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Bethlehem

D 

escending into the pre-
dominantly Christian 
town of Beit Jala, the 
serenity and beauty of 
olive groves and vine-

yards used to produce one of the 
Holy Land’s best Cremisan wines 
is suddenly broken by the bitter re-
ality: simmering Arab-Israeli ten-
sions about to burst.

The sight is striking: olive trees 
sawn in half; a yellow metallic gate 
under a towering Israeli bridge 
blocking the quiet valley; a tractor 
weeding out trees to pave the way 
for a white cement wall to emerge 
along a concave route that carves 
out the heart of Beit Jala, west of 
Bethlehem.

Once completed, the wall will 
isolate 450 hectares of Beit Jala’s 
agricultural and privately owned 
land and place them in Israel, 
separating them from their origi-
nal and lawful owners in the West 
Bank, said Beit Jala Mayor Nicola 
Khamis.

Landowners — primarily farm-
ers who used to take a short stroll 
down the road opposite their 
homes to reach their farms — will 
not be able to commute to Israel. 
They would have to drive for sev-
eral hours to cross borders and 
reach the plantations. Israel care-
fully selects the Palestinians al-
lowed to cross the borders.

Like elsewhere across the Pal-
estinian territories, the result is 
higher unemployment and despair 
in Beit Jala, a situation that could 
force one of the West Bank’s larg-
est Christian communities to emi-
grate to the West.

“Israel is stripping us of our land, 

forcing Palestinian Christians out 
and erasing any possible future for 
us here,” Khamis said.

The village began its battle over 
land in 2006 when the Israeli mili-
tary said it would extend its sepa-
ration wall, confiscating privately 
and church-owned land and isolat-
ing the Cremisan valley. The wall, 
ostensibly for security reasons, 
separates Israel from the West 
Bank.

Aside from the thousands of 
age-old olive trees and orchards, 
the valley is home to the Salesian 
sisters’ convent and school, the 
Salesian monastery and Cremisan 
Cellars, the winery established in 
the 19th century.

The plan is meant to isolate the 
monastery on the Israeli side of the 
wall and the convent and school 
on the Palestinian side, turning the 
area into a large military zone with 
Israeli schoolchildren living with 
an 8-metre-high cement wall as a 
barrier to their games.

“Israel must understand that 
neither concrete walls nor guns 
will bring it safety, and that the 
only way for Israel to enjoy secu-
rity is to make peace with Pales-
tinians and end its humiliating 
military occupation of Palestin-
ian lands”, said Beit Jala merchant 
Yousef Khoury, 55.

“Enough is enough! Get the hell 
out.”

The Special Appeals Committee 
of the Tel Aviv Magistrate’s Court 
approved the construction of the 
separation wall in 2013 with a sug-
gested route that would annex 
nearly 70 hectares belonging to the 
monasteries.

Two years later, Israel’s supreme 
court ruled in favour of a petition 
submitted by Beit Jala’s families, 
municipality and the monasteries 
against the wall’s route, ending a 
nearly 10-year legal battle.

The victory did not last, howev-
er. The town’s families were taken 
aback when Israeli bulldozers re-
sumed work on the separation wall 
on April 7th, ignoring the court rul-
ing. Cranes and bulldozers razed 

land and placed cement blocks 
at the far sides of the entrance to 
the valley, the last and the largest 
green area in Bethlehem with vast 
stretches of agricultural lands and 
recreational grounds.

The Israeli human rights organi-
sation B’Tselem said the valley 
would become a free public space 
for Israelis in the illegal settle-
ments of Gilo and Har Gilo. Both 
are part of the Gush Etzion Region-
al Council, which many Palestin-
ians say will facilitate the creation 
of “Greater Jerusalem” and break 
up the contiguity of a future Pales-
tinian state.

Pointing to the wall’s c-shape, 
which dips between Palestinians’ 
homes and takes over more olive 
trees and green land, Khamis said: 
“The wall’s path is not straight be-
cause they want to take every cen-
timetre they can lay their hands 
on.”

For a decade, Beit Jala tried all 
means to terminate the Israeli 
plan. Its residents prayed at the 
site, invited clerics, internation-
al personalities and delegations 
and protested armed with olive 
branches.

One of the affected landowners, 
Samia Zeid Khalilia, spoke of her 
misery to see her “ancestors’ land 
being snatched away and I cannot 
stop it”.

“For Palestinians, land is eve-
rything. If they take our land, we 
have nothing to hold on to,” she 
said.

Beit Jala relies on farming, olive 
and oil production and woodcarv-
ing. To many Christians in Beit 
Jala, the wall’s completion would 
endanger their lives because their 
main source of income would be 
gone.

According to Khamis, Beit Jala 
spread over 1,400 hectares before 
the occupation of the West Bank 
in 1967 but now Palestinians only 
control 350 hectares. Israel seized 
the rest to construct settlements, 
tunnels and roads.

“Beit Jala is gone,” Khamis said. 
“Our children have no place to 
build and live.”

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

Israel builds yet another wall

Israeli workers place a new section of Israel’s separation 
concrete barrier in the Cremisan valley, adjacent to the Christian 
Palestinian town of Beit Jala, in the Israeli-occupied West Bank.

Once completed, the 
wall will isolate 450 
hectares of Beit Jala’s 
occupied land and 
place them in Israel.

Netanyahu needs a reality check

I
t is time to remind Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to do a quick 
reality check.

Netanyahu opened his cab-
inet meeting on April 10th 

lauding Israeli security “deter-
rence measures” as the reason for 
a “significant decline in the scope 
of terrorist attacks” by Palestin-
ians, citing reports by his Shin Bet 
security agency.

Well, an arrogant politician such 
as Netanyahu surely would not 
care to interpret gestures by the 
people his country has been ruling 
for nearly five decades, making it 
the longest military occupation in 
modern history.

Peculiarly, his right-wing cabi-
net, arguably the most hardline 
in Israel’s history, calls outright 
for the eradication of West Bank 
Palestinians. Palestinians, mean-
while, are asked to recognise 
Israel, its Jewish identity and right 
to exist.

Netanyahu and his extremist 
bunch do not really get it that 
Palestinians are not “terrorists” 
but people whose rights, hopes 
and aspirations are being con-
stantly violated in every sense of 
the word.

Ruqayya Abu Eid was one exam-

ple of Palestinian “terrorism”. The 
13-year-old schoolgirl wielding 
a kitchen knife was killed as she 
walked towards a heavily armed 
and fully trained Israeli security 
guard who wore a bulletproof 
jacket and helmet. In the January 
incident at the entrance to Anatot 
settlement, near the girl’s home, 
the guard said he thought the teen 
wanted to stab him.

Palestinians are frustrated with 
being treated as second-class 
citizens on their own soil by the 
occupation authorities and the 
“newcomers”, a widely used term 
to describe Jewish settlers from 
Europe, Russia and elsewhere 
who immigrated to Israel and are 

illegally usurping Palestinian lands 
and homes, often by force.

Legitimately, Palestinians want 
to see an end to the Israeli occu-
pation and the emergence of an 
independent state.

In the meantime, they only 
hope to have justice served to ease 
their despair resulting from their 
humiliating living conditions, such 
as the closure of West Bank cities, 
the siege on the Gaza Strip, Israeli 
harassment at checkpoints, Israeli 
land grabs, home demolitions and, 
most recently, fears that Israel 
would annex a revered Muslim 
shrine in Jerusalem.

The punch line in the Shin Bet 
report is that the drop in Pales-

tinian attacks followed Israeli 
measures in exposing and appre-
hending the “Jewish terrorists” 
behind arson attacks on West Bank 
churches and a 2015 deadly attack 
on the Palestinian Dawabsheh 
family in a village near the north-
ern West Bank city of Nablus.

An 18-month-old toddler and his 
parents were burned to death as 
they slept in their home in the vil-
lage of Duma when it was torched 
by Jewish settlers on July 31st.

Since last October, Palestinian 
violence over Israeli provocations 
at Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque and 
elsewhere in the West Bank has 
left 200 Palestinians and 28 Israelis 
dead.

According to Shin Bet, Palestin-
ians carried out 123 attacks on 
Israelis in March, compared with 
155 in February, 169 in January, 
246 in December 2015 and 250 in 
November and the same number 
last October.

The gradual reduction in vio-
lence should be no consolation 
to anyone. It neither means that 
attacks have stopped nor points to 
any specific trend. It could be that 
Palestinians are in a wait-and-see 
mode, hoping that Israeli practices 
may change.

In the end, it is not the practices 
that matter but an end to the oc-
cupation that would spare Netan-
yahu and the extremists around 
him the headache of illegally 
ruling other people and holding 
their lands.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly 
and has reported on the Middle 
East and North Africa for nearly 
three decades.
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Only an 
end to 
occupation 
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Netanyahu 
and the 
extremists 
around him 
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of illegally 
ruling other 
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holding their 
lands.

Palestinians are 
frustrated with being 
treated as second-class 
citizens on their own soil.

A Palestinian woman cries as she asks for a travel permit to cross into Egypt 
through the Rafah border crossing, in the southern Gaza Strip, last February.

“Israel must 
understand that neither 
concrete walls nor guns 
will bring it safety.”

Beit Jala merchant Yousef 
Khoury


