spirit. No lo-
cal psychologist has been able to 
help him. The child tried to commit 
suicide by jumping off the balcony 
of his family home. At school, he 
nearly killed another child,” Sarraj 
said.

“These are not easy cases to 
treat,” Sarraj admitted. “Our organ-
isation is trying to increase aware-
ness about mental health issues 
so general practitioners are able to 
recognise panic disorders, trauma 
and depression. In schools, we are 
trying to ensure teachers recognise 
challenging behaviour as a possible 

mental problem and not a person-
ality disorder.”

Sarraj contended that Gaza’s 
wounds are unhealed “not because 
not enough mental health services 
are available”.

“They are raw because the source 
of these wounds is not found in 
the individual” he said. “They are 
found in the continuation of the 
strangulation of their freedoms and 
opportunities and in the violation 
of their dignity.”

“The struggle for such unalien-
able political rights paradoxically 
promotes resilience. For them resil-
ience is the norm and pathology is 
the exception,” Sarraj said.

William Bell, Christian Aid’s 
policy and advocacy officer for Is-
rael and the Palestinians, began 
his presentation on the humanitar-
ian situation in Gaza by referring to 
Gaza 2020: a Liveable Place?, a re-
port prepared by the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refu-
gees in the Near East (UNRWA).

“By 2020 if nothing changes, and 
sad to say it does not look as if any-
thing is changing, Gaza will be unfit 
for human habitation judging from 
the water, electricity, sanitation and 
employment situation,” Bell said.

He provided a litany of grim sta-
tistics: 60% of youth are unem-
ployed with few if any prospects 
of future employment; 80% of the 
population of 1.9 million are refu-
gees from the Arab-Israeli conflicts 
of 1948 and 1967 who are living in 
an area the size of the (British) Isle 
of Wight; the per capital income is 
31% lower than in 1994. For the past 
seven years, Gaza has been under a 
complete blockade. Even before the 
blockade, the Palestinians were suf-
fering economically and conditions 
in the Gaza Strip were among fac-
tors that led to the intifada in 1987.

Bell pointed out that more than 

70% of Gazan households are sup-
plied with piped water for only 6-8 
hours once every 2-4 days because 
of the low levels of power.

Some 500,000 were made home-
less during 2014’s fighting. None of 
the tens of thousands of homes de-
stroyed have been rebuilt. Some of 
the homeless are expected to live 
for quite some time in containers 
donated by the international com-
munity. 

Bell emphasised that in the occu-
pied Palestinian territories “one of 
the underlying causes of poverty is 
the Israeli occupation”.

Even though the United Nations 
negotiated the Gaza Reconstruction 
Mechanism between the Palestini-
an Authority and the Israeli govern-
ment, it is not providing adequate 

amounts of reconstruction mate-
rial. Bell noted that from August 
26, 2014, until the end of June 2015, 
1.3 million tonnes of reconstruction 
material entered Gaza, but this only 
constituted 5.5% of the amount 
needed.

“It is no good for the interna-
tional community to pour more 
money into Gaza. Without a politi-
cal change, without the lifting of the 
blockade, without the opportunity 
for the Palestinians to have a life 
that relies on trade rather than aid, 
we will continue to see the situation 
that existed last summer,” Bell con-
cluded. 

For more than 20 years, Christian 
Aid, the main development agency 
of British and Irish churches, has 
maintained a partnership with the 

Culture and Free Thought Associa-
tion (CFTA), which is specialising in 
therapeutic activities for children 
and young people traumatised by 
wars.

Christian Aid has 23 partnerships 
with development and human 
rights organisations in Israel and 
the Palestinian territories.

Describing his two visits to Gaza 
since 2014 as deeply depressing and 
a humbling experience, Bell recalls: 
“I met a man who was walking in 
the rubble in the devastated Sha-
jaya area. He said ‘I am sometimes 
jealous of those who died because 
they died quickly’.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
The Arab Weekly.
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Even dead, Syrian refugees find no room in Lebanon
Hashem Osseiran
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I 

n muddy farmland on the 
outskirts of Saadnayel, in the 
Bekaa valley, Ahmad, a Syr-
ian refugee from Aleppo, 
crouched over his brother’s 

fresh grave, surrounded by doz-
ens of headstones etched with the 
names of Syrian cities.

As he watched relatives dig the 
plot to hold his brother’s body, the 
33-year-old refugee recalled the 
hard time he had to find a final rest-
ing place for his sibling.

Like many of Lebanon’s more 
than 1.2 million Syrian refugees, 
Ahmad struggled to meet the cost 
of burials and, in some cases, he 
was barred by locals from interring 
his brother’s body in local cemeter-
ies.

“My brother died in a car ac-
cident four days ago. So I tried to 
take him to Syria because I heard 
it was very difficult to find a burial 
ground in Lebanon,” Ahmad said. 
“So I fixed everything. I went to 
the Syrian embassy, resolved all the 
paper work and I was told that we 
could cross.”

He, however, was not able to 
make it into Syrian territory. Border 
guards said the deceased owed a 
fine of 140,000 Lebanese pounds, 
about $93, over a legal transgres-
sion. When Ahmad offered to make 
the payment, he was informed that 
it would take up to 48 hours before 
the body could be cleared for entry.

“What am I supposed to do at a 
border crossing for 48 hours with 

my brother rotting in the car?” he 
asked.

Ahmad scoured the Bekaa valley, 
visiting cemetery after cemetery, 
for an available plot but to no avail. 
“All those in charge of the cemeter-
ies said that they didn’t have place 
for Syrians and at this point my 
brother’s body had been exposed 
for three days,” he said.

It was not until Ahmad reached 
Al-Fayda outside Saadnayel, that a 
solution presented itself. The Arab 
al-Weiss clan, an extended tribal 
family spread across six villages, 
has provided Syrian refugees with 
free plots in cemeteries in Al-Fayda 
and Al-Marj. “We are Muslims and 

we need to respect our doctrines. 
We can’t just turn away corpses and 
tell them to throw it in a ditch,” said 
Sheikh Mohammad al-Weiss, who 
oversees the Al-Fayda Cemetery.

The cemetery, which opened in 
1965, is one of the few places in 
Lebanon that allow the burial of 
Syrian refugees. In the span of 45 
years, 500 Lebanese nationals have 
been buried on the grounds. In 

two years since opening its plots to 
refugees, at least 300 Syrians have 
been laid to rest there, Weiss noted.

The scarcity of burial grounds 
has generated a crisis for Saad-
nayel, which has only two cemeter-
ies, one of which is full. Saadnayel 
Deputy Mayor Riad Sawen said the 
situation was deplorable. The town 
had a population of 30,000 Leba-
nese, making it difficult to provide 
burial grounds for refugees. “There 
is barely enough place for the Leba-
nese. The solution lies with the 
government and the UN, which 
should provide land exclusively for 
the burial of Syrians,” he argued.

The UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees is not directly dealing 
with the issue and has left it for 
local authorities and non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) to 
handle, according to the agency’s 
spokeswoman, Dana Sleiman.

“We hear of a lot of cases of Syr-
ians trying to bury their dead, so 
what we do is refer them to or-
ganisations and municipalities that 
could help and in most times a so-
lution is found,” Sleiman said.

Local NGO Ghirath al-Khair, 
which supplies aid to Syrian refu-
gees, has provided assistance to 
those seeking to bury loved ones. 
Volunteers have contacted local of-
ficials across the valley’s villages 
seeking plots for burial, according 
to Executive Director Ziad Taktak.

He said the NGO has had the most 
success in arranging burials in a re-
cently opened cemetery in Taala-
baya. The burial ground had only 
five gravestones at the outbreak of 
the Syrian conflict. Today, no fewer 
than 200 bodies are buried there, 
Taktak said.

Northern Lebanon also suffers 
from an unmet demand for plots by 
refugees, according to Khaled As-
mar, the mayor of Qibbet Shamra in 
Akkar district.

His village has the only cemetery 
in Akkar, and one of the only cem-
eteries in the north, that receives 
refugees.

“They call from all over the north 
and beg for plot to bury in,” he said. 
The 500-square-metre-land used 
to have only 35 gravestones, ac-
cording to the mayor. “Today, the 
plot has over 250 bodies — 200 of 
whom are those of Syrian refugees,” 
he said.

Syrian refugees have difficulties finding burial ground for their dead.
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