Chapter 2

Checkpoints
	The right to freedom of movement provides that people are entitled to move freely within the borders of the state, to leave any country and to return to their country.
Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and article 12 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. December 10th, 1948




Moving around in the West Bank has some similarities to traveling in London or other large congested city. As in the West Bank you never talk about distance when calculating the time it takes to meet friends. Traffic and transport is such that time is the unit of distance. But there is a big difference from London. Whilst the distance has no bearing on the time it takes to get to any given place on the West Bank, it is also impossible to give anything but a rough guess as to when you hope to arrive. Time doesn’t count either. You set out on your journey never sure whether you will arrive and with no idea of how long you will be. 
Samira is 19 years old and like thousands of young Palestinians attends university. In her case she travels about 12kms daily from her village to attend An Najah University in Nablus.

I need to be in the University by 8am – as that’s when classes start. Without any checkpoints it would take about 25 minutes to get to Nablus, but it now takes me almost 2 hours. I have to get up at 5.45am and then I leave home and get a taxi. I used to get a bus but that meant leaving even earlier, just after 5 am. But then the buses stopped because they were targeted by the Israelis. They would stop every bus at the checkpoint and the soldiers would make us all get off  to check each of us, our ID, our bags, and then they would check the bus. So the buses took a long time.

(Tulkarm 2008)

For thousands of young people this is their daily reality. And it’s a twice daily routine if they don’t stay in rooms or student hostels during the week near their university; hours of wasted and frustrated time at checkpoints, waiting to be processed whilst going about your daily business.  Some sense of this frustration is conveyed by Abdel when he told us of his journey into school in Ramallah from a nearby village on the morning of our meeting:

Today was very typical for me. At the first checkpoint they asked all the same questions as always: Where are you going? Where are you from? The name of your school and the street? What villages have you passed through? It just pisses me off. Then we come to the next checkpoint. This is not fixed. Just an army jeep and 3 soldiers sitting on the front of the jeep doing nothing. There must have been 300 cars waiting and we just had to sit it out. 




(Ramallah Sept 2006)

Alongside the fixed checkpoints which come in various shapes and guises, from the frontier style of the recently revamped and refurbished Qalandiya checkpoint that separates Jerusalem from Ramallah to the smaller and more run down affairs on the roads between Tulkarm and Nablus which seem more militarized with their tall round concrete watchtowers and a collection of huts for the soldiers. In addition to these fixed checkpoints there are the ever present mobile checkpoints which control all travelers’ movements. These are often, as Abdel noted, no more than a handful of soldiers in a jeep or humvee who control the traffic with a stinger across the road. For us, these mobile checkpoints always seemed scary especially at night on fairly remote side roads usually deep in the countryside. Our car always had to stop about 50 metres before the 3 or 4 soldiers and the internal lights turned on so they could see who was inside. More often than not the driver was summoned – the wait can seem endless – to the soldiers carrying all of our IDs. All this in the dark, with very little light from the soldiers who themselves seem both very young and nervous. With guns.
According to the Palestine Monitor in September 2008 there were 699 'closure obstacles' in the West Bank– approximately 130 of these had been added after the Annapolis Conference began in November 2007. Somewhere in the region of seventy-four percent of the main routes in the West Bank are controlled by checkpoints or are blocked entirely. In addition, during the period from April to September 2008 there was an average of 89 weekly temporary or random checkpoints. Due to their unpredictable nature and more intensive search procedures, the random checkpoints are usually even more problematic for the Palestinians than the regular ones.

Table 1 presents the break-down of 630 of the ‘closure obstacles’ in place in September 2008.

	Table 2.1

Checkpoints and closure obstacles (per cent)

	Trenches
	 3

	Partial checkpoints
	3

	Earth walls
	7

	Road-blocks
	11

	Road barriers
	12

	Checkpoints
	12

	Road gates
	16

	Earth mounds
	36


Whilst the following map gives some impression of the spread of checkpoints across the West Bank (though to highlight the extent of checkpoint areas this map inadvertently exaggerates the size of the West Bank compared to Israel).
Illegal Israeli Military Checkpoints in the West Bank, 2010
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If you are one of the lucky few to be traveling in a private car then driving in the West Bank is like going from one traffic jam to the next. If you are on public transport or in one of the ubiquitous yellow taxi mini buses it is even more frustrating, as you are compelled to get on and off buses/taxis to be processed at the checkpoints. And, irrespective of the nature of the checkpoint, there is a common cardinal rule you soon discover. The pace of the processing and the character of the processing is completely dependent on the whim and attitudes of the soldiers at the checkpoints. It has nothing to do with the time of the day, the weather, the extent of the queues, whether you are young, old, sick or well.  We shall return to this cardinal rule later.

	Box 2.2

What is a checkpoint?
Let me give you a brief description. Usually it's some cement blocks in the road that you have to stop at. Soldiers with big guns motion for you to come forward when they want; sometimes they'll keep cars for hours while they stand around and joke with each other. Usually there's maybe one soldier checking a long line of idling cars and one checking a long line of tired pedestrians, and about five sitting in the shade, doing no apparent 'work.'  Some times they let you through with a cursory ID check, sometimes they make you unload all of your gear, they check under the vehicle, they question you about irrelevant facts, and they turn you back. At checkpoints near Jewish settlements, there is a separate way, without a stop, for settlers, who are distinguished by yellow Israeli license plates as opposed to green Palestinian ones. Allegedly set up for Israeli 'security,' their effect … is to slowly strangle Palestinian life and freedom.

Jews Against the Occupation


	Box 2.3

How the check-points evolved


	1967
	General entry permit conferred on Palestinians wishing to enter Israel. Entry restrictions loosely applied

	1991
	Continuous general closure imposed on the [occupied] territories with outbreak of first Gulf War; a personal permit is now required for individuals wishing to enter Israel. Military checkpoints are erected at key points to monitor the system

	1991-93
	The checkpoint system is tightened. Passage between the northern and southern West Bank, between Gaza and the West Bank and East Jerusalem is subject to a permit from the Civil Administration. Paradoxically, the Oslo Accords signed in September 1993 result in further ramifications to the system

	1996
	A first internal closure is imposed on the [occupied] territories; restrictions on movement between Palestinian towns, villages and areas are accompanied by severe limitations on entry into Israel. The system is implemented by an ever more elaborate checkpoint system

	2000-04
	[During the El Aqsa Intifada] checkpoint policy is intensified and systematized by means of reinforcing all the measures outlined below: general closure, internal closure, curfew and, of course, proliferating and expanding checkpoints. At the same time the permit system is rigorously implemented and since May 2002 extended to cover any and all movement of Palestinians within as well outside the West Bank

	2005
	Some checkpoints, mostly between Israel and the West Bank [have been upgraded]. Metal detectors and revolving gates have been introduced. The upgraded checkpoints are strategically located to close off access to, and within the West Bank at will


Stealing Time

Checkpoints steal time from the lives of the Palestinians: great chunks of time, everyday. From our conversations with university students it is this and the uncertainty of getting through the checkpoints that result in so many of them having to prolong their studies. Very few students are able to complete their courses in the allotted time and often have to extend their courses by 1-2 years to catch up on the classes or exams they have missed through being delayed or refused passage at the checkpoints. It became abundantly clear that the disruption of university education was an explicit aspect of checkpoint practice both daily and at especially sensitive times. Here is what Jamal told us: 
The soldiers want to disrupt our education. Make us late for classes and to miss examinations. I think that they recognize our education as one of our weapons in this fight and they want to weaken us. And education is one of the main ways we can resist as young people. 

    (Jenin Sept 2006) 

. 
For some of the young women we met in Tulkarm and Qalqilya the checkpoints had also restricted their higher education choices.  Their parents would not permit them to go to the university in Nablus where the girls wanted to study. The reason being they were not prepared for their daughters to stay unaccompanied overnight in Nablus. In both cases, their towns were no more than 40 minutes from Nablus but because of the checkpoints there could be no guarantee that the girls could get home in the evening. They had no relatives in Nablus and coming from conservative families there was no chance that their parents would allow their daughters to stay alone, overnight in student accommodation. Both have ended up studying degrees not of their choice but simply because they had to stay and study in the higher education programmes in their smaller home towns.

It is impossible to anticipate what might happen at a checkpoint on any given day. This is what Amal, another student from Nablus, told us about her experience of going for an English language examination in Ramallah during 2006:
Last winter I had to take an English exam in Ramallah. It was not possible to do the exam in Nablus so I had to travel. When I got to the Huwarra checkpoint [near Nablus] I heard that the soldiers weren’t allowing girls through who had a Nablus ID. Each day, you never know what the soldiers are going to say. Sometimes they put an age limit, like no girls under 20 can pass, or only girls and no boys, or 50 years is the limit. Sometimes they use ID so that Jenin and Tulkarm IDs not allowed today only a Nablus ID or whatever. We never know in advance. 

Because I had this exam I thought I might be able to persuade the soldiers to let me through. For half an hour I tried to convince three soldiers – 2 women and one man. Eventually it seemed that the male soldier was going to let me through when the 2 women soldiers intervened and said we will only let you through when you stop bombing yourselves!! I said I was no bomber just a student trying to get to my exam. Oh well they said, you are not passing through here. 

It was now raining so I went to a taxi that could take me around the checkpoint. It was a 45 minute trip on rough country roads in the rain and it bought me out on to the road directly the other side of the checkpoint. 45 minutes to go 20 metres! So I got to my exam. This is a common experience. How do you have a normal day at the university or even do an exam when you arrive after all this tension and frustration? 

(Tulkarm, February 2008)
So much for the pressing security imperatives of Israel that it is possible to take a taxi to by-pass the checkpoint! But as these Israeli soldiers recognized, security was not their ‘business’:

The only function of … [the] checkpoint is to put pressure on the Palestinian population. Officers explicitly told me that the checkpoint has no security value and was meant to harass the population. [Another soldier agrees.] The idea is to make life hard for the Palestinian citizenry. There is no operational objective to the checkpoint.

This is well known in the West Bank. But Amal’s taxi ride around the checkpoint also reveals an equally commonplace feature of the occupation and the checkpoints whereby a kind of ‘cat and mouse’ is played out between the Israeli military and the Palestinians. By-pass routes and paths are developed around the checkpoints. The rough terrain and circuitousness of the routes often make them inaccessible to the old or very young and taxis rule out many through their expense. But younger people will use them as they attempt to go about their lives. Of course the Israelis are aware of these routes and they will shoot at those they see but we became aware that not all routes are closely monitored. It also struck us the one time we trekked through fields to by pass a checkpoint that the Israelis had still won by messing up our travel plans by making us struggle over farm land and walls. 
This was also typified by another journey to Nablus from Tulkarm in 2006 when the Israeli army closed the main road with a metal gate. Just before the gate our mini bus turned left on to a dirt road where we then drove for about 10 kms up into the nearby hills and then back down the tracks to the main road; this time on the Nablus side of the gate. However, just to make the final part more frustrating the Israeli army had bulldozed the track so it was impossible to drive back up on to the road. So we got out of the mini bus with tens of others and walked the remaining 50 metres to the road where another line of taxis were waiting to taking us on to Nablus. Just messing you about and stealing your time. 
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(Destroyed road between Tulkarm and Nablus, photo from September 2006)

Deadly Serious
Between September 2000 and October 2003 83 patients died at checkpoints, 57 women were forced to give birth at the checkpoints and of these 32 resulted in the death of an infant.

But all of this is also deadly serious as Ali reminded us. He was at university in Nablus when we met him in 2006 and he talked of his and his friends’ frustration at the checkpoints and how they would look for ways to get around them. But, he continued:
It is dangerous to try and get around as the soldiers will shoot you if they see you. My friend was shot and killed when he tried to get round the checkpoint. But what can we do. We need to get to the university.

(Nablus, September 2008)

We rarely had a conversation with young people on the West Bank when we weren’t reminded that checkpoints were dangerous places. They were places where ambulances had no priority; where patients on the way to hospital died, where babies were born. 
	Box 2.4

Checkpoint births

Checkpoints restrict Palestinian freedom of movement and this has a serious impact on the ability of many Palestinians to access medical care, including emergency medical treatment. The UN Population Fund, UNFPA, claim that travel restrictions mean Palestinians often can not reach and use essential medical facilities. They argue: “As a result of the increased security procedures at checkpoints ... access of the Palestinian people to hospitals and medical facilities has been significantly impaired.”
  

According to the United Nations between September 2000 and September 2005 more than 60 women gave birth at check-points. These women endured labour in unsanitary and inhumane conditions that brought significant risks to both mother and baby. During the same period it was estimated that 36 of the newborn children died, as did five of the women.
  Israeli journalist Gideon Levy, who writes for the Haaretz newspaper, has covered a number of checkpoint birth stories.
  Here is a summation of Rula's story:

 
“We took a taxi and got off before the checkpoint because cars are not allowed near … I was in pain. At the checkpoint there were several soldiers; they … ignored us. … I was lying on the ground and I crawled behind a concrete block … and gave birth there. … I held the baby in my arms and she moved a little but after a few minutes she died in my arms.”

According to Article 38(5) the Fourth Geneva Convention:

"…pregnant women … shall benefit by any preferential treatment to the same extent as the nationals of the State concerned." 



It was the unpredictability of the soldiers – young conscripts including women – which was a major cause of stress for many. These soldiers exercise total control. As 19 year old Mohammed told us how you got through was:
entirely up to the mood of the soldier. There are no standards or criteria. One day they can let you through and the next they say all those from Nablus have to go back. We can never question the soldiers or they put us in the jura. The soldiers have guns and we have books. What can we do?
(Nablus, September 2006)

Every checkpoint has a jura, a detention area, for holding people at the checkpoint. We quickly discovered that being detained in a jura was commonplace, especially for teenage boys over 16 years old. Ibrahim who is 21 and lives in a village about 20 km from Nablus told us about his experiences.
I am now in the 4th year at the University. I haven’t got a hostel room so I travel in every day from the village. I get up at 5am to get to classes for 9am. In the evening it is the same 3- 4 hours. Sometimes I am lucky to get a minibus more times not. I have been stopped and handcuffed at the barriers so many times. It is humiliating. I am innocent simply a student trying to go home.

When I am held in the jura I am so frustrated that although I love life I would prefer to explode myself. It is because of the humiliation. The daily humiliation. 



          (Beit Leed, September 2006)
We saw numerous jura. They are crude open sided shelters with a tin roof. They are about 5m by 4m. There are no seats, no water and no toilets. In the summer you cook and in the winter you freeze. They are near to the checkpoints and can be easily seen as the surrounding wall is rarely higher than two feet. If you are in the jura you are on public display – like a modern day version of the stalks.

 In all the cases we heard about, the young men were released after some hours. None of them were charged with anything; none had irregular papers. The detention could be anything from 2 to 12 hours. Then an officer would appear hand them back their ID and tell them to go. In a few cases one or two were questioned, especially when they had family members either in prison or known to the Israelis, but again were usually quickly released. As we were to learn time and again, you don’t have to do anything to be picked up and detained by the Israelis. So time in the jura was yet another means whereby the power of the occupier can be wielded. Where they can show who is boss. If the routine humiliations of having to show your ID to an occupying soldier at a checkpoint on your land is not bad enough, arbitrarily detaining people for hours at a time piles on the pressure.
Humiliation
“The key feature of the occupation has always been humiliation: they [the Palestinians] must not be allowed to raise their heads.”

 Noam Chomsky
“The checkpoints are places where they try and humiliate and insult us. Many times they get us to strip naked, or to make the noises of dogs or donkeys. This is on top of the many delays. Making us stand out in the sun”. 










(Ibrahim,  16 years old, Jenin 2006)

It is the humiliation which the young people talk about most:

The major problem at the check-points is the humiliation. The soldiers treat us badly. I hate it so much. They treat us like sheep. We have to line up and wait for them to look at our papers – they keep us so long, they talk to us so badly, it’s humiliating. It never ends.
 






(Tulkarm Feb 2008)
We were told this by Usman a female student from Tulkarm. Her friend Amal, also a student, poignantly reflected on the way the checkpoints can dominate the lives of the young on the West Bank:
As a young person these are supposed to be some of our best years but for us here in Palestine they are not. We don’t think about what activities we are going to do this week, instead we are thinking about how we are going to manage the checkpoints. Will they let me through? Are the soldiers going to tease me and humiliate me? Things like this. For example, when I went last year to visit my grandfather in Ramallah I came to this checkpoint where the soldiers were very bored. So to have fun they said to all the girls that we had to make 2 queues one for the beautiful girls and one for the ugly girls. Then this soldier walked down and he stopped at one girl and said you are not beautiful, move to the other queue. Then he came to a beautiful girl who was wearing a scarf. He told her to take it off so he could see her hair. I didn’t wait my turn. I didn’t want to face this so I turned round and came back to Nablus. Another time at the Huwarra checkpoint [on the outskirts of Nablus] I was in the turnstile when they stopped it. It is very narrow and you are stuck in like a cage and I was with my bags and books. I kept saying to the soldiers let me through but it was like talking to a wall. After 30 minutes they let me through and as I came through the soldiers were joking and being sarcastic. When you are in these situations you feel as though you can’t say or do anything. The soldiers have guns and they might shoot you or at least hurt you. So you hold all feelings inside and I feel that we hurt our friends and families when we release our anger from inside. Many of the students have nightmares. The checkpoints are a major cause of anxiety for us.                                                (Tulkarm Feb 2008)

Routine insults are a common part of the humiliation. So many times we were told of soldiers having a laugh at older men who they forced to make donkey noises, or dance with loads on their backs. The young Palestinian women felt constantly at threat from the young Israeli male soldiers whether they wore the hijab or not. Sexual innuendo was rampant. There were the constant fears of being strip-searched which is heightened in a culture which is deeply modest with respect to the body. This the young Israeli soldiers know only too well. We heard many accounts of youths and older men being stripped to their underwear at checkpoints and when arrested. The sexual harassment of women and girls is rarely so explicit in terms of making them strip in public. It would be a provocation the Israelis would find hard to contain such would be the outraged reaction. However, inappropriate touching at checkpoints is commonplace for young women as well as offensive sexual remarks 
Trying to divide people up at checkpoints is also commonplace. Young people described how they are often divided by age, gender and place of residence. We heard from young people in the largely Christian village of Aboud near Ramallah that soldiers sometimes divided them by religion – Christian from Muslim. As this teenage girl from Aboud explained to us in 2006:

We live in the same situation as the Muslims. There is no difference. We are one people, Palestinian, and it makes no difference if you are Christian or Muslim. But the Israelis try to make a difference, for example at the checkpoints they will announce in a loud voice that only Christians will be allowed through and the Muslims have to go back. Yet at night the soldiers will come to Aboud knowing it is a mainly Christian village and ransack our homes and disturb our lives. We know what the Israelis are trying to do and it doesn’t work.

(Aboud, September 2006)
Power at the Checkpoints
These crude efforts at divide and rule had no purchase on the young people we met who understood the Israeli intention. But each of these efforts was also an exercise in power without any question of sanction or accountability. Soldiers could and did act with impunity when messing around with the lives of Palestinians. This is what frightens and disturbs and makes every checkpoint experience a time of tension and anxiety. As Makdisi  relates in his compelling book on the occupation,  many IDF soldiers get a  kick get out of having such unrestrained power:
 .. you can’t help but enjoy it. People do what you tell them. You know it’s because you carry a weapon. Knowing that if you didn’t have it, and if your fellow soldiers weren’t beside you, they would jump on you, beat the shit out of you, and stab you to death – you begin to enjoy it. Not merely enjoy it, you need it…… it makes you feel good. I remember a very specific situation. I was at a checkpoint a temporary one, a so-called strangulation checkpoint, it was a very small checkpoint, very intimate, four soldiers, no commanding officer, no protection worthy of the name, a true moonlighting job, blocking the entrance to a village. From one side a line of cars wanting to get out, and from the other side another line of cars wanting to pass, a huge line, and suddenly you have a mighty force at the tip of your fingers, as if playing a computer game. I stand there like this, pointing at someone, gesturing to you to do this or that, and you do this or that, the car starts, moves towards me, halts besides me. You come here, you go there, like this. You barely move, you make them obey the tip of your finger. It’s a mighty feeling. It’s something you don’t experience elsewhere. You know it’s because you have a weapon, you know it’s because you’re a soldier, you know all this, but it’s addictive.

	Box 2.5

Noor - Are you strong?
This was the question put to Noor by the Israeli officer who questioned him. He had been 'pulled' and put in the jura at the Enab checkpoint. He comes from a large family some of whom are in prison, others who are politically active. It was, he thought, on account of his family name that he was stopped for questioning.

He was on his way home to Tulkarm from the University in Nablus where he had just completed the first year of his law degree. He was questioned after a two hour wait. His answer was that sometimes he feels strong and sometimes not. The officer promised him that he could make him strong all the time - give him a car, a house in Israel and even a wife! In return he would have to work for them as an informer especially with respect to his family in Tulkarm and supply information about students at the University. Noor flatly rejected this offer and told the officer he was being ridiculous to expect such a thing from him.

He was then released and told he could go, but not before the officer told him that he managed many informers at the University and that they would be keeping an eye on him. As far as Noor was concerned this was an empty threat. The students all know that there are collaborators amongst them and they take care.

As it happens, Noor has not enjoyed his law course and is going to transfer to Finance and Accounting. He can study this subject in Tulkarm so he will no longer have to make the long, uncertain daily journey to Nablus.


As we were told so many times, the decisive factor governing all inter-actions at the checkpoints is that the soldiers have weapons and the Palestinians don’t. Moreover, everyone knows that the soldiers use them. As the young male student at the Friend’s School in Ramallah told us ironically: “it’s a Bush thing – shoot first and talk later”  (Ramallah, 2006).
We didn’t hear many stories of overt resistance at checkpoints, although we did hear that people in the queues will shout at soldiers who were being especially brutal or unreasonable. We also heard a story about a delayed crowd at a checkpoint near Nablus which advanced on the checkpoint singing patriotic Palestinian songs and pressed the soldiers to open the checkpoint. However, such stories were rare and we met no young people who had been personally involved in any open form of collective resistance at a checkpoint. People want to get through and to get on with their lives and they know that the Israelis will close a checkpoint at the first sign of trouble and delay re-opening as a form of collective punishment. Of no less importance is the knowledge, either through personal experience or from other sources, that checkpoints are notorious for arbitrary and random acts of violence on the part of the soldiers. This is what happened to Wafa a young woman from a village about 20km from Ramallah in spring  2006. 
In 2004 when we had many closures I went to Bier Zeit University with 2 friends. When we got to the checkpoint at the entrance to the University it was packed with people as the checkpoint was closed. After a 2 hour wait the soldiers announced through the loudspeakers that only girls and women would be allowed through. There were very many of us but as we began to move towards the checkpoint the soldiers fired tear gas without any warning. We turned shouting and screaming and ran and people fell over and were hurt in the panic and as we ran the soldiers began to fire their guns and wounded some of the women.
A Palestinian at a checkpoint can never be sure when one soldier or more will ‘kick off’, especially if the checkpoint is crowded and discontented. Nayef, a volunteer worker at the Balata camp had no idea what caused the soldier to fire at the Huwarra checkpoint in 2004 when he was waiting to pass through but it didn’t prevent him from getting a bullet in his lower left arm which has partially disabled his hand. Tellingly, he continued:
A friend said to me that the soldiers are playing a game with us. But you know it’s not like a game. In a game there are rules and logic. But there is no logic in how they operate, they know they can do what they want, they can fire their guns – we don’t know when, where or why they will do this. There is no logic and no rules. 



(Balata, June 2008)
	Box 2.6

Nayef’s story

Nayef is one of the young volunteers at the Jaffa Centre, Balata and a student in graphic design at the An-Najah University in Nablus. As we were talking about his work he happened to mention in passing that he had been delayed in his studies through being shot by the Israelis whilst at the Huwarra check-point near Nablus. He was 17 years old. He was luckier than many. The bullet passed through his lower arm and missed the bone and main arteries and nerves. With physiotherapy he has now got about 80 per cent usage of his right hand and it has not stopped him from his art.
 
As with so many of the young people injured and shot by the Israeli army he was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. He was in the queue and suddenly some soldiers started shooting and he was hit. He still does not know why they started firing live ammunition. There had been no disturbances or hassle. Nayef was not arrested, indeed the soldiers near him gave him immediate first aid and put him in the Red Crescent ambulance to take him to hospital. 

But this story, which can be repeated endlessly by young people in the West Bank, is not simply about random shooting. The young here know full well they are being deliberately targeted by the army. It is their gender and  youth that endangers them, not what they do.


It was like the evening we were with crowds of students trying to get through the checkpoint out of Nablus before it closed at 7pm in order to get back to Tulkarm. As we shuffled forward the young Israeli soldier who had been patrolling the queue suddenly rifle butted a young male student in the face. He was standing only a few metres in front of us and from what we saw the attack was completely unprovoked. The student was taken away. We said nothing even though as ‘internationals’ we were at minimal risk of any reprisals from the soldiers. No-one around us said anything. We just kept moving forward. It was an awful feeling which left us troubled. Later we came across Raja Shehadeh’s account of his experience when he was with a friend who had been humiliated at a checkpoint in his moving book Palestinian Walks:

After we passed the checkpoint I realized that I was seething with anger. Not at the soldier, but at myself. I a lawyer, for many years a human rights activist, stood silently by and allowed this travesty to take place. More than any of the others, who also stood by in silence, I should have spoken up. What had happened to make me so passive that I made no attempt to stop the soldier from humiliating my friend?... we all stood meekly by, without so much as a whimper of protest and ended up feeling grateful just to have been allowed to pass.
 

We should have intervened even though we were taken by surprise and we were frightened by the soldiers and aware that we would no doubt be deported from Israel. But, it was a salutary, disheartening and disturbing experience and a stark reminder of the power of those with guns and the profound vulnerability of the Palestinians especially at checkpoints.
Box 2.7

Checkpoint incident

The barricade is coming up! We run back to our cars. But shots suddenly ring out and the order is shouted into a megaphone – “Back! Back!” Terrified, people move back and take shelter behind the vehicles.

‘They usually fire blanks’, the engineer re-assures me, ‘but you never know. People have been wounded even killed. The soldiers then say that the crowd threatened them! They are almost untouchable – the army never tries them, unless foreign witnesses report a blatant case…..

‘But why did they shoot just now? People were going back to their cars. It doesn’t make any sense!’

‘No it doesn’t make any sense’, he agrees gravely, ‘It never makes any sense ….It is that inconsistency and injustice which, minute by minute and day by day, eats away at us, perhaps more than the real tragedies….

French based political journalist Mourad describing an incident involving her at a checkpoint in the Gaza Strip.
Every aspect of a checkpoint confirms this unequal power relationship – the drab surroundings, the absence of facilities, the level of surveillance, the pens and queues and even the turnstiles. What better demonstrates the banality of evil than the Israeli government’s request that the manufacturer of their turnstiles should reduce the standard length of 75-90cms of the arms (as used commonly in some swimming pools and libraries) to a mere 55cm for those destined for checkpoints. The tighter squeeze, it was argued, was needed to disclose bombs or weapons hidden under clothes, although in practice it hurts and humiliates those such as the over-weight, parents with young children, women with shopping and so forth.
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Checkpoint Turnstiles

But we also laughed with the retired primary school teacher from Biet Lied who refused to go through the new narrow gates on his way to school. He argued with the soldiers that it would tear his suit and as a teacher he needed to set an example to the children. After much banter the soldiers relented and from that day until he retired shortly after he never went through the gate. 
However, checkpoints are not places for laughter. As Amal related checkpoints are a cause of nightmares and phobias. We heard older siblings describe how their younger brothers and sisters had been frightened at the checkpoints by the behaviour of the soldiers. It was especially difficult to hear them tell us how upset and shocked they had been when they had seen their parents humiliated by the soldiers as Najwa (16 years old) recalled to us in the Balata Refugee Camp in Nablus:
Look into the eyes of the young kids at the checkpoint and barriers. You can see that they are nervous and are humiliated. It is very terrible thing to see your elders, your parents treated so badly by the Israeli soldiers many of whom are only a few years older than us. We look up to our parents and respect them and to see them treated as though they are nothing is very hard for us.

Young children often hate to go to the checkpoints because of their bad expectations about what might happen to them or their parents. That is why so many of them don’t want to visit relatives if it means going through a checkpoint. 


(Balata, September 2006)
Moreover for Najwa, reaching 16 years was a cause of sadness because of what it meant for her at the checkpoints:

I am now 16 years old and I have to get an ID. I don’t want it. I hate the idea. I don’t want to be on my own at the checkpoints being questioned by a soldier with my own ID. I want to be with my parents and on their ID. Not on my own. 



(Balata, September,2006)

It was a sentiment echoed by Abid a male university student at the same meeting.
I would like to say that I am now 20 years old and I want to be 35 because then I can move through the barriers with no trouble. Here we are, the youth, in what should be times when we can give much of ourselves and yet we hope to be less than 16 or more than 35! 
(Balata, September 2006)
Targeting Education
Many young people told us that they were convinced that the occupying forces targeted schools and universities and were intent upon disrupting their attempts to develop themselves through education. Young children told us how they are frightened when soldiers stop and search them on the way to school; older children told us that the army always increased its patrols and incursions in to their towns, villages and refugee camps during important school examination periods. Then there were the incursions into the schools themselves with soldiers firing tear gas and rubber bullets. All the primary school aged children we met knew about tear gas and some had even been gassed but all knew what to do in the event of a gas attack – using cut onions to alleviate the effect and avoiding all use of water around the eyes. We were also told many times and in many different places  of army patrols at or around their schools as they went or left for home – a time when there was the maximum number of young people on the streets. Lina, from Nablus was very clear about she saw happening during 2006:
In the past year the soldiers have been deliberatively provocative. For example, I noticed that soldiers in jeeps would concentrate around the schools between 7 and 9 am when all the students were going to school. I saw this every day in an area where there are 2 boys’ schools. The students aged from 7 to 18 would be passing these soldiers every morning and some of them got into groups and threw stones and shouted at the soldiers. The soldiers would then shoot. This is how my friend’s cousin aged 15 was killed. Going to school and killed by the random shooting of the soldiers.  None of this is an accident. The soldiers by going to the schools at this time know they will provoke a response which leads to shootings. It’s been a terrible year for our right to education.
(Nablus Sept 2006)
As we have already noted, Palestine is a young society and during term times it is moving to see literally thousands of young people making their way to schools and universities. For many of them dealing with the checkpoints is a daily experience rarely without long delays and, at the mere whim of the soldiers on duty, they are either delayed so long or refused passage, that their day is ruined. And the next day they continue and try again. It is one of the clearest examples of sammoud   - steadfastness and resolution which is at the core of the Palestinian resistance to the occupation as we discuss later. 
Knowing Your Country

Checkpoints litter the West Bank. They strangle and distort in a totalizing fashion. It makes everything difficult and unpredictable. Even innocuous activities such as organizing a coach load of children to go for a run out in the country, or in the summer to go out for a picnic, is fraught with difficulty because of the checkpoints.  At the Balata camp for example, we were told in early 2008 that 50% of the picnics and summer camps organized by the cultural centre fail, because they can not get through the checkpoints. On one occasion, Hassan another Jaffa centre volunteer told us about going on a day trip, for a picnic. 
We had to go through the Huwarra check-point. This time they got us all out, they checked all our bags then they even inspected the bus. Then the Israelis insisted that it wasn’t enough that we had birth certificates for all those under 16 years old, they said these were insufficient. They said each child should have one of their parents come to the checkpoint and prove who they were. After hard negotiation and a lot of time they left us and they agreed we could go on, but it took so much time that we couldn’t get to our picnic and they had ruined our day.
(Balata, February 2008) 
And from the Al Amari camp in Ramallah we heard that 
Last year we tried to take a trip to Jericho. We got them on the bus. They were 7 to 14 years old. They were so excited and happy. But then the Israelis turned them back. You can’t imagine their frustrations, their hurt. 

(Mohammed, volunteer worker, Al Amari, February 2008)
These words can only capture part of the hurt and upset experienced by young people. A picnic outing might sound little to many in the west, but for  young Palestinian children who spend virtually all of their time in an overcrowded refugee camp where the world outside the camp is a great mystery, the one or few chances to leave the camp are filled with immense excitement. But so many of these trips fail. One consequence of the checkpoints is that many on the West Bank have little knowledge or sense of the West Bank as a whole even in its fractured state. Unless one has close family elsewhere in the West Bank there seemed to be little other travel even though the distances between the major Palestinian cities are small. Of course the major yearning for nearly all those in the West Bank and Gaza is to have access to Jerusalem. Since the 1967 war this has been denied to most Palestinians other than those with clear documentary proof of their historic Jerusalem residency.
Travel is further restricted by a complex system of permits which determine movement between ‘governates’ in the West Bank and between Gaza and the West Bank. Some cities such as Nablus have been subjected to periodic general closures since 2002 and the start of the Second Intifada, but the checkpoints compound all of these difficulties.
Box 2.7

Nablus

Nablus itself, a city of over 130,000 people, used to provide specialized health care and higher education facilities to a further 350,000 residents of the northern West Bank. If they have the right permits, they can now enter the city in one of the handful of buses and taxis that are allowed through the local checkpoints. Otherwise, access to Nablus is on foot – and Nablus, the largest city in the West Bank, has been under this siege for years. All entrances and exits are regulated by Israeli army checkpoints, where identity papers and permits are checked. There was a day of total closure for every three of “normal” movement in 2006, and one day of closure for every two “normal” days in 2005. On such days 3 million Palestinians go nowhere.

As Mohammed our guide told us, it is easier to travel from Tulkarm to London than it is to travel to Hebron or to Jericho or Bethlehem in the West Bank. Yet these are cities of great historical and cultural significance for Palestinians and never further than 150 kms apart and yet largely unknown except to those who live there. This is why schools and youth organizations make such efforts to travel to other towns and cities in the West Bank to give young people a chance to meet and share experiences. Of course all of these groups would much prefer to visit nearby Jerusalem or take the children to the yearned after sea but such choices have been virtually impossible since the mid 1990s.

Of course some succeed and we met youngsters who had traveled around the West Bank (and further afield) but it always involved an enormous effort and uncertainty and with too many failures. The more time you spend discussing the checkpoints the more you discover their many tentacles of destruction. In 2008 we discovered for example, that the football league would be unable to complete its fixture list because so many matches had been disrupted and postponed as a result of teams being stopped and detained at checkpoints. 
	Box 2.8

Football
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Football is one of the most popular sports in the West Bank. In the refugee camps and on bits of waste ground you often seen young boys kicking a ball around. Satellite channels cover football from around the world.

Mohamed Iraqi is a librarian in Tulkarm, a sports journalist for the local press and a coach for the Tulkarm under 15 football team.

Mohamed told us that, like everything else here, football has been disrupted by the occupation. Before 2000, for example, Tulkarm used to play in front of crowds of 3,000-5,000. The league was competitive and the standard okay. Palestinian players had been picked from the league and made some progress in other Middle Eastern leagues and even in Europe.

But then came the occupation.

Nablus used to have a good team - but not anymore. They find it hard to train, their pitch has been destroyed, the spaces to play football have been closed down and many of the youngsters who would normally take up the games have been arrested.

Tulkarm are now sitting at the top of the league. We asked Mohamed when the league would finish and got an astonishing answer: it doesn't! It is often impossible to travel to matches, the Israelis stop supporters and team members at checkpoints when they travel; pitches are destroyed; and games cannot be planned ahead because it will never be known when towns, cities and roads will be cut off. Teams play who they can, when they can.


Checkpoints and Occupation

Checkpoints are a formidable weapon in the armoury of occupation. They are enormously destructive of economic, social, political and personal relationships. They cause anxiety and fear and above all humiliate and frustrate. The checkpoints that now scatter the landscape of the West Bank have the capacity to lock down the cities, towns and villages of the West Bank. They are so invasive and destructive that human rights groups routinely refer to Israel’s checkpoint policies as collective and hence, illegal punishment
. They have been one of the most obvious factors destroying Palestinian economic life. How is it possible to trade, to build or manufacture when there is such uncertainty over moving people and goods around?  This was exemplified by the three young male farmers we met in Qalqilya who were not only having to cope with the trauma of losing land to the Wall but were facing destruction of their market due to the checkpoints. The barriers had made it impossible for them to reach such important markets as in Hebron which meant that fruit and vegetables were left to spoil or sold locally at below cost price. Checkpoints made it impossible to guarantee that fresh produce could be transported without danger of being ruined. The consequences have been widespread and damaging as we discuss in more detail later, with unprecedented numbers of Palestinians without work and aid dependent. 
Box 2.9

Transporting Goods

The driver of a van carrying fruit and vegetables tells me that the previous week he had waited for 48 hours, sleeping there for 2 nights; when he finally reached his destination on the other side, almost all his cargo had rotted……

‘I have seen entire loads of chickens die from dehydration’ a lorry driver tells me. ‘So we don’t often risk transporting them now. It’s the same for fruit and vegetables, which rot very quickly. The only solution is to sell what you can on the spot.

August bodies such as the World Bank, the United Nations and the European Union have routinely identified checkpoints as a major obstacle to the economic development of the West Bank. According to a World Bank report published in May 2007, economic recovery and sustainable growth within the West Bank would “... require a fundamental reassessment of closure practices, a restoration of the presumption of movement, and review of Israeli control of the population registry and other means of dictating the residency of Palestinians”.
 
This is important criticism, for as we discuss below, acute poverty is widespread and deepening both in the West Bank and Gaza. In May 2008, the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics published data that showed 67% of the population needed assistance with their basic living costs in 2007. That figure is rising and not falling. However, the case against checkpoints is not one dimensional. It is not simply a matter of weighing the economic development of Palestine against the presumed security of Israel.

The young people we met had a clear and multi-faceted understanding of checkpoints and Israeli policies in the West Bank. They recognized that checkpoints have emerged as a key tool of the occupation and management of the people of the West Bank and that this is their purpose: not preventing suicide attackers from getting through to Israel. Indeed Israeli human rights organizations such as Checkpoint Watch have long argued that checkpoints increase the security threat to Israeli by radicalizing Palestinians
. 
The daily levels of Israeli provocation of the Palestinian population in the West Bank are beyond most of our imaginings. Just how they deal with these pressures – sometimes well and sometimes not – we discuss later. But something needs to be noted here. Whatever else they are, checkpoints are generators of immense frustration. The young people we met were aware  that the ultimate purpose of the occupation and with it the checkpoints was to defeat their resolve to claim their rights to their land and country by provoking such levels of frustration that they would leave the West Bank. As Nancy Hollander observed and argued
 in her account of resistance in Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s, it was the realization that the state and its military could act without account, with almost total impunity that weakened resistance and morale. These features of power and impunity are all too evident at the checkpoints. These are sites where the occupation is brutal and exposed and where Israeli teenage boys and girls routinely harass, insult, hurt and injure those who with their families have settled the land for centuries. All this is done with almost total impunity. The soldiers can do pretty much as they want. What is more this goes on daily and has been going on for years with no sign of any relief. Yet what we witnessed in the West Bank were young people, who in the main, simply refuse to be provoked by this behaviour, which is routinely racist and extends from insults to bullets and tear gas. They may rage inside, but at the checkpoints you would never know. The levels of self-discipline evident here are extraordinary.
The checkpoints collectively punish all Palestinians who live in the West Bank –only the privileged leadership within the Palestinian Authority are exempt with their special Israeli VIP passes. This collective character coupled with the Palestinians’ clear understanding that the checkpoints have little to do with ensuring the security of Israel but everything to do with the occupation’s intent to make life intolerable and miserable, underpinned their determination to endure and face, as many did, the checkpoints on a daily basis. Unlike some other brutal contexts of oppression such as those described by Hollander in Latin America, we had no sense that the impunity of the IDF weakened Palestinian resolve or morale; if anything it stoked resentment, anger and determination. Nevertheless, we were surprised not to hear more accounts and testimony of collective civil acts of resistance concerning the checkpoints.
We were given a number of explanations not the least the evident reality that the soldiers had guns, gas, and batons and they did not. This made checkpoints dangerous places especially when everyone knew that the soldiers used tear gas, shot live rounds or rubber bullets at the slightest provocation. Moreover, whenever any sort of incident occurred at a checkpoint the Israelis immediately retaliated often through closing the checkpoint for days at a time. But not withstanding such critical factors, the checkpoints are one of the few places in the West Bank were large numbers of Palestinians come face to face with their occupiers and not withstanding the violence of the IDF, are possible sites for acts of mass  civil disobedience and protest. That has not happened or if so only rarely. We heard of only one instance where at a crowded checkpoint people began to sing patriotic Palestinian songs and forced the soldiers to let them through. 
 But such collective action, throughout the years of our visits, was not encouraged by the Palestinian Authority (PA). From before Oslo, under the tutelage of Arafat, the PLO had set a course that only through collaboration and negotiation with Israel and the USA would the Palestinians achieve national liberation. One result of this strategy was the preparedness of the PA to take on the policing of its own people on behalf of Israel. Indeed, the Israelis made it a condition that  progress in ‘peace’ negotiations is dependent on the ability of the PA to control its militants, especially those in Hamas, and other radical left or Islamist groups, including some within Fatah
. The consequences have been far reaching as we will show, but it has meant that for much of the post Oslo period a decisive element of the historic leadership of the Palestinian people has been opposed to initiating or organising any sustained collective resistance. The PA’s insistence to Israel that it had no role in sparking the 2nd Intifada in the Autumn 2000 is but one stark example of this position and there are many more which demonstrate the PA’s distrust of popular protest and mass mobilizations of resistance.

One consequence of the PA being tooled up by the CIA and other EU security forces to police the Palestinians was reflected in 2009 by the Israeli decision to reduce the number of checkpoints within the West Bank although simultaneously upgrading all the major checkpoints such as at Qalandiya and Qalqilya which give direct access to Israel. This policy shift was not merely a reflection of Israeli sensitivities to international concern about the crippling consequences of the checkpoints but also an indication of  Israel’s growing confidence in the PA’s security forces to do their work for them.

Box 2.10

Collaboration at the Checkpoints

Officers in the IDF's Judea and Samaria division told Haaretz that the increasing cooperation with the Palestinian security forces, along with the Shin Bet security service's intelligence capabilities in the West Bank, meant the IDF could handle such a change. 

"The security organizations control the cities well," one officer said, "and a terrorist who escapes into one of the cities will find it difficult to hide there." 

The IDF has removed many of the West Bank checkpoints over the past year, but still has troops stationed at the entrances and exits of Palestinian cities. 

 (Haaretz 25 October 2010)

Although there was much relief that the car journey from Tulkarm to Nablus was now 30 minutes rather than 2 hours, and involved none of the hazards and hassles of checkpoints, our Palestinian friends pointed out that the checkpoint infrastructure had not been dismantled nor removed. Despite the then Israeli Prime Minister, Netanyahu
, making much of the new prosperity supposedly accruing to the West Bank following the opening of some checkpoints, especially around Jenin and Nablus, as of August 2010, there were still 59 permanent checkpoints in the West Bank: eighteen of which are in and around Hebron. In addition, flying checkpoints had increased to 310 per month by March 2010, compared with  89 a month in 2008. In addition, in Spring 2010 there were still 418 obstacles – rocks, earth mounds, pre cast blocks and the like – blocking access for Palestinian travelers.
 In addition, many of the more strategic checkpoints such as those near settlements and the Green Line with Israel have been significantly refurbished with sophisticated surveillance systems. That the seemingly empty checkpoints are still ‘working’ was given credence when in April 2009 we were told about three Palestinian men from Nablus who had been involved in an attack on settlers near one of the now empty checkpoints were caught and executed in or near their homes by Israeli forces within a few hours of the attack. The swiftness of the response pointed to their identification on evidence gathered at the checkpoint. The students from Nablus who recounted this story were very clear that as long as checkpoints were not demolished and cleared away then whatever ease they now enjoyed in some of  their travels could only ever be considered temporary. Maybe the Israelis are more confident to leave the policing of the major Palestinian cities and towns to the PA, but as the increase in flying checkpoints indicates the opening up of a few key checkpoints such as the notorious Huwarra crossing into Nablus should not fool us into thinking that checkpoints no longer matter. 
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