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I promised in my first newsletter to say something about our contact with the Bedouin  

around the periphery of Jerusalem. According to the UN Office for the Co-ordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs, about 2300 Bedouin  live in 20 communities east of the city. The land  

where they live has been  designated for the further expansion of Israeli settlements, 

including area E1, where Israel intends to link the existing huge settlement of Ma’ale 

Adummim with Jerusalem. They  are  increasingly at risk of forced displacement even though 

this  is strictly prohibited under Article 49 of the Geneva Convention,. Khan al Ahmar is one 

such community which we have visited almost every week during our time here. We have 

spent many hours with their leader  Eid Jahalin     

(more commonly known as Abu Khamis) 

listening to his account of the threats they face. 

The traditional Bedouin way of life depends upon 

animals- primarily sheep and goats- and in a 

country where water is scarce and therefore 

grazing is sparse, it is essential to be able to move 

over a wide area. Increasingly their freedom to 

roam has been restricted by the growth of 

settlements and by the construction of roads to 

serve those settlements. They have been confined 

to a small area of land insufficient to sustain their 

animals, and while for a time they tried to continue by buying in animal feed, the cost 

rendered this ultimately uneconomic. OCHA reports that, despite receiving humanitarian 

assistance, 55% of Bedouin herding communities in Area C of the West Bank are food 

insecure (Area C being the area where Israel controls security, planning and zoning). The 

children of Khan al Ahmar used to have to go to school in Jericho 20 Km away on foot or by 

donkey, but over a period of 18 years 5 pupils were killed and 4 disabled crossing the  road, 

while others were attacked by settlers or had their donkeys stolen. With the help of the 

international community, a school was built out of tyres and mud, so that now all the children 

of Khan al Ahmar and the surrounding communities up to the age of 14 can have access to 

education locally.  Men in the village who used to work in the nearby settlement were told 

that they could choose between building the school and keeping their jobs: they chose to 

build the school, and  have lost their main source of income as a result. Like all the houses 

and animal shelters in Khan al Ahmar, the school was built without planning permission- 

impossible to obtain- and like all the other structures it has been served with a demolition 

order.  Locals believe that only international pressure has prevented this order being carried 

out so far: it is temporarily frozen by the courts until the end of the current school year, but 

they fear that once term ends in June it may be demolished. You can watch the documentary 

Nowhere Left to Go about these Bedouin at www.jahalin.org .The reason we visit so regularly 

is that the community faces an increasing threat from settler violence, and feels especially 

vulnerable on Saturdays when the settlers are off work. The presence of international 

observers may offer some protection, and certainly we have seen no problems. Unfortunately  

Abu Khamis tells us that settlers have come on other days when we were not there: a few 

weeks ago an armed man came to the camp and threatened him with a gun, saying that he 

would return one night with friends and set fire to the tents: Abu Khamis took this seriously, 

as there has indeed been an arson attack on another nearby community. Last week, he told us, 

two settlers armed  with M16 guns and accompanied by their own security guards attempted 

http://www.jahalin.org/


to enter the school: the unarmed villagers prevented them, but they then drove round the tents 

terrfying the residents for two hours. Abu Khamis telephoned for help to the police station  in 

Ma’ale Adummim but no officers attended.  (Unfortunately this is not the only instance we 

are aware of where settlers have committed violence with impunity: we visited in hospital 

Hilmi Hassan, a young Palestinian man who had been shot by a settler, sustaining near-fatal 

injuries. Despite the presence of many eye-witnesses, no-one has been charged with this 

offence.)  

 

Sister Alicia, the nursing nun mentioned in my last newsletter, took us to visit Wadi Abi 

Hindi, another Bedouin community under threat of forced displacement: in May 2011 all 

structures in the village were issued with stop-building orders ( the first step in obtaining a 

demolition order) and the community  was issued with a reminder that the land  where they 

live has been confiscated for the building of the Barrier. 

The village school has been demolished twice, but its 

third incarnation , though under threat, continues to 

provide education to a lively bunch of children. The 

Sisters of Comboni opened a kindergarten less than two 

months ago, which is staffed by local women trained by 

the nuns.  Wadi Abu Hindi is situated close to a massive 

municipal dump. Liquid runs down the valley towards 

the village from a pool built to collect the fluid formed 

by the fermentation of garbage. Sister Alicia told us 

that, while locals and NGOs suspect that it may be harmful to health, no Israeli laboratory has 

been allowed to analyse the fluid. The pool is regularly emptied into a tanker- we witnessed 

this on the day of our visit- but a Palestinian worker employed to carry out this task told Sr. 

Alicia on a previous occasion that they simply drive the tanker to the top of the dump and 

empty the contents out again.  She has been advised  by an environmental NGO that the 

purpose of this is to damp it down to reduce the risk of fire or explosion resulting from the 

fermentation, though most such dumps are kept cool with water rather than recycled effluent 

from the dump itself.    

 

A third community we visit lives in Al Ezariya, close to the Jerusalem rubbish dump. 

Bedouin families from different tribes were forcibly relocated here in the late 1990’s to allow 

for the expansion of the Ma’ale Adummim settlement, disrupting their traditional patterns of 

social organisation.  Female EAs have been going every week for some time now to offer 

support to two socially isolated women who run English classes for girls. Ibtisan has a small 

class of 8-10 year-olds, while Maryam hosts a group of older teenagers who would otherwise 

not be allowed to leave their homes to meet one another except during school hours. We have 

to confess that little English has been taught or learnt, as the girls prefer to talk to one another 

in Arabic, but at least they have an extra hour of freedom and fun. 

  

This is my last newsletter from the field, but I shall be continuing to write and speak about 

what I have seen and heard here, and may contact you when I return.  If you would like to 

book me to speak, please get in touch. Thank you for your interest in EAPPI. 
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