
24 February 19, 2016

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Agenda

Tripoli: 
Through March 20th

The Hollywood Circus is moving 
to Tripoli. People are invited 
to be part of the show every 
Thursday through Sunday from 
4pm-8pm at the Rachid Karami 
International Fair, Tripoli, 
Lebanon.

Beirut: 
February 16th-March 20th

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration 
that takes place over five weeks 
in various venues in Beirut 
with an emphasis on chamber 
music. The festival promotes 
and celebrates music from all 
over the world and includes or-
chestral concerts, choral music, 
puppets, opera and dance.

Dubai:
February 25th-March 12th

The Dubai Food Festival is a 
citywide festival that celebrates 
Dubai’s emergence as a gastro-
nomic destination. The event 
offers an impressive schedule 
of food-related events and pro-
motions that highlight Dubai’s 
food scene.

Dubai:
March 1st-12th

The Emirates Airline Festival 
of Literature — LitFest as it is 
known — is a large celebra-
tion of the written and spo-
ken word. People of all ages, 
nationalities and backgrounds 
join with authors from around 
the world to attend literary dis-
cussions, readings and partici-
pate in workshops.

Tafraoute, Morocco:
March 6th-8th

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every year in Moroc-
co, sees villagers mark harvest 
time with Berber dancing, sing-
ing and almond tastings. Inter-
national musicians and actors 
mingle with local performers 
to produce live events based on 
Moroccan folklore.

Doha:
During March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village 
in Doha, and attracts interna-
tional visitors during two days 
of culture and art. During the 
festival, the sky above Katara 
is dotted with thousands of 
kites, including those flown 
by internationally recognised 
kiting pilot teams from India, 
the United States, China, South 
Korea and Japan. The variety 
of activities scheduled includes 
kiting workshops, face-paint-
ing, street painting and more.

Tunis:
April 8th-17th

The 11th annual Jazz à Carthage 
music festival brings together 
renowned international and 
local musicians to perform and 
attend discovery concerts, lec-
tures, exhibitions and nightly 
jam sessions.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Jenin

F 

or backpackers ventur-
ing on biblical trails or 
exchange and foreign 
students learning Arabic, 
“homestays” dotting the 

West Bank offer a good temporary 
housing option.

Homestays offer comfortable and 
clean single or shared rooms with a 
private toilet. The stay is full board, 
with home-made Palestinian cook-
ing and snacks between hot meals. 
The rate is about one-third what 
West Bank hotels charge.

More important, for an exchange 
or a foreign student learning Arabic, 
homestays offer a good place to be: 
Living with a Palestinian family to 
become steeped in the culture, lan-
guage, history, customs and tradi-
tions and handicrafts first-hand.

Homestays began in the 1990s 
to lure foreign tourists to the West 
Bank in the wake of an uprising 
against the Israeli occupation. It 
was adopted by the Palestinian non-
governmental organisation Rozana 
Association, based in the West Bank 
town of Birzeit.

Homestays provide Palestinian 
families an opportunity to earn ex-
tra money to shore up their finances.

Since homestays are scattered 
across at least seven cities and towns 
in the West Bank — from Hebron in 
the south to Jenin and Nablus in the 
north — they attract pilgrims, histo-
rians and hikers on Masar Ibrahim 
al-Khalil — Abraham’s Path.

The trail stretches over several 
hundred kilometres from Egypt’s 
Sinai in the south, through Israel 
to the West Bank. Another route 
crosses Jordan. Plans include devel-
opment of a trail from Mecca, Saudi 
Arabia, linking it with Jordan, and 
from Jordan across Syria to southern 
and south-eastern Turkey.

The trek across the Middle East 
“retraces the journey of Abraham, 
the legendary ancestor of over half 
of humanity, who is known for his 
hospitality and kindness towards 
strangers,” according to the Abra-
ham Path website.

Rozana Chairman Raed Saadeh 
said for many families, homestays 
“created a source of income and cul-
tural exchange. It also attracts visi-
tors to become more involved in the 

issues of local communities.”
Homestays charge a fixed rate of 

$30 per night, a competitive price 
compared to local hotels that charge 
up to $100 per night for a shared 
room and two meals or only a bed 
in a hostel for $20. Homestay hosts, 
mostly women, produce handicrafts 
and food products. 

Ayat al-Mardawi became a home-
stay host in Jenin in 2009, hoping 
to generate additional income and 
achieve personal independence.

A housewife and a mother of 
six, Mardawi lives in Arraba, 12km 
south-west of Jenin. The town and 
its surroundings are speckled with 
a variety of archaeological sites, in-
cluding Roman wells and springs, 
castles that protected the area from 
intruders, Byzantine churches and 
Sufi shrines on hills overlooking 
agricultural fields, forests and ter-
races.

Mardawi was not capable of gen-
erating a second income to help her 
husband provide for a relatively 
large family until the Abraham Path 

Initiative. With a smile that doesn’t 
leave her face and a friendly atti-
tude, she said, “Running my own 
business was a dream that has come 
true.”

“I have been praised for my culi-
nary skills since I first started cook-
ing and I decided it was my opportu-
nity to transform my passion into a 
profitable business,” she said.

Initially, Mardawi only cooked 
for backpackers walking Abraham’s 
Path but soon the second floor of 
her house was furnished for the use 
of guests and buzzed with life.

Samah Abu Nima, from the village 
of Battir, 6.4km west of Bethlehem, 
used the promotional platform for 
homestays to promote her home-
made pickled vegetables and fruit.

While it is too early to evaluate 
the economic effects of homestays 
on the overall economy, Saadeh said 
they add value and diversity to the 
area’s tourism sector by providing 
a great opportunity for visitors to 
meet and learn about Palestinian 
heritage and civilisation.

Already experiencing the ben-
efits of direct interaction between 
local communities and foreigners, 
Mardawi said: “Many of my guests 
are hungry to know about the politi-
cal situation and about us as the oc-
cupied people. This is a huge chance 
for us to show the world that we are 
not terrorists.”

Stefan Szepesi, travel blogger 
and author of Walking Palestine; 25 
Journeys into the West Bank, said the 
Mardawi family is the finest exam-
ple of the importance of homestays.

Frequently writing about his ex-
periences trekking through Sinai to 
Turkey, he said: “The blossoms are 
there, too, if you look past the news 
headlines, if you experience the re-
gion through travel, if you take on 
the humble act of walking through 
its communities.”

The Mardawi family has been 
running its business for almost two 
years and describes the experience 
as phenomenal. With the help of her 
husband Mustafa and her children, 
Ayat Mardawi hosts at least three 
visitors a month, with some staying 
for one night, others for weeks.

“Although an average of three 
people per month is not enough to 
generate a sufficient second income, 
we are confident our business will 
grow especially when many choose 
to return to our house or recom-
mend us to friends and family,” she 
said.

Mardawi and more than a dozen 
other homestays hosts share more 
than a house or a dining table but 
also their time, affection and friend-
ship that runs beyond each stay with 
the help of social media.

“Our visitors look for several 
things in the place where they are 
going to stay, most importantly safe-
ty, delicious food and originality,” 
she said. “And by originality I mean 
the opportunity to live as a Palestin-
ian for a little bit.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

Palestinian ‘homestays’ enrich 
visits to West Bank
Malak Hasan

Rozana staff in a hike on the way to Tulkarm. 

Swedish school girls wearing 
the traditional Palestinian 
dress during a stay in Burqin 
town, western Jenin.

A homeowner i n   the West Bank town of Aqraba welcomes guests in 
his home, which  was  turned to a homestay.
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A panoramic view of the Jordan valley. The road leads to Wadi el Qilt, a valley where the famous St George monastery is located, and 
where many tourists hike from Jerusalem to Jericho.

Homestay hosts, 
mostly women, 
produce handicrafts 
and food products.


