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The Middle East conflict is desperately short of good news. But the success of a phoneline that connects ordinary Israelis and Palestinians is giving some hope to a region torn apart by violence

The conflict in the Middle East has punished everyone in the region. But Roni Hirschenson, a square jawed Israeli from Tel Aviv, has had to face more than most. "My son Amir was 19 when he was killed by a suicide bomber," he says. "It was a coordinated attack. The first bomb went off and killed some of his friends. When he went to help them the second bomber detonated his explosives in the same place and my son was killed instantly. That was in 1995. Five years later my youngest son committed suicide after his best friend was killed in another bombing. He just couldn't stand the situation here any more."

In the past two intifadas, or "uprisings" during which time Palestinians have fought against what they see as Israel's occupation of their land, almost 1,000 Israelis and over 3,000 Palestinians have died. Every new death feeds into the rage and fear each side feels, fuelling radical politics and a desire for revenge.

Roni Hirschenson should by all accounts want revenge more than most. But he feels differently. He is a director of the Parents' Circle, a charity that campaigns for peace in the Middle East. It has about 500 members, both Israelis and Palestinians, all of whom have lost a close relative in the violence.

At the core of the charity's work is the idea that the conflict is fuelled by the barriers that exist between the two people. "Each side has demonised the other," says Aaron Barnea, another Israeli member of the Parents' Circle, whose son was killed four years ago while serving his military service in southern Lebanon. "The Israelis think all Palestinians are terrorists who want to slaughter them; the Palestinians think all Jews want them driven from their land and cast into refugee camps. Peace will only be possible when each side throws away these stereotypes and realises the majority on the other side just wants to get on with their lives in peace."

Eighteen months ago the Parents' Circle launched a radical scheme to encourage the sort of dialogue that may make this realisation possible. Hello Shalom/Hello Salaam is a phoneline that connects Israeli and Palestinian callers. By dialling a fourdigit number, any Israeli can talk to a Palestinian, and any Palestinian can talk to an Israeli. The Parents' Circle hoped the phoneline would appeal to a few hundred people who wanted to talk peace. Within a few days of the first adverts for the service appearing almost 6,000 people had called to get connected to the other side.

"Once the dialogue starts, people realise how similar they are," says Aaron. "Extremists on both sides hijack the conflict, make it religious, and it becomes impossible to solve. We try to humanise it, show the way it affects individual lives, rather than treating it as a war between two peoples."

But don't people call up just to shout abuse at the other side?

Roni shrugs: "Of course - this is the first step. They argue and blame each other. But after a while they start asking where the other person grew up, and talking about their own experiences and it becomes personal. There's some shouting and some cursing at first, but then it becomes: where are you from, how old are you? That's all it takes for people to start communicating. The crucial thing is to change the perception each side has about the other. Callers realise that the other side is experiencing the same anger and frustration as they feel, and that's a very disarming experience."

It's a simple idea, but it seems to have struck a chord. Since October 2002 there have been more than 400,000 calls made to the phoneline, resulting in over one and a half million minutes of dialogue between the two sides.

"If Sharon and Arafat had spent that much time talking to each other," says Roni, "we'd have peace now."

Unfortunately the leaders on both sides no longer talk. Yasser Arafat, the head of the Palestinian Authority, remains imprisoned within his compound in Ramallah with precious little influence over Hamas, the al Aqsa Martyrs Brigades and the other armed factions. The Israeli prime minister, Ariel Sharon, refuses to negotiate and recently renewed his threats to "liquidate" Arafat, his term for the targeted assassinations the Israeli army uses to kill prominent members of Palestinian terrorist groups.

In response to Palestinian violence, the Israelis authorities have placed heavy restrictions on the freedom of movement of Arabs living in the West Bank and Gaza. No one in the occupied territories can cross into Israel without a permit that is almost impossible to obtain and a 450-mile, $1bn "security fence" is being constructed deep inside the West Bank to partition the two peoples.

"To get married you need a permit. To have a funeral you need a permit. To sell your goods you need a permit," says Ghazi Brighith, a Palestinian from the West Bank village of Beit Omar. "To pick up a gun and shoot at an Israeli checkpoint you do not need a permit."

Beit Omar is next to one of the largest Israeli settlements in the West Bank, Gush Etzion. It is a small farming village but because of the nearby settlement, Beit Omar has seen much violence. Fifty-six Palestinians have been killed here since 1948, including Ghazi's brother, who was shot by an Israeli soldier three years' ago.

"His car was stopped at a checkpoint and he got into an argument with one of the Israeli soldiers," Ghazi says. "My brother was not armed. He had nothing to do with any political organisation. He was stopped during a routine check. It was the sort of thing that happens every day, but the soldier was crazy enough to pull the trigger. In the hospital they examined the bullet and said he had been shot from a distance of less than a metre."

Ghazi's family went to the Israeli high court to demand an investigation. "First they said it was self-defence," he says. "Later they admitted the soldier had psychological problems. But we never found out his name or whether he was punished."

Despite his brother's shooting, Ghazi has always remained dedicated to finding a peaceful settlement with the Israelis.

"My daughter was eight years old when her uncle was shot," he says. "She used to ask, 'Is this the sort of peace you want?' But now she's older [11] she knows killing isn't the way forward. My brother or not, it doesn't matter, whoever was killed that day didn't deserve to die. But killing a Jew is just going to encourage them to hit back and we'll have to suffer more. None of my family wants revenge."

Ghazi was contacted by the Parents' Circle three months after his brother was killed and was the first Palestinian to get involved with the Hello Shalom project. He now works to promote the phoneline in the West Bank.

"I had seen posters up about the Parents' Circle but I didn't know what it was. When they got in touch I did some research. Some of what they said I didn't agree with but the main thing was they were prepared to open up and talk. The greatest mistake we made was to allow ourselves to stop talking. These days we are under closure. We can't reach Israel. But this is one way we can get around the walls."

Ali Abu Awwad, a farmer from the same village, agrees. He also lost a brother to an Israeli soldier, and has used the phoneline to talk to Jews on the other side.

"It's important to understand what life is like in other parts of Israel," he says. "We hear so much about Tel Aviv and it can seem like another world. We can't go there, but it's important for us to understand what it's like. In the same way, Jews from Tel Aviv can hear what it's like to be a farmer in the West Bank."

The story of how the phoneline came about is just as startling. It was November 2000, during one of the bloodiest episodes of this intifada. Israeli troops had recently shot dead a 12-year-old Palestinian boy called Muhammad al-Dura. In return, a group of Israeli reservists had been lynched in the West Bank city of Ramallah. Relations between the two sides could not have been worse, when a young Israeli woman called Natalia Wieseltier tried to phone a Jewish friend of hers but was put through by mistake to a Palestinian in the Gaza Strip.

"A man picked up and said I had a wrong number," says Natalia. "I said who is this, and he called himself Jihad and said he was an Arab living in Gaza. Instead of hanging up I asked him how he was. He said he was very bad, his wife was pregnant and their town was under a curfew, and we ended up talking for about 20 minutes.

"We weren't making apologies to each other; I wasn't trying to make him feel better. We were just talking as individuals. At the end of the conversation he said he was amazed that Jewish people were able to talk like that. He thought we wanted all Palestinians dead."

The following day Jihad found Natalia's number on his phone and called her back. "He left a message saying that talking to me had made a real difference to the way he was thinking."

Jihad gave Natalia's number to his brother, who also called her. Then he gave it to some of his friends. "I was called over and over again," she says. "It was like a telephone marathon. I think they all thought there was this weirdo Jew from Tel Aviv who likes talking to Arabs. I started thinking that if we could all talk like that, the basic everyday stuff, we'd be amazed at how much we had in common."

So Natalia started looking for other Israelis who would talk peace. Needless to say her friends weren't jumping at the idea. "People were scared," she says. "They didn't want me to give their numbers to Palestinians. They thought they'd get called and threatened. We needed a way that people could talk anonymously, without giving their phone numbers."

Natalia heard about the Parent's Circle and took the idea to them. It took two years to get off the ground but eventually the idea became Hello Shalom.

"We are labelled naive," says Natalia. "But critics said we were naive to think anyone would call up in the first place and already 400,000 have done that. When people think no one is listening to them they go out and make themselves heard with a gun. Maybe they will think twice if there's someone to hear them."

As well as the phoneline, the Parents' Circle organises talks in Israeli high schools. In the past year alone they've put on over 700. "These kids are 15 or 16 years old," says Aaron Barnea. "In a couple of years they'll be going into the army to do their national service. No one has ever made them think about the realities of the situation they'll soon find themselves in the middle of. In the past few months, we've started taking this idea into schools in the Palestinian territories and the results have been fantastic."

But why do these bereaved parents, brothers and sisters think they can do anything to solve the problems of the Middle East, when so many world leaders and statesmen have failed in the past?

"Bereaved families have a certain status in Israel," says Roni Hirschenson, grimly. "We don't have all the answers, but if we can face our loss and still see that violence and revenge is not the way to solve this problem, then perhaps people will listen and think again."

All the members of the Parents' Circle seem reluctant to be drawn into a discussion on the specifics of any future peace plan. It's clear that the charity does not see this as its role.

"People must make up their own minds about how to create peace," says Aaron. "But we know that dialogue breeds understanding, and this is the first step in any peace process. If we prepare the public, show them both sides want to be proud, independent and living a normal life, then we've taken a major step towards winning this battle. A psychological breakthrough is the most important thing right now. It's a first step."

Opinion polls have shown around 70% of Israelis claim they want a negotiated peace deal, even if this means giving concessions to the Palestinians. Perhaps, beneath the chaos there is room for hope.

But chaos still rules. As we return to Jerusalem we hear that the Israeli army has just assassinated Abdel-Aziz al-Rantissi, the head of Hamas, in a rocket strike in Gaza. The Hamas organisation vows bloody revenge. Violence once again seems to be the primary mode of expression, the only way those who hold power on each side are prepared to communicate.

At Rantissi's funeral in Gaza City, 10,000 Palestinians run through the streets alongside his coffin. From the top of a beaten up van, the chief Hamas spokesman screams out slogans and the chants of the crowd echo his fanatical message: no surrender, death to Israel.

The spokesman declares Rantissi's death a victory for the Palestinian cause and judging by its power to radicalise the young boys in the crowd, to turn them into fighters willing to give their life to attack Israel, he seems to be right.

The funeral is a staggering example of how violence only fuels further violence. The crowd churns with anger and fear, precisely the emotions that drive ordinary people to the brand of radical politics that perpetuates this conflict.

The phoneline set up by the Parents' Circle is not a solution to the Middle East crisis. No solution will ever be that easy. But by providing an outlet for the emotions felt by both sides, it is helping individuals make some sense of their situation and easing the tension which can spiral into violence.

The leaders on both sides refuse to talk, but through Hello Shalom, nothing can stop the ordinary people - precisely those who have to face the most crippling consequences of the conflict - from trying to understand each other, which may end up saving lives.

