May 5, 2007 


Greetings from Jerusalem
From Rev. Julie Rowe
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"If the bulldozers don't come by 10:30 am, "the leader from the Israeli Committee Against Home Demolitions (ICAHD) told the group of us assembled in front of the small children's center, "they probably won't come today."  The only special education center for autistic children in Jerusalem was saved for another day from its probably inevitable fate with the bulldozers that will make it another one of the 12,000 homes/buildings demolished by the Israeli government since 1967.  It took me a half hour to find the place, since there are few street names or addresses in the West Bank (of which East Jerusalem is part).  When I finally found it, I realized it was just below another home I had been to a few weeks ago that faced the same threat.  In fact, the families there said, there were two more homes right there that had been given demolition orders.  
The homes and the center are in the Kittron Valley, which was designated by Israel as the "Holy Basin" in 1967 and zoned for no construction.  There were, however, many existing homes and buildings there already.  
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This is on the road I travel every day to go to the Old City to work.  On the way home a few weeks ago, I stopped to see the family of the house above this center that was threatened with demolition.  It was later afternoon, and they had moved their belongings back inside, hastily piled up so they could move them quickly again.  Limping along with my Arabic, I learned that they had spent 30,000 shekels (about $7500) to get a stay of 14 days or so.  He showed me his papers showing the home as his, and in the end, they have no idea what will happen.  In the meantime, the kids were distracted by my digital camera (the game of "asura" – picture – and "ashuf" – let me see – is pretty popular here).  But in the midst of this, one of the girls became very upset and began to scream hysterically because someone pushed her out of a picture.  The mother, looking very tired, grabbed my hand and led me into the house to show me the girls' mood stabilizing medication and communicated that she was extremely unstable.  
It made me think of a home demolition I visited in a tiny, dusty village outside of Ramallah in 2004.  They had come suddenly, took the father to prison and demolished the home. The two year old girl kept walking in circles repeating "I want to go home.  I want to go home."  The grandmother just kept combing the rubble, searching for anything salvageable.  She lived next door, and they had us in for tea and showed us the wedding photo albums.   Daily life here is often a surreal mixture of hospitality and  horror.  
Israel's policy of home demolitions is unique in the Western world, probably because it is against international law.  Of the 12,000 or so buildings demolished in the Occupied Territories since 1967, only 600 were demolished because one of the residents or family members had been accused of being a terrorist (which is still illegal collective punishment).  Some are demolished for "security purposes,"     for being too near to the wall or a settlement, but the majority are demolished for being built without a permit or in land not zoned for construction.  
The housing problem is especially obvious in Jerusalem.  Since 1967, 35% of Palestinian-owned East Jerusalem has been confiscated for Israeli settlements, roads and facilities, while another 54% was designated "open green space" on which Palestinians cannot build.  This leaves 11% of East Jerusalem available for Palestinian housing and community, which is only 7% of the city's urban footprint., despite them being about 30% of Jerusalem's population.  The result of this is a housing shortage of about 25,000 units, for which the Israelis grant very few permits, in the last years less than 50 a year.  Between 1967 and 2003, about 90,000 housing units were built in East Jerusalem for Jewish people, almost all with government subsidies and many on confiscated land.  None were built for Palestinians.  Even when the rare permit is granted, the cost is exorbitant for single families, which are mostly what Palestinians can afford to build.  The result of all this is what has become known inside Israel as "the Quiet Transfer," the eviction of Palestinians from Jerusalem especially, but also from all of the Occupied Territories.  

Of the 10 or so Palestinians I work most closely with, one's brother had his home demolished and 5 have demolition orders on their homes for one reason or another.  When I check in with one he says, "No news.  No news is good news."  They all have our phone numbers so if and when the bulldozers arrive, we can hopefully activate the network and bring enough people, cameras and media out to stop it from happening.  For that day.  
The first thing you see when you arrive at a demolished home?  The green Hamas flag flying from the top of the rubble.  It is their easiest and best form of recruitment.  All the neighborhood boys are there, watching.  For the sake of Israelis, Palestinians and all who want to fight extremism, we must stop this inhumane practice.  See www.icahd.org for more information about how to help.
This boy awaited the bulldozers that were expected to come and destroy the children's center.  He stands atop the pile of rubble from a home that was previously destroyed.





Mom and kids in the kitchen of they're home that was, for now, saved from the bulldozers.





"For children, the act of demolition and the months preceding it are traumatic.  They witness the fear and helplessness of their parents, living constantly in an atmosphere of insecurity.  They see people dear to them beaten, losing their homes, experiencing humiliation at the hands of inspectors in the field.  After all this, they must bear the noise and violence, the uprooting and destruction of their home, their world, their toys.  The children will bear the lifelong imprint of this."    Meir Margalit :


No Place Like Home: House Demolitions in East Jerusalem














