Beit Surik

The village of Beit Surik (4,000 residents) is a small village on the Green Line, northwest of Jerusalem, Israeli residents of the neighboring Israeli town of Mevasseret Zion, but within the Green Line (1967, pre-Occupation borders) asked to join the Palestinians petitioning against the Fence. A group there says they want the Fence built on their land, as they are not farmers; they do not wish their neighbours to lose all their agricultural land and their only means of existence. 

The Israeli Arab lawyer representing the petitioners, Muhammad Dahla, needed an affidavit listing defense alternatives to the current route of the fence. Residents of Mevasseret Zion made contact with The Peace and Security Council, to which many former top members of the defense establishment belong. "Listen to what the retired generals are saying," the High Court advised the Israel Defense Force (IDF) attorneys who appeared before the bench this week.

Thus, on the orders of the High Court, which gave the disputing parties one week to reach a compromise, an odd group has been marching through hill and dale to check out the controversial route of the separation fence: an IDF team, headed by Lieutenant Colonel Danny Tirza; attorney Dahla, counsel for the Palestinians; the retired generals of the Peace and Security Council; and several Mevasseret Zion residents who have become overnight strategists.

“The fence comes right up to the homes of Beit Surik and does not conform with the regulations […] The proximity of the fence is problematic for several reasons. With a built-up area close by, it will be easier to sabotage the fence and target soldiers on patrol ... Villagers will be prevented from reaching their land. Gates and crossover points will be necessary, creating friction and the kind of security threat that the fence itself is meant to eliminate or reduce ... A fence along such a route will pose serious operational problems. Any child playing ball near the fence could activate the alarm system and cause a needless military alert ... Making it harder for the residents to earn a living will only increase their bitterness and anger ... That in itself creates a serious threat to Israeli security.” Even today, say the council members, the only thing that has prevented a larger number of suicide bombings is not a lack of bombers but a shortage of explosive belts. The fence will also be difficult to oversee in the long term.

After touring the disputed area this week, Shaul Givoli, the former military governor of Nablus and now director-general of The Peace and Security Council says: "There can only be two reasons for building the fence along the current route - to grab land so that the settlements can be expanded in the future, which is one thing, or to create so much hardship that the Arabs will want to leave, which is a lot more serious."

The council, which has been working with crippling caution so as not to enhance the "leftist" image that has adhered to it, has pounced on this opportunity for legitimacy created by the Jewish residents.

After Lily Galili, Haaretz, March 19, 2004

Biddu

The misfortune of this village is that its lands, as well as the lands of the other small Palestinian villages nearby, border the "Jerusalem corridor" - a sequence of Israeli neighborhoods to the North of Jerusalem. Israeli control of this land would enable territorial continuity "clean of Palestinians" from this corridor to the settlement of Givat Zeev, built deep inside the occupied West Bank, close to Ramallah.

The village of Biddu united with the other nearby villages to defend their land.  In the new model of popular resistance that has developed along the line of the wall in the West Bank, the whole village - men women and children - are going out to put their bodies between the bulldozers and their land. A basic principle in this form of struggle is that of non-violence.  Use of arms is strictly forbidden, and there is also visible effort on the part of the communities to restrain the youth from throwing stones.  A second principle of the resistance is that it is a joint struggle of Palestinians and Israelis, whose fate and future are intertwined.  Like in other areas of the wall, the people of  Biddu have called on the Israelis to join them. -"Raise the voice of reason, the voice of logic, above the sound of the bullets and the sound of the oppression..." - they wrote in an open letter to the settlements and the Israeli neighborhoods around them.

The army blocks any route of protest.  It is no longer allowed even to stand silently with posters. And this does not hold only for Palestinians.  From the army's perspective, Israelis are also given only one option - sit silently and watch as our country loses its human face.  But since Israel is still, officially, a democracy, it is not permissible for the army to be the body that determines the limits of the freedom to protest. It is necessary to form an independent committee of inquiry into the army’s violence in Biddu, and to bring those responsible to justice.

Yediot Aharonoth, April 27, 2004 (Translated from the Hebrew by Netta Van Vliet)

A Day in the Protest Field

It was meant to be only a planning meeting... However, as we sat in the Biddu Municipality discussing Tuesday. We heard that bulldozers were continuing to make their way from At-Tira towards Beit Duqqu. From a rooftop we saw the angry scar running down through the land and the bulldozers approaching an olive grove.

The word went out via the mosque and soon around 100 men and women from the village, a group of internationals and myself were on our way in transits. We scrambled up the rocks and the Palestinians explained to the border police that this was their land, but there would be no violence. A wise commander, I believe that his name was Itzik, ordered his troops not to overreact. We sat down in front of the now silent pneumatic drill and the commander even ordered a second drill to stop work.   

 For two hours, between 13:00-15:00 there was a standoff. The villagers' lawyer arrived and spoke both with the officers and the Civl Administration lawyer with whom he had corresponded.  The lawyer indicated that they were making an effort to change the route in Beit Tzurik and Bido, but that they didn't have much leeway in Beit Duqqo. I indicated that, while I was not an expert, from where I was standing at that moment  there seemed to be plenty of room for movement. (Bringing up the Green Line would have been a non-starter.  Even the villagers were saying, "Let the Barrier include the settlements, just don't take our agricultural land.) I  begged the civil administration to act wisely and, given the fact that the sides were already negotiating a new route at the request of the High Court, to stop the work until the court discussion on Tuesday. This area was technically included in the High Court Order, but the spirit of the order was clear. The Civil Administration made it clear that the welcomed discussion, but the work would continue.   

Around 15:00 we were told that we must move or be removed by force. Some of sat down as others further away began chanting in Hebrew, "No to violence, yes to Peace," "No to the Barrier, yes to our father's olive trees," etc. Most of the people were pushed down the hill, The Mukhtar, elderly Abu and Um Walid and myself remained. I heard the security guards talking among themselves. One said that we needed to protect ourselves from terror, while another said, "But this is their land." I explained again and again that I am raising young children in Jerusalem and am as concerned as anybody else about terror, but that it is Israel that is unnecessarily building along a route that creates a conflict between our right to security and the Palestinian's right to their land. Um Walid sat  herself down directly in front of the bulldozer and the work stopped again. When the Muktar Said Hashm Rahan, and Um and Abu Wahlid agreed to move down, officers helped them.   One of the officers complained bitterly that the press which was in abundance at this point would only show scenes of people being pushed down the hill, but not of soldiers being gentle. I replied that it was unfortunate that the powers that be were not wise enough to honor the spirit of the High Court order, especially since, like many points in the North where the Barrier is already being torn down and rebuilt along a new route, this would likely happen here as well. Working as RHR does on issues of economic justice, we know just what this waste of money means for the poorest Israelis. Nevertheless, I promised that my report would note the fact that the security forces were acting with restraint.

 For the next hour work continued to be slowed down.  By 16:00 the usual power games began. We were pushed back ten yards at a time, each time the police getting rougher and rougher with their batons, although throughout not a stone was thrown and not a shot fired. At least one person had his arm seriously injured, maybe broken (The same man who related to me earlier how he helped a Jewish couple a few years ago who had strayed into his village and had been stoned.) Some of the officers seemed genuinely interested in dialogue. Others, hissed the usual hateful, "Take off your kippa, you should be ashamed."   There was little we could do but watch the drills continue to tear into the land.  Was this a victory or a defeat? We had stopped the bulldozers for a few hours, but the work had resumed. We don't know what will be tomorrow, but we managed to keep discipline and stand up with dignity. 

After Rabbi Arik Ascherman, Rabbis for Human Rights mailing list, March 7, 2004
