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Thirty-one volunteers from 11 countries are spending three months in Palestine and Israel 

under the World Council of Churches Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme. International 

teams are based in seven different locations: I shall be spending the majority of my time in 

East Jerusalem.  

The first day of our experience in the field, when we overlapped with the outgoing Jerusalem 

Team, was a shocking introduction to the realities of life for Palestinians in this area. The 

schedule   planned for us was disrupted by an urgent text alert about a house demolition. On 

this occasion two families were made homeless: they were not even given time to collect 

their belongings before the bulldozers started work. One family, the Kasteros, consisted of an 

elderly couple, their three sons, and their sons’ wives and children -27 people in all. Three-

year-old Malik was terrified by the police dogs (about 20 police armed with guns and tear-gas 

canisters attended to prevent the family obstructing the demolition) and the older children 

returning from school to this scene of devastation were screaming and crying.  

EA Jenny Bywaters collecting details from a member of the Kastero family as their 

house is demolished by the Israeli authorities 

 

While Israel argues that all governments demolish structures built without planning 

permission, here in East Jerusalem many Palestinians have no choice but to build without 

permission because permits are so difficult for them to obtain.  According to the United 

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 35% of land in East Jerusalem 

has been confiscated for settlement use: only 13% is zoned for Palestinian construction, much 

of which is already built up.  33% of all Palestinian homes in East Jerusalem lack Israeli-



issued building permits, placing at least 93,100 residents at risk of displacement . Since 1967, 

when Israel occupied East Jerusalem, Israeli authorities have demolished some 2000 homes 

here.  

(http://www.ochaopt.org/documents/ocha_opt_Jerusalem_FactSheet_December_2012_englis

h.pdf) . Under international law, it is illegal to demolish property in occupied territory except 

for military necessity. Israel argues that this territory is not “occupied,” but “disputed”, 

though this argument is not accepted by international lawyers elsewhere  

Two of the EAPPI team visited the Kastero family again two days later, and four of us went  

again last Tuesday. They are now living next to the rubble of their former home in various 

tents, shacks and containers, lit and heated via electric cables run from their neighbour's 

house (which is also under a demolition order) but having to buy bottled water. They still 

have to pay off the balance of a big fine imposed 5 years ago for not having a permit, and will 

also be billed for the costs of the demolition and the policing operation.  We listened to the 

adults' concerns and played with the children, who had been suffering nightmares, but are at 

least now able to laugh again: "Heads and shoulders, knees and toes" was a huge success! 

The family appears to be extraordinarily resilient in the face of this disaster: 18 year-old 

Eman, who acted as interpreter for us, has resumed her law studies at university, though 

obviously it is difficult for her to study under the circumstances, and the younger children 

have returned to school.  We were offered tea and cake, and have promised to visit again. 

They have said that we are always welcome: the Arabic way of saying this is "our house is 

your house". 

In future letters I will tell you more about the other activities of the Jerusalem team. These 

include : 

 Monitoring what happens at the big Qalandiya checkpoint through which almost 2000 

Palestinians have to pass every morning between 4.30am and 7.30 am to reach work, 

schools and hospitals in East Jerusalem. 

 Supporting Israeli and Palestinian activists in non-violent protests against the 

occupation and its various effects on local people, especially in Silwan and Sheikh 

Jarrah, two areas where many Palestinian residents have already had their homes 

taken over by Israeli settlers and many more are under threat of eviction or house 

demolition 

 Providing a protective presence to a Bedouin community which is under pressure both 

from the Israeli authorities and from aggressive settlers to leave their camp. This is in 

area E1 ( http://peacenow.org/entries/post_69#.UP0d7M1vSeY) where Israel intends to 

expand its settlement building programme in a move which would effectively cut the 

West Bank in two and mean an end to any possibility of a two-state solution to this 

conflict.  

Thank you for your interest in the EAPPI.  

Dr. Jenny Bywaters 

DISCLAIMER: I am participating in a programme with Quaker Peace and Social Witness as an 
Ecumenical Accompanier serving on the World Council of Churches' Ecumenical Accompaniment 
Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI). The views contained herein are personal to me and do 
not necessarily reflect those of my sending organisation Quaker Peace and Social Witness or the 
WCC. If you would like to publish the information contained here (including posting on a website), or 
distribute it further, please first contact teresap@quaker.org.uk.  Thank you. 
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