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November 2004
Developments in Jerusalem

January-December 2004


Hereunder is a brief summary of developments on the ground in Jerusalem and its immediate environs during the first eleven months of 2004.


The Wall/Fence


An additional 13 km. of security barrier (primarily an 8 m. high wall, rather the than the 40-70 m. wide fence) were completed in Jerusalem, largely on Jerusalem's southeastern quadrant, with two additional kilometers erected in the center median of the Jerusalem-Ramallah road between A Ram and the Q'alandia checkpoint. More than 23 km. of wall/fence are already in place in Jerusalem.


1.5 km of fence were replaced by a wall in Kafr Aq'b, after the children in Jerusalem's northernmost neighborhood that has been cut off from the rest of the city dismantled segments of the fence. Military seizure orders were handed down that would cut the three Jerusalem neighborhoods of Ras Hamis, Shuafat Refugee Camp, and part of Anata from the rest of the city. 30,000 Jerusalem residents are to be "left outside" the city. Legal action has stalled implementation.


Legal action instituted by the residents of Sheikh Sa'ad (a Palestinian village in the West Bank whose only exit is into Jerusalem) has delayed implementation of the wall, which would turn the village into a sealed enclave.


Residents of the five Palestinian villages and towns on Jerusalem's northeastern flank (Bier Naballa, Qalandia, Jedayrah, El-Jib and Beit Hanina Balad) were notified during June that they were to be surrounded by a wall/fence, and become an enclave. It remains unclear if the recent verdict of the High Court of Justice of June 30, or the position of the Bush Administration, will ultimately impact on the route.


The temporary injunction that prevented the erection of a security sleeve extending into Bethlehem so as to surround Rachel's Tomb has expired, and the military seizure orders pertaining to the route of the barrier in the Beit Jala area here handed down. In both cases legal proceedings are still pending.


The military seizure orders for the Ma'aleh Adummim "bubble", intended to extend out from Jerusalem's eastern border in order to encompass the settelements to the east of the city, have yet to be issued. The matter is apparently still pending between Israel and the Bush administration.


No substantive provisions have been made to allow for the efficient and dignified movement of people, goods and services to those cut-off areas have been made.


No governmental or municipal action plan exists to deliver services to the cut off areas.

In light of the High Court ruling of June 30, at least some of these segments of the wall/fence may be cancelled or their routes amended. However, this ruling may not be directly applicable to the wall/fence in Jerusalem. If current trends continue apace, the ability of hundreds of thousands of people to avail themselves of any semblance of normal daily life will disappear, and in a matter of months.



Settlement Activities in Existing Palestinian Neighborhoods


After a lull of more than a decade, in which government support for the settlement activities of the extreme settler organizations in East Jerusalem was sharply curtailed, these activities increased during the past six months, and at an unprecedented pace:

Two houses (one of which was a 7 story building illegally built by the settlers, with 9 units) were taken over in the Yemenite Quarter of Silwan, along with an additional 5 units in Silwan's Wadi Hilweh section. The Gozlan family - a Palestinian family in Silwan that saved Jews who lived in this neighborhood during the Palestinian uprising in 1929 - has conducted a 17 year long struggle to remain in their house, after it was targeted by government backed settlers. In early November, they were told by the Israel Land Authority that eviction proceedings will soon commence.

Two buildings were taken over by the settlers in Abu Dis, adjacent to the wall. The settlers illegally built one of these in recent months, and the other "caused" the wall to be rerouted so as to be included in Jerusalem.


The extreme settler organizations are promoting schemes to "line" the wall with settlement blocs (Kidmat Tziyon in Abu Dis, Jabl a Rhum in Sawahra, Hirbit Mazmoriyya near Beit Sahur, and in the Wallajeh area).


Infrastructure works have commenced at the Nof Zahav settler site in Jabel Mukabr, where the construction of 400 residential units is planned.


The Kidmat Tziyon settler scheme for the construction of Jewish neighborhood in Abu Dis (a plan sponsored by the Jerusalem Municipality on 65 dunams of State owned land) was submitted by the Municipality to the Regional Planning Board for approval.

Plans to turn over the West Bank Police Headquarters in Ras el Amud - which would allow the settlers to triple their holdings in the area - proceed apace. This is linked to the construction of an alternate Police Station in E-1 (see below).

Many of the actions above are of questionable legality. The events detailed above are of a scope unprecedented since 1991, and threaten to "Hebronize" the city of Jerusalem.


Government Sponsored Settlements

The following settlement activities are directly sponsored by the government, similar to the Israeli neighborhoods/settlements in East Jerusalem (like Gilo, Ramot etc. with their 170,000 residents) and its environs (like Ma'aleh Adummim and Givat Ze'ev with their 40,000 residents).


The E-1 has been in the pipeline for more than 10 years. It entails the construction of a densely developed urban settlement in the 12 o'clock-3 o'clock quadrant between Jerusalem and Ma'aleh Adummim. Implementation of this plan - 12 sq. km. in size - would seal Jerusalem on the north and east, cutting of East Jerusalem from its environs and destroying the option of East Jerusalem as the capital of a Palestinian State. It would similarly dismember the West Bank into two or more cantons, making any geographical contiguity between the Northern West Bank and Southern West Bank a virtual impossibility. Consequently, international pressure led Israel to suspend implementation of E-1 for more than a decade, lest it predispose the outcome of final status talks.


In recent weeks, the Ma'aleh Adummim Municipality approved two plans that will allow the construction to proceed: one for residential units (a second plan will soon be approved), and the other for a Police Station which will allow expanded settlement in Ras el Amud. The plans will be shortly submitted for final approval by the Planning authorities, and actual construction of the buildings may commence as early as the end of this year. An additional plan for construction of additional residential units is expected shortly. The actual construction commenced prior to approval of the town plans, and was consequently illegal. Exposure of this illegal building by Ir Amim led the authorities to suspend construction, at least temporarily.


The Ministry of Construction has commissioned a Town Planning scheme for the construction of a new settlement, with 12,000 residential units, to surround the Palestinian village of Wallajeh at the southwest corner of the municipal limits. It is planned to be built both within the Municipal limits and in the West Bank. The plan was recently presented to both Municipal and Governmental authorities, without formally being submitted for statutory approval.


Tenders for several hundred additional housing units were issued for the next stages of Har Homa, in the southeast part of the city. 2400 units are already under construction, more than half sold with generously subsidized government mortgages. Several hundreds of families have already taken occupancy in recent months.


In the southeast corner of the municipal boundary, to the east of Har Homa, the Ministry of Construction is discretely planning a new settlement that would effectively create a seal between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. The Hirbat Mazmoriyya project is in its embryonic stages but it still has immediate consequences: settlers working with the Ministry of Construction, acting in conjunction with the Border Patrol, are trying to "push" the villagers of Nu'aman out of their homes and to the other side of the Municipal boundary. A court injunction preventing this expired in June. If implemented, there will be no possible contiguity between Jerusalem and Bethlehem, undermining the feasibility of the two-state solution.



Massive Confiscation of Palestinian Land under the Absentee Property Law

In recent months, Israel has, for the first time since 1967, began to aggressively invoke the Absentee Property Law in East Jerusalem. This law allows Israel to seize any property in East Jerusalem owned by West Bank residents. Thousands of acres of land just inside the municipal limits, and owned by residents of Bethlehem, Beit Jala and Abu Dis, have been cut off from their lands by the security barrier and have been declared absentee property - and in effect became "State Land". This policy is of questionable legality, and preliminary steps have been taken towards the goal of instituting legal proceedings.

Planning and Demolitions

New policies instituted by the Jerusalem Municipality concerning proof of title make the already Sisyphean task of receiving a building permit a virtual impossibility.


The construction of the wall/fence, and the anticipated construction of the yet to be approved Eastern Ring Road, have led authorities to refuse to allow neighborhoods to engage in the planning process. The residents of Wallajeh in the south of the city have been turned down because of the proximity to the wall and the sensitivity of the area (see the item above relating to the planned Jewish neighborhood). The official of the Ministry of Interior, responsible for housing demolitions, has been active in preventing planning processes in Beit Hanina that would legalize the building and prevent the demolitions: the houses are too close to lands purchased by the settlers.


An unprecedented number of houses have been demolished in the first half of 2004: in excess of 120, most of which were carried out by the Municipality, the rest by the government of Israel. The starkest examples of these demolitions took place during June, in Wallajeh in the far south, and Kafr Aq'b in the far north. Neither neighborhood has a town plan which would allow any kind of construction. Neither neighborhood receives any substantive Municipal or governmental services, save one: the "service" of home demolitions. The houses demolished in Kafr Aq'b were "too close" to the wall.


At the same time, authorities turn a blind eye to entire buildings (in Silwan and Abu Dis) illegally built by the settlers.

Incipient Transfer

In a number of Jerusalem's outlying neighborhoods, there are thousands of indigenous residents who, for various reason were never granted Israeli Identity Cards. Formally, they illegally reside in villages which they have never left. This phenomenon is most apparent in the divided neighborhoods of Wallajeh and Anata, and in the village of Nu'aman. The Border Patrol has been entering these areas in the middle of the night, expelling some of the "illegals" to the West Bank, and arresting others. Legal intervention has led to the suspension of some, but not all, of these efforts.


The Temple Mount/Harem A Sharif

A public, often rancorous discourse has been taking place between the Israeli authorities and the Waq'f officials concerning the structural stability of the Temple Mount/Harem A Sharif. Israel threatens to limit the already curtailed numbers of Moslem pilgrims allowed to access the Mount unless security precautions are made. The manner in which this issue is being handled raises doubts as to how genuine the concern over collapse really is, and it is at least partially correct that the issue is being used by Israeli authorities to consolidate control over the Mount. In all matters pertaining the Mount/Harem, perceived threats are as volatile as real ones, and the issue requires close and objective monitoring.


The Elections for the Palestinian Authority


After initially balking, Israel has apparently consented to the participation of the Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem in the upcoming elections. (The elections for the PA Chairman are currently slated for January 9, 2005, with the elections for the Palestinian National Council to take place two or three months later). If the 1996 elections are any indication, one may anticipate difficulties in ensuring a free and open campaign, and untrammeled access to adequate polling places. The obstacles placed by Israel in 1996 contributed to a low voter turnout: the erection of the wall and the lack of access to Jerusalem from the West Bank will in all likelihood amplify these difficulties.

Summary: 

The policies and trends detailed above are neither coincidental nor unrelated. In the shadow of the wall that is cutting East Jerusalem off from its environs, it constitutes an unprecedented attempt to exert Israeli hegemony over East Jerusalem. Until now, Israel has exerted, with admirable self restraint, a "diluted" authority which pays respect to the city's complexity; these policies signify an attempt to turn the largely fictitious "Jerusalem-the-undivided-capital-of-Israel-that-will-never-be-redivided" into a harsh reality.


The cumulative effect of these recent developments may lead, in varying degrees, to each of the following:


The creation of facts on the ground that will predispose the outcome of final status negotiations. The implementation of E-1 alone is of such far-reaching impact, that it will jeopardize the very possibility of the two-state solution. The continued settlement in Silwan will make the implementation of a political agreement based on Clinton-like parameters significantly more difficult. The wall/fence may not necessarily be, in and of itself, irrevocable; but when coupled with massive settlement activity it is quite possible that the cumulative result will be indeed irreversible. The invocation of the Absentee Property Law will jeopardize the property rights of thousands, threatening to turn thousands of acres of privately owned Palestinian property into State owned land designated for the construction of new Jewish settlements or neighborhoods.


Many of the actions and trends portend the destabilization of the delicate ecosystem that is East Jerusalem. The renewed settlement activity in East Jerusalem's Palestinian neighborhoods, the threat of expulsion, the issues surrounding the Mount/Harem, the detachment of East Jerusalem from its hinterland to the north and south, along with aggressive demolition policies conspire to increase the potential for conflagration in the city. Rather than engaging in policies geared to mitigate the negative impact of the barrier, these policies tend to exacerbate them.


The one countervailing trend - the Palestinian participation in the upcoming elections, which recognizes a legitimate, Palestinian national interest in the city - requires intensive, advanced preparation, and rigorous monitoring.


The High Court verdict concerning the route of the wall/fence may create opportunities for mitigating its impact, but will hardly eliminate its adverse effects. It remains unclear how radical, or alternately, how cosmetic, these changes might be. Regardless, it is fair to say that the localized humanitarian difficulties that have already emerged in Jerusalem's extremities (like Kafr Aq'b) will likely spread in coming months to upwards of 80,000 Jerusalem Palestinians, with the humanitarian impact on these residents increasing exponentially.


About Ir Amim

Ir Amim (“City of Nations” or “City of Peoples”) is an Israeli non-profit, non-partisan organization founded in order to actively engage in those issues impacting on Israeli-Palestinian relations in Jerusalem and on the political future of the city.  Ir Amim seeks to render Jerusalem a more viable and equitable city, while generating and promoting a more politically sustainable future.

Bearing in mind the symbolic and actual status of Jerusalem as a city of two peoples and three religions, as well as the city's pivotal role in reaching a political agreement, Ir Amim aspires to a stable Jerusalem, equitably shared by the two peoples; a city that ensures the dignity and welfare of all its residents and that safeguards their holy places, as well as their historical and cultural heritages.

Ir Amim offers its knowledge and expertise concerning the political, economic and social conditions in Jerusalem to a range of organizations and individuals, including governmental and municipal authorities who deal with the management of the city, and Track II parties who examine the sustainability of possible political arrangements.

Ir Amim has ongoing working relations with the Palestinian community in Jerusalem, as well as with key players in the international community active in Jerusalem issues.  

Ir Amim operates a range of complementary activities:

· Monitoring and exposing critical developments in Jerusalem, and informing / alerting target audiences in Israel and in the world.

· Legal advocacy aimed at halting or mitigating unilateral actions that harm the fabric of life in Jerusalem, and create obstacles to reaching an agreed-upon future for the city and the region.

· Policy advocacy with decision makers, both local and international.

· Public outreach and media work aimed at raising awareness of developments in the city and understanding of their local and global significance.  Activities include study tours of East Jerusalem, professional seminars and public events.

· Strengthening, and working with, civil society organizations in East Jerusalem to advance a more equitable Jerusalem.


Daniel Seidemann, 

Adv.Ir Amim
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