Message from the Editor

forthcoming Issues
January 2022
Private Sector and Social Responsibility
February 2022
Revisiting the City of Hebron

advisory Board
Hani Alami, CEO of COOLNET
Cover: Design by Taisir Masrieh and
Tamer Hasbun.

H.E. Mounir Anastas, Ambassador,
Alternate Permanent Delegate of the
State of Palestine to UNESCO
Sari Khoury, architect
Rima Najjar, activist, researcher, and
retired professor of English literature

This issue of This Week in Palestine, themed
“Promoting Palestinian Tourism Digitally and Virtually,”
has been partially funded by the NET Near East
Tourist Agency through a bronze sponsorship.
The views expressed in this publication are those of
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views or
policies of the sponsor. NET Near East Tourist Agency
is not responsible for any inaccurate or libelous
information, or for the erroneous use of information.

Muzna Shihabi, communications
expert
Sari Taha, principal consultant,
Momentum Labs

tWiP Team
Publisher: Sani P. Meo
Art Director: Taisir Masrieh
Graphic Design: Tamer Hasbun
Content editor: Tina Basem

The views presented in the articles do not
necessarily reflect the views of the publisher.
Maps herein have been prepared solely for the
convenience of the reader; the designations and
presentation of material do not imply any expression
of opinion of This Week in Palestine, its publisher,
editor, or its advisory board as to the legal status of
any country, territory, city, or area, or the authorities
thereof, or as to the delimitation of boundaries or
national affiliation.

Telefax: +970/2 2-295 1262
info@turbo-design.com
www.thisweekinpalestine.com
www.facebook.com/ThisWeekInPalestine

Just as Israel begins to open its (and Palestine’s) borders to tourists after a year
and a half, the omicron variant of SARS-CoV-2 is causing governments to close
borders worldwide – and dashing all hopes locally of much-needed income from
tourists and pilgrims during this Christmas season. Given that occupation-related
access restrictions have affected Palestinians for decades, albeit not to the
extent experienced since March 2020, Palestinians have been forced to become
resourceful and resilient in the face of adversity. Thus, the pandemic has given
increased impetus to efforts to develop virtual and digital tools and projects
that aim to augment and increase interest among potential tourists and pilgrims
rather than replace the real-life experience. As TWiP is proud to be a reliable
source of information on Palestine, this issue presents some of these efforts and
the stories behind them, also allowing visitors and readers to experience artifacts
and sites interactively through 3-D technology.
TWiP wishes to thank NET Tours for carrying the Bronze Sponsorship of this
issue. Our gratitude goes as well to UN-Habitat, UNESCO National Office for
Palestine, and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), who chose
TWiP as a platform to promote their projects. A word of special thanks goes
also to our authors: Hani Abu-Dayyeh, president of NET Tours; Dr. Anna Khdair,
researcher and advocacy officer at Al-Haq human rights organization; Emad
Hamdan, general director of the Hebron Rehabilitation Committee; UNESCO;
Amjad Taweel, project manager at UN-Habitat; H.E. Issa Jamil Kassissieh, the
Ambassador of Palestine to the Holy See and the Sovereign Order of Malta;
Professor Qustandi Shomali who teaches Arabic literature at Bethlehem
University; Fattoum Abu Ghosh and Yara Istanbuli, production officer and
language specialist, respectively, at ICRC Jerusalem; activist Mayss Al Alami,
digital communications manager at the Palestine Institute for Public Diplomacy
(PIPD) and its digital brand, Rabet; Dr. Hamdan Taha, an independent researcher
and former deputy minister of tourism and antiquities; Baseem Mayala, creative
director and concept developer at InterTech; George Khadder, who currently
provides consulting services to develop sustainable tourism in Bethlehem; and
Eyad Al Araj, a co-founder of Jerusalem High-Tech Foundry.
Our Personality of the Month is Sam Husseini, the Historical Personality of the
Month is Yousef Effendi al Khalidi, and the Book of the Month is Power Born
of Dreams by Mohammad Sabaaneh. Be inspired by Where to Go to visit the
Old Hebron Museum and Ahlan Palestine Postcard to experience sunrise above
the Dead Sea. TWiP Kitchen presents a holiday recipe for rice stuffing with
chestnuts. If you are in Palestine, enjoy the numerous events offered during the
holiday season.
Our entire team at TWiP wishes a Merry Christmas to all who are celebrating and
a healthy, prosperous, and happy new year to everyone!
Sincerely,

Tina Basem
Printed by
Studio Alpha, Al-Ram, Jerusalem.
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Developing a
Millennia-Old Tradition

I

t is becoming very clear not only for
us Palestinians but also for many
observers of our country that our
economic future lies in services
led by the tourism sector and its
By Hani Abu-Dayyeh
related ancillary services. Palestine
caters to a distinctive form of tourism that has proven its sustainability from
time immemorial. It began with Canaanite fertility worship sites that over the
years have been transformed into places of veneration of Al-Khader (lit. The
Green, known among Christians as Saint George), a figure honored by the
three Abrahamic faiths and visited on Al-Khader Day (November 15) and at
any other time when a person may want to pray to Al-Khader, asking him to
intercede to heal or bless.
I have stated elsewhere that while monotheistic thought may have originated
in Pharaonic Egypt and Ancient Babylonia, it gelled most clearly in the hills
of Palestine, possibly because when we are suffering, we turn to God for
help. At the weakest points in our lives, with no solution in sight, we invoke
God: Allah yirham (may God have mercy), Allah iyeen (may God help), Allah
yishfi (may God cure), Allah yijlibna raht el-bal” (may God give us peace of
mind) are words that many of us utter daily. I assure you that there are plenty
of circumstances in our lives in which we address Him without hesitation.
Surely, God is a source of consolation for the weak. As this part of the world
has been occupied and invaded throughout history, we remain the weak
people in the region, in need of a god who is more powerful than all the gods
of the surrounding empires. So this weakness may have contributed to the
proliferation of faiths on this tiny piece of land that borders three continents.

pilgrimages of his time, and Prophet
Mohammad took a physical and
spiritual nocturnal journey when,
during al-’Isrā’ wal-Miʿrāj, he
ascended to heaven from Al-Aqsa
Mosque in an act of pure pilgrimage.
As Palestine is connected to faraway places by the Mediterranean
Sea and constitutes a natural land
bridge between three continents, the
armies of the surrounding empires
as well as traders with their laden
caravans passed through this land
as they invaded or traded with
and within the various flourishing
empires on three continents. Our
country lies at the crossroads of
two main historical north-south
highways: the renowned King’s
Highway to Palestine’s east in what
today is Jordan, and the Via Maris
(the Way by the Sea) that starts in
Egypt, passes through Gaza, and
continues north, crossing Marj
Ibn Amer (Jezreel Valley), before
climbing up to Damascus. Between
these historical highways, there
are trunk roads. The best known
among them is the Spice Route that
connects the King’s Highway with
Via Maris in Gaza and took its name

from its very function. The caravans
laden with spices from the Asian
subcontinent were delivered through
our lands to Ancient Egypt and to the
rest of the Roman Empire.
The armies and traders who traveled
these historic highways had to be
served. Moreover, we enriched
their goods with salt from the Dead
Sea. Through us was carried also
the know-how for the preparation
of pasta and noodles, brought by
Arab traders from China and not
only incorporated into Palestinian
cuisine but also transferred to
Italy – which became known
for its culinary richness that is
based heavily on pasta products.
This flow of cultural ingredients
led to the very rich Palestinian
kitchen. In a workshop titled “The
Mediterranean: A Sea that Unites
– A Sea that Divides,” the point of
reference was an observation made
by Fernand Braudel, who remarked

Marj Ibn Amer (Jezreel Valley). Artwork by Ra’fat Asa’d.

The first recorded travel to our country took place with Abraham’s journey to
our lands, as ordered by God in Genesis 12:1, “Leave your native country,
your relatives, and your father’s family, and go to the land that I will show
you.” Moses was another pilgrim, Christ engaged in the traditional Jewish
6
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that what characterizes the history
of cultural contact along this sea
is the metaphor of recouvrement,
the superimposition or imbrication
of cultures within each other.
There is no such thing as a pure,
genuine, unspoiled culture in the
Mediterranean. Each culture has
lived among its neighbors, each
has expressed values, preferences,
traditions that are not only its own
but also those of cultures which,
at an official level, have been
considered antagonistic, even
inimical.

the local population and the holy
places associated with Christianity.
To achieve their goals, these powers
opened post offices, constructed
compounds to lodge pilgrims and
tourists from their own nations, and
established hospitals as well as
schools, churches, and monasteries
that served both the local population
and foreign visitors. Most of these
efforts were initially focused on
Jerusalem. They re-surged with the
Ottoman Empire’s opening up to
Western investments in the midnineteenth century.

The bustling life
in Jerusalem in
the late nineteenth
century after
the Ottoman
Empire opened
up to Western
investments.

In the sixteenth century, the
Ottoman Empire concluded several
capitulation agreements with the
various European powers. These
agreements stipulated that the
traders who entered the Ottoman
Empire were exempt from local
prosecution, local taxation, and
local conscription to encourage
commercial exchange with Western
merchants. Very quickly, European
powers competed for influence over
8
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villages tend to be blessed with a
large capital of sites of religious,
archeological, cultural, and natural
value that are powerful magnets for
pilgrims and tourists of the three
monotheistic faiths and for cultural
tourism. So the challenge for us as
Palestinians is how to develop our
tourism sector to its full potential
under duress.
The Palestinian Ministry of
Tourism in cooperation with the
professional tourism associations
and the educational institutions
involved in tourism and hospitality
education and training are engaged
in great efforts to meet these
taxing challenges with the help of
various donor countries. These
donor countries are cognizant of
the fact that we have to develop
this important promising economic
sector to provide employment
opportunities and income for the
growing ranks of our young people.
Bethlehem University (BU) in 1973
took the lead by establishing the
Tourism Education and Hospitality
Training Institute. It also has taken
upon itself a strategic future plan

Over thousands of
years, our Palestinian
destination has
become a unique and
unparalleled focus
and destination for
the adherents of the
three Abrahamic
faiths.

to help meet these formidable
challenges and address the issues
of capacity building to supply the
industry with well-educated and
highly trained human resources.
To successfully carry out this task
despite limited space on campus, BU
purchased a piece of property close
to the main campus, the largest
such expansion in BU’s history. This
property is now called the Mount
David Campus and includes three
cultural buildings that possess
significant history and exhibit unique
Bethlehem heritage architecture.

Jumping to the present, it is
clear that for the near future, the
Israeli occupation will continue to
maintain control over the Palestinian
territories. This entails all the related
so-called security concerns that do
not serve Palestinian well-being but
encumber the movement of goods
and persons between the various
Palestinian metropolitan centers
and villages, including also our holy
places. These Palestinian cities and
9
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Bethlehem University furthermore
established the Bethlehem University
Tourism Institute(BUTi) that engages
to educate, train, and promote the
tourism sector. Most importantly
and uniquely, BUTi has organized
itself to meet these challenges,
recognizing that because Palestine is
a developing country, any successful
development plan must stand like a
table on four legs.

The third leg comprises the
educational institutions, vocational
training centers, and specialized
research institutions. For BU to
be an effective partner in tourism
development, it has not only to
educate and train but also to
undertake serious academic
research that can help the public
sector and private sector meet the
goals of their development plans.

The first leg is the public sector.
Tourism policy acts as a set of
guidelines to determine which
specific objectives and actions
should be pursued to meet the
needs of the particular destination
area under consideration. Policies
regulate the actions not only of the
government but also of those in the
private and nonprofit sectors.

The fourth leg, which is very
important, is civil society. An active
civil society is essential in caring
for the “common good.” Anytime
the public and private sectors come
together in the world without an
active civil society, they tend to
corrupt each other. As our tourism
product is unique given that it is
heavily dependent on faith-based
tourism, the right civil society can
help Palestine maintain the quality
of our tourism product and its
religious and spiritual content and
make a contribution to the way we
serve pilgrims. We are uniquely
different from other parts of the
world as we have the historical

Second is the private sector. The
tourism field will always be a privatesector-led industry that will make the
needed investments in the tourism
industry and help determine the
required training profiles. The best
approach is to forge a partnership
between industry and education.

Oasis Hotel in Jericho.

presence of religious bodies who
are not only guardians of some of
the most important holy sites but
who can also act as guardians of
the efforts to develop the kind of
tourism that has been with us for
thousands of years. Within their
institutional framework, religious
bodies provide services for pilgrims
not only through sites of religious
importance, a main focus for
pilgrimage touring programs, but
also in the field of hospitality and
religious tour guiding. Thus, they act
not only as religious guardians but
also as a very important component
of the private sector that we cannot
afford to ignore.
The BUTi board includes
representatives of these
aforementioned sectors whose role
is to engage in ongoing dialogue
between concerned stakeholders to
provide a deeper understanding of
how to educate new highly skilled
graduates who are ready to face the
challenges of increased competition.
Thus, it strives to bridge existing
gaps between the concerned
public sector and civil society, the
hospitality industry, and hospitality
education institutions so that the
latter may graduate well-qualified
professionals whose skills are
compatible with the labor-market
challenges of the modern tourism
industry. This will enable the tourism
industry to be more competitive,
more effective, and more innovative.
At the beginning of this article, I
surmised that monotheism may
have gelled in our lands because,
historically, we have been weak.
But there is a duality to this. What
happened in our lands had global
effects, as billions of adherents
of the three monotheistic faiths
have transformed the world. These
influences helped create a tourism

10 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

The wealth of
Palestine’s tourism
product does not
stem from faithbased tourism alone.
We must tap into our
rich cultural heritage
as we promote
Palestinian tourism
and Palestine as a
cultural destination.

product for Palestine that has been
around for thousands of years and
that will last thousands of years in
the future, both in its pilgrimage and
its cultural forms. This is a unique
legacy that Palestine contributes to
the rest of the world.
11

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in
the Christian Quarter of the Old City of
Jerusalem.

As we Palestinians move forward
and learn from our experiences
and the experiences of our
friends, maybe we can become
a shining example of tourism
development and tourism
education and training for other
parts of the world that are forced
to develop their tourism sectors
in difficult environments.
Holding a master’s degree
in international affairs and
economics from John Hopkins
University, Hani Abu-Dayyeh
is currently president of NET
Tours and the general manager
of NET Tours Rome. One of
the largest tour operators
in the area, Net Tours has
branches in the Middle East
and Europe. Hani has been
chairman and member of
several boards of trustees,
such as The Higher Council of
Tourism Industry, Bethlehem
Arab Society for Rehabilitation
Hospital, Bethlehem University,
and Bethlehem Development
Initiative. A staunch advocate
of Palestinian tourism, Hani has
spoken at various venues and
authored papers on the subject
of tourism that were submitted
at international meetings and
conferences.
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Sustainable Tourism
in Palestine?

T

ourism is expanding through digital
spaces and widening its scope
beyond the conventional portfolio
of predetermined places offered by
tour agencies, allowing us to choose
By Anna Khdair
from many options, itineraries, and
digital platforms available online, as each one of us can design individualized tours
tailored to our personal needs. Now more than ever, traveling becomes desirable and
awaited by many – we long for an opportunity to experience and discover with all
our senses. But questions related to the multilayered impacts of tourism and the role
of sustainable tourism remain to be addressed. This brief overview will present how
tourism has contributed to entrenching Israel’s colonial project in Palestine through
the facilitation of its territorial annexation and the normalization of its war crimes,
crimes against humanity, and other human rights violations. Furthermore, this article
will explore the potential of sustainable and responsible tourism.
From the very beginning, the potential of touristic experiences and reproduced
narratives was a prominent feature in Zionist propaganda’s toolbox and the
international campaign of promoting its settler-colonial project in Palestinei
constructed around Zionist narratives and images. It aimed to systematically erase
other existing narratives that do not serve the colonial strategy of enforcing Jewish
superiority, asserting continued Jewish presence, and securing the exclusive right of
return to Palestine for adherents of its faith. Israel continues to invest in the marketing
of tourism, conquering new digital spaces and supporting the development of illegal
settlement tourism in the West Bank and Jerusalem. The 2018 general budget of the
Israeli Ministry of Tourism was ILS 1.2 billion – including 44 percent for marketing,
23 percent for public tourist infrastructure, and 13 percent for investment incentives.ii
In order to boost tourism development in the illegal West Bank settlements, special
financial aid and subsidies programs were launched to support the establishment of
hotels, B&Bs, and guestrooms in residential settlements.iii
14 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

A sign put up by Israel’s Nature and Park Authority on the annexed and appropriated historical site in
the Palestinian village of Nabi Samwil, 2019. Author’s archive.

At the same time, tourism is an
important economic asset for the
deteriorating Palestinian economy that
is projected to hover around 0.5 to
1.6 percent of the GDP between 2019
and 2021.iv Palestine tourism displays
significant advantages based on a
combination of natural, historical, and
archaeological sites and a high touristic
demand from around the world. As an
income and employment-generating
industry, either through direct or
indirect employment in other related
sectors, its sustainable development
would be crucial for Palestinian
economy. Notwithstanding, tourism
has been restricted to a very limited
level of development that does not
reflect its potential, due to the ongoing
settler-colonial project of annexation,
appropriation, dispossession, and
forced displacement of the indigenous
Palestinian people. Every year marks
a significant financial loss for the
Palestinian economy because important
historic and touristic areas are off-limits
for Palestinian business and tour
operators not registered with Israel.v

Israel, as the colonizer and occupying
power of Palestine, de facto administers
all access points to the Palestinian
heritage, archaeological, and tourism
sites in historical Palestine, currently
reframed as Israel and the occupied
Palestinian territory (oPt)/State of
Palestine.
Effective territorial control enables Israel
to persistently evade its obligations
under international law, as its complex
system of laws, policies, and practices
thrives through the appropriation
of Palestinian land that is arbitrarily
designated as “abandoned” property
or “state land,” expropriated for military
reasons as “firing and military training
zones,” or claimed for public needs
by declaring it “natural reserves,”
“natural habitats,” and archaeological
sites. Israel furthermore evades its
obligations through its settlement
enterprise that captures the Palestinian
economy, labor, and any potential
sustainable development opportunities
as well as through the exploitation of
natural resources, including water, sun,
15
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A group visiting the “City of David”, a settler tourism site in Silwan, a Palestinian neighborhood in
Jerusalem, endangered by demolitions and forced displacement, 2019. Author’s archive.

energy, gas and oil, stone, or Dead
Sea minerals. The strategic territorial
fragmentation of the Palestinian people
is enforced through laws and policies
that serve as a main tool through
which Israel imposes and maintains
its apartheid regime. By dividing
the Palestinian people into at least
four separate geographic, legal, and
political categories, Israel ensures
that Palestinian refugees living outside
mandatory Palestine, Palestinians
living in the territory that became Israel
in 1948, Palestinians living in the
occupied West Bank and Gaza, and
Palestinians living in Jerusalem, cannot
meet, group, live together, or exercise
any collective rights, in particular their
right to self-determination. These
measures are strengthened by physical
obstacles such as the annexation wall,
checkpoints, gates, roadblocks, and
other closure mechanisms that result
in various movement and access
restrictions, whereas a system of
discriminatory policies and practices
that include zoning and urban planning,
building restrictions, and house
demolitions enforce Israeli control of
Palestinian territory in direct violation of
international laws and conventions.
16 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

These facts on the ground are
reflected in and entrenched
through a systematic campaign of
misinformation, propaganda, and
marketing strategies that use distorted
information, names, and maps while
the employed epistemology and stories
omit centuries of history in Palestine,
including oral history and memories
as well as archaeological layers that
would contradict the Zionist narrative
and evidence of an ancient Israelite and
Jewish past embedded in the land.vi
A review of various promotional
materials and maps produced for
Israel’s tourism industry, distributed
by the Israeli tourism information
centers during the International
Mediterranean Tourism Market and
distributed online, corroborates a
tendency to erase the existence of
Palestinian heritage, identity, and
communities.vii For instance, the maps
commissioned by the Israel Ministry
of Tourism tend to offer no depiction
of the Green Line, the “border” that
separates the internationally recognized
area of Israel from the occupied
West Bank – described as “Judea
and Samaria” – while only the main

Palestinian towns are displayed, yet
remain secondary in comparison to
the illegal Israeli settlements. Another
way of normalizing such erasure is the
promotion of biblical and ahistorical
maps that combine biblical names
with some contemporary Israeli cities
such as Tel Aviv. Such images, maps,
and itineraries are distributed to foreign
tourism companies and used by digital
tourism platforms all over the world.
A recent study on package tours to
“Israel” reveals that 40 percent of
itineraries from 100 tour operators in
their online marketing contain false
depictions of Palestinian towns and of
tourism sites located in the occupied
West Bank.viii A distorted image is
therefore redistributed via digital
tourism companies such as Airbnb,
Trip Advisor, Opodo, Expedia Group,
eDreams ODIGEO, and Booking.com,
which further contributes to violations
of Palestinian rights and promotes
Israel’s settlement tourism, built on
illegally annexed land and appropriated
touristic sites on their platforms.ix In
February 2020, the aforementioned
companies were listed by the Office
of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR) among 112 other
Israeli and international companies
operating in and profiting from the
illegal settlement enterprise, against
international law. They consequently
violate all global ethical standards for
sustainable tourism, which, ironically,
many of those companies still claim to
respect and promote.
The UN World Tourism Organisation
(UNWTO) defines sustainable tourism
as “tourism that takes full account
of its current and future economic,
social and environmental impacts,
addressing the needs of visitors, the
industry, the environment and host
communities.”x In the context of
Israel’s ongoing settler-colonial project,
belligerent occupation, and apartheid

A strong commitment
and effective
measures from
the international
community, third
states, and companies
are needed to
render tourism
truly sustainable,
embracing respect
for the Palestinian
host population and
their human rights,
and protecting their
interest, heritage,
identity, natural
resources, and
cultural wealth.

in Palestine, the interest of vulnerable
Palestinian host communities should
be placed at the forefront, and any
attempt to operationalize sustainable
tourism principles should be premised
upon enhanced due diligence of human
rights.xi
For instance, the promotion by Israel
of Jerusalem as the “united capital of
Israel” [sic!] forms part of its colonial
strategy of unlawful annexation of
the entire city.xii Jerusalem is being
advertised by most tourism companies
and digital tourism platforms as located
in Israel, including the companies
that claim to promote sustainable
and responsible tourism. The Old City
of Jerusalem, part of the occupied
Palestinian territory, is repositioned
on the maps and in the tour guides
17
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and itineraries as an Israeli touristic
destination. In addition, various policies
and arbitrary decisions limit Palestinian
residents’ ability to obtain permits for
renovations that could add additional
units to existing buildings or prevent
them from investing in new properties.xiii
Meanwhile, several Israeli urban
planning projects are altering the
demographic character of Jerusalem
through the establishment of facts on
the ground, including investment into
settlements tourism, e.g., the City of
David, the cable car, natural parks, and
hotels.
The involvement of the Israel Nature
and Parks Authority (INPA) has proved
to be a significant tool in the attempt
to legitimize land expropriation for
touristic aims, as it administers most
of the appropriated Palestinian natural
and heritage sites whilst adopting an
“environmentally friendly” narrative for
greenwashing purposes. As one of its
land appropriation tactics, Israel has
been using the annexation of land under
various pretexts to eventually turn it into
archaeology excavation sites and then
touristic attractions.xiv
Touristic aspects of the settlement
enterprise are advertised and supported
by the Israeli government and bring
financial incentives for the Israeli
settlers, legitimizing illegal settlements
as business and entertainment hubs
that are presented to the international
audience as natural and ecological,
therefore “sustainable tourism”
options.xv A similar development
of Palestinian initiatives is severely
hampered by Israel.
Disregard for human rights salient
issues and Israel’s domination over and
dispossession of the Palestinian host
population effectively makes tourism
unsustainable. Tourist businesses
should neither profit nor contribute to
these violations of Palestinian human
rights. Foreign tourism agencies,
18 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Israel’s laws, policies,
and practices that aim
to annex, appropriate,
dispossess, and
displace the
Palestinian people are
normalized through a
systematic campaign
of misinformation
that uses distorted
information, names,
and maps which
are reproduced and
used by international
tourism actors and
businesses with no
respect for the rights
of Palestinians as
the host community
and right holders,
in violation of
international law and
standards of ethical,
responsible, or
sustainable tourism.

Sustainable and responsible tourism
in Palestine must take into account
the context of the ongoing settlercolonization and prolonged occupation
since 1948; it must recognize its role
in the entrenchment of different forms
of oppression and dispossession of the
Palestinian people. Various Palestinian
tourism initiativesxvii strive to create
platforms for information and online
booking for independent travel around
Palestine that would support the
Palestinian local economy. As a part
of alternative tourism, these initiatives
would enable visitors to avoid harmful
touristic impacts to some extent for
those who visit and want to support
Palestinian businesses.

Dr. Anna Khdair is the researcher
and advocacy officer in the Legal
Research and Advocacy Department
of Al-Haq, focusing on business and
human rights, decoloniality, and the
role of discourse and narratives in
ongoing Palestinian dispossession.
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See Roundtable Human Rights in Tourism, “Implementation Guidelines,” https://www.humanrights-in-tourism.
net/implementation-guidelines.
xii
See Al-Haq, “Annexing A City: Israel’s Illegal Measures to Annex Jerusalem Since 1948,” May 11, 2020, https://
www.alhaq.org/publications/16855.html.
xiii
Al-Haq, “Occupying Jerusalem’s Old City: Israeli Policies of Isolation, Intimidation and Transformation,” 2019,
pp. 48–51.
xiv

See Al-Haq, “Hidden in Plain Sight: The Village of Nabi Samwil,” 2018, https://www.alhaq.org/
publications/8052.html

xv

Al-Haq, “Israel’s Tourism Expo in Tel Aviv: Promoting Settler Tourism in the OPT,” March 19, 2019, https://www.
alhaq.org/advocacy/6087.html.

xvi

OHCHR, “Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations
‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ Framework,” 2011, https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/
guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf.

xvii

To mention some: Alternative Tourism Group: http://atg.ps/; Hantourism: https://hantour.ps/; Jerusalem
Visitor Guide: http://www.enjoyjerusalem.com/; Visit Palestine: http://visitpalestine.ps/; Siraj Center: https://www.
sirajcenter.org/.
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Al-Haram Al-Ibrahimi

T

he Ibrahim Mosque is a sacred
landmark in the heart of Hebron’s
old town. While it features beautiful
architecture, its importance stems
from the fact that it is built above
By Emad Hamdan
the Cave of the Patriarchs that
contains the shrines of Prophet Ibrahim and his wife Sarah, their son Isaac and
his wife Rebekah, and Yacoub (Jacob), the son of Prophet Isaac, and his son
Yousef (Joseph). The site is revered by the faithful of all three monotheistic
religions, considered the fourth holiest site in Islam, and one of the most
important tourist attractions in the world.
Surrounding the sanctuary is a large wall that was built 2,000 years ago, in
Herodian times, and encloses an area of 60 x 34 meters. With a thickness of
two and a half meters, it is constructed of stones that reach up to over seven
meters in length and a meter and a half in height. Around the year 570 AD, a
Byzantine church was built here; it was converted into an Umayyad mosque
in the seventh century but destroyed and rebuilt as the Church of Abraham
during the twelfth-century Crusader conquest, only to be converted a few
years later into a mosque again after Al-Nasir Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub

An old image of
Hebron.
Photo courtesy of
Tariq Tamimi.
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The interior of the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron. Photo from Palestine Image Bank.

had reconquered the city. Beginning
with the 1967 occupation, Jewish
worshippers began to pray here, but
the official division into a Jewish
synagogue and a Muslim mosque
occurred in 1994, after AmericanIsraeli settler Baruch Goldstein
stormed the mosque and killed
29 and wounded 125 Palestinian
Muslim worshippers. The sanctuary
is divided today by a wall that
separates these sections.
Al-minbar (the pulpit) is one of the
oldest Islamic wooden platforms;
it was built in the eleventh century
for a mosque in Asqalan (Ashkelon)
and brought to the Ibrahim Mosque
by Salah al-Din in 1191, where
it is located today to the right of
al-mihrab (the niche that indicates
al-qibla, the direction that points
towards Makkah, which Muslims
face during their prayer).
The Mamluks completed what Salah
al-Din had begun and covered the

mosque’s walls with colored marble.
Later on, they also built the Malikiyah
mihrab and the women’s mosque.
Al-Haram al-Ibrahimi is accessible
through three doors and contains
several important prayer spaces:
in the middle of the building is the
Ibrahim Mosque that contains graves
and shrines, including the Isaac
prayer area; Al-Yaqubia prayer area
(which contains two rooms and
the tombs of Prophet Jacob and
his wife Leah); and Al-Malikiyah
prayer area (used by the malkyiye
Muslim denomination). Al-Jawli
Mosque is an integral part of the
building and was added in the
fourteenth century by the Mamluk
emir Sanjar al-Jawli. It is located
along the northeastern wall of the
Ibrahim Mosque and connected
to it by a covered passage. AlYusufiya building also lies adjacent
to the mosque’s outer wall; here, a
silk-covered shrine marks the burial
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Emad Hamdan is the general director of the Hebron
Rehabilitation Committee (HRC). A lecturer and trainer in many
local universities and institutions, he holds a master’s degree in
sustainable development and a bachelor’s degree in business
administration.
Virtual imagery for the main
indoors area:
https://youtu.be/LmboGCfbu5U
Virtual imagery for the
mosque’s indoor prayer
area for women:
https://youtu.be/rEdcZW35xC8
Virtual images courtesy of LionHeart.

The Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron, Palestine.

place of Prophet Yousef (Joseph).
This site is accessible to Jews only,
except for ten days a year when
the Jewish sites are accessible to
Muslims for prayer and vice versa.
An internal open courtyard facilitates
the ventilation of all these sections.
The mosque’s roof features several
domes as well as gray sloping
surfaces. Two square minarets date
back to the Mamluk era.
Since its establishment in 1998, the
Hebron Rehabilitation Committee
(HRC) has stood out because of
its great efforts in the rehabilitation
and maintenance of the mosque,
engaging with a local technical team
of specialists. The HRC trained the
team in caring for mosaics, stucco,
marble, stone, tiles, wood, iron,
and murals while simultaneously
taking into consideration the need
to strengthen the Palestinian and
Islamic presence inside and around
the mosque.
The committee has rehabilitated
all buildings and infrastructure in
the Haram, paying attention to the
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smallest details – and succeeding
despite many obstacles imposed
by the Israeli occupation forces. For
example, it has made great efforts to
repair the water-damaged foundation
through the construction of an
internal canal. The damage was
caused by the building of houses
and structures on the adjacent
rocks that leaked water into the
mosque’s basement. The canal
was constructed so as not to affect
the building’s fabric. It is worth
mentioning that the HRC considers
its care for the holy site of the
Ibrahim Mosque – and the historical
building – a religious, moral, and
patriotic duty.
On July 7, 2017, thanks to the joint
efforts of Hebron Municipality, the
HRC, and the Palestinian Ministry of
Tourism and Antiquities, “Hebron’s
Old City and the Tomb of the
Patriarchs in the occupied West
Bank” were listed as a world heritage
site in danger by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO).
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The Virtual Museum
Courtesy of UNESCO
National Office for Palestine,
Ramallah

I

n 2019, the Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities
(MoTA) in cooperation with the Ministry of Education (MoE) and
the Palestinian National Commission for Education, Culture and
Science inaugurated the educational Traveling Museum. It was
established with the aim to enhance students’ awareness of
Palestinian history and cultural heritage through the presentation of
archaeological artifacts that date from the Paleolithic period until
the mid-twentieth century.

The museum, which was set to travel between schools and exhibits
80 artifacts that vary in material from stone to pottery, metal, and
glass, as well as coins, adopted the slogan “The museum will
visit you wherever you are.” But prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, the Traveling
Museum visited only Silwad School for girls, its first and last visit.
During the crisis and the closure of schools and educational institutions,
however, the need to have access to various sources of knowledge
increased. As families became the spearhead of the educational process
and required multiple sources of knowledge to provide much-needed reliable
scientific materials, online platforms that provide quality information in many
educational fields were put into the hands of students and the general public
during their home confinement.
Since the museum was not able to travel during the height of the pandemic,
UNESCO National Office for Palestine partnered with MoTA and, with generous
support from Sweden, worked to present the museum’s objects through
a virtual platform that allowed students to visit and interact. This virtual
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platform was built with simple
tools to facilitate accessibility and
foster an understanding of history
through archaeology. Using attractive
methods, it comprises digitized
objects and scientific chronological
descriptions. Thus, the digitization
of the Traveling Museum provides
a collection of more than 40 virtual
objects that enabled the creation
of the Virtual Museum that helps
in disseminating the museum’s
message among youth in Palestine.
The Virtual Museum intends to serve
as a tool that contributes to distance
learning, adopted in response to the
challenges posed by the outbreak of
COVID-19 in Palestine. It includes
a website and a mobile phone
application and provides students
and knowledge-seekers with an
opportunity to gain an overview
of Palestinian history and cultural
heritage from the Paleolithic period
until the end of the British Mandate
period in 1948. Five major historical
periods in Palestine are portrayed,
supported by three-dimensional
photos of magnificent artifacts that
were used as tools in people’s daily
lives and found during archaeological
missions in various locations in
Palestine. This museum enables the
visitor to view digital copies of these
artifacts that correspond to reality,
as it is possible to move and rotate
them in different directions and to

read and listen to brief descriptions
that also explain how they were used
in their respective environments.

The Virtual Museum and its content
are the nucleus of a larger project
that aims to document and display
thousands of Palestinian artifacts for
educational and research purposes.
Such a museum will enhance the
knowledge of youth and the general
public about the treasures found
in this land and will show how
these artifacts contributed to the
development of human civilization.
To view the exhibits of the Virtual Museum,
please visit
https://virtualmuseum.tourism.ps//index.php#.
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Dar al-Consul
From Ancient Ruins to a Modern
Palestinian Youth Hub

I

n 1856, the Prussians purchased a
large historical building on Aqabat
al-Takiyyeh, east of Souk Khan
az-Zeit in the Muslim quarter of the
Old City of Jerusalem, to serve as
By Amjad Kanaan Taweel
a Prussian consulate and residence
for the consul. Henceforth, the building was named Dar al-Consul, the House of
the [Prussian] Consul, a name that has been retained in oral tradition until today.
Part of the building’s upper floors served as the consul’s domicile, while the rest
was used as a political and cultural center for Prussian activities that for around
three decades were major attractions in the Old City. In 1882, the property was
transferred to the Latin Patriarchate in Jerusalem.
Local archeologists assume that the building of Dar al-Consul might have been
built on the foundations of Roman and Byzantine structures located to the east
of the Cardo Maximus, constructed by Emperor Hadrian as the main colonnade
street of Aelia Capitolina between 132 and 135 AD.
In 2014, the European Union began to support the rehabilitation of the Dar
al-Consul complex – now belonging to the Franciscan Custody of the Holy
Photos from the gallery space of Dar al-Consul community and civic center. Photo by Atta Aweisat.
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Land – through the United Nations
Human Settlement Programme
(UN-Habitat), initiating eight years
and three continuous phases of
engagement in the Old City at the
cost of EUR 4.23 million. The first
phase centered on the ground
floor that once covered 750
square meters. It was filled with
tons of debris – very hazardous
in many instances – housing
many unstable, spontaneous, and
dangerous structural beams and
columns that were supposedly
protecting the residents and
neighbors of Dar al-Consul.
After undergoing structural
interventions and consolidations,
and the unearthing of hidden
rooms, passages, and niches
along the way, the ground space
reached 1,200 square meters.
Simultaneously, 23 residential
units and three community
courtyards in the upper floors were
fully rehabilitated and renovated.

In the project’s second phase, thirteen
residential units were renovated,
which allowed more families to
enjoy modern amenities within the
ancient structures in which they
live. Most of the residences suffered
from humidity, hazardous tiling and
electrical and mechanical installations,
worn-out carpentry structures,
and dangerous aluminum and
plumbing fixtures. The rehabilitation
of the last two remaining community
courtyards included landscaping and
the installation of safety guards, as
some courtyards are located directly
above Khan az-Zeit Street. This phase
also provided opportunities for over
forty undergraduate and graduate
students from Al-Quds University
who engaged in the rehabilitation
works and operational components
in the form of on-the-job-training
and capacity development, carried
out in cooperation with and under
the supervision of their specialized
academic departments.

Photo courtesy of PGPO|CTS.
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Steel work preparation in the western part
of the complex. © UN.Habitat, arch. Hanin
Nammari.

The third and final phase concluded
the excavation and preservation of
archeological treasures. Five main
findings are now on display on site,
giving life to ruins such as cisterns,
mosaic floors, and private bath and
water channels from the Roman,
Byzantine, Late Islamic, and Mamluk
times. In addition to laying themed

Sectional view of the complex that shows the
layering of several functions, the community
and civic center, the residential units, and
the open spaces. © UN-Habitat, arch. Hanin
Nammari.
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tiles, painting carpentry details, and
installing iron, glass, and electrical
and mechanical fixtures, this phase
fully completed works on the ground
floor by establishing unique modern
eco-friendly systems and a simple
but tranquilizing interior finish, offering
the visitor an escape from the usual
hustle and bustle of Jerusalem’s Old
City. Works included the installation
of a firefighting system behind the
stone vaults, an underfloor heating
system and a geoplast layer to
uplift the tiles, allowing for proper
ventilation; a SMART electrical control
system and unique pointing and
plastering techniques were used in the
rehabilitation to minimize humidity and
make this location one of a kind.
In the second half of 2021, a local
team began its operational execution
to establish three interconnected
operational spheres, namely, the
Tourism, IT and Media Center (TIMe),
the Education and Professional
Innovation Center (EPIC), and the
Culinary and Food Experience (CAFÉ),
designed specifically for Dar al-Consul
to provide opportunities for unique
learning, coaching, and practical
output that serves the Old City’s
future aspirations. In the first three
months of operation, more than 1,000
people benefited from Dar al-Consul

Food and culinary
training session.
Photo by Atta Aweisat.

Digital marketing lecture
held by B-CITE,
Al Quds University.

Engineers visiting the site.
Courtesy of Child Center,
Al Quds University.
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Inauguration event, November 9, 2021.
© European Union, photo by Atta Jaber.

community and civic services:
TIMe has served approximately
250 beneficiaries, most of them
children, primarily by showcasing
virtual reality and augmented reality
products and experiences developed
for Dar al-Consul and the Old City.
In cooperation with UN-Habitat, this
component was co-led through the
private-sector company Intertech.
EPIC has served approximately
650 beneficiaries – mostly youth –
primarily through training sessions
and workshops related to career
guidance, digital marketing, and
social entrepreneurship as well
as a STEAMi summer camp. This
component was co-led by B-CITE
of Al-Quds University. CAFÉ has

Sample xR experiences as created
by the Dar al-Consul Project, via
partnership between the private sector
and academia/student engagements.
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“The historic sites in Palestine
are not only important for their
cultural and heritage values
– some of which already
designated as World Heritage
– but also for their promising
social and economic potential.
Therefore, the EU invested in
the rehabilitation of the Dar
al-Consul Complex to become
an educational, technological,
and community hub […] such
projects are key to preserve
the Palestinian identity of the
city.”
EU Representative Sven Kühn
von Burgsdorff.ii

allowed eight young chefs to gain
practical experience through 20
training sessions that were headed
by a renowned local chef specialized
in Palestinian cuisine who, after the
training, engaged them in preparing
and serving eight events. Thus, it
served another approximately 150
beneficiaries, mostly rehabilitation
site laborers, a home for elderly
persons, and an orphanage. In
addition, it provided full meals during
TIMe and EPIC training sessions and
catered the inauguration event of Dar
al-Consul that was co-led by Custody
chef Tony Zarour.
In November 2021, the site was
inaugurated by the project partners,
namely the European Union, UNHabitat, the Custody of the Holy
Land, and Al-Quds University, giving
a festive handover of the site to the
Custody and placing the project on
the global radar. This emphasized the
vision and mission of Dar al-Consul,
which include functions that embrace
the building’s raw beauty and render

The long side of a sarcophagus chest with
relief decoration, from the Imperial Roman
age. The item is broken into two blocks, one of
which is missing. Photo courtesy of Intertech.

it a hub of modern usage and value
for the Old City, a base to celebrate
Palestinian culture. Established as
an economically viable operation,
the center engages an operations
team that demonstrates leadership
and contributes to youth knowledge
and entrepreneurship while striving
to become a leading civic center
that engages globally – by aiming to
attract new partners, visitors, knowhow, and ideas – to enhance its local
impact and social embeddedness.
In addition to the formalities of
cutting a ribbon, unveiling the
project plaque, viewing the site’s
virtual and physical components,
and holding formal speeches, an
ancient Jerusalem olive tree was
planted indoors on the ground floor,
underneath one of the skylights. The
plaques were made of recycled or
reused olive wood. The olive tree
symbolizes the humanitarian values
of peace, friendship, and victory;
and to local Palestinian symbolism
we add the steadfastness and
commitment to the land and

i

Virtual reality activities held during the
operational phase of the project.
Photo courtesy of Intertech.

its people – represented by Dar
al-Consul’s illustrious past and
promising future.
Amjad K. Taweel is UN-Habitat’s
project manager of the EU-funded
“Rehabilitation of Dar al-Consul
into a Residential and Civic Center,
Phase I, II, and III” (2014–2021).
Before joining UN-Habitat, he was
part of the project management
team of another award-winning
project, funded by Enable,
“E-Learning Curriculum in Primary
& Secondary Education” (2011–
2014), and the executive director
of the USAID-funded project “Youth
Development Resource Centers”
at Al-Bireh Youth Foundation
(2008–2011), another construction
and operation project. He can be
reached at Amjad.Taweel@un.org.

Science, technology, engineering, art, and math.

ii

EU press release, “Old City of Jerusalem: The European Union and UN-Habitat inaugurate the newly
rehabilitated Dar Al-Consul Complex,” November 12, 2021, available at https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/
palestine-occupied-palestinian-territory-west-bank-and-gaza-strip/107142/old-city-jerusalem-europeanunion-and-un-habitat-inaugurate-newly-rehabilitated-dar-al-consul_en.
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From Bethlehem
to the World
Giammarco Piacenti, CEO of Piacenti Group, explaining the various techniques used in the restoration
process to a group of visitors at the exhibition in the Congress Palace in Rimini.

U

NESCO’s decision to remove the
Church of the Nativity from its list
of endangered sites was no doubt
a significant step. It was taken in
response to the rehabilitation that
By Issa Kassissieh
the church has undergone in the
last ten years, as the Presidential Committee for the Restoration of the Nativity
Church and the three denominations in charge of the Status Quo engaged in
joint efforts to carry out a major rehabilitation project in the church. As work
was undertaken for the first time in decades, the long journey of reviving wall
and floor mosaics, the columns, and woodworks, the cradle of Christianity,
a place of admiration and spirituality, was restored to its original glory. An art
exhibition held at the Vatican Museums in December 2019, entitled Bethlehem
Reborn: The Wonders of the Nativity, presented with pride the various
archeological discoveries made during this restoration. It was also a reminder
that Palestine is the land of holiness and the cradle of Christianity.

The COVID-19 pandemic has for
two long years deprived pilgrims
of visiting the Holy Land and
prevented them from viewing
the renovated Nativity Church
and praying at its humble grotto
where Jesus was born. Thus, the
Presidential Committee for the
Restoration of the Church of the
Nativity – mandated by a presidential
decree, with the blessing of the
three churches (Orthodox, Roman
Catholic – through the Franciscan
Custody of the Holy Land, and
Armenian) – considers it its duty
to make the Church of the Nativity
accessible to the faithful as a means
to strengthen their sense of faith
and hope. Hence, the committee
has taken the exhibition to various

cities and capitals throughout the
world. Today’s advanced technology
made possible its participation
in the Rimini Exhibition in August
2020, in Italy, through a virtual tour
of the exhibition that was created
in Bethlehem. Even though the
pandemic deprived us of being
physically present, we were present
virtually, and Bethlehem was
connected to Rimini. Taisir Hasbun,
the curator and general coordinator
of the project, conducted the tour
which took place in the halls of the
Rimini Palace of Congress and was
watched by participants in Palestine
and Italy. We did not allow the
pandemic to defeat us or prevent us
from sharing the message of hope
from the birthplace of Christianity.

The first and second of five sections of the exhibition in Meizlik Palace in Aquileia, northern Italy.

32 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

33

Promoting Palestinian Tourism
Digitally and Virtually

The Latin Patriarch, His Beatitude Pierbattista Pizzaballa, at the opening of the exhibition in Aquileia.

President Mahmoud Abbas gifted His Holiness Pope Francis a specially designed catalogue of the
Bethlehem Reborn exhibition, boxed in olive wood and crafted with Palestinian embroidery from Bethlehem.

A DVD was produced and distributed
among the tour participants,
documenting the stages of the
restoration works that were carried out
inside the church and implemented
by Piacenti Spa, the Italian company
in charge of the rehabilitation. The
multimedia exhibition, through its
website, Facebook page, and 3-D
technology, ensured that all the
exhibition’s activities were covered.
On its spiritual journey, the exhibition
was hosted for three months
during the summer of 2021 by
the Foundation and Municipality of
Aquileia, a town in northern Italy
famous for its archeological sites.
The Latin Patriarch, His Beatitude
Pierbattista Pizzaballa, attended the
inauguration and gave his blessing
in the presence of Italian dignitaries
such as the mayor of the city, Mr.
Emanuele Zorino, and the Palestinian
ambassador to UNESCO, Mr. Mounir
Anastas. With the peaceful message
of the birthplace of Jesus, the art
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exhibition is touring three towns in
the Lombardy region (Desio, Muggiò,
Abbiategrasso). Watching the eyes
of the faithful, one can recognize the
spiritual power that the Church of
the Nativity holds. During the past
twenty months of the pandemic, the
exhibition has toured virtually in Milan,
Ravenna, and Perugia through online
presentations as well as through a
specialized radio station. To date,
more than 18,000 people have visited
the exhibition in person and more
than 40,000 virtually. Furthermore,
a website was constructed to
preserve the momentum and ensure
that Bethlehem can be experienced
through the glory of the Church of the
Nativity: www.bethlehemreborn.com.

At the moment, all eyes are directed
towards Cologne, Germany, where
the exhibition will be installed in Saint
Gertrud Church on December 7,
within the enchanting atmosphere of
the Christmas season. The exhibition
will continue for one month,
during which Christmas carols and
Palestinian performances will be part
of the program. It is important to
note that Cologne and Bethlehem are
celebrating 25 years of twinship.

The UNESCO hall will be an
important venue in 2022 to exhibit
the multimedia exhibition with all its
components: panels, documentaries,
videos, replicas, and sound-andlight effects. We go there to reflect
the marvelous, complex process
of restoration and renovation work
done by the Presidential Committee.
Yet, as His Holiness said: “All of
you, with your projects and your
activities, are part of a ‘restoration’

Mr. Hani Abu Dayyeh, president of Bethlehem Development Foundation, a partner of the exhibition,
and CEO Mr. Mazen Karam, addressing the audience in Aquileia in a video message from Manger
Square in Bethlehem.
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A group of visitors listening to the archeologist Alessandro Fichera discuss the recent discoveries in
the Church of the Nativity.

that will enable the face of the Church
to reflect visibly the light of Christ the
Word Incarnate.”
The successful visits to different cities
and capitals would not have been
possible without various levels of
support offered by our partners who
assumed their social responsibility,
including the (CCC) and its arm the
Bethlehem Development Foundation
(BDF), the Palestine Investment
Fund, Bank of Palestine, and an
individual private donor, Mr. Zahi
Khouri. Their belief in the idea and
message of the exhibition made it
possible at a difficult time during the
pandemic. The restorers of Piacenti
Spa had the opportunity to live this
unique experience together with
us. In the end, Piacenti partnered
with us to present the historical and
archeological beauties of one of the
most sacred Christian holy places.
As the culmination of these efforts
and on the occasion of President
Mahmoud Abbas’ visit to Vatican
City, where he was given an audience
with His Holiness Pope Francis on
November 4, 2021, the president
gifted the pope a specially designed
catalogue of the Bethlehem Reborn
exhibition. Boxed in olive wood and
crafted with Palestinian embroidery
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from Bethlehem, it shows the
different parts of the church that
have been restored to their original
glory. President Abbas also offered
a representation of the Grotto of the
Nativity carved in amber and asked
His Holiness to pray for the people of
Palestine who are yearning for their
freedom, dignity, and statehood.
Bethlehem Reborn: The Wonders of
the Nativity art exhibition will continue
its path, spreading the message of
justice, peace, hope, and love from
the Holy Land, Palestine. At the end
of its journey around the world, and in
partnership with the cities who hosted
it, we hope to bring the exhibition
back to its hometown to be exhibited
permanently.
This is our gift to the world.
H.E. Issa Jamil Kassissieh is the
Ambassador of Palestine to the
Holy See and the Sovereign Order
of Malta.
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The Shepherds' Field

T

he precise location where the
angels appeared to the shepherds
is unknown, but several sites in
Beit Sahour have been venerated
by Christians over the centuries.
By Qustandi Shomali
St. Jerome (347–420 AD) believed
the field to be identical with the location where Jacob, long before, had spread
his tent beyond the Tower of Eder (Genesis 35:21). He also tells us that the
tower itself lies about a thousand paces to the east of Bethlehem. Not long
after St. Jerome’s time, a church was built nearby. Arnulfus (670 AD), a French
bishop who traveled to the Holy Land and toured there for about nine months,
related that he himself visited this church that contained the tombs of the three
shepherds. The traditional custody of the site goes back to the time of the Roman
Saint Paula and is centered on two locations that have been under the care of the
Greek Orthodox Church and the Franciscans, respectively.
The first site, located in a broad valley dotted with olive trees, some of which are
2,000 years old, is called by local Christians Der Er-Ra’wat, meaning Convent of
the Shepherds. It is a subterranean church dedicated to Mary, Mother of God. It is
revered as the spot where an angel surrounded by a supernatural light appeared
to the bewildered shepherds and chanted “Glory to God in the highest: and on
earth peace to men of good will.” Three of the shepherds to whom the angel
announced the birth of Christ were buried on the western side of the cave church;
their tombs are still visible today.

A new church was erected near the
traditional site of the underground
Church of the Shepherds. In 1972,
during excavation work for the
foundations of the new church, the
remains of three different churches
from the fifth, sixth, and seventh
centuries were found. To preserve
these precious remains, it was
decided to build the new church
adjacent to rather than immediately
above the cave.
The second site, known as Der EsSiar (Sheepfold) lies one kilometer
to the northwest of the Church of
Er-Ra’wat. In the eighteenth century,
the Franciscan fathers bought it
from the Shomalis, a local Christian
family, and carefully excavated
the site to reveal a vast monastic
agricultural establishment with
cisterns and grottoes. Evidence
in the field indicates that an early
church that dates from the fifth
century was enlarged in the sixth
century, and that stones from the
octagonal construction of the Basilica
of the Nativity were employed in the
construction of its apse. There are
also Byzantine remains of mosaic
floors, water channels, wine vats, and

The cave and the Tower of Eder.

the ruins of a group of buildings that
suggest a farmstead rather than a
specifically monastic establishment.
Nearby, there are the remains of a
watchtower, known as Eder Tower
(Tower of the Flocks), which is now
incorporated into the Franciscan
Hospice. Eusebius of Caesarea, a
bishop and scholar, wrote that Eder
Tower, located a thousand paces

A fresco in the basement of the Franciscan Church.

Over this cave, St. Helena built a church and beside it a convent for nuns that
was called the Convent of Gloria in Excelsis. Today, only the crypt of the church
remains. Via a flight of 24 steps, visitors descend into a dark subterranean chapel
that, at its eastern side, contains an altar with a number of paintings and a small
apse behind it. Some fragments of a mosaic pavement can be seen on the floor,
and faint traces of painting remain on the walls. The few ruins in the vicinity
probably belong to the church of Gloria in Excelsis. Its crypt is still in use, and the
key is kept by the Greek priest in Beit Sahour whose help is required to visit the
church.
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Excavation in Site One.

The new church in Site Two.

The new church in Site One.

from Bethlehem, marked the place
where the shepherds received the
heavenly message. This location
was also understood to be Migdal
Eder, mentioned in the Old Testament
(Genesis 35:21).

in the shape of a tent, a polygon
with five straight and five projecting
sides. The light that floods the interior
reminds visitors of the strong light
present when the angels announced
the divine birth. Inside the church, the
frontal and the upper part of the altar
are decorated with fifteen panels that
depict scenes from the Annunciation
to the arrival of the Holy Family in
Egypt. The Italian artist Umberto Noni
frescoed the three apses, and sculptor
A. Minghette created the ten stucco
angels for the dome. The church was
designed by the celebrated architect
Antonio Barluzzi, and both the laying
of the foundation stone and the
dedication took place on a Christmas
Day. Every year on Christmas Eve
and Christmas Day, these fields are
crowded with thousands of pilgrims
singing Christmas carols to celebrate
the joyous event
Dr. Qustandi Shomali, a full
professor at Bethlehem University,
teaches Palestinian literature,
journalism, and translation. With
degrees from universities in Algeria
(1970), Canada (1972), and the
Sorbonne in France (1976), he
possesses a wide range of personal
and academic interests that include
history, literature, and the arts. He
has published many books (most
of which are in Arabic), including a
series of academic studies about
the Palestinian press, literary and
critical trends in modern Palestinian
literature, and cultural tourism.
3-D Image: Shepherds Field:
https://youtu.be/be3OF18Et-Q
courtesy of LionHeart.

The present church, which was
erected between 1953 and 1954,
stands over a cave that traditionally
has been considered as having been
inhabited by the shepherds. It is built
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Humanitarianism
through Filmmaking

T

“Script-writing was my favorite part! Overall,
it was an enriching experience. We’re lucky
to have been part of this workshop,” says
Mariam Khalil, one of the participants. Photo
by Rula Tabari/ICRC.

he humanitarian
challenges we’re
witnessing today are
By Fattoum Abu Ghosh
more complex than they
appear at first sight.
and Yara Istanbuli
Humanitarian issues are
viewed mainly through the media, sometimes making them seem irrelevant
to everyday life. We at the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
believe that art enables us to grasp and better understand these complexities.
By creating a space that differs markedly from that offered by the media,
artworks dealing with humanitarian issues can help us achieve a more
concrete understanding of these issues and establish a dialogue between
art and humanitarian action to enhance individual as well as collective
commitment to humanitarian issues.
Building on this approach, the ICRC worked jointly with the Palestinian National
Theater (al-Hakawati) and the Jerusalem Arab Film Festival (JAFF) to organize
a workshop for Jerusalemite youth that focuses on storytelling for filmmaking,
including cinematic storytelling, narrative documentary, scenario writing, and
shooting and editing techniques.
“We are glad to be part of such a creative event which can expose the
Jerusalemite youth to new perspectives and ideas aiding cross-cultural
understanding and contributing to community engagement and well-being. We
have accompanied the Palestinians on their journey of struggling to live with
dignity over the past five decades, and now our support is more important
than ever. Throughout this journey, we have witnessed how cultural heritage
has shaped the Palestinian character and preserved its identity,” says Els
Debuf, Head of ICRC Mission in Jerusalem.
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Eleven young Jerusalemites took
part in the three-month-long
workshop, at the end of which they
put their training into practice and
produced three films. They received
financial awards from the ICRC to
help them develop their films.

Fattoum Abu Ghosh is the
production officer at ICRC
Jerusalem and has been
working with the communication
department since 2002.
Yara Istanbuli is thelanguage
specialist at ICRC Jerusalem
and has been working with the
communication department since
2018.

“Because we are constantly striving
to strengthen cooperation with all
segments of this community, this
year we have decided to support a
platform that fosters art and culture
and allows young Jerusalemites
to make use of their energies and
abilities that continue to fascinate us
all,” adds Els.
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The Growth of Palestinian
Digital Spaces

D

igital visibility of Palestine and
Palestinians has never been
stronger than now. After a
pandemic that catalyzed the
growth of digital and virtual
By Mayss Al Alami
technologies globally, Palestinian
organizations, entrepreneurs, business owners, and activists have capitalized
on this moment, using digital and online technologies to showcase their work
and identity. Surpassing the stereotypical narratives of mainstream media,
Palestinians have created online spaces through which their identity and craft
are showcased beyond the occupation under which they live. From online
virtual reality (VR) tours, to social media profiles, online stores, and forums,
Palestinians are part of the online digital revolution that is expanding the
present digital and virtual world.
For many who were displaced from the land decades ago, or who cannot visit
Palestine, or who have visited in limited capacity, virtual reality (VR) tools are
becoming key to providing as close to a real-life immersive experience as
possible. Whether it is touring the streets of Yaffa,i the markets of Hebron,ii
the monuments of Jerusalem,iii or the graffiti art walls of Silwan,iv videorecorded tours are becoming significant instruments in providing an immersive
experience of Palestine. The tours vary in form, ranging from 360-degree
videos that can be previewed using VR goggles to walking tours of Palestinian
cities. The experience surpasses mere descriptive narratives, providing more
sobering and realistic accounts of the lives of Palestinians on the ground.
VR tours have been used as tools of activism to showcase the physical
and geographical manifestations of occupation, the beautiful landscapes
of Palestine, and the tools of resilience, such as art,v that Palestinians have
adopted as a way to own their struggle and identity.
Online and digital tools have been used as well to create online gathering
spaces for Palestinians and allies from all over the world. Two significant
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virtual spaces were created this
year: 7amleh’s Palestine Digital
Activism Forum (PDAF)vi in March,
and The BuildPalestine Summitvii in
October 2021. Both online summits
consisted of a 2- to 3-day itinerary
that brought together Palestinian
activists, experts, comedians,
musicians, and others from around
the world, huddled in virtual rooms
to meet, connect, and learn about
their experiences and craft. These
digital summits invite Palestinians
and non-Palestinians alike to engage
with one another and to learn more
about the diverse and multifaceted
manifestations of Palestinian identity.
In doing so, such digital online

Palestinians have capitalized on
the growth of social media tools
to share their work, identity, craft,
and even cities online. Such users
range from small-business owners
to journalists, researchers, and
activists. Through beautifully crafted
profiles, small-business owners,
such as the Nöl Collective,viii Tatreez
and Tea,ix and Hilweh market,x
showcase their Palestinian-made
organic clothing, embroidery,
and handmade crafts, all made
from local resources, using
Palestinian ancestral traditions.
Most significantly, these businesses
not only showcase the beauty of
Palestinian tradition and serve as

A mural in the neighborhood of Silwan, Jerusalem. Photo courtesy of https://www.iwitnesssilwan.org/.

spaces function as communitybuilding tools that transcend the
geographic and bureaucratic
limitations that minimize accessibility
to Palestine and to the work of
Palestinians and their allies.

reminders of their ancestral roots
and traditions, they also help to
revitalize and preserve cultural
practices that keep Palestinians
connected to their lands, resources,
and traditions.
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Journalists and activists play a
significant role in developing the
Palestinian digital space, creating
online content that shares the
everyday life and experiences of
Palestinians, exhibiting aspects of
Palestine that surpass the depictions
and images put forth by mainstream
media. These include profiles of
neighborhoods such as Silwanxi and
Sheikh Jarrah,xii and of Palestinians
such as Muna El-Kurd andxiii
Mohammed El-Kurd,xiv Tareq Bakri,xv
and Hareth Yousef.xvi The content
they share is accessible to a large
global audience, serving as both
touristic and educational material.
Whether it is a bird’s-eye view of
the beautiful layered landscape
of Palestinian olive trees,xvii the
streets of Silwan, or old Palestinian
houses,xviii these digital snippets
provide a necessary exposure to
Palestine in a more expansive and
immersive light.

Digital tools have been invaluable
in creating opportunities to learn
more about Palestine, not just as it
is depicted in news headlines but
also through exploring its different
street corners and neighborhood
crevices. While there are boundaries
and limitations to digital media, it has
nonetheless provided Palestinians
with invaluable tools to persevere
and share their own narratives. By
using and developing digital and
virtual tools, Palestinians have
taken ownership of their stories,
narrating them in their own way,
thereby surpassing the stereotypical,
passive, and limited narrative often
imposed on them or communicated
about them. Leveraging these tools
has allowed for a revolution of
Palestinian storytelling, extending
from their ancestral oral traditions
to today’s sharing, preserving, and
owning their diversity, craft, art, and
identity.

Mayss Al Alami is a Palestinian
activist and writer and the digital
communications manager at
the Palestine Institute for Public
Diplomacy (PIPD) and its digital
brand, Rabet. Her work explores
the use of digital media in its
various forms as a medium for
education, activism, intersectional
social justice, and storytelling.

Muna El-Kurd, an activist from East Jerusalem.

i
These videos allow a 360-degree view of the surroundings. Please note the circle with arrows
in the upper-left corner. A tour of Yaffa is available in this video series: https://youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLHTXa06HVywKH57d2qC8Qwu6JfUtYQAJc.
ii

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLHTXa06HVywK5lcn4rhHoCiK-bZPI14f3.

iii

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLHTXa06HVywIi1AcqBeP2Td48FOivLMZ._

iv

https://youtu.be/KFAriMT1i9k.

v

https://instagram.com/artforces?utm_medium=copy_link.

vi

https://pdaf.ps/?lang=en.

vii

https://www.buildpalestine.com/summit/?fbclid=IwAR0JFQ600u6nM5XLIiS_
jPISiP4cFt3OlCelGVQHxRTJq-GWt6iQJYoWW18.

viii
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https://instagram.com/nolcollective?utm_medium=copy_link.

ix

https://instagram.com/tatreezandtea?utm_medium=copy_link.

x

https://instagram.com/hilwehmarket?utm_medium=copy_link.

xi

https://instagram.com/savesilwan?utm_medium=copy_link.

xii

https://instagram.com/sheikhjarrahunitsofficial?utm_medium=copy_link.

xiii

https://instagram.com/muna.kurd15?utm_medium=copy_link.

xiv

https://instagram.com/mohammedelkurd?utm_medium=copy_link.

xv

http://www.tarekbakri.com/; https://instagram.com/tarekbakri?utm_medium=copy_link.

xvi

https://instagram.com/hareth_palestine?utm_medium=copy_link.

xvii

https://www.instagram.com/reel/CU-Qp-VgL9b/?utm_medium=copy_link.

xviii

https://www.instagram.com/p/CCoWDl5pz_q/?utm_medium=copy_link.

47

Promoting Palestinian Tourism
Digitally and Virtually

Virtual Image. Courtesy of LionHeart.

Tell es-Sultan,
Ancient Jericho

T

he site of Tell es-Sultan is identified
with ancient Jericho. It was
mentioned in ancient historical and
biblical sources and recently, the
name Jericho (Ruha) appeared on a
By Hamdan Taha
scarab from the second millennium
BC. At 250 meters below sea level, and with a history that dates back to the
Neolithic period, it is the lowest and the oldest town on earth. The mound
rises approximately 21 meters with many layers of accumulated remains,
and covers an area of about one acre. The site is located close to the spring
Ein es-Sultan and amid fertile land of alluvial soil, suitable for agriculture,
associated with a tropical climate in summer and a mild climate in winter.
The history of explorations goes back to the end of the nineteenth century,
with the first soundings undertaken by Charles Warren in 1868 on behalf of
the Palestine Exploration Fund. The first large-scale excavation was carried
out by an Austro-German expedition from 1907 to 1909 under the direction of
E. Sellin and C. Watzinger. These excavations cleared part of the fortification
systems from the Early and Middle Bronze ages. In the third campaign,
directed by G. Garstang from 1930 to 1936, the excavation was more
controlled, but Garstang missed dating the Bronze Age fortification. The fourth
major excavation, carried out by K. Kenyon between 1952 and 1958, managed
to fix the stratigraphic history of the site, and its results were published in five
volumes.
Following the transfer of authority to the Palestinian Authority in 1994, the
Palestinian Department of Antiquities, working jointly with La Sapienza
University of Rome, resumed the work at Tell es-Sultan. The works proceeded
under the joint direction of Dr. Hamdan Taha and Prof. Paolo Matthiae and his
assistants, Dr. Nicolo Marchetti and Dr. Lorenzo Nigro. They were carried out
within the framework of a comprehensive reassessment and rehabilitation
project. Dr. Nigro continued directing the Italian mission later on.
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The successive excavations
uncovered the cultural history
of the site that stretches over
10,000 years. The earliest remains
belong to the Natufian culture,
between the tenth and the eighth
millennia BC. The cultural material,
consisting of flint tools, attests to
the presence of a hunting Natufian
camp near the spring. The remains
of the early Neolithic settlement is
represented by a small settlement
of round houses, built of mud brick
and surrounded by a wall, and a
round tower. These are the earliest
preserved remains of a fortification
system and stem from a phase
known as Pre-Pottery Neolithic A.
They were followed by a second
phase, Pre-Pottery Neolithic B, that
is characterized by rectangular
houses built of elongated brick.
Plastered skulls were found below
the floors of these houses, indicating
a type of ancestral cult.
The Neolithic period at Tell esSultan reflects transformations that
occurred in early human history, as

people moved from a prehistoric
subsistence pattern based on
hunting and gathering to a new
subsistence pattern in the first
settled societies that began to rely
on the domestication of plants and
animals. The production surplus
of agricultural products enabled
humans to free part of their time,
dedicated previously to securing
food, to building a house and
creating art. The material culture of
this period indicates the growing
social complexity of Neolithic
society.
After a long period of abandonment,
the site was reoccupied in the
Pottery Neolithic period. The
agriculturalists of Tell es-Sultan
were the first to produce pottery,
responding to their increasing
storage needs. Evidence of the
Chalcolithic period, preceding the
urban period, was not attested in the
site itself but in the cemeteries.
During the Early Bronze Age II,
Jericho developed into a major urban
center; several building phases were
observed in the fortification area
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the center of ancient Jericho shifted
to Telul Abu Alayeq in the GrecoRoman period.

Middle Bronze Age II fortifications.

west of the mound. A large number
of common burial sites from this
period were uncovered. Following a
transitional period with no permanent
dwellings, urban life evolved again
in the Middle Bronze Age II, with
a fortification that consists of a
massive wall built of stone and
glacis, covered by a wall that was
built on top. The Palestinian-Italian
excavation uncovered a huge
mud-brick building outside the
Middle Bronze Age fortification wall,
indicating occupation outside the city
wall. The Middle Bronze Age tombs
in Jericho give unique testimony to
people who lived a settled domestic
life, as evidenced in their pottery
vessels, personal belongings, and
furniture.
The town was deserted in the Late
Bronze Age (fourteenth century
BC), and the city wall of Jericho
alleged to be taken down during
Joshua’s invasion has not been
found by archeologists, indicating
a contradiction between the biblical
narrative and archeological evidence.
Very scanty remains from the Iron
Age and Persian periods attest that
the site was fully abandoned, and
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A series of rehabilitation works was
carried out on this site during the
last two decades by the Palestinian
Department of Antiquities within the
framework of cooperation with the
La Sapienza University of Rome,
the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA), and UNESCO. In
2010, an interpretation center was
established at the main entrance to
the site, supplemented with a film
about the site’s history. The center
and the film were subsidized by the
Japanese government through JICA.
A protective bridge was erected in
2010 around the Neolithic tower in
Trench I, through a grant from the
American Ambassador Fund.
At this time, a nomination file for
the site’s inscription on the World
Heritage List is being prepared by a
team of experts under the auspices
of the Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities. The file will be submitted
to the World Heritage Committee in
2022.
Article photos are courtesy of the author.

Dr. Hamdan Taha is an independent
researcher and former deputy
minister of the Ministry of Tourism
and Antiquities. He served as the
director general of the Department
of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage
from 1995 to 2013. He is the
author of a series of books as well
as many field reports and scholarly
articles.

Neolithic tower.
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Extended Reality
The Advancement of Tourism
and Heritage Preservation

S

tories allow us to discover our
world, understand its workings, and
learn what we need to advance and
develop. Audiovisual storytellers
connect with their audiences through
By Baseem Mayala
creative storytelling with compelling
and engaging audiovisual narratives. They bring forward their passion,
expertise, and the right technologies to make stories mesmerizing experiences.
But with the rapid evolution and disruption of consumer technologies and the
vast audiovisual content we are exposed to in our daily lives, it is becoming
a real challenge to impress and amaze us with the standard two-dimensional
visual options. Moreover, we are becoming interactive human beings: we
want not only full control of the flow of narratives provided to us but also to
be immersed in the story and surrounded by its landscape and action. Full
interactivity is what we seek.
Advancements in computer vision, graphical processing, display technologies,
input systems, and cloud computing have created over the last 10 to 15 years
a paradigm shift in the way we perceive the world around us. This has enabled
us to be true magicians; we are not only displaying audiovisual content, we
are now able to create new realities, new layers of real-life and imaginary
environments. These features are available now with extended reality (XR)
technologies: virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality
(MR).
Mixed reality is going to be the next big thing for both consumers and
businesses alike. It liberates us from screen-bound experiences by offering
instinctual interactions with data in our living spaces, in our familiar
surroundings, and with our friends.
The metaverse is the latest development in extended reality. When big tech
companies start investing massively in a new technology, you can be sure that
we, as consumers, will be forced to buy it, even if it is a hoax. The metaverse
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is the new trend, and it seems that
everybody is gearing up to ride
this wave. It is promoted as an
alteration of the internet that allows
us to manufacture immersive digital
spaces for a variety of human
activities and desires. It is The
Matrix and we are the Neo’s in it. But
beyond this futuristic prediction, and
on the other hand, the metaverse has
the potential to disrupt the norms,
values, and ethics we are used to and
upon which we human beings have
built and advanced our civilizations
throughout the ages. How many
physical human connections,
communications, and experiences of

presence we are left with by the time
the metaverse is forced upon us is a
question that we need to keep asking
as we advance into virtual super
humans.
Extended reality is an amazingly
innovative and flexible technology that
can be applied in various sectors and
industries such as tourism, education
and training, health care, real estate,
and entertainment. Our focus in
this article will be on Palestinian
tourism and heritage preservation
and promotion. With extended reality
applications and solutions, we will
be able to tackle the accessibility
problems inherent in the Palestinian
tourism sector, find new audiences,
and trigger the attention and interest

Virtual reality (VR)
uses computer
technology to
create a simulated
environment. Unlike
traditional user
interfaces, VR places
the user inside an
experience. Users are
immersed and able
to interact with 3-D
worlds.

of our communities. These tools
allow us to be more involved in
preserving and strengthening our
heritage and cultural history.
In a rapidly changing world, tourism
and cultural heritage promotion
should be continuously developing
to keep up with emerging ways
of knowledge transfer and new
promotional tools. Creative
storytelling and engaging interactivity
are among the essential components
when it comes to promoting tourism
in Palestine and showcasing our
heritage and cultural history. Access
– Interact – React is the way to go
when it comes to knowledge transfer
related to tourism and heritage
preservation.
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We have been missing out on
attracting visitors to our mesmerizing
historic sites, introducing audiences
to our rich culture, and engaging
listeners with our deep-rooted
stories due to the lack of resources
and the limited access to effective
promotional tools. We are now
presented with a golden opportunity
to undo this shortcoming and
use innovation and affordable
and accessible technologies to
advance tourism in Palestine, truly
showcasing and promoting our
heritage and cultural history.
In Palestine, we have history, stories,
and tourist attractions. But more
importantly, we have an army of
talented Palestinian youth who
are eager to excel if provided with
the right guidance, training, and
motivation. I know this because I
have personally met and worked
with university students and fresh
graduates during my collaborations
with Palestinian universities and
institutions. There is a great untapped
potential when it comes to applying
innovative technologies and creating
platforms to excel and prosper, thus
strengthening our economy and
advancing our communities.
In order to develop a working formula
for innovation and productivity,
certainly in important economic
sectors such as tourism and heritage
preservation and promotion, three key
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Augmented reality
(AR) is the integration
of digital information
with the user’s
environment in
real time. Unlike
virtual reality, which
creates an artificial
environment, AR
uses the existing
environment and
overlays new virtual
information on
top of it. Through
the use of screens
on mobile phones,
tablets, or even
smart glasses, the
digital information is
revealed.

players should join forces and work
together to achieve a healthy and
sustainable platform for innovation:
academia, the private sector, and
governmental and nongovernmental
organizations. Academia to
encourage, train, and provide the raw
talent; the private sector to provide

Mixed reality (MR) combines
the technologies of VR and
AR to merge the real and
virtual worlds to produce
new environments and
visualizations, where
physical and digital objects
coexist and interact in real time. It is a blend of
physical and digital worlds, unlocking natural
and intuitive 3-D interactions between humans,
computers, and the environment.

advanced training and guidance to
innovative youth and develop feasible
and impactful tourism projects;
and finally, governmental and
nongovernmental organizations to
facilitate the needs for these projects.
This approach is essential not only in
efforts to revive and strengthen the
tourism sector in Palestine but also
to provide the Palestinian youth and
young innovators with opportunities
to excel, thrive, and be exceptional.

his major in film direction and
screenwriting from Amsterdam
University of Art, Baseem applies
his knowledge of storytelling
to every project. In 2014,
Baseem shifted his career focus
to developing content for the
new emerging and interactive
audiovisual technologies such as
virtual, augmented, and mixed
reality.

Baseem Mayala, the creative
director and concept developer
at InterTech, has more than
28 years of experience in
conceptualizing, envisioning, and
directing interactive multimedia
and audiovisual productions. With
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The Way Forward
A Strategic Critique of the
Palestinian Tourism Sector

T

here is wide-ranging international
awareness and recognition that the
areas under Palestinian Authority
(PA) control constitute a significant
tourism destination, mainly for its
By George Khadder
religious (Christian and Muslim)
heritage, especially as the birthplace of Jesus. But the destination is also home
to a broad range of natural and cultural heritage assets, including three World
Heritage Sites. Even though Palestine faces many challenges, including the
Israeli (Zionist) settler colonial occupation, limited resources, lack of control
over its borders, no development rights in Area C (>60 percent of the West
Bank), it has an established tourism product and market with an associated
value-chain around its core product, namely pilgrimage. The sector’s resilience
is evident in increased investments, growing numbers of visitors, and attempts
at diversification that were observable before the global COVID-19 pandemic
hit and the Palestinian tourism sector came to a screeching halt. But was
that growth healthy, sustainable, equitable, or value-creating? This article
critiques the Palestinian tourism sector in the areas under the PA, highlighting
misconceptions and challenging the status quo to instigate honest discussions
and strategic action towards sustainable positive change. A non-exhaustive list
of some key areas follows.
The convent of Hortus Conclusus (The Sealed Gardens) at Artas village, near Bethlehem.
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Accurate statistics are a prerequisite at the core of any tourism-related research,
planning, development work, or management efforts. Table 1 indicates the
number of inbound visitors to the PA in 2019, according to the Palestinian
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA) and the Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics (PCBS).
Table 1i
MoTA

PCBS

No. of inbound visitors
with an overnight stay

1,110,091

No. of inbound visitor
without an overnight stay

3,122,377

Total inbound visitors

3,810,391

4,232,468

Israel, the occupying power and only authority in full control of the borders into
Israel and Palestine, published official tourism statistics for 2019 which are
listed in Table 2.
Table 2ii
No. of inbound visitors

4.90 million,
including day visitors

4.55 million

Organization of travel

Free independent
travelers, 74.6 percent

Organized groups,
25.4 percent

Regions visited

Jerusalem, 80.3
percent

PA areas, 26.2 percent

Because the discrepancy in numbers
is startling, it has been concluded that
the official Palestinian sources are
inaccurate and highly inflated; they
reflect inbound visits, not visitors.
This specifically applies to inbound
visitors without overnight stays and
seems to stem from the rudimentary
data collection techniques that rely
mainly on counting the number of site
visits. These inflated inbound tourist
numbers have been misreported
repeatedly by MoTA for at least ten
years if not longer. This conclusion
was reached after extensive research
and numerous discussions with
official and tourism value-chain
bodies, including the PCBS, MoTA,
Holy Land Incoming Tour Operators
Association (HLITOA), and the
tourism police. Most of the 3.12

(1.29 million visitors)

million inbound day visits can be
attributed not to international visitors
but to frequent and repeat visits by
1948 Palestinians, who come to
the northern West Bank mostly for
shopping. Based on analysis, audit,
triangulation, and data corroboration
as well as discussions with official
bodies and value-chain stakeholders,
the actual inbound numbers for 2019
are estimated to range between 1.4
and 1.7 million visitors (individuals),
of which 1.3 to 1.5 million were
international visitors, whereas the
remainder were 1948 Palestinians.
This inaccuracy is just one example
of inaccurate tourism statistics that
have to be addressed so that they
can serve as a useful basis for
sector development, planning, and
monitoring.
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During the pre-COVID-19 period,
the vast majority of inbound tourism
to Palestine took place in the form
of packaged tour groups, around a
half of which were day visits, while
only around 15 percent were free
independent travelers (FIT). This is the
inverse of the situation of most travel
destinations globally, where the vast
majority of inbound tourism is FIT.
Based on the Israeli tourism statistics
cited above, there is a captive yet
so far untapped FIT market, the
majority of which visit Jerusalem
but not the PA areas that are only a
few kilometers away. The reasons
for this inability to capture a much
larger percentage of the FIT market
fall mostly under the uncompetitive
nature of the Palestinian tourism
supply that fails to cater to FIT: an
underdeveloped product offering,
including attractions, activities,
and services; the lack of easily
accessible, up-to-date information
about tourism offerings, in particular,
through digital means (apps and
websites); the lack of transportation
services and related information; and
access restrictions. Most tourists,

for example, are overwhelmed after
crossing Checkpoint 300 on foot into
Bethlehem. In addition to the Israeli
military checkpoint itself, they are
negatively affected by the general
lack of information and directions,
which renders the area desolate and
seemingly unsafe, not to mention the
presence of unregulated taxis that
tend to overcharge tourists.
Regarding domestic tourism (the
number of individual visitors), no
accurate statistics exist. The existing
offering, for the most part, does
not encourage domestic travel,
especially when it comes to overnight
stays. For example, the average
disposable income of the domestic
market is low in comparison to
that of inbound tourists, making
some tourism services, such as
hotels, inaccessible. Incidentally, the
COVID-19 period witnessed growth
in domestic rural, community, and
nature tourism.
Because Palestine has a wealth
of cultural heritage sites whose
history spans millennia, many of
the Palestinian tourism sector’s

The Tomb of the Virgin Mary at the foot of Mount of Olives, in Jerusalem. Photo by Jiryes Mansour.

challenges can be addressed under
the umbrella of “maximizing the
value of a holistic, sustainable,
and equitable tourism sector.” But
the Palestinian tourism offering
has overemphasized religious
tourism attractions, ignoring the
rich Palestinian cultural and natural
heritage. Groups tend to be led
though sanitized religious tours
that are devoid of any Palestinian
cultural or political context. FIT
offerings are lacking, and tourists
in general have no to very limited
interaction opportunities with the host
communities. Part of the problem
lies in the fact that international tour
operators are not exposed to other
interesting tourism offerings, including
products and experiences that could
be included in their programs to
make Palestinian offerings more
accessible and competitive. The
lack of exposure stems partly from
an underdevelopment of Palestinian
tourism offerings and attractions
beyond the traditional ones. At a
recent tourism value chain workshop,
offered as part of the project titled
“Developing a Sustainable Tourism
and Visitor Economy Development
Plan (STDP) for Bethlehem Urban
Area” and funded by the World
Bank, one of the participants put
it eloquently: “Tourists meet Jesus
everywhere, but they don’t meet
Palestinians or Palestine.”
The sector must develop holistic
tourism product offerings (attractions,
activities, and services), beyond the
traditional religious offering, including
but not limited to, ecological, rural,
community-based, and natural
tourism that involves hikes, biking,
and outdoor activity to foster
engagement with nature and the
local community; justice and political
tourism; gastronomic tourism that
includes culinary experiences,
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Most offerings
tend to be part of a
highly condensed
program that
caters to traditional
pilgrims, while
overall, the average
tourism experience
is rushed and not
very enjoyable.
An anecdotal
statement by tourism
stakeholders:
“Tourists are running
rather than walking
in the footsteps of
Jesus.”

wine or spirits tasting, and visits to
vineyards and olive groves; cultural,
historical, experiential, and adventure
tourism; entertainment and nighttime
tourism; and, importantly, the proper
product development, promotion, and
incorporation of micro-destinations as
distinct from the rigid, traditional, and
religious destinations.
While some art and cultural
festivals take place throughout
the year, Palestine generally lacks
entertainment and a nighttime
economy that would include quality
art shows, concerts and dance
performances, folklore exhibitions,
restaurants and bars – outside of
Ramallah. Most tourists do not have
anything to do past 5 pm, and what is
available is generally inaccessible.
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Ein Qelt in Wadi Qelt that descends from close to
Jerusalem to Jericho. The spring of Ein Qelt has
been a valuable source of water since ancient times.
Photo by Firas Jarrar.

Furthermore, there is a lack of tourism
geographic dispersion, underutilization
of cultural heritage assets and attractions
spread across Palestine, and overconcentration at traditional tourist traps
with long queues (e.g., the Church of the
Nativity).
Palestine’s accommodation offering is
focused on group tourism for the most
part and provides only an average level
of services. Hotels mostly compete
on price rather than service quality,
with repercussions for the much more
discerning FIT segment, as quality
boutique hotels are missing and luxury
hotels very limited.
While souvenir stores earn a significant
percentage of overall tourism spending
(~30 percent), it is captured mostly by a
limited number of souvenir mega stores,
oligopolies, exacerbated by unhealthy
commission-based relationships with
guides and bus drivers who funnel tourism
traffic exclusively to them and away from
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the open market. Tourists and
visitors should be encouraged to
walk around freely, interact with
the host community to shop, eat,
and drink at various places, and
thus disperse tourism benefits
to the larger host community.
Moreover, souvenir stores are
selling more and more cheap
products purchased from China
or jewelry manufactured in
Netanya, Israel, while traditional
Palestinians artisanal products
are losing market share and
the associated craftsman skills
are being lost. However, as the
artisanal products traditionally
sold at souvenir shops are
largely the same as they used
to be one hundred years ago,
there is significant room for
innovation and productization
for the tourism, local, and export
markets.
Considering human resources
and their development, it must
be acknowledged that hospitality
and tourism training institutions
are limited in both quality and
quantity, which results in skills
gaps and shortages that are
reflected in inadequate tourism
customer services. In addition,
the unjustifiably low wages in the
sector are causing high levels
of attrition, especially among
the most qualified employees
who are lost mainly to the Israeli
market. According to the PCBS,
Bethlehem Governorate recorded
the highest unemployment
rate in the West Bank in 2019
(23 percent), whereas the
unemployment rate among labor
force participants in the West
Bank was 15 percent.iii
Considering that Bethlehem
Governorate receives the highest
percentage of inbound tourism

in the PA areas, this number reflects
a labor imbalance in the form of
underemployment in the tourism
sector.
At the national and local levels,
public entities lack financial, humanresource, and skill-based capacities.
The laws governing the sector are
outdated as they are based on
Jordanian laws from 1965. There
are no holistic tourism-sector
development bodies – tourism
board or Destination Management
Organization (DMO) – at the local
or national levels, with effective
governance structures, that represent
the whole value-chain stakeholders,
public entities, and other relevant
actors.
Palestine’s general infrastructure
and resources are not conducive
to the creation of added value
for tourism. Since the signing of
the Oslo Accords, buildings have
sprung up unabated without proper
urban planning or a sustainable
infrastructure. Cities are overcrowded,
not pedestrian friendly, the quality
of public space and infrastructure
is low, traffic is unmanageable, and
resources such as water, electricity,
and waste management are near
their limit, especially during times
of seasonal tourism inflow that puts
public infrastructure and resources at
and beyond their maximum carrying
capacities. Palestinian cities are not
walkable cities where locals and
tourists can enjoy public spaces and
greenery rather than concrete jungles.
MOVING FORWARD | The solutions
that can drive the sector forward
should be anchored in a strategic
development framework that includes
a situation analysis, a shared vision
among stakeholders, an innovative
strategy, and proper governance and
monitoring.

There is a lack of
proper, innovative,
and effective
destination marketing
by MoTA that is at
least on par with
Israel and Jordan.

First and foremost, a tourism board
or DMO must be established, with
representative governance structures
and development bodies. Separate
DMOs should be established at both
the local/regional and national levels
and include representatives of all
tourism stakeholders, especially the
primary tourism value-chain, the
private sector, the host community,
civil society, sector experts, and
the public sector. The DMOs must
represent their diverse interests, roles,
and perspectives while promoting the
best interests of the tourism sector
and host communities as a whole,
rather than narrow self-interests.
To this end, engagement on a longterm basis at the local/regional level
is crucial, but must not neglect the
need to also work at the national
level. Efforts must be informed by
lessons that have been learned
from local tourism revitalization and
reform projects; development and
adjustments should follow an agile
approach; and the national tourism
sector must be reformed. The tourism
sector is not an isolated island but
interconnected with many other
sectors, the economy as a whole, and
urban resources and infrastructure –
and should be developed in sync with
them.
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As tourism emerges from COVID-19,
tourists are attaching significant
importance to responsible and
regenerative tourism. This provides
the sector with the opportunity to
develop in a responsive manner while
it must assert itself in an environment
of fierce global competition. Agility,
competitiveness, and sustainability
will be the name of the game;
complacency is no longer an option.
The commitment to excellence over
mediocre business-as-usual is
the only way to prevent the further
demise of this important sector. A
healthy enabling environment with a
good working relationship between
the private and public sectors and
civil society organizations, efficient
urban and resource infrastructure
development, and policies that
remove obstacles, encourage real
entrepreneurship and innovation, and
double or triple bottom-line investment
structures in an atmosphere of
healthy private sector competition
are all prerequisites for innovation,
excellence, and sustainable
revitalization across the tourism valuechain and the associated tourism
product offering. The sector must
build on the successful innovation
and excellence exceptions that have
been created by local entrepreneurs
despite the existing unhealthy
ecosystem, such as Philokalia, Singer
Cafe, and Al-Jisser Bar to name just
a few examples in the Bethlehem
governorate.

Jerusalem High-Tech Foundry (JHF)
is developing and co-organizing
the first Palestinian Tourism
Innovation Summit (PTIS), including
a hackathon, planned for March,
2022, to help address some of
these challenges through ideation,
prototyping, validation, and the
creation of new start-ups.
George Khadder is a management
consultant who currently provides
consulting services to develop
the “Sustainable Tourism and
Visitor Economy Development
Plan for Bethlehem Urban Area,”
a project funded by the World
Bank. A seasoned entrepreneur
and business executive with over
20 years of combined experience,
more than 13 of which were in the
Silicon Valley tech and start-up
community, he is a board director
at the Jerusalem Hi-Tech Foundry.
George holds a BS and an MS
in aeronautical and astronautical
engineering from Purdue University
and has completed master’s level
coursework in business, marketing,
and e-commerce at the University
of California at Berkeley.

i
Planning Unit, Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, “Statistical report: Annual for the year 2019 compared
to the years 2008–2018” (in Arabic), Palestinian National Authority; and Palestinian Central Bureau
of Statistics, “Selected indicators for the tourism sector in Palestine, 2018- 2019”, State of Palestine,
available at bit.ly/p-tourism2019.
ii

”International Visitors in Israel from 2016 to 2020,” Statista, available at bit.ly/isl-tourism2019; and
“Inbound Tourism Survey Annual Report 2019,” August 2020, Israel Ministry of Tourism, available at bit.
ly/isl-tour-surv2019.

iii
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, “The Labor Force Survey Results 2019,” State of Palestine,
available at bit.ly/p-labor2019.
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Photo courtesy of
InterTech by Marwan
Hamad.
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E-Tourism Strategies
Endorsing Digitally Enhanced
Palestinian Tourism Strategies

T

he COVID-19 pandemic has
significantly impacted the
Palestinian tourism sector, and if
the situation persists much longer,
Palestinian businesses will find
By Eyad Al Araj
it challenging to restore tourism
activities. At the same time, it is anticipated that the global tourism industry
will become more reliant on digital platforms and interactive tools for both
efficiency and promotion.
Thus, it is urgent that the Palestinian tourism businesses not only develop
their tourism product offering but also adapt to new conditions and rearrange
promotional strategies to be ready once tourism is reactivated in the wake
of the COVID-19 shutdown situation. Such adjustments are vital so that
tourism businesses will be able to survive in the new-normal era. Strategic
approaches will involve adopting the digital technologies to provide alternative
solutions to the situation leveraging new promotional tools for digital tourism
and including the use of virtual and augmented reality technology (VR/AR)
in tourism-related activities. This requires the utilization of digital marketing
techniques and digital mediums that specialize in specific areas such as social
media networks (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and others), search engines,
online platforms (e.g., Expedia, TripAdvisor, etc.), digital platforms (e.g.,
Airbnb, CouchSurfing, Uber, etc), or mobile applications, which have become
strategic influential tools for any enterprise or company that wants to reach
its customers more effectively and directly, and increase customers’ ability to
make the information more straightforward and quicker.
The Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA), local
municipalities, technology companies, and the private sector play an important
role in the digital transformation of tourism business models. They must
rethink how we do business, introduce innovation, and integrate Palestinian
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tourism businesses into the global
tourism value chains and the broader
tourism ecosystem. The involved
stakeholders should work on a mix
of short- and long-term initiatives
that increase the digital technology
uptake for existing traditional tourism
enterprises. Simultaneously, we
must encourage the establishment
of new ventures and solutions by
reducing barriers and enhancing
opportunities through digitalization,
and support new ways of working,
new approaches to management,
and new digital cultures.
Joint efforts can be framed in
line with the following strategic
directions: First, we must encourage
Palestinian tourism businesses
to adopt and invest in new digital
technologies and engage to facilitate
digital innovation to support
existing tourism enterprises and
new ventures alike. Businesses
that adopt innovative business
models, however, must take
into consideration the complex
challenges that this involves. They
include building and retaining human
capital and digital capacity by
attracting talent, building expertise,
implementing new technologies,
and recognizing and exploiting the
opportunities offered by converging
technologies such as mobile
apps, robots, VR/AR, and more.
This could be boosted by increased
exposure to successful cases in
which digital technology promotes
tourism.

Second, we must create an
environment that supports and
enables the digital transformation
of tourism enterprises and seeks
to enhance productivity and
innovation. This could include
enhanced networking and improved

Photo courtesy of InterTech
by Marwan Hamad.

65

Promoting Palestinian Tourism
Digitally and Virtually

Finally, we must develop business
strategies and practices that enhance
competitiveness by establishing
a central tourism innovation hub
together with an incubator and
accelerator programs that encourage
developing innovative solutions and
smart growth and the creation of
new tourism services and products,
with a focus on developing new
functions, processes, and business
models through the innovative use
of digital technologies to enhance
both tourism enterprises and
destinations. This hub should serve
as an interface between traditional
tourism enterprises and the
technology sector. Its focus should
be on increasing the Palestinian
tourism offer (attractions, activities,
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and services) specifically around
currently untapped archaeological,
historical, and cultural heritage sites,
such as Artas, Sebastiya, or Battir.
It should aim to arouse the interest
of tourism offices, accommodation
providers, and tourist attractions in
using digitalization, and help them
develop new ways of promotion
and create new quality and
customized products that reflect their
geographical areas and increase
turnover.
Short- and long-term strategic
initiatives that engage in such efforts
include the Jerusalem High-Tech
Foundry (JHF) that is currently
developing and co-organizing the
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Thus, we must develop a competitive
tourism value ecosystem that
enhances digital tourism businesses
by collaborating with local and
international technology companies
and strategically build internal and
external networks and relationships
that facilitate the management of
products, services, and customer
relationships. We must enable
continuous follow-up throughout the
customers’ journeys, which includes
searching, booking, preparation,
travel, arrival, and exposure to
tourism product offerings such as
attractions, activities, and services.
Visitors must be looked after before
travel, while at the destination, and
via post-trip engagement.
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The chart represents the journey from digitalizing internal tourism enterprise operations through to
the development of digital supply chains and e-commerce, towards interconnected digital systems
that support e-governance.

first Palestinian Tourism Innovation
Summit (PTIS), planned for March
2022, which includes a tourism
hackathon. The plan is to bring
together actors with diverse and
complementary expertise that spans
technology, tourism, design, and
other fields to explore new solutions
to problems that are facing the
tourism sector in Palestine and
beyond. This event will see the
emergence and prototyping of new
ideas and the creation of start-ups.
Generally, we must organize
awareness events that target the
Palestinian tourism sector and
expose successful cases of digital
technology to promote tourism.

agents can designate places that run
online shops or online marketplaces
where visitors can buy popular local
souvenirs from a destination and
promote them virtually to visitors.
Eyad Al Araj, a co-founder of
Jerusalem High-Tech Foundry,
has a long career in international
development, over 20 years of
extensive senior managerial
experience in the nonprofit sector,
and a record of success in getting
initiatives off the ground and
flourishing.

We should organize a virtual
tourism festival that includes virtual
tours around Palestinian historical
sites, a virtual booth for local
businesses, and online exhibitions
that showcase a wide array of tour
packages and local products. Travel
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Personality of the Month

Sam Husseini

One of Sam’s dreams is to capture the
beauty of the place where he lives and
to show the world its magnificence
through a virtual reality environment,
enhanced with a touch of augmented
reality that shows how it was in days
past.
Sam is an Aspen Institute Fellow and
a member of the inaugural class of the
Middle East Leadership Initiative. He is
also part of the Lion’s Club, volunteering
his time to serve the community
through initiatives that aim to raise funds

B

orn in Perth, Australia, to the “most amazing parents,” Sam Husseini is
the oldest son of orthopedic surgeon Dr. Najah Husseini, “who continually
serves Palestine with an open heart” and Nahla Husseini “the most
brilliant real-estate tycoon who built an empire,” Sam assures. He grew
up in Jerusalem, finished high school in the United States, and then
went to the University of Iowa, where he obtained a master’s degree in mechanical
engineering. Upon graduation, he started working at PTC, a start-up in Boston,
Massachusetts, until it became a billion-dollar company ten years later.
In 2004, Sam decided to move back to Jerusalem to show the only form of
resistance to the occupation he considers valuable, namely, to live there and cope
with all of life’s complexities that Palestinians face on a daily basis. In 2009, Sam
started LionHeart as a training organization that supports local companies in sales,
digital marketing, team building, and leadership, skills he considers crucial to the
success of any enterprise. Since then, Sam has expanded LionHeart into a group of
four companies that focus on capturing heritage sites in 3-D to encourage tourism,
team building and leadership training, IT outsourcing, and counter-drone security,
respectively. LionHeart’s primary mission is to employ as many Palestinians as
possible to give them a decent life with the highest employment standards.

68 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

for the elderly, the visually impaired,
diabetes research, and environmental
preservation. His future goals are to
focus more on environmental projects
such as tire, plastic, cardboard, and
even water recycling. He is determined
to help create a clean Palestine that can
show its true beauty to the world.
Sam has three incredible kids whom he
values above anything else, and hopes
that they will one day live in Palestine, a
place that he and many others consider
to be the most beautiful place on Earth.
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Historical Personality of the Month

Yousef Effendi al Khalidi
(1842-1906)

By Saleem Zoughbi

Y

ousef al Khalidi was a remarkable and influential personality in historical
Palestine. While reading about him, I could not but recall Rossini’s aria about
Figaro “Figaro here, Figaro there, Figaro up, Figaro down.” Yousef was here
and there, up and down, always dynamically influencing and impacting the
society, the state, and the city he belonged to.

He was born into one of the two famous families at that time, his own being
well established as a local political authority and well educated. His father
was a deputy magistrate (i.e., qadi, judge of a Sharia court) and chief of the
Jerusalem Sharia court secretariat for about 50 years.
Yousef’s life was shaped as a teenager when he became interested in the current affairs
of the world. In his early writing at the age of 17, he expressed his thoughts on the topics
of personal dignity and the individual’s quest for freedom. At that time, the European
powers were becoming more focused on Ottoman affairs, usurping the wealth of the
large regions that formed the Ottoman Empire at the time, and identifying the cause of
the situation to be the disparity in knowledge between the region and Europe. Many
thinkers of this era, as well as this young boy, resolutely believed that life could only be
better if decisions and actions were based on scientific, historical, and philosophical
knowledge rather than on what he considered frivolous studies that were popular at and
before his time and that mainly aimed to glorify the sultan and his leadership.Yousef
was attached to the Ottoman government, perhaps mostly because he witnessed the
Europeans surrounding the Middle East on all sides and robbing it of its resources as
well as its spiritual treasures. He was convinced that his country Palestine, and the
larger Middle East, needed qualified philosophers, physicians, teachers, and historians.
Within that context, he considered himself to be an Ottoman patriot. The Ottoman Empire
was his mother country, and he insisted on government reform to allow people, mainly
Palestinians, to become self-reliant and enhance their presence.
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For several years Yousef served as
mayor of Jerusalem and parliamentary
representative of the city’s population to
the Ottoman parliament in Istanbul. He
also worked in many posts, including
as a government translator and
Ottoman consul to Poti (in the Russian
Black Sea), as well as governor of the
Jaffa District, governor of Hasbayya
and Jabal al-Druze, and governor
of the Kurdish district of Betlis. As a
writer he was also very productive.
He was a scholar in residence at the
Oriental Academy in Vienna, and in that
capacity, he authored an Arabic-Kurdish
dictionary.
Yousef recounts in his autobiography
how he fled from home with his cousin
Hussein at the age of 17 when his
father refused to let him pursue studies
in Egypt. He found his way to Malta
and two years later traveled to Istanbul
where he entered the Imperial Medical
School. After spending an unhappy
year there, he transferred to the famous
Robert College in Istanbul. Two years
later, however, his father died and he
had to go back to Jerusalem.
In Jerusalem, Yousef was very active
on several fronts (Yousef here, Yousef
there!). He served two terms as mayor
of Jerusalem and also established
the famous Rashidiya School. It is
considered today to be a landmark in
education in Jerusalem. He established
several civic committees to help in
the political, social, economic, and
educational fields. Once the school was
established, he was denied the post of
teacher and director, which he wanted
so much, and instead a young Turk was
sent from Istanbul to fill the post. He
returned to assume work as mayor of
Jerusalem for nine more years.

languages, and political affairs. He
traveled and worked in many cities,
such as Odessa, Kiev, Moscow, and St.
Petersburg. Later he travelled to Vienna.
He was invited to join the Oriental
Academy as a teacher/researcher.
However, Yousef preferred to head
back home and dedicated the rest
of his life to the rebirth of Jerusalem
as a proud Arab city rather than as a
major Ottoman one. He developed the
infrastructure and streets, encouraged
the building of schools, and acted as
a motivator and enabler for the birth of
Arab nationalism before World War I,
as he became a member of a group of
Arab personalities and intellectuals who
decided to seek freedom and dignity
– not knowing that another brutal
occupier, the British Mandate, was
preparing to inflict profound injustice
and harm on his people and his land.
Yousef’s personality was very
different from that of other famous
Palestinian personalities, not only
his contemporaries. He explored all
venues to seek freedom and dignity
for the Palestinians, first aligning
with the Ottoman ruler when he saw
the malicious intentions of European
powers towards Palestine, and then
through building up his home country
internally, leaving confrontation to a
future general.
Yes, Yousef was everywhere during his
lifetime, not only geographically but
also in terms of development, culture,
philosophy, and social affairs.

In his job as Ottoman diplomat in
Russia, Yousef was able to broaden
his knowledge of the world, culture,
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Book of the Month

It may be the fact that I grew up
in South Africa during apartheid
that makes me sympathetic
to the plight of the Palestinian
people. Having heard the stories
from my friends and fellow
South Africans of colour of
what they experienced [–] the
dehumanising and degrading
treatment at the hands of the
white minority government
[–] has made me resolute in
my opposition to oppression
wherever it may occur.

Power Born of Dreams
My Story Is Palestine

How can something so beautiful
be so heart-breaking?

By Mohammad Sabaaneh
Street Noise Books, November 2021
128 pages, US$15.99
(Review quoted in its entirety from
http://teenlibrarian.co.uk/2021/10/22/power-born-of-dreams-my-story-is-palestine/.)

W

hat does freedom look like from inside an Israeli prison?

A bird perches on the cell window and offers a deal: “You
bring the pencil, and I will bring the stories,” stories of family,
of community, of Gaza, of the West Bank, of Jerusalem, of
Palestine. The two collect threads of memory and intergenerational trauma
from ongoing settler-colonialism. Helping us to see that the prison is much
larger than a building, far wider than a cell; it stretches through towns and
villages, past military checkpoints and borders. But hope and solidarity can
stretch farther, deeper, once strength is drawn from stories and power is born
of dreams. Translating headlines into authentic lived experiences, these stories
come to life in the striking linocut artwork of Mohammad Sabaaneh, helping
us to see Palestinians not as political symbols, but as people.
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I ask myself that each time I pick
up Power Born of Dreams…
three times now I have read
this book. Each time I have
spent ages poring over the
pages admiring the stark beauty
emanating from the pages of
this work of art that Mohammad
Sabaaneh has created. I learned
the art of linocut when I was
in school, but Mohammad has
elevated the simple act of slicing
shapes out of linoleum he cut
into the history of his time as a
political prisoner and the stories
of Palestinians, living their lives
under a brutal occupation,
fenced in with electronic eyes
watching them every day and
night. These are stories of
heartache and loss and of hope.
These are some of the stories of
Palestine.

In time I can see Mohammad
Sabaaneh joining Joe Sacco,
Art Spiegelman, and other
cartoonists in the lists of those
who have used their art to open
the eyes of the world to the
iniquities suffered by so many.
Matt Imrie, Teen Librarian

A short video showing how Mohammad
created the linoleum cuts can be viewed here:
https://koozgallery.com/.
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Where to Go

Old Hebron Museum
By Jack Persekian

is unique as one of the few perfectly
preserved Mamluk cities in the Middle
East, at least on the ground level in the
old city.

© UNESCO. Raghad Khawaja.

© UNESCO. Mohmmad Silwadi.

P

alestine Hotel, an iconic building in the old town of Hebron that exemplifies
the architectural style of the early twentieth century, has recently been
transformed into a museum that aims to present the history, culture, and daily
life of Hebron’s old town to its visitors and the public. Until the mid-1960s, the
building served as a hotel and then was used as a shoe factory until 2000.
Since the outbreak of the second Intifada in 2000, it was abandoned due to the unstable
security situation,
particularly in Hebron’s
Photo ©Massimo Gagnoni.
Old Town – that since
2017 has been inscribed
on the UNESCO World
Heritage List. In 2018,
UNESCO’s Ramallah
Office and Hebron
Rehabilitation Committee
(HRC), with generous
funding from Sweden,
initiated a partnership to
rehabilitate the Palestine
Hotel that now has
become the Old Hebron
Museum.
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Despite the challenging environment, the
Old Hebron Museum provides a unique
experience as it contextualizes Palestinian
daily life in the face of the Israeli
occupation and settler transgressions and
provides an overview of the city’s history,
the holy site of the Ibrahimi Mosque,
the traditional crafts, the geopolitical
situation in the Old Town, and the work
of the HRC. Exhibits include old and
new photographs, videos, and tangible
objects. Its rich information could precede
a tour of the Old Town, where part of
the exhibited elements can be seen and
experienced. Furthermore, the museum
building itself is part of the exhibition, and
visitors can discover spaces preserved
from the once vibrant hotel and the shoe
factory.
The history of Al-Khalil, as its Palestinian
inhabitants call Hebron, reaches back
more than six thousand years, as evident
from basalt tools, pottery kilns and fire
stoves from the Chalcolithic period found
in local caves. This location features very
prominently, as it is home to Prophet
Abraham’s final resting place and thus
revered by the world’s three monotheistic
religions. Moreover, the city is one of the
few Arab Islamic cities that have retained
their historic architectural heritage and

As one of the most important Palestinian
industrial and commercial centers,
Hebron houses many traditional
handicrafts. Here, visitors can observe
the manufacture of glassware and pottery,
Hebron’s furniture is sold throughout
Palestine, and shoes made in Al-Khalil
are valued throughout the Middle East
for their fine quality. Thus, the city has in
recent years contributed more than 40
percent of the Palestinian GDP.
Yet, in this place, the Israeli occupation
and the aggression of its settler
community are exposed in their
ugliest form, flagrantly visible right in front
of the museum building in the Shallala
area. Many streets have closed down
their shops and are covered by mesh
that holds the garbage thrown out of the
windows on a regular basis by settlers
living above.
In this environment, the Old Hebron
Museum stands as a beacon of
knowledge and information for anyone
trying to understand the history and
context of this atypical city that is marred
by in-your-face apartheid.
The museum is open from 8:00 to 15:00,
Sunday through Thursday. For more
information, please call 02 229 1790.
For a virtual tour of the museum (made possible
through the support of UNESCO), please visit
https://youtu.be/QEIZ7hMK3S8.
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TWiP Kitchen

Rice Stuffing with Chestnuts
By Maha Khoury Meo

N

o doubt the Christmas season in Palestine is one of the most beautiful
and loved seasons of the year. I dare say that it has become a national
holiday for everyone, particularly for children. Palestine is the Holy
Land after all, and before COVID-19 hit the world, hundreds of thousands
flocked to Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus Christ, which resulted in an
economic boost not only for Bethlehem but for the whole country. Christmas
trees are put up and decorated in many cities and towns in Palestine, much to
everyone’s enjoyment.

Today, I would like to share the recipe of rice stuffing with chestnuts that many
Palestinian families prepare for Christmas. The recipe makes enough for four to
six people.
Ingredients

Method

• 2 c rice
• 700 g lean ground beef
• 1 c boiled chestnuts, cut into
small pieces
• 3 c chicken broth or boiled water
• 1 ½ tsp salt
• ¾ tsp black pepper
• ¾ tsp allspice
• 1 tsp freshly ground nutmeg
• ¼ c vegetable oil

Wash the rice in cold water
and set aside. Heat the oil in a
pan over medium heat. Add the
(minced) meat, salt, pepper,
allspice, and nutmeg. Stir well,
then cover until the meat is
cooked. Add the chestnuts,
washed rice, and broth or boiled
water. Stir a bit, then lower the
heat. Cover the pan and let it cook
for approximately 20 minutes
without opening the lid until
the rice is cooked. Let it rest in
the pan for 10 minutes before
serving. Finally, place the rice into
a serving dish and top it with lots
of roasted pine nuts or roasted
peeled almonds or both.
Sahtain! Bon appétit!

For those who actually celebrate Christmas in
Palestine, it also means sharing good food!
The best meals of the year are normally
served on Christmas Day and bring
together the extended family.
Christmas dishes may include
lamb, turkey, stuffed
zucchini and vine leaves,
all sorts of pasta dishes,
kubbeh, and on and
on – not to mention the
three million side dishes,
salads, and desserts!
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Ahlan Palestine Postcard

By Malak Hasan

Watch the Sunrise
over the Dead Sea

T

hey say that sunrises are daily miracles, and it couldn’t be more true. No
matter how many sunrises we wake up to, they always seem to have the
power to take our breath away. But there are sunrises that are so special to
watch that you wouldn’t mind getting little to no sleep – and catching a ride
with a Palestinian Bedouin in his 4x4 offroad car at four in the morning.
In this postcard, we want to share with you our latest adventure that took Bisan,
myself, and a group of our Ahlan Palestine friends to the eastern borders of Palestine,
specifically the Jerusalem wilderness and the Dead Sea. This trip was very special
because, for the first time since we launched Ahlan Palestine, we invited other people to
discover with us and experience for themselves what we have been promoting on social
media for close to two years.
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Our adventure started in Dar Salah, a
Palestinian town located six kilometers
to the east of Bethlehem. We were
anticipating a night at a Bedouin tent in
the heart of the Jerusalem wilderness
while learning about astronomy with the
Palestinian Astronomical Society. From
the main road, we drove for another 30
minutes into the Jerusalem wilderness
until we arrived at our Bedouin tent. Abu
Kinan had prepared zarab for us, a meal
with meat that is cooked underground,
a method used by Bedouins for many
generations. We devoured the tender
meat and roasted vegetables under the
moonlight, traced the stars and planets
with the help of a Palestinian expert in
astronomy, and then sang Palestinian
songs and danced dabka around the
campfire. After an exciting evening, it
was time to sleep as we had an actionpacked day ahead of us.
At 4:00 am we woke everyone up and
got into our 4X4 cars to catch the sunrise
at the Dead Sea. The one-hour drive
was extremely thrilling because we were
accompanied by experienced Bedouins
who call this desert home. They can read
the stars and are familiar with the plants
and wild animals that live in this beautiful
and harsh environment. Khaled, our
driver, was very proud of the increasing
interest amongst Palestinians in exploring
the wilderness. This form of tourism is
not only exciting but essential to build
our connection to and understand the
typography of our land. His
words reminded me of
a famous saying that

translates to: “Hike the land to own it,”
which means that only those who know
the land have the right to call it home.
The sparkling lights of the Jordanian city
of Madaba in the far distance signaled
that we had arrived at the edge of the
Jerusalem wilderness, overlooking the
Dead Sea. As the sun rose from behind
the Jordanian mountains, its light washed
out the darkness, and the gleaming
surface of the Dead Sea emerged from
the darkness. It was so quiet, almost
surreal, and its water was as still as a
sleeping infant; we did not dare or wish
to disturb this magical moment. Instead,
we sat on the rocks silently, admiring this
beautiful atmosphere. We felt thankful
that through Ahlan Palestine, we are
reconnecting young Palestinians with
their homeland, reminding them of the
blessing of being able to call this land
home.
Malak Hasan and Bisan Alhajhasan
are the founders of Ahlan Palestine,
a travel blog that promotes tourism
in Palestine. You can also watch the
sunrise over the Dead Sea if you follow
their Instagram page @AhlanPalestine.
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Events

JERUSALEM
CONCERTS
Sunday 19
18:00 Baroque Music Concer t presents
compositions by important composers of
this musical era, including J.S. Bach, Vivaldi,
Corelli, Rameau, Vinci, and Handel. Conducted
by Montaser Jabrini and accompanied by
Tenor Jamil Frej. Organized by Al Kamandjati
Association. Augusta Victoria Church.

BETHLEHEM
CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Monday 6 – Sunday 12
17:00 Christmas art workshops for children,
organized by the Icon Center as par t of
the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Bethlehem Icon School.
Wednesday 22
18:00 Christmas cookies workshop,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as
par t of Bethlehem Christmas festivities
2021–2022. Peace Center Bethlehem.
Tuesday 28
17:00 Letters to Santa is a children’s activity
organized by the Bethlehem Youth Council.
Bethlehem Peace Center.

CONCERTS
Thursday 2
19:00 Christmas music by Suwan Band,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Main Stage at Al-Manara Square.
Friday 3
17:30 Bethlehem Choir Kins performance by
John Paul II Academy for Performing Arts.
John Paul II Foundation.
19:00 Christmas hymns presented by
the Sound from Heaven Choir, organized
by Bethlehem Municipality as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
Salesian stairway.
Saturday 4
20:30 A musical performance by vocalist Lina
Sleibi, organized by Bethlehem Municipality as
part of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Main stage, Al-Manara Square.
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Sunday 5
15: 30 Musical performance by Brass for
Peace, organized by Bethlehem Municipality
as part of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. Main stage, Al-Manara Square.
17:30 Musical performance by the Maltese
violinist Maria Cini, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. Main stage, AlManara Square.
18:00 St. Philip’s Choir from the United
States of America, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. Main stage, AlManara Square.
18:00 A Christmas evening performed by
Oud Al-Nad Choir from Nazareth, under the
patronage of the mayor of Bethlehem, Adv.
Anton Salman, and organized by the Executive
Committee of Caritas Children’s Hospital.
Saint Catherine Church.
19: 00 Ch r is t m as M u si c a l p r e se n ts
performances by Bethlehem’s musicians
Marian Murra, Fouad Mubassaleh, and George
Babish, accompanied by Nagham band.
Organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Main stage, Al-Manara Square.
Thursday 9
18:00 Bethlehem Academy of Music concert
is organized by Bethlehem Municipality
in partnership with the Pro Terra Sancta
Association as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. The Salesian
staircase.
19:30 Performances by Bethlehem musicians
Wassim Abu Gharfa, Amjad Khair, Steve
Hanna, and Celina Qumsieh, accompanied
by Nagham Ensemble. Main stage, Al-Manara
Square.
Friday 10
17:00 Musical performance by Bethlehem
Academy of Music choir and orchestra,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality in
partnership with Pro Terra Sancta Association
as part of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. The main stage, Al-Manara Square.
19:00 Concer t by Zeid Helal organized
by Bethlehem Municipality as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The main
stage, Al-Manara Square.

Saturday 11
17:00 Talent Show for Children and Youth,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
main stage, Al-Manara Square.
18:00 Concer t by vocalist Lara Abu
Rahmoun from Acre, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. The main stage,
Al-Manara Square.
19:00 Concer t by vocalist Vida Tabar
from Nazareth, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. The main stage.
Al-Manara Square.
Sunday 12
16:30 Musical show by Shaden and Nardine
Nassar organized by Bethlehem Municipality
as part of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. The main stage. Al-Manara Square.
17:00 Woodwind concer t and march,
organized by the Edward Said National
Conservatory of Music as par t of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. Starting
from Catholic Action Roundabout to AlManara Square.
18:30 Christmas Jazz Songs by Flat B,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
Salesian stairway.
Friday 17
18:00 Concert by the Tallinn Orchestra from
Estonia, organized by Bethlehem Municipality
as part of Bethlehem Christmas festivities
2021–2022. Chapel of the Divine Child,
Bethlehem University.

EXHIBITIONS
Thursday 16
18:00 Christmas piano recital performed by
Ramzi Shomali followed by the opening of
Bethlehem, 60 years of photography through
the lens of the Bethlehemite photographer
Maurice Michael. Organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as part of Bethlehem Christmas
festivities 2021–2022. Bethlehem Peace
Center.
Monday 20
18:00 Opening of the exhibition Kanaan...Son
of Man, sculptures inspired by the homeland,
the Deity, and the human, by artist Tariq
Salsa, organized by Bethlehem Municipality
as part of Bethlehem Christmas festivities
2021–2022. Bethlehem Peace Center.

FILM SCREENINGS
Friday 10
14:00 Azo and Asmar film screening and
children’s events that include face painting,
crepes, and drinks organized by the French
Cultural Association in Bethlehem as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Bethlehem Icon Center.

LECTURES
Thursday 9
17:00 “Bethlehemite Heritage Resisting
Extinction,” a lecture by the historian George
Al-Ama and organized by Dar Al Sabagh
Diaspora Studies and Research Centre as
par t of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. Dar Al Sabagh Diaspora Studies and
Research Centre.
Friday 10
17:00 “Star Street: History and Civilization,”
a lecture by the historian Khalil Shokeh,
organized by Dar Al Sabagh Diaspora Studies
and Research Centre as part of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. Dar Al Sabagh
Diaspora Studies and Research Centre.
18:00 Poetry night by the poet Saba Qaabar
from Beit Jala, organized by Dar Al Sabagh
Diaspora Studies and Research Centre as
par t of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. Dar Al Sabagh Diaspora Studies and
Research Centre.

SPECIAL EVENTS
Thursday 2 – Sunday 12
16:00 Opening of the 21st Annual Christmas
Market, which offers a variety of local and
international Christmas foods, products, and
ar tworks, and includes many Christmas
music performances and children’s activities.
Organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Christmas festivities 2021–2022. The
market runs daily from 15:00–21:00. AlManara Square and Star Street.
17:00 Santa Claus parade with the participation
of Santa and the giant puppets, followed by
the opening of Santa’s House on Star Street,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part of
the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. From
Al-Manara Square to Hosh Abu Jarour building.
18:00 Italian Flag Wavers Show, organized
by Bethlehem Municipality as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. Catholic
Action Roundabout.
18:30 Christmas art workshop for children
organized by the Icon School, as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. Bethlehem
Icon School.

Saturday 4
18:00 Bethlehem Christmas Tree Lighting
Ceremony, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality under the Patronage of H.E.
President Mahmoud Abbas, President of
Palestine, with the presence of H.E. Dr.
Mohammad Shtayyeh, the Prime Minister.
Manger Square.
Thursday 9
1 7:00 French e vening with Fr en ch
music and food organized by the French
Cultural Association Bethlehem as part of
the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021.
Bethlehem Icon Center.
18:00 Beit Sahour Christmas Tree Lighting
Ceremony, organized by Beit Sahour
Municipality. In front of the new municipality
building.
Saturday 11
17:00 Chilean Night starting with a march
from Manger Square to the Catholic Action
roundabout, followed by a screening of the
film 4 Colors, which is about the Palestinian
football club in Chile (Club Palaestino),
and a reception that includes traditional
Chilean Christmas sweets, cookies, and
traditional drinks. Organized by the Chilean
representative as par t of the Bethlehem
Christmas Market 2021. Dar Al Sabagh
Diaspora Studies and Research Centre.
Participation by registration at www.facebook.
com/DarAlSabaghCentre.
18:00 Beit Jala Christmas Tree Lighting
Ceremony, organized by Beit Jala Municipality.
In front of the municipality building, Al
Manshieh area.
Sunday 12
12:00 Opening of the bazaar “Determined
to Continue the Journey,” organized by
the Ministry of Economy, and exclusively
sponsored by Bank of Palestine, in cooperation
with Bethlehem Municipality. The bazaar runs
until December 13, from 12:00 till 20:00.
Bethlehem Peace Center.
Friday 24
11:00 Scout parades celebrating Christmas
prior to the entrance into Bethlehem of
His Beatitude Pierbattista Pizzaballa, Latin
Patriarch of Jerusalem. From Star Street to
Manger Square.
18:00–22:00 Christmas Eve with choirs and
Christmas carols to celebrate the birth of the
Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ, organized by
Bethlehem Municipality as part of Bethlehem
Christmas festivities 2021. Manger Square.
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RELIGIOUS EVENTS
Friday 24
13:00 Reception of His Beatitude Pierbattista
Pizzaballa, Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem.
Manger Square.
15:30 Christmas service and Shepherd’s
Prayer, organized by the Jer usalem
Inter national YMCA in Jer usalem in
partnership with the Evangelical Lutheran
Church. The Evangelical Lutheran Church.
23:45 The Midnight Christmas Vigil, presided
over by His Beatitude Pierbattista Pizzaballa,
Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, followed by the
procession to the Grotto of the Nativity. Saint
Catherine Church.

SYMPOSIA
Wednesday 15
10:00 International Ar t and Citizenship
Conference organized by Dar Al-Kalima
University. The conference continues till
Thursday, December 16. Dar Al-Kalima
University Campus.

THEATER

Friday 10
16:00 Toy Shop by Inad Theater, organized
by Bethlehem Municipality in partnership with
the Pro Terra Sancta Foundation as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The main
stage, Al-Manara Square.
Saturday 11
16:00 Christmas theatrical performance for
children presented by Yoya Theater, organized
by Bethlehem Municipality as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
Salesian stairway.
Sunday 12
16:00 Children’s play by Amto Kanfusheh,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part
of the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
Salesian stairway.
Tuesday 21
17:00 Santa’s Academy, presented by Diyar
Dance Theatre, organized by Bethlehem
Municipality as part of Bethlehem Christmas
festivities 2021–2022. Bethlehem Peace
Center.

Friday 3
16:30 Laila and the Moon children’s
performance by Damra Theater from Tarshiha,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality in
partnership with Pro Terra Sancta Association,
as part of the Bethlehem Christmas Market
2021. Main stage, Al-Manara Square.

TOURS

Sunday 5
16:30 Puppet show for children presented
by Damra Theater from Tarshiha, organized
by Bethlehem Municipality in partnership
with Pro Terra Sancta Association, as part of
the Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. The
Salesian stairway.
17:00 Opening of the play Santa’s Academy.
Dar Annadwa Theater.

Friday 17
9:00 Christmas tour of Star Street and the
Church of the Nativity, organized by the
Jerusalem International YMCA in partnership
with the Evangelical Lutheran Church.
Gathering at Catholic Action.

Thursday 9
16:00 Amoul and Zagloul children’s show
presented by Inad Theater, organized by
Bethlehem Municipality in partnership with
Pro Terra Sancta Association, as part of the
Bethlehem Christmas Market 2021. Main
Theater, Al-Manara Square.
19:00 Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, a monodrama
play presented by the ar tist Khaled AlMasou, organized by Dar Al Sabagh Diaspora
Studies and Research Centre, with the
support of Bethlehem Municipality, and the
implementation of Inad Theater. Dar Al Sabagh
Diaspora Studies and Research Centre.

Friday 3
9:00 Christmas tour of Star Street and the
Church of the Nativity for children, organized
by the Jerusalem International YMCA in
partnership with the Evangelical Lutheran
Church. Gathering at Catholic Action.

BIRZEIT
SYMPOSIA
Wednesday 8
10:00–18:00 The Third Annual Conference
entitled “Palestine: Producing Knowledge,
Producing Futures” (in Arabic with English
translation) repositions the Palestinian coast
today within its broader sociopolitical and
cultural contexts, by linking its materiality
and future(s) to the colonial reality within
which it is situated. The conference focuses
on producing emancipatory knowledge
about Palestine, the discourse of indigeneity
and political and cultural approaches to this
discourse, as well as research methods and
approaches through which we can begin
to ascertain and shape Palestine’s future.
Organized by the Palestinian Museum.
Birzeit University, Said Khoury Building
for Development Studies, Room 104. For
registration, please contact activities@
palmuseum.org.

JENIN
CONCERTS
Friday 17
18:00 Baroque Music Concer t presents
compositions by impor tant composers
of this musical era, including J.S. Bach,
Vivaldi, Corelli, Rameau, Vinci, and Handel.
Conducted by Montaser Jabrini and
accompanied by Tenor Jamil Frej. Organized
by Al Kamandjati Association. Church of the
Visitation, Zababdeh.

RAMALLAH
CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Saturday 4
18:00 Christmas carols and storytelling for
children. Sareyyet Ramallah.
Tuesday 7, 14
17:00 Christmas crafts workshop for children.
Sareyyet Ramallah.

CONCERTS
Wednesday 22
18:00 Baroque Music Concer t presents
compositions by important composers of
this musical era, including J.S. Bach, Vivaldi,
Corelli, Rameau, Vinci, and Handel. Conducted
by Montaser Jabrini and accompanied by
Tenor Jamil Frej. Organized by Al Kamandjati
Association. The Evangelical Lutheran Church.

FILM SCREENINGS
Thursday 2, 9, 16
18:00 Christmas movie screening. Sareyyet
Ramallah.

SPECIAL EVENTS
Thursday 2 – Saturday 4
16:00-21:00 Christmas market organized by
Sareyyet Ramallah. Sareyyet Ramallah.
Sunday 12
14:00–17:00 Presentation of the stories Zahra
wara’ Zahra, ‘Urus Taht al-Shajara (A Flower
behind a Flower, a Wedding under the Tree),
organized by the Palestinian Museum as part
of the project “The History of Palestinian Art
Told by Objects.” The Palestinian Museum.
For registration, please contact activities@
palmuseum.org.

CONCERTS
Monday 20, Thursday 23
18:00 Baroque Music Concer t presents
compositions by important composers of
this musical era, including J.S. Bach, Vivaldi,
Corelli, Rameau, Vinci, and Handel. Conducted
by Montaser Jabrini and accompanied by
Tenor Jamil Frej. Organized by Al Kamandjati
Association. Church of Our Lady of Sorrows.

INTERNATIONAL

ACCOMMODATIONS

BANI ZEID, ABOUD

RESTAURANTS

Wednesday 22
18:00 Baroque Music Concer t presents
compositions by important composers of
this musical era, including J.S. Bach, Vivaldi,
Corelli, Rameau, Vinci, and Handel. Conducted
by Montaser Jabrini and accompanied by
Tenor Jamil Frej. Organized by Al Kamandjati
Association. Ramallah Municipal Theater.

Rawabi

Directory

SPECIAL EVENTS
Thursday 2 – Sunday 5
19:00 Bethlehem Cultural Festival is a
celebration of Palestine’s rich and diverse
cultural scene through music, theater, film,
cookery, dance, architectural heritage, and
discussion. The Grand Junction, London;
Glasgow Cathedral, Glasgow; and online
from Palestine.

TOURS

Sunday 19
16:00–17:00 A guided tour in Arabic with
curator Baha Al-Jubeh of the Palestinian
Museum’s collection room “Heritage Dresses:
Memory Trail” recounts the story of 80
Palestinian embroidered dresses (thobes)
that travelled from Palestine to the United
States three decades ago and were acquired
and preserved by Palestinian and ArabAmerican women from the Committee for
the Preservation of Palestinian Heritage
(CPPH), in Washington, DC. These thobes
and accessories were recently returned to
their homeland in Palestine and are to be
preserved in the Palestinian Museum. The
Palestinian Museum. For registration, please
contact activities@palmuseum.org.
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ATTRACTIONS

Wednesday 8
10:00–18:00 A People by the Sea: Narratives
of the Palestinian Coast (1748–1948) is an
exhibition and guided tour (in Arabic) curated
by Ahmad Al-Aqra which accompanies the
Palestinian Museum’s third annual conference
“Palestine: Producing Knowledge, Producing
Futures.” For registration, please contact
activities@palmuseum.org.

Jerusalem
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Bethlehem
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Ramallah
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Gaza
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Jericho
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Nablus
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The Last Word

It’s Fun
My last few columns have been quite candid. I’ve laid out our future plans and
written about our challenges. However, I think I missed a very important point:
we love what we do, despite all. People often tell me that finding new themes
and gathering the content to give it justice must be the hardest part of what we
do. I normally reply: “That’s the fun part!” Exploring new themes and acquiring
content is the spice of our work and is certainly enjoyable. In fact, I often find
myself saying, “I can’t wait to publish this article!” or “This is a wow!”
Here’s an example of building an issue. Take the June issue with the theme
sumud, or steadfastness. In line with our self-imposed mandate to promote
and document Palestine (now refined in the slogan “A credible source
of information about Palestine”), the initial idea was to highlight people,
institutions, networks, and even private-sector companies that have excelled
and stood out for their good work. As there were so many options available,
the challenge was to choose which institutions or personalities to feature. We
ended up highlighting Suad Amiry, Raja Shehadeh, Hanan Ashrawi, Abdalhadi
Alijla, Mounir Kleibo, and Issa Nesnas. Certainly there are hundreds, even
thousands of others we could have written about, but sometimes proximity,
and admittedly personal connections, weigh in. In that issue, we also featured
the Edward Said National Conservatory of Music, Samidoun Palestinian
Prisoner Solidarity Network, and Pharmacare, a successful pharmaceutical
company that exports to Europe. Since we normally announce our themes
two, sometimes three months ahead of time, we had no idea when we
announced the June theme of sumud that the glorious demonstrations at
Damascus Gate and later in the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood in Jerusalem
would take place in May. We surely did not expect the latest attack on Gaza
that followed. Luckily, however, we were able to accommodate an additional
two articles about Gaza and Sheikh Jarrah. In my opinion, the latter turned
out brilliantly since it focused on beautiful Sheikh Jarrah, the jewel among
Jerusalem neighborhoods, and its celebrated history. The whole issue was
wonderful and, as my brother once said, “Each time I say that a particular
issue is the best, you prove me wrong!” This is the fun part I’m referring to.
In my November column, I promised that when the December issue is
uploaded, it would include a prototype of the search engine that we have been
working on for some time, whereby users will be able to choose a category
to get a list of the articles that have been published on that topic. Although
this exciting feature is certainly coming, its implemention is taking more time
than expected. My apologies! Thank you for your understanding and for your
continued support.
Long live Palestine!

Sani Meo
Publisher
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