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Israeli activists help Palestinians at checkpoints
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Silwad

A 

s the deadline set by 
the Israeli High Court 
of Justice to dismantle 
the largest illegal Jewish 
outpost in the central 

West Bank draws closer, the Pales-
tinian landowners’ victory was in-
terrupted when Israel announced 
a proposal to move the evacuated 
settlers into adjacent private Pales-
tinian land.

On August 11th, months before 
the long-awaited evacuation of 
about 40 Israeli families who il-
legally set up caravans on land 
that belongs to Palestinians from 
Silwad, Ein Yabrud and Taybeh in 
1996, the Israeli Civil Administra-
tion in the West Bank published a 
map in Al-Quds newspaper high-
lighting in red 35 plots of what it 
said were “abandoned” lands.

The ad signed by Yusi Sigal, the 
Israeli custodian of state land and 
abandoned property in the West 
Bank, declared the land shown in 
the map as “abandoned” and de-
manded those who claimed owner-
ship to come forward with a writ-
ten objection within 30 days.

The ad came a few days after a 
special Israeli committee recom-
mended moving Amona’s settlers 
to nearby Palestinian land. Israeli 
Attorney General Avichai Mandel-
blit has yet to rule on the legality 

of the plan but he stated that work 
could move forward on the matter 
until he issues a ruling.

Israeli Minister of Defence Av-
igdor Lieberman argued that the 
abandoned property law could be 
used to move settlers of Amona 
into land owned by Palestinians 
who left the West Bank decades 
ago.

While some of the landown-
ers live in Jordan and the United 
States, dozens still reside in the 
West Bank but have been banned 
from their land for years, said Sil-
wad Mayor Abdul Rahman Saleh.

The Israeli court gave the settlers 
of Amona until December 25th to 
evacuate the outpost and compen-
sated each Palestinian landowner 
with about $16,000.

In 2008, the human rights or-
ganisation Yesh Din petitioned the 
Israeli court on behalf of Palestin-
ian landowners demanding the re-
moval of the entire outpost.

Khairallah and Attallah Abdul 
Hafez are two of the eight Palestini-
an landowners who won back their 
land. They said they are relieved 
to have retrieved their family’s 3.5 
hectares.

Khairallah, who is unemployed 
but had worked in farming before 
his land was seized, said he was 
thrilled at having the chance to re-
plant his land with grapes again. 
“We used to sell our entire harvest 
to the neighbouring and predomi-
nantly Christian village, Taybeh,” 
he said. “They used the crop to 
make wine.”

Despite the ruling, Palestinian 
landowners said they are worried 
that the settlers might refuse to 
leave the land. Amona received 
demolition orders in 2000 and 
2005 but the outpost was never 
evacuated, said Yesh Din.

Following the latest petition in 
2008, Israel pledged to evacuate 
the outpost but failed to do so until 
the court instructed the removal of 
the outpost by the end of this year.

While Khairallah said he was op-
timistic, new landowners, includ-
ing Mariam Abdul Kareem, said 
they were living a nightmare. She 
was anxiously waiting to get back 
her land only to find out that the 
new proposal includes another plot 
that belongs to her husband.

“I have exhausted all words to 
describe how I feel Israel has no 
right to call our land abandoned. 
We’re too afraid to approach it be-
cause armed Jewish settlers attack 
us when we do,”  Khairallah said.

Amona was erected in 1995 on 
private land next to the illegal set-
tlement of Ofra. Since then, Pales-
tinian landowners have dealt with 
settler violence targeting anyone 
who tried to access the surround-
ing land.

Harbi Abdulqader, 68, said it has 
been 25 years since he last cultivat-
ed his land, which is adjacent to a 
road that was paved specifically to 
connect Amona to Ofra.

“I have 8 dunums (0.8 hectares) 
of land that I tried to cultivate to no 
avail. I risked my life on several oc-
casions and I am not ready to risk 
my children’s life,” he said.

He and other landowners remem-
ber 50-year-old woman named 
Aziza who refused to leave her land 
when confronted by armed settlers 
and was killed.

Although the settlers were given 
the option to move to other settle-
ments near Nablus, they rejected 

the offer and only agreed to move 
onto land near Amona.

Abu Saleh said the new plan was 
a scheme to override the court rul-
ing and expand Amona.

The 35 plots are scattered across 
a vast area and Saleh said Israel 
will eventually take over all the 
land between the plots. “Although 
the plots in question are 35, Israel 
might eventually seize more than 
150 plots,” he said.

The Palestine Liberation Organi-
sation’s National Bureau to Defend 
Land warned against the “danger-
ous” consequences of legalising il-
legal outposts in the occupied West 
Bank, describing the actions taking 
place in Amona as an unprecedent-

ed move aimed at swallowing more 
Palestinian land.

Peace Now, an Israeli non-gov-
ernmental organisation, described 
the plan as a “crossing of a red line 
and a reversal of previous policies, 
including Likud government poli-
cies, according to which private 
lands cannot be used for the pur-
pose of settlement”.

The US State Department criti-
cised the move, saying: “This is a 
continuation of a process that has 
seen some 32 outposts that are ille-
gal under Israeli law being legalised 
in recent years.”

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.
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“I
srael is committing crimes 
by being here,” said Israeli 
activist Riva to her Arab-Is-
raeli friend Fathiya as they 
crossed Israel’s border into 

the West Bank’s north-western vil-
lage of Hableh.

Riva, Fathiya, a driver and a re-
porter were all conscious of their 
dangerous surroundings during 
the ride August 18th aboard a mini-
bus, a trip to show Israeli violations 
against Palestinians at checkpoints.

The journey was across Palestin-
ian villages, passing Israeli military 
vehicles, the occasional “apart-
heid” road, miles upon miles of Is-
raeli barbed wire fences and impos-
ing Jewish settlements perched on 
mountain tops.

Riva and Fathiya, as they in-
sisted on being identified as, are 
volunteers with the Israel-based 
non-governmental organisation 
Machsom Watch. Machsom, which 
means “checkpoint”, is opposed to 
Israel’s continued rule of the West 
Bank.

“The crime I was referring to is 
Israel’s military occupation of the 
West Bank,” Riva said, referring to 
Palestinian lands Israel seized in 
1967. Israel’s negotiations with Pal-
estinians for a peaceful settlement 
stalled a few years ago.

More than 547,000 Israeli set-
tlers live in 125 settlements and 
100 outposts built on confiscated 
Palestinian land in violation of 
international law and UN resolu-
tions. The settlements occupy 63% 
of Area C, a part of the West Bank 

under Israeli control.
The UN Office for the Coordi-

nation of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) in the Palestinian territo-
ries said since Palestinian violence 
escalated in October 2015 over Is-
raeli provocations in Jerusalem’s 
al-Aqsa mosque compound, there 
has been a 20% increase in barriers 
placed on West Bank roads.

Those are 543 fixed obstacles, 
including checkpoints, roadblocks 
and earth mounds, in addition to 
hundreds of temporary check-
points and 61km of Israeli-only 
roads, known among Palestinian 
activists as “apartheid roads”.

The checkpoints significantly 
hinder the freedom of movement 
of Palestinians, separate them from  
families and land, other villages, 
hospitals and places of employ-
ment.

Palestinians complain that the 
checkpoints serve as places to hu-
miliate and abuse them verbally 
and physically. Usually, there are 
long delays in scorching summer 
heat or gusty wind and freezing 
temperatures in the winter.

It is known that some Israelis 
staffing the checkpoints push and 
shove Palestinians, verbally abuse 
them with racial and other insults. 
Often, Palestinians, including preg-
nant women or kidney patients on 
dialysis trying to get to hospitals, 
are turned back after waiting sev-
eral hours.

The humiliation Palestinians en-
dure at checkpoints is the reason 
why Riva, 72, and Fathiya, 66, have 
been volunteering for 15 years with 
Machsom Watch. They try to assist 
women and comfort students and 
the ailing delayed at checkpoints 

for no valid reason.
Each day, some of Machsom’s 

300 volunteers set out to monitor 
the behaviour of Israeli soldiers, 
mainly at checkpoints. Often, the 
activists try to clear up differences 
between soldiers and Palestin-
ians in tense situations. Volunteers 
monitor Israeli courts and offer ac-
tivities in Palestinian villages, such 
as music, yoga and language les-
sons.

Riva and Fathiya are Israeli citi-
zens but differences lie in their ori-
gin. Fathiya is a native of what was 
British-mandate Palestine before 
Israel seized it in 1948. Riva is an 
Israeli Jew. Both are housewives, 
mothers and grandmothers and 
share the same political goal: To 
see Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank end.

Fathiya’s activism was fuelled by 
her family’s expulsion from the vil-
lage of Miska in 1948 upon Israel’s 
creation. “Many of them now live 
in refugee camps in the West Bank 
and are not permitted to return,” 
she said.

“I was asked to join Machsom 
Watch when one of its members 
heard me speaking passionately at 
a checkpoint, urging Palestinians 
not to leave their land,” she said. 
She is the only Arab volunteer.

Riva said she believed Israel’s 
biggest mistake was allowing Jew-
ish settlers into the West Bank. “In-
stead of becoming winners in the 
1967 war, we became occupiers,” 
she said, as the minibus headed 
towards checkpoints on the sched-
uled route.

Soldiers in a watch tower offer 
protection to the settlements of 
Itamar, Bracha and Yizhar. Two 
approached, questioning the vol-

unteers’ presence there. Feeling 
no threat, one left, but the other 
stayed.

“I don’t agree with Israelis being 
here,” Riva told the soldier. He did 
not respond. “He is from a settle-
ment. It’s where he grew up and 
what he knows.”

The checkpoints were quiet that 
afternoon but lines started to form 
when Palestinian workers returned 
home from Israel. Every bus stop 
was manned by two soldiers, Fathi-
ya pointed out.

She recalled meeting an ill elder-
ly woman brought from the West 
Bank Palestinian city of Jenin to the 
Huwwara checkpoint in a wheel-
chair by her son. They were there 
to meet a doctor who came there 
from Jerusalem once a month. The 
soldier turned them back.

Riva complained that the Israel 
“I used to be proud of has lost its 
pride, wisdom and kindness”.

“There should be no more set-
tlements and we should seriously 
talk about peace,” she said. “The 
settlers should be resettled in Is-
rael. There is a lot of room for them 
there.

“If I were a Palestinian, I would 
not believe there’d be peace as long 
as settlements are there.”

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.
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Mariam Abdul Kareem won a lawsuit against an illegal settlement 
built on Silwad land, only to find out that the Israeli government 
plans to move the evacuated settlers to another plot of hers. 
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 Dozens of landowners 
still reside in the West 
Bank but have been 
banned from their land 
for years, said Silwad 
Mayor Abdul Rahman 
Saleh.

Landowners 
remember 50-year-old 
woman named Aziza 
who refused to leave 
her land when 
confronted by armed 
settlers and was killed.

Women from Machsom Watch in Madama.                             (Photo by F.A)

There are 61km of 
Israeli-only roads, 
known among 
Palestinian activists as 
“apartheid roads”.


