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T 

he results of the tawjihi 
— General Secondary 
Education Certificate 
Examination — were re-
cently announced across 

the Palestinian territories to great 
cheers and celebration in some 
households and deep disappoint-
ment in others.

Palestinians see education as a 
vital asset to their development 
both as individuals and as a society 
under occupation.

The next step for those who ex-
celled in the tawjihi is to find a 
place at university. Medicine and 
engineering continue to be the 
most sought-after studies for those 
with a score of 90% or higher.

However, hope that a university 
education will help Palestinians se-
cure a job and go on to build a fam-
ily is a pipe dream for most. “Hope” 
is the operative word here, and is a 
commodity that is in short supply 
for Palestinians, particularly the 
young.

The number of unemployed Pal-
estinians totalled 361,000 in 2016, 
the Palestinian Central Bureau for 
Statistics said, rising from 21.7% in 
2007 to 26.9% in 2016.

The International Labour Organi-
sation (ILO) said the unemploy-
ment rate for Palestinian youth has 
reached 40%. The unemployment 
rate in Gaza is more than 40% and 

youth unemployment is more than 
60% and 85% among young wom-
en. Gaza, of course, has suffered 
from a 10-year siege that has exac-
erbated the situation. The unem-
ployment rate among men in East 
Jerusalem is reported to be 12.3% 
and 26.8% among women.

Palestinians recently marked Is-
rael’s 50-year occupation of East 
Jerusalem, which means anyone 
born after 1967 has grown up un-
der Israeli military rule. The occu-
pation has not been a static affair. 
Israel annexed East Jerusalem 
shortly after its occupation, claim-
ing it as its united eternal capital. It 
has also actively pursued the con-
struction of illegal settlements in 
the Palestinian areas, for Jews only, 
in a deliberate attempt to change its 
demographic makeup or, as the Pal-
estinians see it, to Judaise it.

Some 300,000 Palestinians live 
in East Jerusalem. Their official 
status is “resident.” They are nei-
ther Israeli citizens nor holders of 
a Palestinian Authority passport. In 
2014, the Israeli Ministry of Interior 
revoked the permanent residency 
status of 107 Palestinian residents 
of Jerusalem, including 56 women 
and 12 minors. Since 1967, the resi-
dency status of 14,416 Palestinian 
residents of Jerusalem has been 
revoked. In practice, this prevents 
them from returning to live in their 
place of birth.

In 2012, the Association for Civil 
Rights in Israel (ACRI) reported that 
78% of Palestinians, including 84% 
of children, in the district of Jeru-

salem live below the poverty line. 
There are no official statistics col-
lected by Israel as to the rate of un-
employment among Palestinians. 
However, the Statistical Yearbook 
of Jerusalem, put out by the Jerusa-
lem Institute for Israel Studies, said 
40% of males and 85% of females 
do not participate in the workforce.

Only 41% of Palestinian children 
are enrolled in municipal schools. 
There is a shortage of 1,000 class-
rooms in the official municipal 
education system; 194 classrooms 
were added in these schools from 
2009-14 and an additional 211 are 
planned. More than 40% of class-
rooms in the official municipal sys-
tem are considered inadequate.

A particularly important statistic 
is that of school dropout rate. This 
stands at 26% in 11th grade and 33% 
in 12th grade; the national average 
stands at just a few percent. Those 

who drop out face a bleak future in 
terms of employment. Opportuni-
ties for employment are extremely 
limited. The jobs that do exist are 
low-pay and in many cases short-
term.

Where youngsters hope to join a 
family business, particularly in the 
old city, they see a short, strained 
attempt by Israel to force them out 
of business through excessive taxa-
tion and other demands.

Many end up working part-time 
for low wages inside Israel with 
little hope of saving for a house, 
rent or to start a family. This forces 
many to continue living with their 
parents, resulting in overcrowded 
conditions.

Even if Palestinian families own 
land and have the means to ex-
tend their homes to accommodate 
offspring, Israel generally denies 
building permits. Such permits are 

not denied for their Jewish neigh-
bours. As a result, some Palestin-
ians end up working in the West 
Bank, putting their residency status 
in Jerusalem at risk.

The occupation also affects their 
lives by subjecting young Palestin-
ians to regular arrests, sometimes 
for being suspected of throwing 
stones or being involved in car-
rying out what they see as acts of 
resistance. Cases of young Palestin-
ians being mistreated in custody, 
such as being asked to sign confes-
sions in Hebrew, which they do not 
speak, are well documented.

Young Palestinians have ex-
pressed a general sense of humilia-
tion and do not see their status quo 
changing for years to come.

Kamel Hawwash is a British-based 
Palestinian university professor and 
writer.

Jerusalem’s Palestinian youth face bleak future
Kamel Hawwash

Even if Palestinian 
families own land and 
have the means to 
extend their homes to 
accommodate 
offspring, Israel 
generally denies 
building permits.

The future isn’t what it used to be. Palestinian children chat outside a school in the East Jerusalem 
neighbourhood of Jabel Mukhaber.                                                                                                                                                                             (Reuters)

Only 41%
of Palestinian 
children are 
enrolled in 
municipal schools.

I
t is a sad reality that Pales-
tinian children have suffered 
half a century of abuses 
living under Israeli occupa-
tion.

Many Palestinians have 
experienced traumatic child-
hoods since Israel defeated the 
combined Arab armies of Egypt, 
Syria and Jordan in the Six-Day 
War in 1967 and occupied vast 
stretches of already shrunken 
Palestinian territories. Over the 
decades, those children have 
grown into adults, carrying 
atrocious scars throughout their 
lives, which brings with it 
immense health implications.

Since before 1967 and before 
the establishment of the state of 
Israel in 1948, Palestinian 
children were exposed to deeply 
traumatising experiences. 
Children were forcibly expelled 
from their ancestral homes along 
with their families by armed 
Zionist gangs who would later be 
formalised as the Israeli Defence 
Forces. These religious militant 
groups, such as the Haganah and 
the Stern Gang, were considered 
terrorist organisations by the 
British mandate authorities, 
though largely for their militant 
attacks against the British rather 
than for crimes committed 
against Palestinians.

Unfortunately, Israeli abuses of 
children have not dissipated even 
as Israel realised most of its 

territorial ambitions. Instead, 
they have become more perva-
sive, systematised and deliber-
ately geared towards crippling the 
hopes and dreams of future 
generations. Israeli abuses are not 
going unnoticed by global 
activists for peace and human 
rights organisations, as well as 
increasingly receiving attention 
from governments around the 
world.

Representatives of Human 
Rights Watch, Defence for 
Children International and other 
human rights organisations gave 
a briefing in Washington on June 
11 to highlight the plight of 
Palestinian children under Israeli 
occupation. Speaking to staff 
members from congressional 
offices, Defence for Children 
International’s Brad Parker said: 
“Another generation of Palestin-
ian children are growing up under 
the shadow of military detention, 
repeated military offensives and 

systemic discrimination.”
Parker’s comments come on the 

heels of British parliamentary 
efforts to highlight Israeli abuses 
against Palestinian children. In 
2010, parliament debated Israeli 
violations, which was followed up 
by a Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office-funded investigation by 
nine British lawyers led by former 
attorney general Baroness 
Patricia Scotland in 2012.

The results of that report, 
“Children in Military Custody,” 
found that Israel’s treatment of 
child detainees was a breach of 
Article 76 of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention, as well as a breach of 
the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. The report’s findings 
and other efforts to highlight 
children’s rights in the Palestinian 
territories led to the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords 
debating the issue of Israeli 
violations of children’s rights 
twice in 2016.

No glimpse of hope. Palestinian children look through a shattered 
window at Israeli soldiers conducting searches in the Palestinian 
al-Fawwar refugee camp in the West Bank.                                    (AFP)

Children are the first victims of occupation
Sarah Champion, Labour MP for 

Rotherham, highlighted several 
disturbing issues that British 
officials had raised with their 
Israeli counterparts to act on the 
2012 report. Palestinian children 
were restrained using “painful” 
plastic ties and were arrested by 
Israeli authorities in what she 
described as “terrifying” night 
raids. There were also increased 
incidences from 2013 of children 
being beaten by Israeli security 
personnel.

This is all primarily a result of 
Israel’s use of dual legal systems 
in the occupied Palestinian 
territories, under which Israeli 
settlers are not subjected to 
military law as Palestinians are 
but are prosecuted under Israeli 
civil law. Palestinian children 
often do not have access to legal 
representation or even to their 
parents during interrogations and 
often sign confessions written in 
Hebrew, a language many of them 
do not understand.

Conservative MP Bob Stewart 
said last year: “If you are an Israeli 
child, you are treated better than 
a Palestinian [child]… This must 
stop. If it does not, people like me 
who actually are big supporters of 
Israel will lose the urge to be 
supporters.”

Considering the illegal occupa-
tion of Palestinian territories has 
not ended and that Palestinian 
children remain the primary 
victims of such brutality and 
oppression, it is time lawmakers 
around the world call for an end 
to Israel’s abuse of children whose 
only crime is to be born Palestin-
ian.

Jehan Alfarra is a London-based 
Palestinian writer.
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Since before the establishment 
of the state of Israel in 1948, 
Palestinian children were 
exposed to deeply traumatising 
experiences.


