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Tourism these days must be well considered if we desire to be
conscious of the ecological footprint of our travels and weigh it against
the positive impact it has on our health and psyche. Cultural tourism
serves both purposes because it not only enriches our lives but also
contributes positively to many aspects of the lives of the people we
visit: it supports livelihoods and aids in the preservation of heritage.
In Palestine, cultural tourism has been on the rise yet still holds great
potential. This issue touches on both achievements and aspirations.
This Week in Palestine wishes to thank UNDP/PAPP for choosing
the gold sponsorship to support this issue and contribute to our
sustainability. Our gratitude goes as well to this issue’s authors: H.E.
Rula Maayeh, Minister of Tourism and Antiquities; UNDP/PAPP and
Sirin Titi, manager of Khan al-Wakalah; Dana Abbas, Riwaq Centre for
Architectural Conservation’s lead architect in efforts to revitalize and
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Heritage Preservation (CCHP) and Saeda Manoli, an architect at
CCHP; Dr. Paolo Vitti, a professor at the University of Notre Dame and
former consultant to UNDP during the rehabilitation of Maqam Nabi
Musa; UNESCO National Office for Palestine, Ramallah; Dar al-Kalima
University, Bethlehem; Minister without portfolio Emad Hamdan,
who also serves as the general director of the Hebron Rehabilitation
Committee (HRC); Dr. Qustandi Shomali, a full professor at Bethlehem
University; Raed Saadeh, chairman of the Rozana Association in
Birzeit; Amal Abuelhawa, who leads the Taawon (Welfare Organization)
Old City of Jerusalem Revitalization Program; Rand Bader and Yazid
Al-Dadou from PalVision; and Samar Awaad, executive director of
Dalia Association.
Our Personality of the Month is Nasser Abdul Hadi, the Historical
Personality of the Month is the impressionist painter Nahil Bishara,
the Book of the Month is the young-adult novel Ida in the Middle, and
as Artist of the Month we present the ensembles of the Edward Said
National Conservatory of Music in Palestine. In Wildlife in Palestine,
Yara Dahdal gives a bit of background on the olive harvest, and in
Where to Go, Bassam Almohor takes you to Tursallah, a remnant of
the British Mandate era. Visit our Exhibition of the Month, Jerusalem:
City of Paradoxes, on display in Ramallah, and enjoy the listed events.
From the entire team at TWiP, we wish you a peaceful November,
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Cultural Tourism

Palestine: A Unique
Tourism Destination

By H.E. Rula Maayeh,
Minister of Tourism and Antiquities

P

alestine is a land rich in religious sites, diverse natural beauty,
culture, and the hospitality of its people. It is the land where
pilgrimage tourism started almost 2,000 years ago, when
pilgrims began to come to Palestine to walk in the footsteps of
Jesus Christ. But besides pilgrimage, Palestine offers many other
kinds of tourism, among them cultural tourism, one of the fastest
developing tourism trends in Palestine. Cultural tourism, according to the United
Nations World Tourism Organization (WTO), “is a type of tourism activity in which
the visitor’s essential motivation is to learn, discover, experience and consume
the tangible and intangible cultural attractions / products in a tourism destination.”
According to WTO statistics, cultural tourism accounts for 37 percent of global
tourism, and it is expected to continue to grow by 15 percent annually. Within the
Palestinian context, cultural tourism reflects the country’s rich history, the unique
Palestinian narrative, handicrafts, folklore, art, traditions, cuisine, and tangible
and intangible heritage. Cultural tourism is of great importance for Palestine. In
addition to its positive economic and social impact, it establishes and reinforces
Palestinian identity, reflects the true image of Palestine and the Palestinians, helps
preserve cultural heritage, and builds harmony and greater understanding between
Palestinians and visitors from other nations and cultures. The Ministry of Tourism
and Antiquities (MoTA) is making great efforts to engage the local community,
Palestinian tourism initiatives, and the private sector in cultural tourism activities
8
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and in the preservation and
conservation of Palestinian cultural
heritage, both tangible and intangible,
to better develop cultural tourism.
The MoTA strategy is to restore as
many historical and archaeological
sites as possible and to open them
to visitors. In November 2021, the
ministry launched one of the most
ambitious cultural heritage projects
of the last 20 years, uncovering the
marvelous mosaic of Hisham’s Palace
and preserving it under an innovative
dome shelter. Other important sites are
on the list of planned projects, and it is
hoped that the international community
will offer its support. The ministry
provides support to the private sector,
the entities involved in experiential
tourism initiatives, and, above all, to
those who offer community-based
packages.
In addition to registering the “Old
City of Jerusalem and Its Walls” as
UNESCO World Heritage in 1981, the
State of Palestine was able to register
the “Birthplace of Jesus Christ: Church
of the Nativity and Pilgrimage Route,
Bethlehem” in 2012, and “Palestine,
Land of Olives and Vines: Cultural
Landscape of South Jerusalem, Battir”
in 2014. In 2017, “Hebron/Al Khalil
Old Town” was added to the list as
well.
We call upon all Palestinian tourism
stakeholders to create new tourism
products that reflect the richness of
Palestinian culture and give tourists
and pilgrims alike the opportunity to
explore Palestinian culture through
firsthand experience and contact with
the local people.

SCAN
TO SHARE
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Khan al-Wakalah

Courtesy of UNDP/PAPP

The ability to incorporate cultural
and social elements into various
sectoral development plans is one
of the indicators of development.
Tourism is one of the industries
where the cultural fabric has served
as a significant starting point in
the face of global transformations,
allowing it to develop and become
the foundation of international
market competition.
According to the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP),
cultural heritage is essential to
individual and collective identity
and memory, providing continuity
between the past, present, and
future. Humankind’s ever-changing
values, beliefs, knowledge,

traditions, and practices are reflected
and expressed in cultural heritage.
Cultural heritage also plays a vital
role in the process of sustainable
development as it improves social
cohesion, diversity, well-being, and
quality of life; supports cultural
rights by preserving the heritage of
minority and indigenous groups;
fosters socioeconomic regeneration;
increases the appeal and creativity
of cities and regions; boosts longterm tourism benefits, and promotes
sustainable practices. Consequently,
historically significant cultural
heritage sites are often irreplaceable,
making them especially vulnerable
to neglect, exploitation, or even
destruction.*

P

alestine is frequently considered not only the cradle of
civilizations and religions but also of cultural tourism, as
exemplified in the long tradition of pilgrimage to holy sites.
The writings of early travelers and pilgrims are the first
comprehensive documentation of the various spiritual,
intellectual, and social activities, customs, and traditions
that have distinguished Palestine over the centuries.
These sources also suggest that cultural factors motivated many of these
pilgrims.
In cultural tourism, the material presented to tourists facilitates human
interaction and allows visitors to explore how other cultures create their
surroundings, develop community, and maintain identity. Simultaneously, it
is an ideal channel to exemplify the human concept around which modern
development relations revolve; it is a dynamic activity that affects all
economic activities.
Despite the diversity and relatively high number of cultural tourism
development interventions in Palestine, tourism requires additional
assistance. Regardless of major achievements, there is still a lack of
central stimulation of new types of tourists: tourist facilities were not
expanded, nor was the cultural environment properly exploited to attract
new types of tourists besides religious tourists. Moreover, investors
in the Palestinian tourism sector could not sufficiently develop their
investments in the Palestinian governorates due to the obstacles presented
by the occupation. As a result, the generally religious nature of tourism
in Palestine was more or less maintained. Unfortunately, the occupation
policies have a number of consequences for Palestinians, including limiting
their ability to control their natural resources and access cultural heritage
sites.
10 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Khan al-Wakalah, the recently renovated 350-year-old site in Nablus which historically served as a
caravanserai for merchants traveling from Asia to North Africa through Palestine. The site was damaged
during a powerful earthquake that hit the region in 1927.
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UNDP strives to preserve, protect,
and promote cultural heritage
through project activities in
accordance with UNESCO Cultural
Heritage conventions and any
other national or international
legal instruments that may impact
cultural heritage use. Because
these sites are endangered
and may suffer from damage,
inappropriate alteration, disruption,
removal, or misuse, UNDP aims
to preserve and safeguard cultural
heritage, promote the equitable
sharing of benefits from its use,
and foster meaningful consultation
with stakeholders regarding
its preservation, protection,
utilization, and management.
A 350-year-old site in Nablus
serves as a case study of such
interventions.
Palestinians call the site Khan
al-Wakalah, the Arabic term for
“hostel” because traditionally,
it served as a caravanserai for
merchants traveling from Asia to
North Africa through Palestine’s
historical territory. After it was
damaged during the powerful
earthquake that hit the region
in 1927, however, the site was
neglected and fell into decay. In
the mid-1990s, UNESCO and
the European Union decided to
launch a significant rehabilitation
and renovation intervention at the
site with the goal of improving the
living conditions of local residents.
Thus, experts devised a strategy
for the municipality to turn the
site into a profit-generating center,
ensuring that the restoration
work has a long-term impact
and is financially sustainable
while safeguarding the site’s
authenticity. Subsequently,
the infrastructure around the
caravanserai was renovated and
12 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

the archaeological sites, and the
historical buildings and increasing
local residents’ income as they
are enabled to provide tourist
services.
The collaboration of all
stakeholders in fine-tuning the
interventions contributed to the
success of the revitalization of
Khan al-Wakalah, involving the
Palestinian Ministry of Tourism
and Antiquities, the Municipality of
Nablus, and the private owners of
the sites.

The corridors of Khan al-Wakalah.

upgraded to serve as a center for
handicrafts, tourism, and cultural
services, as Khan al-Wakalah
became the first public-private
partnership (PPP) model in
cultural institution management
and operation in Palestine.
The overarching goal of the
EU-funded “Support to the
Development of Cultural Tourism”
project, launched in 2014 by
UNDP/PAPP in collaboration
with the Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities, was to contribute
to national economic growth
by developing the Palestinian
tourism sector through revitalized
cultural infrastructure and
increased participation in PPPs.
Moreover, the project aimed to
contribute to efforts to conserve
and protect cultural infrastructure
as well as improve the potential
of cultural and ecotourism and

creative industries for inclusive
economic growth. In addition, the
project endeavored to help raise
awareness of the importance of
cultural heritage among the local
population by preserving and
providing the site with the needed
infrastructure and facilities for
cultural and social activities for the
inhabitants and tourists.
Furthermore, on the job
generation front, the project
provided job opportunities for
young professionals, promoting
craftsmanship, tourism, and
cultural management as well
as improved engagement with
the local private sector. Finally,
the project aimed to contribute
towards increasing the amount of
inbound and outbound tourism by
adding new touristic routes with
a new concept of connecting the
landscape with the environment,

Khan al-Wakalah’s rehabilitation
was completed in 2017, with 11
stores renovated to meet the local
economy’s needs and 21 rooms
renovated to become a boutique
hotel. The complex furthermore
includes a nine-room guest
house and several shops that
sell traditional handicrafts such
as olive oil soap and embroidery.
Other stores house tourist
information centers, agencies,
and exhibition and conference
facilities. In addition, there is
a two-story restaurant and an
old courtyard where travelers
once kept mules. Therefore, in
addition to the more than 1,600
working days created during
the implementation phase, the
project provided an additional
40 direct and indirect long-term
employment opportunities to
Nablus residents.
The process commenced with
developing a new business
management plan, followed by
providing technical assistance
to the Municipality of Nablus
in forming a public-private
partnership responsible for
the guesthouse, cafeteria, and
restaurant. In addition, the UNDP
provided technical assistance
13
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involving the local private sector in
managing a cultural heritage site.
UNDP targeted local NGOs, CSOs,
and family-based initiatives in
the business plan (e.g., Bedouins
and women’s associations).
The project was carried out by
strengthening local counterparts’
sustainable systems and human
capacities to internalize the
participatory approaches and
innovative ideas developed during
the planning and implementation
phases. Integrating international
and local capacities in the
conceptualization, design,
implementation, monitoring, and
evaluation processes proved
to be an effective strategy for
achieving synergy. Similarly,
incorporating gender equality
and youth-focused policies into
the business development plan
proved advantageous.

Khan al-Wakalah's courtyard where events take place.

to the Municipality of Nablus
during the shop lease selection
process. Subsequently, and in
collaboration with the Ministry of
Tourism and Antiquities, the UNDP
provided technical assistance
for the provision of furniture and
equipment.
To promote Khan al-Wakalah at
its opening, a visibility campaign,
which included a touristic itinerary
for Nablus, was launched after
the infrastructure of the complex
had been completed and the
equipment installed. Furthermore,
UNDP provided the staff of the
Nablus Municipality and the joint
venture in charge of managing
Khan al-Wakalah with on-the-job
training and capacity development
to ensure a high level of functionality
at the complex. In addition, UNDP
assisted in the start-up phase of
the restaurant/café, guesthouse,
shopping area, and other amenities.
14 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

UNDP has aimed to incorporate the
following principles throughout this
initiative to promote internationally
agreed goals and international
norms and standards as part of
its development programming:
environmental sustainability, a
human rights-based approach,
gender equality and women’s
empowerment, capacity
development, and results-based
management.
The project aimed to ensure
sustainability in multiple dimensions
(financial, institutional, and
environmental) by involving
beneficiaries, target groups, and
stakeholders directly from the
planning stage until the completion
of activities and handover to local
actors.
The project’s social sustainability,
or ownership, was based on
developing a business plan

The project also conducted
all activities and decisions
transparently and inclusively,
involving all relevant stakeholders
and ensuring the project’s
institutional sustainability. To that
end, the owners of the cultural
heritage sites were engaged from
the start of the project’s planning
phase and continued to play an
active role – as members of the
program steering committee –
during the entire implementation
of the activities, ensuring the
project’s financial and institutional
sustainability. In addition,
the Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities and the Municipality of
Nablus both played institutional
roles in the project, ensuring
the continuity of the Palestinian
National Development Plans.
A number of lessons were
learned during this project. For
most Palestinian citizens, these

Khan al-Wakalah is a
thriving cultural tourism
establishment in Nablus
that preserves heritage
and fosters economic
development while
promoting cultural tourism
in Palestine. It represents
one component of the €5
million “Support to the
Development of Cultural
Tourism Programme”
funded by the European
Union and implemented
by UNDP/PAPP in close
collaboration with the
Palestinian Ministry of
Tourism and Antiquities
and the private sector.

monuments are a bridge between
the past and the present, symbols
of their identity and sense of
belonging amid challenges that
threaten social cohesion and form
a protracted crisis as a result of
the prolonged occupation. The
revitalization of Khan al-Wakalah
has demonstrated the social
15
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leadership. These elements can
be strengthened at different levels:
individual, family, community,
regional, and national. This is
a fundamental aspect reflected
in UNDP’s mandate in the State
of Palestine. This framework
significantly increases local
ownership and social cohesion,
bolstering national self-reliance and
enhancing the leadership of national
institutions to more effectively plan,
manage, and invest in resilience and
development. These elements were
the core of the Khan al-Wakalah
model.

Khan al-Wakalah.

power of operating sites; a strong
connection was observed between
neighborhoods and the old city
of Nablus, with site operation and
the provision of touristic services
contributing significantly to these
social dynamics.
UNDP was able to hone its
knowledge of cultural tourism in
Palestine, adopt new mechanisms
with multidimensional objectives,
protect sites, restore tangible
Palestinian assets, and implement
new revitalization principles as
part of the learning experience in
Khan al-Wakalah. Furthermore,
16 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

UNDP emphasized the anticipated
development dividends and
reduced barriers to private sector
participation. The private sector and
the local community are currently
presented with numerous new
business opportunities as a result
of the implementation of this model.
The investment in cultural tourism
fully aligns with the UNDP’s
current programming emphasis,
the Transformative Resilience
Framework. The three key elements
of Transformative Resilience
are Palestinian identity, selfreliance, and local ownership and

Undoubtedly, this path is fraught
with difficulties; however,
national counterparts have made
commendable efforts to revise,
alter, and refine policy frameworks
and are willing to continue their
efforts. For instance, the most
recent heritage and antiquities
legislation carefully considered
the need to strengthen the legal
framework to support the concept
of revitalization through private
sector participation.
UNDP and the Ministry of Tourism
and Antiquities have agreed on
several strategic measures currently
being monitored and implemented.
The measures include increasing
investment in the operation and
management of cultural tourism
and heritage sites, establishing
national tourism destinations, and
emphasizing local handicrafts.
The relationship between
tourism and culture requires the
development of diverse cultural
fields. Consequently, tourism
policies, regulations, and laws
must be promoted to preserve
the pattern of cultural heritage
and local identity, as well as the

balance between tourism functions
and adequate employment for the
residents of these areas, with the
provision of a cultural environment
that takes into account architectural
and social heritage.
Cultural tourism must be
developed and activated to achieve
development by establishing
associations, raising awareness,
and educating through publications,
seminars, and conferences.
When forming local groups or
organizations of professionals,
businesspeople, politicians,
and environmentalists in order
to promote cultural tourism,
it is prudent to emphasize
self-development rather than
development imposed from outside
the tourist areas.
The revitalization of the historical
Khan al-Wakalah has been identified
as a foundational pillar under
the EU/UNDP “Support to the
Development of Cultural Tourism”
project. The Khan al-Wakalah model
sought to demonstrate the social
and economic potential of cultural
heritage at the local government
level, specifically at the Nablus
Municipality. Despite Palestine’s
limited experience in forming PPPs
for the management and operation
of cultural heritage sites, as well
as the limited system capacities
and lack of a legal framework at
the outset of this engagement, PPP
was deemed the essence of the EU/
UNDP’s approach to unleashing the
potentials of cultural tourism.

SCAN
TO SHARE

*UNDP Social and Environmental Standards: Standard 4 (Cultural Heritage).
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My Golden
Opportunity
Having stood the test of time, Khan
al-Wakalah is now considered one
of the holiest edifices in the Nablus
area. Therefore, it’s my honor to
manage this Palestinian landmark
along with my sisters.
My family’s involvement with Khan
al-Wakalah Hotel dates back to
when my father, Munther Al-Titi,
was awarded the contract to
manage the establishment. The
business eventually became a
family affair, and now my sisters
and I run it. To make it a success
story, we work daily to bring back
Nablus’s rich cultural heritage.
We make every effort to promote
Nablus’s historical presence and
tell the city’s story to visitors from
all over the world, including Arabs
and foreigners of many different
nationalities.
In today’s society, cultural and
traditional biases make it extremely
unusual for a woman to take charge
of a project of this scale. But my
sisters and I decided to break the
mold and provide a fresh take on
the “working woman” stereotype,
at least here in Nablus. This even
made working night shifts at the
restaurant difficult, but we persisted
and believed in our vision and
eventually made it work. Being a
good wife is as important to me as
running a successful business, so I
18 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

By Sirin Al-Titi

made it a point to keep my work and
home life in harmony.
Professionally, we have faced a
number of challenges, including
the intense competition in the
market, which has compelled us
to develop innovative business
models to expand our margins and
sustain the quality of our services.
However, Khan al-Wakalah is a solid
ancient institution that can hold its
own against newer competitors.
Our father, a prominent pioneer
and industry veteran with years of
experience in managing hotels and
restaurants, has been a significant
source of guidance for us throughout
the turbulent times we have
experienced.
The opportunity to manage Khan
al-Wakalah Hotel has allowed me
the freedom to try new things, step
outside my comfort zone, and hone
my skills. My time at Al-Khan has
been marked by a wide range of
feelings, including tenacity, stress,
and extreme elation. The process of
coming to know myself has been
and continues to be overwhelmingly
positive. This institution is also a
family success story because it has
helped us grow closer to each other
in an effort to sustain this legacy. For
this reason, I consider it to be my
golden opportunity.
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A Tour of
Rural Jerusalem
Restoration as Cultural Infrastructure
The historic center of Al-Jib village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

By Dana Abbas

A

lmost halfway between the city of Jerusalem and the city of
Ramallah lie the northern villages of Jerusalem. Over an area that
stretches about 20 kilometers from east to west, they are scattered
over the medium-high mountain chain of Jibal al-Quds (Al-Quds
mountains), where the geography gradually transforms from the
barren eastern slopes to the fertile lands of the western mountains.
Most of these villages are as ancient as the first civilizations that
appeared in Palestine. Rural Jerusalem’s rich heritage encompasses innumerable
archaeological and historical sites, renowned architectural monuments, and typical
rural and urban buildings and constructions. Moreover, the villages’ local folk
heritage includes crafts, oral traditions, music, and customs, contributing to the
broader national and cultural wealth.
Since 2017, Riwaq Centre for Architectural Conservation has worked on developing
and implementing a vision that responds to the geopolitical challenges enforced
by the Israeli settler colonial regime in the Jerusalem area, including separation,
fragmentation, and marginalization. These efforts were manifested through a
The historic center of Jaba’ village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.
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long-term rehabilitation project titled
“The Life Jacket: The Restoration and
Regeneration of Rural Jerusalem.”
The work that has been implemented
in rural Jerusalem has so far targeted
the historic centers of Jaba’, Kafr
‘Aqab, Qalandiya, and Al-Jib. Adopting
a bottom-up approach towards the
preservation of cultural heritage,
Riwaq treats the northern villages as
one expanded geography, calling it
a cluster. Through clustering, Riwaq
acknowledges the significance of
each village while emphasizing the
importance of historical, social, and
economic interdependencies between
these places in the search for their
communities’ common interests.
Restoration as cultural infrastructure
requires thoughtful planning based
on research and a deep engagement
with the community, local institutions,
and other stakeholders, taking
into consideration both physical
and nonphysical aspects. Led by
this approach, the work has been
structured around three main elements;
the first being a series of physical
interventions in the historic centers
of rural Jerusalem (documentation,
planning, archaeological excavations,
restoration works and adaptive reuse,
refurbishment of public spaces,
the provision of infrastructure and
landscaping, and more). The other two

soft components include a cultural
program within these centers and a
substantial research component that
looked at the area’s common histories
and trajectories. Along with partners
and collaborators, Riwaq is opening
up this geography by organizing hikes
and walks, providing accommodations
and residencies, creating public and
open spaces, working with those in the
local communities who are willing to
share their knowledge, practices, and
narratives. Riwaq also makes available
a multitude of archival and research
materials to enable anyone to explore
these historic centers and their rich
cultural heritage.
In Jaba’ village, 11 kilometers
northeast of Jerusalem, the elegant
masonry houses of its historic center
can be seen when driving along
Highway 60 that connects Ramallah
with the southern West Bank. Being
close to Qalandiya checkpoint and a
stone quarry, the restoration of Jaba’s
historic center adopted an ecological
approach to contain the disastrous
environmental and geopolitical
problems that the village is facing.
Aside from the rich architectural
heritage, the historic center embraces
the remains of an ancient Roman
fortress and a water system of cisterns
and canals that run underground,
connecting to the abandoned Roman
21
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The historic center of Qalandiya village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

pool at the eastern edge of the historic
center. This system was documented
and traced during the rehabilitation
project and is now projected as water
paths and green elements that can be
seen inside the alleys of Jaba’.
The natural wadi between Jaba’ and
Kafr ‘Aqab was once the main route
connecting the two villages. In 2016,
Riwaq invited artists, researchers,
and locals to re-walk the wadi and
draw the trail, accompanied by a local
guide. Today, PYALARA (Palestinian
Youth Association for Leadership and

Rights Activism) has its own premises
in the historic center and manages
the site in cooperation with the local
council. In 2016, Jaba’s historic center
hosted /si:n/ festival of video art and
performance; it has housed many
workshops and summer camps since
its renovation began in 2014.
Heading west, the high-rise buildings
of Kafr ‘Aqab dominate the scenery.
Behind this forest of concrete, at the
eastern edge of the town, lies the
historic center of Kafr ‘Aqab. The
village is located eight kilometers north

The courtyard of Dalia Association in Kafr ‘Aqab. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.
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Life Jacket Project 2017-2019
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Apartheid Wall
Contour Lines

General map of “The Life Jacket Project” villages. Courtesy of Riwaq.

of Jerusalem and just a five-minute
drive south of Al-Bireh city center. The
vision for the rehabilitation of the Kafr
‘Aqab historic center aims to transform
the space into a cultural and social
hub. As Riwaq works in partnership
with the municipality, the buildings
restored so far were adapted to host
effective centers and institutions, while
the public spaces and courtyards
bind these institutions together,
forming common open spaces and
a community garden that echoes
hawakir, orchards.
The site is also rich with history: an
olive press and a mill were found
beneath one of the houses, and
segments of a two-layered mosaic
floor were found on the eastern side
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of the historic center. The Old Mosque,
built on the Abu Yassin Shrine, is
located in the historic center. Another
important landmark is Mughara/
Mughira al-Sheikh (Shrine of Sheikh
‘Abdullah), located on a hilltop on the
southeastern side of the village. While
only a few stones remain, the location
is clearly marked by a perennial oak
tree.
Today, Kafr ‘Aqab is the home of Dalia
Association and Seraj Library and
Storytelling Center. In the near future,
the Palestinian Writing Workshop, the
Visual Arts Forum, the Palestinian
Association for Visually Impaired
Persons, Kafr ‘Aqab Youth Club,
and The Women’s Association will
occupy their newly renovated spaces.
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Al-Huqqiyya Mansion in the historic center of
Qalandiya village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

What was once the courtyard of a
family home will become a public
playground for children. The center
is already buzzing with a full program
of activities held throughout the year.
Dalia Association also opened its two
residency spaces that allow visitors
and artists to enjoy a stay at the
historic center of Kafr ‘Aqab. Seraj
Library activates its space through a
rich cultural program that revives the
traditional art of storytelling through
exhibitions, performances, and
storytelling sessions.
Not far to the west of Kafr ‘Aqab is
Qalandiya village that can be seen right
behind the structures of what was once
the Jerusalem International Airport.
To reach Qalandiya village today, one
needs to go through Ramallah to the
Rafat-Biddu road, an extra 20-minute
ride from Kafr ‘Aqab. Qalandiya’s
historic center is on the western side of
the village lands, 10 kilometers north of
Jerusalem. The village center had been
buried under debris and rubble, but
some 35 historic buildings were found
once the restoration work started in
2017. The architectural and structural
style of the buildings indicates that
they were built in the Ottoman period
(between the sixteenth and the early
twentieth centuries). Stone fragments,
column segments, mosaic stones,
and scattered pottery also indicate
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The trail from Jaba’ to Kafr ‘Aqab. Photo courtesy
of Riwaq.

earlier human presence that reaches
as far back as the Mamluk, Crusader,
Byzantine, and perhaps even Roman
eras.
An examination of oral history was
a main approach in efforts to reveal
the socioeconomic history of the
village. Interviews with locals indicated
the presence of an archaeological
site locally known as Al-Nawamis,
named after openings engraved in
stone and used as burial sites that
can be found there. Oral history
sessions also indicated the presence
of archaeological water reservoirs
to the northeast of the town called
Al-Biar (Arabic for the Well’s Area),
where each well has a proper name:
Al-Homma, Al-Etham, Al-Rasas,
and Al-Natsheh, to name some.
Al-Omari Mosque at the core of the
historic center is another important
archaeological landmark where the
ruins of some ancient structures
(probably Roman) are still visible from
its northern facade.

By 2018, Riwaq was able to fully
restore two courtyards to serve as
premises for the local women’s
association and Qalandiya Protection
Group. In addition, Riwaq worked
on the restoration of Al-Huqqiyya
Mansion, a multi-story architectural
landmark at the entrance of the village.
The mansion serves as the premises
of some cultural institutions, such as
Tibaq Publishing, and accommodates
a seminar and workshop space
managed by Riwaq. The mansion’s
terraced courtyard is meant to house
public events and cultural activities.
Riwaq’s art residency space is another
asset that drives artists and creatives
to experience the rich culture of the
area.

mural covering the cistern now defines
the entrance to Al-Jib’s historic center
and leads the way up the hill to the
site of the ancient city of Gibeon. The
archaeological site, locally known
as Tal al-Ras (Hill of the Head), is a
must-see destination with its grand
Middle Bronze Age cylindrical pool with
a large staircase, Al-Joura (the hollow).
A Byzantine hall that was once part of
the town’s ancient fortifications can
be found at the western edge of the
historic center. Locally known as AlKaneesa (the church), this magnificent
structure is another landmark worth
visiting.

In the last two years, Riwaq has
heavily invested in rural Jerusalem
through its cultural program. One of
the most spectacular projects is a
series of murals that infiltrate the alleys
of Qalandiya and also transform the
brutal concrete water cistern in the
nearby town of Al-Jib into a colorful,
enchanting work of art. Ten kilometers
northwest of Jerusalem, the huge

The historic center was renovated
according to a two-fold vision: first
to protect it from acts of demolition
and other violations; and secondly,
to look at the role of restoration in
creating the infrastructure necessary to
prepare the site as a tourist destination
for both local and international
visitors by linking the old town to the
archaeological site and the surrounding
neighborhoods and street networks.
Today, one can enjoy a smooth walk
in the alleys of Al-Jib. The municipality,

The archaeological site of Al-Nawamis near
Qalandiya village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

The archaeological landmark Al-Joura in Al-Jib
village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.
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Storytelling with Fida’ Ataya under an oak tree in
Kafr ‘Aqab. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

Riwaq’s residency at Qalandiya village. Photo
courtesy of Riwaq.

Mural by the Italian street artist Millo in the historic
center of Al-Jib village. Photo courtesy of Riwaq.

in collaboration with Al-Jib Protection
Group, is making a great effort to
activate Beit al-Maqa’d (lit. House of
the Seat, traditionally the name for a
village’s formal guest house), a public
building that is now open to welcome
visitors and accommodate workshops
and events at the heart of the ancient
town.
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Just as in its broader 50 Villages
project and through its work in rural
Jerusalem, Riwaq asserts that
restoration work and rehabilitation
processes are capable of creating
the needed physical and cultural
infrastructures to further support the
local economy, reclaim a geography
that is shaped by peasant heritage
and practices, and document micronarratives to contribute to the nation’s
grand history. Over the course of
five years, the work has revealed the
significant role that rural Jerusalem can
play in the socioeconomic and politicocultural development in the area, in
particular, and in Palestine as a whole.
But more collective and collaborative
efforts are needed to recognize
the growing political and epistemic
significance of architectural heritage in
local towns and villages, and to actively
contribute to mainstreaming cultural
heritage among the general public.
One of the very first steps is to raise
awareness about these areas and to
visit, walk, and inhabit these spaces
and landscapes. Cultural tourism can
contribute to the sustainability of these
sites, celebrate Palestine’s rich and
unique culture and heritage, and uphold
the livelihood of its local communities.
Dana Abbas is an architect and
researcher at Riwaq Centre for
Architectural Conservation and a lead
architect in “The Life Jacket Project”
that aims to revitalize and develop
rural Jerusalem. She currently leads
Riwaq’s work in the villages of Al-Jib
and Beit Hanina as well as several
cultural projects.
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Land of Our
Ancestors
Cultural and Heritage
Tourism in Palestine

By Ali Qleibo

H

eritage tourism contributes to the construction of national
identity. Through designing an itinerary of selected sites, villages,
and towns, the cultural tourism essay proffers a historical
narrative that highlights tangible and intangible Palestinian
heritage, from early Natufian agricultural settlements through
Amorite tribal city-states to the present. The sociopolitical
significance of cultural and creative tourism identifies the specific
role of the cultural factors that affect the formation of national identity.
The Palestinian sense of historical identity and its roots in the land is polemical.
Estranged through complex political circumstances from their cultural patrimony,
Rabud, a traditional courtyard that includes cave dwellings with chambers for men's gatherings and newlyweds.
Note the elevated entrance to allow a camel to enter the common human and animal cave dwellings.

Palestinians define themselves
primarily as Muslim/Christian,
secondly as Arab, and thirdly as
Palestinian. Amorite, Edomite,
Nabataean, Jebusite, Aramean, or
Canaanite ancestry has no bearing
on the Palestinian sense of national
identity! Palestinians, caught between
the hammer of the Biblical narrative
and the anvil of Biblical archaeology,
which the Israelis appropriate as their
own legacy, have been estranged
from their cultural heritage and have
been systematically produced as the
“other.”
My vision of cultural and creative
tourism contributes to the
construction of national identity and
comes in the wake of my recently
released book, Ard al-Ajdad (Land of
Our Ancestors), in which I survey the
ecological context which constitutively
constituted Palestinian elementary
forms of Canaanite religious life, of
hamula-based tribal systems that
underlie the sociopolitical formation
and alliances of the Amorite citystates. The chosen sites, namely,
Amorite Debir (Rabud) and the
Greco Roman-Crusader Ayyubid
and Ottoman Sebastiya, may be
developed to promote an interactive
effect of cultural experience and
creative performance that accelerates
the construction process of tourism,
on the one hand, and consolidates
Palestinian national identity, on the
other.
Cultural and creative tourism is the
product of the high integration of
culture and tourism. Unlike traditional
Palestinian classical religious
tourism relegated to Christian and
Muslim holy sites, cultural and
creative tourism proffers a new
type of experience. It focuses on
local original culture and takes
innovative thinking as a means to
supply both national and international
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As an important principle
of cultural heritage
tourism development,
authentic individual
attractions have a key role
to play in the pursuit of
sustainable indigenous
tourism, by preserving
cultural identity and by
fostering a culturally
appreciative tourist
experience.

Book cover: Land of Our Ancestors.

tourists with interactive learning and
cultural understanding through the
protective development of traditional
culture. It creates opportunities for
innovation in Palestine’s national
and international tourism market.
Moreover it plays a significant role
in cultural communication and
perception, insofar as they provide
an excellent context for research,
representation, and revitalization of
national culture, thereby deploying
29
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a nationalist historical narrative by
highlighting salient cultural features
along an itinerary (discussed at length
in Ard al-Ajdad) that objectifies our
cultural patrimony and its roots in
Palestine in the Natufian and Amorite
periods through the Bronze Age and
the inception of the major Canaanite
city-states in Lachish and Megiddo,
Hazor and Gezer, Ayalon and Debir.
My vision proposes a complex
multidisciplinary approach that
involves cultural identity, authenticity,

complexity, and diversity. Creative
forms present culture in a way that
is easy for tourists to accept, further
promoting tourists’ cultural reception.
Thus, creativity fosters national
identity, with its primary focus on the
relationship between heritage sites
and individual local identity, in view of
the significant potential role of culture
in the promotion of national identity
and the fact that creative patterns of
expression can vastly advance cultural
dissemination.

and integrate cultural knowledge, thus
promoting the process of changing
the common culture of tourists from
one of superficiality to one of deep
understanding. Importantly, the
formation of cultural identity is based
on the experience, perception, and
understanding of culture. Cultural and
creative tourism clearly provides such
an opportunity.
Ethnographic fieldwork reveals a
tapestry of life that has witnessed

main staple cereals, namely, wheat,
barley, and lentils.
The social-cultural pattern that
emerges through familiarity with
a cluster of neighboring villages
is astounding. Traces of Biblical
significance, details of ethnographic
interest, and vestiges of historical
value keep prodding to provide
insights that reveal the ethnic diversity
that underlies the rich tapestry into
which Palestinian culture has woven

A hamula-centered hosh, a courtyard with chambers that lead into the caves below, flanked by saqifeh
(men's meeting room). The pyramidal-shaped High Place looms in the background.

and perception. On the basis of
research and extensive fieldwork,
relevant data was collected and
analyzed for my book and serves as
a guideline involving cultural identity,
authenticity, perception, and tourist
satisfaction.
Specifically, cultural tourism provides
an innovative and designed mode
of expression that can realize an
extensive and in-depth dissemination
of culture through the creation
of tourism products. Culture is
characterized by uniqueness,
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Especially in the field of cultural
and creative tourism, creativity
means packaging static and esoteric
historical culture into an external
form that is easy for the public to
understand. As a consequence, the
relevant memories of tourists in the
cultural context are reproduced and
consolidated, and the deepening
of cultural memory leads to the
positive cultural belonging of tourists.
Moreover, the core purpose of cultural
creative experiences is to provide
opportunities for tourists to acquire

continued adaptations of the various
peoples who have settled in Palestine.
Each group has brought its own
unique narrative to the land, such as
the ecological adaptations made by
the Hurrites, the original cave dwellers
of Palestine, the Canaanites and
their classification of nature and land
use, and the evolution of the original
Palestinian agricultural calendar
which, during the last four millennia,
was based on the cultivation of olives,
grapes, figs, almonds, leeks, various
species of squash and, of course, the

its unique identity throughout the past
five millennia. The primordial mythos
of the land is inextricably bound to the
traditional relationship of Palestinian
peasants to their ancestral land as
reflected in the agricultural cycle, the
settlement pattern, the cave cities,
the perception and use of space,
the shrines and sanctuaries, and the
diverse dialects.
Authenticity is important in the
development of intangible cultural
heritage tourism. Each village has its
own narrative, its own individuality,
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and its own unique character. In this
essay, I propose Rabud, a recently
abandoned cave city that strikes
deep roots in Palestinian Amorite
history, as a classic scenic spot
of intangible cultural heritage in
Dura in Mount Hebron. Sebastiya,
on the other hand, brings together
Biblical, Roman, Crusader, Ayyubid,
Mamluk, and Ottoman archaeological
architectural elements. In the historical
reconstruction of the two towns,
utmost care is paid to handle the
elements of intangible and tangible
heritage not as cold relics but as an
integral expression of key Palestinian
symbols and signs within an

ecological niche that the Palestinian
genius has sculpted throughout the
past five millennia.
Khirbet Rabud is one of the walled
Canaanite cave cities first settled by
the Amorites, who named it Debir, and
had the epithet Bet Sepher (House of
the Holy Scriptures of the Canaanites).
The city had forged the alliance
together with the Amorite city-states
such as Ayalon (present-day Yalo),
Gezer, Yebus (Jerusalem ), and
Hebron to stop the marauding Hebrew
tribes.
Palestinians continued to live on
the site until 30 years ago, when

Columns of the Roman basilica provide an idyllic setup to watch the moon rise in Sebastiya.

they had enough cash to build new
cement houses closer to the main
road and left their cave dwellings
and abandoned the village. The last
centenarian died two years ago in the
old family cave!
Nowadays, the village provides the
romantic afternoon walk where young
men enjoy the sunset and a leisurely
smoke far from their conservative,
vigilant fathers’ eyes! The fathers,
all of whom were born in the caves,
come to reminisce and savor the life
they had left behind.
Long stretches of the old Canaanite
walls that once surrounded the
Amorite sacred city are still visible,
as are the Bronze Age caves, where
the Canaanite kings and priests and
modern Palestinians lived, and one
can walk the dust-beaten alleys that
join the village. The big cave at the
foothill outside the city ramparts
where the Israelites locked up and
murdered the Canaanite chieftain
and priests has collapsed because
the lower rocks are chalky. Maqam
al-Sheikh Ma’allah, once an open-air
Canaanite sanctuary, the High Place,
stands in a rubble of boulders. The
outline of the sanctuary, where once
Baal dwelled, is still discernible. Used
by the locals as a burial ground,
among the rocks of the stillborn
babies, where water conduits and
reservoirs abound, the site was
reserved for ritual songs accompanied
by dances to implore the high and
elevated one, Al-Sheikh Ma’allah, for
mercy and rainfall. The details are
described in Ard al-Ajdad – the songs
and descriptions of women chanting,
imploring the holy man who lives
in the high places, the rider of the
clouds, for rain, for health, and for all
their needs!
A veritable heritage town where myth,
legend, and history meet, Rabud is an
anthropologist’s dream, where ancient
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history and Palestinian traditional life
intertwine in one braid that forms the
Palestinian narrative, interweaving
in its mythos the relationship of the
Palestinian peasant and the land.
The traditional polarity in which
cultural anthropologists concern
themselves with the living while
archaeologists prefer the dead
cannot be maintained in modern
ethnography that serves as a basis for
heritage tourism. While archaeology
extends the time frame of human
cultures into the distant past, it also
provides valuable comparative and
interpretive tools that Palestinian
cultural anthropologists can use to
conduct their fieldwork, an essential
preliminary step for a reconstruction
of national Palestinian identity.
The links between archaeology,
ethnography, and national ideology
exact a reﬂexive exploration that
involves past and present; a
hermeneutic of the diverse civilizations
and cultures that have settled
throughout millennia in Palestine and
creative means to actualize them in
the reconstruction of the heritage
tourist site.
A major challenge with using
archaeology to interpret modern
cultural expressions lies in the obvious
fact that over time perceptions
change. Each culture is a totalizing
closed system of signification in
terms of which the various cultural
expressions acquire their referential
value. Homology in form does not
reflect structural semantic similarity.
We cannot assume that because
a sanctuary or shrine (maqam) is
located in a place that corresponds
to the Canaanite sacred “High Place”
and may have been a Canaanite
sanctuary (goren) that it was used
the same way in the past by, say, the
Jebusites – even if the present-day
people are descended from the earlier
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ones, or even if the people we are
studying had lived in the relatively
recent past. Religious symbolism and
all aspects of socioeconomic life are
closely related to the particular details
of the individual culture in a particular
time and space.
Sebastiya, another case in point,
is a living ode to Palestinian life, a
museum of memories with which
we are already acquainted through
Fairuz’s classical ballads. In fact, the
lyrics and melodies immortalized
by Fairuz haunt the old town of
Sebastiya.
Sebastiya is a “place memory”
par excellence, wherein the visitor
“remembers” events that have been
experienced by others, and it is
closely associated with retrocognition,
which literally means “backward
knowing.” In retrocognition, visitors
and locals witness events as “a
playback of a past scene.” Thus,
place memory and retrocognition
juxtapose present-day environmental
place memory with alterations in time
that might let you literally see the past
(retrocognition). With retrocognition
there is a dream-like state and an
altered sense of time.
In Sebastiya, history and its
relationship with narratives
constitutive of national identity weave
a lyrical poem that celebrates the
roots of Palestinian national identity
in antiquity. By situating the cultural
architectural narrative within the local
spatial context and connecting it to
wider regional cultural geography and
history, the heritage attraction sites
become signifiers that help advance
the understanding of the highly
diversified cultural expressions of
Palestinian national identity.
In Sebastiya, we find a venue that
reveals the composite multilayered
historical and demographic levels
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of which our cultural identity is
an expression. Sebastiya as an
iconic heritage site has come to
symbolize fundamental aspects of
“Palestinianness,” and in so doing
presents the nation as a family, a
group of relations with shared history,
values and beliefs, and common
characteristics.
In contemporary Palestinian culture,
Judeo-Christian symbolism and
Canaanite rituals are intertwined under
the veneer of Islam to such an extent
as to dissolve causality. Only through
extensive philological, archaeological,
and ethnological research can we
have sufficient evidence to fathom
the extent to which ancient Semitic
religious practices mixed with
Greco-Roman paganism and survived
in Christian forms or, conversely,
to see that ontologically Christian
rituals had been disconnected from
their Christian associations and had
developed under the Muslim umbrella
into an independent institution,
as witnessed in, for example, the
Palestinian national religious figure of
St. George/Al-Khader, about whom I
have written profusely. The proposed
ethnographic archaeology perceives
time and temporality in distinctive and
often radically different ways, from
linear, sequential, chronometric, and
Cartesian time, to the time deﬁned
by the coexistence – rather than
succession – of past and present.
The concept of an authentic, fixed
Palestinian identity is a myth, a
narrative. There was never a period
of true identity, a genuine moment
that encapsulates a “cultural
essence” or “cultural core.” Rather,
throughout history, each period was
merely a fleeting moment that, in
its transient fragility, represented a
momentary socioeconomic dynamic
adaptation of the culture to the
available resources, thus ensuring

the survival of the family within the
tribe. Palestinians remain a tribal
people whose elementary kinship unit
was dynamically structured by the
early pattern of cave dwellings that
formed the ancient cities and hamlets
that remained inhabited well into
the twentieth century. In modernity,
the locus of the extended family,
the subunit of the tribe (hamula) in
the Palestinian village, is invariably
the hosh, the three-generation
family-living courtyard. Here, the high
school graduation parties, college
graduations, engagements, and
weddings are celebrated. The hosh is
also the space where the four
generations while away their summer
evenings.
In creative heritage tourism,
ethnographic archaeology is a
multidisciplinary space that brings
together the poetics and politics of
the present while remaining, at the
same time, multi-temporal. It does
not aim merely to combine and mix
archaeological and ethnographic
practices but to produce the
ontological and epistemological
possibilities of a “thick description” of
Palestinian culture; a hermeneutic that
engages ethnographic, archaeological,
ethnohistorical, biblical, educational,
and artistic discourses. It builds on
the experience of archaeology and
cultural anthropology as well as social
history, art, media, cultural studies,
and human geography.
Culture is regarded as an essential
manifestation of national identity
because it originates from a common
history and is shaped by cultural
channels. More importantly, cultural
identity is conducive to an individual’s
identification with and consolidation
of national identity, and cultural
reproduction and activation are the
core elements of the sustainable
development of cultural and

creative tourism. Therefore, cultural
and creative tourism provides an
innovative atmosphere and unique
field for tourists’ cultural experience,
and interaction can also promote
tourists’ cultural identity. Creativity
represents a novel means of cultural
expression that caters to the market,
contributing to tourists’ understanding
of common culture from shallow
to deep and strengthening tourists’
cultural experiences and perceptions.
Although previous studies have
highlighted the political role of purely
sightseeing cultural tourism in shaping
tourist identity, such as visits to
heritage sites, museums, and war
sites, they have ignored the excellent
function of creative elements in the
value of tourists’ cultural experience
in the context of the dynamic
development of tourism.
Anthropologist Dr. Ali Qleibo has
lectured at Al-Quds University, held
a fellowship at Shalom Hartman
Institute, and was a visiting
professor at Tokyo University
for Foreign Studies and Kyoto
University, Japan. As a specialist
in Palestinian social history and
through his work at the Jerusalem
Research Center, he has developed
the Palestinian Social and Muslim
Tourism Itinerary. Dr. Qleibo has
authored many books on Jerusalem
and its history. A renowned oil
painter, he has held numerous
art shows. He may be reached
at aqleibo@yahoo.com.
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Morcos Nassar
Palace,
Bethlehem
A Unique Guesthouse Run by
People with Intellectual
Disabilities

Bethlehem’s appeal among
both the local community and
international visitors who can now
better enjoy the built-up cultural
heritage of Bethlehem. One of the
significant renovation projects
recently completed by CCHP is the
palace of Morcos Nassar.
Located in Bethlehem’s Anatreh
Quarter and offering views
of Shahin Valley and Hindaza
Mountain, the palace has
three levels and a total space
of 540 square meters. It was

built between 1899 and 1910,
designed by the talented and
famous first architect in Palestine,
Morcos Nassar, who served as
a Jerusalem City engineer at the
beginning of the twentieth century
and designed and built several
significant mansions in Bethlehem
and Jerusalem during this period.
For 50 years, the palace served as
a residential building for Nassar’s
family. The building adapts the
vernacular architecture building
typology, the Liwan House, which

Stairs lead to the main entrance of Ma'an lil-Hayat Boutique Hotel.

By Issam Juha
and Saeda Manoli

C

ulture is the way of life passed on through generations in a
society. As Palestine has been host to many societies and
cultures in the course of its history, it offers a particularly
rich diversity of cultural heritage. This heritage boosts
the cultural standing of Palestinian identity and offers
development opportunities for economic growth. Cultural
heritage tourism has great potential for contributing to this,
offering great values and fortunes. Many cities in Palestine have significant
(world) heritage sites that make them important tourist destinations.
Bethlehem is one of the most prominent Palestinian cities and has invested in
its heritage through the implementation of many restoration and rehabilitation
projects. The Bethlehem 2000 Project, implemented between 1997 and 2000,
is one example of the exceptional initiatives that were carried out to protect
heritage sites and create a more attractive destination for tourists. Its initiatives
included updating the city’s infrastructure and emphasizing the significance
of important cultural sites. The Center for Cultural Heritage Preservation
(CCHP) is continuing this mission through its work on the rehabilitation of
traditional buildings and sites. The center has restored several buildings in
Bethlehem and adapted them for reuse by turning them into handcraft centers,
visitor centers, and guesthouses. All these projects have helped increase
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Young people with disabilities are taking
care of tidying a bedroom inside Ma'an
lil-Hayat Boutique Hotel.

Young people with disabilities
are setting the table for guests
in the dining room at Ma'an
lil-Hayat Boutique Hotel.

consists of large halls on every
floor, displaying valuable objects.
The large hall, liwan, is connected
to the main entrances and to
the staircase, providing a linear
circulation among the adjacent
rooms. The architecture concept
is based on the simple repetition
of rooms along both sides of the
liwan.
Nassar Palace is considered
to be one of the first buildings
in Bethlehem that witnessed a
development in construction
techniques. It was built in two
phases. Phase one included
building the basement and ground
floor, using local white hard
(eheesheh) stone. The first floor
was built in phase two, using local
red (layyeb) stone. Its distinctive
exterior and interior design features
prominent decorated balconies
and artistic stone elements. The
interior walls and ceilings were
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enriched with colorful oil paintings
that indicate the family’s wealth
and power, showing landscapes,
hunting activities, fruits, angels, and
animals. The palace openings are
longitudinal, topped by arches and
surrounded by simple stone frames.
The inner ceiling of the basement
floor has a traditional cross vault
form, and the tiles are made of old,
traditional stone. The ceiling of the
ground and first floors is made of
flat concrete slabs, and the tiles
show traditional stone carpets.

with Riwaq restored the
building so that it can be used
for activities. In parallel, CCHP
rehabilitated the stairway
leading to the site, adopting it
for the use of small vehicles
and providing the beneficiaries
of the organization with
comfortable access to the
site. A new elevator was
installed to ensure access to
all floors of the building for
the beneficiaries, utilizing a
reversible construction design
with a steel frame and glass
facades. Thus, the building
is well adapted to be used
by people with special needs
while maintaining its aesthetic
and heritage value. In 2021,
Ma’an lil-Hayat commissioned

Eastern elevation of the Morcos Nassar building,
showing the steel and glass external elevator.

CCHP to readapt the historic Marcos
Nassar Palace as a boutique hotel.
CCHP has a proven record of
accomplishment in renovating heritage

The large hall, liwan, inside Ma'an lil-Hayat Boutique Hotel, connecting the rooms and the main stairs.

In 2012, the building was
purchased by the organization
Ma’an lil-Hayat (Together for Life)/
L’Arche Bethlehem. Ma’an lil-Hayat
aims to bring together people with
and without intellectual disabilities
through structured creative
activities and celebration. It works
towards a stronger integration of
people with an intellectual disability
in society. CCHP in cooperation
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beautiful example of responsible
tourism that contributes to
the integration of a group that
is marginalized in society. As
members of the staff of the
boutique hotel, people with
intellectual disabilities not only
help run the hotel, receive
international guests, and
generate their own income, they
are also actively taking care of
an historic building.
Tourists and visitors staying
in the hotel enjoy a unique
experience not only in the
building’s historic atmosphere
but also through the opportunity
to interact with the local
Palestinian community,
in particular, a part of the
community that would perhaps
otherwise remain entirely
invisible.
The interior ceilings enriched with colorful oil paintings.

buildings and repurposing them for
innovative new uses. They benefit
the cultural heritage experience in
the Bethlehem area and appeal to
local residents and tourists alike.
Previous projects include the
renovation of Dar Al-Sabbagh for
the adoptive reuse by the Diaspora
Research and Study Centre, the
renovation of the Hosh Abu Jarour
Icon School, and the restoration of
Hosh Al-Syrian Guesthouse, now
a high-end guesthouse in the old
city of Bethlehem. In 2017, CCHP
completed the rehabilitation of the
Dar Sababa and Ishaq building
that now serves fair trade artisans.
In the same year, the restoration
and adaptive reuse project for
Dar Awwad in Beit Sahour was
completed, transforming it into a
visitor information center.
40 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

The rehabilitation of Morcos Nassar
Palace that took place between
2021 and 2022 was considered
a challenge for CCHP in terms of
finding a balance between preserving
the original characteristics and
authenticity of the building and
adapting it for the current use.
The project is remarkable for its
contribution to cultural heritage
tourism in Bethlehem because it not
only preserved a building known
for its significant historical and
architectural value but also was
renovated in a way that it now offers
a unique experience for visitors who
wish to stay in the historic town of
Bethlehem. Moreover, the choice to
stay at the Ma’an lil-Hayat Boutique
Hotel reflects the guests’ interest
in contributing to Palestinian social
responsibility and demonstrates a

The hotel opened in the summer
of 2022, and the appreciation
for this unique guesthouse
is reflected in the ratings that
guests have given their stay
on booking.com, awarding the
hotel with a score of 9.5 out of
10 and choosing the description
“exceptional.” Guests praise the
beauty and comfort of the hotel,
its Palestinian breakfast, and the
friendly hospitality of the staff.
Heritage tourism is one of the
fastest growing industries in
the world and often brings
with it a multitude of political
and ethical issues as well as
logistical problems relating to
over-visitation and congestion.
Moreover, minorities and local
populations are frequently
excluded from profiting from
large-scale heritage tourism.
The restoration and repurposing
of the Morcos Nassar Palace
in Bethlehem is an important

example that shows that it is
possible to create a high-end
visitor’s experience for tourists
through cultural heritage
that truly benefits the local
community.
All photos were taken by the CCHP
team.

Issam Juha is the director
of the Centre for Cultural
Heritage Preservation and
a former deputy mayor of
Bethlehem. An architect with
a master’s degree in world
heritage studies, Issam has
been responsible for several
rehabilitation projects that aim
to revitalize Bethlehem’s Star
Street, among them Dar Al
Sabagh.
Saeda Manoli, an architect at
the Centre for Cultural Heritage
Preservation, has 20 years
of experience in the fields of
design and supervision. Saeda
has been responsible for
several rehabilitation
projects that aim to revitalize
Bethlehem.
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Cultural Tourism
and Local
Communities
By Paolo Vitti

C

ultural tourism is a source of economic growth and job
development. The revenues produced by cultural tourism not
only benefit those working in the sector but are substantial for
the preservation, enhancement, and presentation of heritage.
Sites that are in disrepair are restored or rehabilitated, with
resources aiming to support the development of cultural
tourism. The rehabilitation of Maqam Nabi Musa (Jericho),
financed by the European Union, is a noteworthy example. Several studies,
such as the report Heritage Counts for Europe promoted by Europa Nostra in
2018, show that heritage is positive for the economy, society, culture, and the
environment of a country.

To overcome the negative effects
described above, current trends
tend to redesign cultural tourism
approaches and offer a more
authentic experience to visitors.
The new cultural tourism policies
focus on heritage sites that are less
frequented and scattered throughout
a wider territory. The call for a
more sustainable tourism involves
a change in habits and packages,
with longer sojourns spread in less
famous venues, where tourists
can have intense experiences and
appreciate the culture, history, and
traditions of local communities.
Against a tourism dominated by the
“pro-growth” approach – focused on
the profit of tourism corporates – a
sustainable cultural tourism should
be integrated into local communities
who have the right to benefit from
investments that can improve their
quality of life. Instead of merely
focusing on job opportunities, the

interest is in investing in social
and cultural growth. Certainly not
a straightforward objective, and
definitely a goal that is unachievable
without the convinced and strong
support of the political leaders and
decision makers.
Cultural heritage also has a very
important role in encouraging our
critical thinking, the way we live
and behave, and can inspire more
sustainable lifestyles. Heritage sites
were generated by societies that
were markedly different from our
own. While we are aware that our
society has experienced impressive
improvements in the quality of life
during the past 100 years, we are
also struck by how much our life
has become alienating. If we turn
our attention to the historic towns,
we realize that old cities expressed
a strong sense of identity, whereas
current cities are anonymous. At the
same time, historic cities were more

The domes of Maqam Nabi Musa merge with the desert
around creating a continuum between nature and architecture.

The growth of cultural tourism in the last decades has impacted the strategies
of many countries which seek to attract tourists as a means for economic
growth. However, the outcomes are not always positive. The promotion
of mass tourism has had unexpected and negative effects, with people
visiting only targeted monuments, with packages that make it impossible to
engage with the history and identity of places. Heritage sites have become
overcrowded in such a way that these places are often experienced in a
superficial way. Visits are restricted to itineraries designed to ensure that
visitors spend as little time as possible in the site to meet the needs of an everincreasing number of people. While minor sites stay out of the mainstream,
the most visited monuments are subject to unprecedented stress and decay,
caused by the massive number of visitors, to the point that in noteworthy
sites, such as the Acropolis of Athens or Machu Picchu in Peru, access is
restricted to only a few areas. Such limitations protect the monuments but
also fail to give a full and satisfactory understanding of heritage values.
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inclusive and had no social barriers. Interaction
between human beings was open, promoting social
equality, inclusiveness, and cultural dialogue. It is
well known that past societies were distinguished
by a higher cohesiveness and sense of intercultural
dialogue than the current ones. Cultural tourism can
thus be an educational tool, particularly if we think of
the younger generations traveling to discover places
and countries.
It requires much effort to understand how different
past societies were, and it is possible only if
travelers are offered the possibility to engage with
local communities and places, and not remain fixed
in their comfort zone. In the rehabilitation of Maqam
Nabi Musa, we did not want to transform the site
into a typical guesthouse for religious purposes,
but we wanted people to experience the simplicity
in which past communities used the rooms around
the maqam of the Prophet Moses. We attempted to
have as little night illumination as possible in order to
reduce light pollution and make the night sky visible
and the surrounding desert a vibrant reality. We
wanted the visitors to have to adapt to the site, and
not vice versa, in order to understand the richness
of its history and the holiness of the place. After all,
one of the significant and positive aspects of tourism
is to be confronted with what is new and different. In
this manner, tourism fosters cultural exchange and
offers interaction and dialogue between the cultures
of the visitors and those of local communities,
resulting in mutual growth.
A cultural tourism policy in Palestine should thus be intended as a wider action
to promote sustainable development, employment, regional attractiveness,
creativity, know-how, identity, innovation with increased social cohesion, quality
of life, and cultural exchange. Effectiveness and endurance of interventions
is, however, a challenge. Current weaknesses in the sector show that the
strategy needs to be broad, concrete, sustainable, and resilient. This strategy
must include a more rational use of local resources, thus raising awareness of
topics related to ecological and environmental sustainability. Tourism is typically
ecologically unsustainable, unless guidelines are given to create ecological
approaches. Setting principles for environmental sustainability could be a
positive message for awareness raising within the community about topics
related to climate change and reduction of consumption and CO2 emissions.
On the other hand, actions need to take into consideration the particular
context of the West Bank. The present land-use limitation policies in Palestine,
including restrictions on movement and access, as well as limited control over
the majority of the historical sites, are key factors for identifying places with
strong potential for investing successfully in cultural tourism. Proposals could
take advantage of the recent rehabilitation of Maqam Nabi Musa and focus
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the new interventions in the area of Jericho. The
wider region around Jericho can offer attractive
packages for tourism, including archaeological,
natural, historical, and religious sites, oriented
towards a sustainable strategy for tourism.
Participation of local communities can be twinned
with a stronger effort to connect visitors with the
local multicultural cultural components, including a
synagogue, churches, and monasteries, and a wellrooted tradition in agricultural activities and water
management.
Given this reality, it is mandatory that any activity
involving cultural tourism include the participation
of local people and promote those traditions that
are related to the use and perception of places. It
is not simply a matter of taking advantage of the
cultural traditions that have not been lost, but it is
a real investment to recover practices and places
that are still recorded in the memory of people and
places, and bring them back to life in order to be
acknowledged, perceived, and used by people to
redeem them from oblivion.
Local communities have to take part in the
discussion from its early stages. The participative
spirit of the interventions can shape decisions and
change the focus from the authorized narratives
Sugar mills in Jericho. Water
expressed by political and governmental bodies. This
was an important resource
grassroots approach can be the discriminating factor
for the community and the
that will establish the success of future actions.
economy of the city.
In this process, all the associations that had been
working with cultural heritage in Palestine become
crucial partners. These associations hold the connection between the places
and the local communities, and are of seminal importance for any successful
strategy. Only in this way can tourism assume its role in service to human needs
rather than to the domain of corporate profits and growth agendas.
Dr. Paolo Vitti is a professor at
the University of Notre Dame and
was a consultant to UNDP during
the rehabilitation of Maqam Nabi
Musa. He is a board member of
Europa Nostra, the pan-European
association that promotes the
cultural values and heritage of the
wider Europe. He is an architectural
historian and conservation
architect.
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Cultural Tourism
and World Heritage
Conservation
Courtesy of UNESCO National Office for Palestine, Ramallah

O

ver the last decades, cultural tourism has become one of the
largest and fastest-growing global tourism markets, where
visitors’ essential motivation is oriented towards discovering
and experiencing the tangible attractions, intangible
components, and cultural products of a given destination.
As such, cultural assets and creative expressions are
increasingly utilized to promote tourism destinations and
hence heighten their competitiveness and attractiveness. At the same time,
they provide opportunities for development through job creation, improvement
of communities’ livelihood, renewal of places, and appreciation of living
cultures, value systems, beliefs, and traditions.
Given that visiting cultural sites and discovering local expressions and
traditions rank high on travelers’ lists,i cultural tourism can contribute to the
conservation and promotion of natural and cultural heritage, also fostering
mutual understanding and a sense of pride among host communities. To
ensure that tourism is used effectively for cultural preservation and sustainable
development, UNESCO’s World Heritage and Sustainable Tourism Programmeii
has been set to create an international framework for sustainable tourism
management at World Heritage Sites, based on heritage values. Through
this program, UNESCO endeavors to create networks of key stakeholders to
coordinate the destination management and marketing associated with the
different heritage routes to promote high-quality and unique experiences based
on UNESCO’s recognized heritage sites, yet stressing the added value of
tourism in these places.

interdisciplinary reflection on the
next 50 years of World Heritage.
For “The Next 50,” UNESCO has
selected five priority areas to
drive its collective attention and
present focus when it comes to
World Heritage: (1) COVID-19
recovery, (2) climate change and
heritage conservation, (3) balanced
representation of the inscribed
sites, (4) sustainable tourism, and
(5) digital transformation. Clearly,
these five areas represent major
challenges yet lesser-explored
opportunities that can influence
the preservation and promotion of
World Heritage in the years to come,
through advocating and attracting
innovative crowdsourcing ideas from
around the world.
The past, current, and projected
growth of international and domestic
travel represents both challenges
and opportunities for World Heritage
Sites and the respective populations

in and around them, given that these
sites are among the most popular
and heavily promoted visitor and
tourist attractions in many countries.
This requires proper management
of resources to ensure that tourism
is perceived as an enabler for
economic sustainability to the local
community.
Combining tourism and cultural
heritage is at the heart of the
UNESCO World Heritage Convention.
Together, these sectors can influence
and foster positive, dynamic, and
responsive strategies and plans to
work towards well-conserved and
properly promoted World Heritage
Sites, particularly in the aftermath of
the COVID-19 pandemic.
Throughout the COVID-19 crisis,
UNESCO worked with sister UN
agencies to assess the pandemic’s
impact on World Heritage properties
and highlight the role of culture in
their recovery. These assessments

Bethlehem Reborn Exhibition in Mirò Hall at the UNESCO headquarters in Paris, October 2022.
The exhibition was dedicated to 50 years of the World Heritage Convention.

Indeed, UNESCO World Heritage Sites and tourism have been closely
intertwined since the adoption of the World Heritage Convention in 1972.iii This
year, 2022, marks the 50th anniversary of this important international treaty,
where the theme “The Next 50: World Heritage as a source of resilience,
humanity and innovation”iv affirms UNESCO’s resolution to go well beyond
celebrating past achievements through dedicating this milestone to an
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tourism,” which also impacted more
than 10,000 employees who work
in activities related to the tourism
sector and who stopped working
during that period.vii
The Bethlehem and Jerusalem
governorates usually receive the
largest number of tourists and
pilgrims, not only due to their
significant religious value but also
because both governorates have
sites inscribed on UNESCO’s World
Heritage List, such as Birthplace of
Jesus: Church of the Nativity and the
Pilgrimage Route, Bethlehem
The Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. ©UNESCO.

and analyses were presented in key
policy papers such as “UNWTO
Inclusive Recovery Guide –
Sociocultural Impacts of Covid-19,
Issue 2: Cultural Tourism” and
the “UN Secretary-General Policy
Brief: COVID-19 and Transforming
Tourism.” The latter showed that the
impact of COVID-19 on tourism “has
placed further pressure on heritage
conservation in the cultural sector,
as well as on the cultural and social
fabric of communities, particularly
indigenous people and ethnic
groups.”
During the COVID-19 crisis, 90
percent of countries fully or partially
closed World Heritage Sites, and
around 85,000 museums were
also temporarily closed.v Despite
the unfortunate consequences of
the disruption, this global pause in
travel has created an opportunity
to move away from unsustainable
practices of the past towards more
resilient models that contribute to
the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). In
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response, UNESCO and the Advisory
Bodies to the World Heritage
Committee initiated a dedicated task
force that called for promoting more
strategic approaches for tourism
recovery that could potentially
stimulate economic, social, and
environmental benefits to touristic
destinations, while also integrating
innovation and digitalization, and
embracing local values at the same
time.
Palestine, like the rest of the world,
was strongly hit by the COVID-19
pandemic. According to a 2020
press release published by the
Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics (PCBS) on the occasion
of World Tourism Day, celebrated
annually on September 27, the
projected losses in tourism revenues
were estimated at approximately
US$1.15 billion during the first ten
months of the pandemic.vi PCBS
indicated that this is largely due to
“the closure of borders and tourist
facilities, in addition to a sharp
decline in inbound and domestic

Battir Sign. ©UNESCO.

(2012).viii Given that almost 81
percent of the total number of
hotels are located in the mentioned
governorates,ix these governorates
were the most affected by the
pandemic nationwide.
Nonetheless, and despite these
challenging facts, the pandemic has
proved to be a double-edged sword

when it comes to cultural tourism
in World Heritage Sites in Palestine.
This was particularly evident
in another World Heritage Site,
Palestine: Land of Olives and Vines
– Cultural Landscape of Southern
Jerusalem, Battir (2014).x Battir is
renowned for its complex irrigation
system that is distributed along a
series of drystone wall agricultural
terraces that are believed to have
been cultivated since antiquity. Over
time, and due to socioeconomic
changes in Palestinian society,
agricultural practices in Palestine
have witnessed a general decline,
as people have depended more on
other sectors as a source of living.
This had also been the case in Battir,
where its inscription on UNESCO’s
World Heritage List caused
tourism to flourish and become
an important anchor for economic
sustainability and development –
while agricultural practices and
land cultivation received much less
attention. With the outbreak of the
pandemic, however, the inhabitants
of Battir turned the COVID-19
confinements and restrictions into
an unprecedented opportunity to
conserve their natural resources and
utilize their neglected agricultural
plots in the World Heritage terraces.
Investing in land recovery ensures
the proper maintenance of terraces
and, according to the World
Heritage Committee, is the optimal
recommended practice to allow the
site to be conserved and managed
properly.xi
This shift towards the caretaking
of agricultural terraces in Battir
was easy to plot, given that the
natural characteristics of the site are
different than those in Jerusalem,
Bethlehem, or at the World Heritage
site of Hebron/Al-Khalil Old Town
(inscribed in 2017).xii
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As we celebrate the 50th anniversary of the
UNESCO World Heritage Convention, the
mentioned shift is a living witness to the fact
that cultural tourism and the preservation of
cultural and natural heritage play important
roles in promoting sustainability within local
communities. These activities can contribute
to inclusive economic growth and at the same
time enhance local identity, protecting traditional
practices, fostering innovation, enabling
the sharing of knowledge and experiences,
ensuring proper communication about deeplyrooted cultural heritage assets, and providing
benefits and empowerment for all.
In this spirit, in close coordination and
cooperation with its partners, UNESCO is
committed to continue investing efforts
towards the enhancement and revitalization
of cultural heritage in Palestine, especially
at sites inscribed on the World
Heritage List, but also beyond. In
this vein, UNESCO has recently
concluded a nine-year project
for public use while at the same
entitled “Local Development through
time promoting cultural tourism.
the Rehabilitation and Revitalization
Furthermore, throughout the years of
of the Historic Built Environment
implementation, UNESCO engaged
in Palestine,” with generous
in capacity building, conducted
funding from Sweden. The project
training sessions, held awarenesstargeted 75 abandoned historic
raising activities, and supported the
cultural heritage sites in rural and
development of policies as well as
urban historic centers all over
rehabilitation and revitalization works
Palestine and in partnership with
designed to meet the needs of the
four specialized cultural heritage
local community.
organizations. The project eventually
As a result, the project has
managed to create and establish
enhanced the public’s appreciation
health care and educational facilities,
of cultural heritage, including
women’s associations, community
among the younger generation.
and youth centers, kindergartens,
It has furthermore proven that
libraries, and community
the contemporary needs of local
institutions, among others, in
communities can be met if the
addition to infrastructure works and
community properly invests in its
the revitalization of public spaces.
deeply rooted heritage, especially
This long-standing cooperation
has focused on the rehabilitation
and revitalization of the historic
environment. It aims to transform
once-deserted sites into vibrant,
thriving structures that serve the
local communities, creating spaces
50 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

in a place with a rich history and
despite numerous challenges.
The project’s positive impact was
particularly evident when UNESCO
witnessed that the slightest
intervention in one site triggered
other similar projects in the same

Old Hebron Museum. ©UNESCO, Mohammad Silwadi.

neighborhood or area. It has hence
set examples for the long-term
protection of Palestinian cultural
heritage.
Other successes were made on
the tourism front, as the project
contributed to the rehabilitation
of numerous buildings that now
host centers that either serve as
touristic destinations themselves or
function as premises for institutions
that promote cultural tourism. For
example, the Old Hebron Museum
was established in the building
that formerly was home to the
Palestine Hotel in the old town of
Hebron and is now one of its main
touristic attractions. Dar Khalaf,
also in Hebron, is currently used by
the tourism department of Hebron
Municipality and serves as a tourism
promotion and information center.
Dar Qumsieh in Beit Sahour was
renovated to host the organization
that promotes and maintains the
Palestine Heritage Trail. And Dar Al
Sabagh, located along the Pilgrimage

Route in the old town of Bethlehem,
has provided services to the
Palestinian community in diaspora.
UNESCO’s project also contributed
to enhancing the infrastructure in the
Bir O’neh area, a touristic attraction
in Beit Jala, and established a
starting point for the walking trail
in Al-Ubeidiya. It has enhanced the
infrastructure in the old town centers
of Hebron and Bethlehem, thereby
improving the overall environment
and enriching the experience that
these two World Heritage Sites have
to offer.
Realizing that World Heritage sites,
and the tangible cultural heritage at
large, represent a potential source
for the sustainable and economic
growth and development of local
communities, UNESCO designs and
implements projects and activities
that respond to the numerous
challenges that emerge at these
sites. UNESCO’s interventions
are implemented in a manner
that contributes to the proper
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Hebron Old City. ©UNESCO.

conservation and management of
these sites, taking into account their
prospects for attracting cultural
tourism while at the same time
sustaining their outstanding universal
values.
With recent indicatorsxiii that clearly
show how tourism is regaining
its momentum in Palestine, this
is a call for all of us to advocate
for sustainable cultural tourism
while focusing on the added value

of World Heritage Sites that are
recognized for their significance
to humanity. The aforementioned
numbers and examples only testify
to the strong linkages that World
Heritage Sites have in influencing
tourism in Palestine and beyond.
UNESCO believes that protecting
the entrenched values of cultural
heritage is a shared responsibility.
Therefore, the proper cooperation
between the concerned public
authorities and other stakeholders,
including the private sector, tourism
operators, and site managers, is
crucial in order to achieve short- and
long-term sustainable outcomes that
protect the resources on which this
sector will thrive in the future.
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Cultural Tourism
at Dar al-Kalima
University
Courtesy of Dar al-Kalima University

D

ar al-Kalima University has just launched its newest initiative
called Palestine Food Stories. It is the latest of its cultural
tourism undertakings that integrates its guiding, culinary,
and tourism departments, the result of which is a unique
form of touristic experience. The program is twofold, in that
it offers culinary, guiding, and tourism-related educational
opportunities to locals and unique culinary tourism
experiences to internationals. At a time when the Israelis are appropriating
Palestinian culture, including culinary culture, it is more important than ever
to assert the Palestinian authentic culture and heritage. Palestine Food Stories
will contribute to a healthy local economy as it partakes in the development
of a sustainable and more diversified tourism sector while sharing Palestinian
food with visitors and the tourist population.

remaining committed to ethical
tourism practices and authentic,
culturally rooted endeavors.
In addition, Dar al-Kalima University
is credited with creating one of the
first training programs for Palestinian
guides that adopts a holistic
approach to tourism. The exceptional
tourism itineraries proposed by
Dar al-Kalima’s Authentic Tourism
Program could not be carried out
without a competent cadre of
qualified professional Palestinian
guides, which the industry lacked
until the mid-1990s. As such, the
training program was created in

1997 to qualify Palestinian guides,
especially women, with a new
approach to guiding, combining the
historical, religious, and cultural
contexts of Palestine.
Dar al-Kalima did not stop there!
It developed and received the
accreditation of its culinary arts
program in 2010 and began training
chefs for Palestinian restaurants
and hotels. Dar al-Kalima University
has similarly established both the
first bachelor of arts in sustainable
cultural tourism and the first master
of arts in the management of cultural
institutions in Palestine. These

Dar al-Kalima University culinary students.

As the only university with a focus on arts and culture in Palestine, Dar alKalima’s history with cultural tourism is extensive. It is credited with creating
the first-of-its-kind initiative in Palestine, known as the Authentic Tourism
Program, which changed the landscape of tourism. It was a groundbreaking
concept in Palestine in that it offered an integrated approach to visiting
Palestine. International groups were not only exposed to the land in its original
Biblical context, but they also explored the current realities, experienced
the mosaic of living cultures, and encountered the people of this unique
place to hear their personal narratives. The Authentic Tourism Program was
internationally recognized for its efforts by receiving the TODO!96 Award
for Socially Responsible Tourism at the International Tourism Exchange in
Berlin, Germany in 1997. Dar al-Kalima University, known back then as the
International Center of Bethlehem, was the first organization in the Middle East
ever to receive such a prestigious award. The Authentic Tourism Program
continues to be a strong and innovative initiative that has offered life-changing
experiences to hundreds of visiting groups from many countries while
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Palestinian-European encounter at Dar
al-Kalima University.

Dr. Mitri Raheb, president of Dar al-Kalima
University, receiving the TODO!96 Award.

programs aim to educate the next
generation of leaders of institutions
such as art galleries, museums,
archaeological sites, and even music
festivals.
Individuals and groups who participate
in Palestine Food Stories will have the
chance to explore Palestine through
the lens of cuisine. They will meet
Palestinian farmers in the Jordan Valley
who will share the challenges they
face in growing their organic crops.
They will tour expansive Palestinian
wineries and experience delicious
wine tastings. They will take cooking
classes and learn how to make
hummus and makloubeh. They will
participate in olive harvesting and
plant new trees. They will learn about
the variety of spices in the region and
how they are utilized in cooking. They
will visit vegetable markets and see
the rainbow of fresh produce. They
will take home Palestinian recipes and
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share them with their friends.
They will learn about the
Biblical meals that are still
consumed today. In getting to
know the people and the local
foods, participants will have
an intimate encounter with the
rich culture of Palestine.
Traditional tourist activities
can prove bland when culture
is described rather than
experienced. By offering
internationals a sample of
local Palestinian cuisine from
trained partners, Palestinian
Food Stories has the potential
to educate and engage
people from every corner
of the world. The hope is
that this newly established
initiative will seed further
innovative tourism programs
for Palestine that celebrate
and affirm Palestinian culture,
heritage, and history.
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Tourism
Development in the
Old City of Hebron
By Emad Hamdan

T

ourism is directly associated with a significant component
of cultural heritage because its distinctive historical,
architectural, artistic, or symbolic values are important
features that attract tourism. When we utilize and invest
in cultural heritage and its resources while heeding the
requirements of tourism development, cultural tourism can
be an effective tool for economic development. Considering
architecture as an essential resource to activate tourism, the Hebron
Rehabilitation Committee (HRC) adopted the Comprehensive Development
Plan (CDP) in 2012 to invest in the historical monuments and landmarks of
Hebron’s old city, which abounds with ancient cultural heritage. Uniquely
Renovation and maintenance works at Ibrahimi Mosque. Photo by Jack Persekian.
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woven into the city’s fabric, these
monuments and landmarks form
a set of traditional treasures
represented by courtyards, markets,
alleyways, vaults, mosques,
zawiyas (Sufi places of worship
and teaching), shrines, hospices
(takiyas), and khans, and, above
all, the Ibrahimi Mosque. These
sites underscore the city’s religious,
historical, and civilizational status.
The CDP focuses on interventions
that rehabilitate heritage buildings
as tourist attractions. To allow
visitors to fully appreciate these
architectural gems, the HRC created
Al Emar Tourism Route in 2018 and
published brochures that explain
the old city’s tourist attractions
and include a map that outlines the
tourism route. Visitors are guided
along a main route that starts
from the entrance to the old city
and leads to the Ibrahimi Mosque,
highlighting where restoration and
rehabilitation of the distinctive
historical landmarks have taken
place. The Ibrahimi Mosque is of
special significance and has been
maintained by the HRC for nearly 25
years, being continuously restored
and preserved until this day. Aside
from the rehabilitation and renovation
of mosques, zawiyas, maqams
(shrines), takiyas (hospices), olive
presses, sesame presses, traditional
hammams (baths), works have
taken care to integrate these sites
with the rehabilitation of all buildings
within the old city’s traditional urban
fabric. This by itself is a cultural
heritage site, illustrating Palestinian
civilization, and therefore is admired
by and attractive to visitors. At the
same time, the plan devotes special
attention to the rehabilitation of the
old city’s infrastructure with its
lanes, roads, and alleyways, and
the creation of public gardens and
rest spots for visitors. In addition, it

Tourism development
helps reveal the area's
cultural and civilizational
heritage, on the one
hand, and contributes to
improving the economic
conditions of the area's
residents, on the other.

Restoration of commercial shops in the
Kasbah market.

has rehabilitated the old city souqs
and commercial shops and afforded
them with the services required by
visitors and shoppers.
To complete the heritage image for
visitors, the tourism development
plan has not limited itself to
preserving and rehabilitating the
tangible heritage but has also
focused on the equally important
intangible aspects of this heritage.
The two aspects will complement
each other and be integrated once
the work is completed. In this
context, HRC has sought to sustain
traditional crafts, aiming to prevent
their extinction by conserving them
and resuming the glass and pottery
industries in the old city, where a
traditional glass factory and other
pottery and glass workshops
operate. The plan furthermore
supports other traditional crafts
such as embroidery, leather tanning,
weaving, and the food industry by
providing shops and commercial
galleries for their owners, enabling
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Press, a remarkable historical
building that tells the history
of the oil production industry
in Hebron. All architectural
and archaeological elements
have been preserved through
restoration.
From the Natsheh Press, the
route leads to two of the most
significant Sufi zawiyas in
Hebron, the zawiya of Sheikh
Shibli and the zawiya of AlZahid, each of which reflects the
period of scientific prosperity
that Hebron witnessed during

of equipment and applied techniques
that in some places are still used in
this traditional industry. This press is
also an archaeological masterpiece
that must be preserved and shown
to present and future generations.
HRC has made great strides in its
restoration efforts, preserving all of
its components and opening it to
visitors and tourists.
The tourist route thereafter leads to
one of the oldest traditional crafts in
Hebron, ceramics. These products
used to support the livelihood of
many families in Hebron. Their

The Natsheh Press.

them to display and market their
products. These efforts are
enhanced by the organization of
seasonal festivals that include
multiple activities to highlight the
cultural heritage and attract both
local and international tourists and
visitors.
On the other hand, HRC engages
to provide the necessary tourist
services and facilities by offering
hotels, parking lots, public health
units, a visitor center, information
centers, directional panels, and
tourist maps.
HRC believes in the importance
of local community participation
in tourism development and
encourages the local community
to play an active role in efforts to
achieve sustainable development.
Therefore, HRC makes sure to
provide educational programs
for local shop owners and street
vendors in order to raise the level
of awareness regarding the value
of culture and teach best practices
in how to deal with tourists. It
also organizes training programs
for tour guides. HRC’s efforts in
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activating the role of the community
and enhancing its involvement in
tourism and economic development
have made a significant impact
and encouraged many residents to
create tourism projects using their
heritage treasures. Residents have
transformed parts of their homes
into inns or guesthouses that host
visitors and provide rest spots. Many
housewives have begun to market
their heritage products, whether
embroidery, foodstuffs, or other
products that can be displayed for
tourists, which has helped to provide
job opportunities, generate income,
and support families in the old city.
Likewise, the rehabilitation of the
local market and the restoration
of shops have attracted many
private investors who have opened
branches of their companies in
the old city. They provide goods at
lower prices to encourage the old
city’s local tourism and to market
Palestinian commercial products to
foreign tourists.
The tour that circles Hebron’s
historical and architectural
landmarks starts at the Natsheh

Sufi zawiyas.

the Mamluk period. These
spaces held gatherings of
religious scholars, sheikhs, and
education seekers. In 2013,
HRC implemented an extensive
restoration of these two zawiyas
and the distinctive pattern of their
religious architecture.
From the Sufi zawiyas visitors are
guided to another kind of press
that processes either olives or
sesame seeds to create tahini,
illustrating a unique combination

production has been continuous
and is considered even today
an important source of support
for the city’s economy. After the
ceramic craft shops, the tour
continues with the historic Hebron
souq, also known as Al-Kasbah
neighborhood, which has long been
famous for its specialized shops and
multiple goods. A unique fragrance
pervades the souq’s atmosphere
– a mixture of perfumes, spices,
sweets, incense, coffee, and more,
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Part of the Iqnaibi Press.

Shajarat al-Durr Olive Press.

memorable to every visitor. This
crowded souq is also home to the
historic Badran coffee shop. It is
located in a well-known square
that for centuries has served as
an informal center where Hebron’s
male elders gather to discuss
various issues that range from
social and economic to political
concerns. In addition, it is a place
for entertainment, storytelling, and
folk tales. Its delicious coffee and
unique traditional atmosphere invite
visitors to take a short rest.
The next stop along the route is
the Iqnaibi Press, another type
of traditional sesame press that
displays its products as well

as antiques, traditional tools, and
Palestinian folk costumes, thus
constituting a small folk museum.
The building was used as an olive
press during the Ottoman period and
transformed into a sesame press
during the British Mandate era.
The tour then leads to one of the
oldest baths in Palestine, Hammam
Ibrahim al-Khalil, taking visitors
back to the Mamluk period and its
distinctive architectural patterns
and elements. In 2015, HRC carried

Parts of Ibrahim al-Khalil Hammam and its small museum.

out a comprehensive restoration
of the building that preserved
its architectural and aesthetic
components and transformed it into
a visitor center with a small museum
that displays the antiquities that
were collected on the site and in its
surroundings.
Moving on from Hammam al-Khalil,
the route leads to Souk al-Laban
Square and the traditional Ard
Kanaan (Land of Canaan) Center
with its numerous shops and glass
factories, one of Hebron’s most
famous industries. In order to
preserve the history of this traditional
industry that is a significant element
of the cultural heritage of Hebron,
and to familiarize tourists and
visitors with this craft, the HRC
renovated one of the abandoned
halls and rehabilitated it as a glass
factory in 2017. Visitors can now not
only observe professional artisans
who manufacture a wide range of
glass pieces but also learn about
traditional glass-manufacturing
techniques, as artifacts are formed
and created right before their eyes.
Al Emar Tourism Route then heads
to Hadiqat Al-Sadaqa (Friendship
Garden) before it ends at Hebron’s
holiest landmark, the Ibrahimi
Mosque.
During the course of these
rehabilitation efforts, HRC created
the Old Hebron Museum. It shows
the city’s civilization and cultural
heritage and is intended to serve
as a platform to inform present
and future generations of the rich
cultural heritage that distinguishes
this town and the surrounding
areas. The museum aims to
raise awareness among the local
community and increase knowledge
of the old city’s heritage, history,
civilizational development, and
political conditions, as well as the
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efforts that have been exerted to
protect and preserve this heritage.
This interpretive museum also plays
a dominant role in encouraging
tourism to the old city, targeting
all categories of the local and
international community. Housed in
a unique piece of architecture with
traditional elements, architectural
patterns, and decorative ornaments,
the Old City Museum consists of
five main spaces, each of which
deals with a specific aspect of the
city. Visitors move through these
spaces that display the information
following a clear timeline and
educational concept. The first
space presents a historical review
of Hebron, presenting in detail
relevant information regarding each
of its historical eras, illustrating the
exhibits with photos and antiquities
of the era. Next, the visitor moves
to a special room that is linked
to the Ibrahimi Mosque and that
provides detailed information about
the history of this sacred landmark.
Besides an architectural description,
the displays explain the techniques
that were used in the mosque’s
restoration and preservation, and
outlines the challenges that were
encountered in the process of its
restoration. The third space covers
Hebron Rehabilitation Committee,
delineating its establishment, goals,
comprehensive master plan, and
achievements in preserving and
revitalizing the old city. The fourth
space presents the political situation
in the city of Hebron and documents
the violations committed against
its residents and urban heritage
alike. The fifth and final room
comprehensively presents the main
traditional crafts that are a significant
aspect of the cultural heritage of
Hebron’s old city, such as pottery,
glass, ceramics, weaving, and
embroidery, displaying samples of
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Parts of Ibrahim al-Khalil Hammam
and its small museum.

each craft. The museum also includes a multipurpose hall for
meetings and seminars; it is equipped with a display screen on
which special films are presented.
The restoration and rehabilitation of the aforementioned
tourist attractions reflect HRC’s efforts to enhance tourism
development in the old city and enable visitors to appreciate
its components and value as a world heritage site. By
transforming cultural heritage into tourism attractions, HRC
has helped preserve the cultural heritage of the old city that
reflects an outstanding civilization as it contains unique
civilizational and architectural details that deserve to be
preserved and revived for present and future generations.
Minister Emad Hamdan is the general director of the Hebron
Rehabilitation Committee (HRC). Holding a master’s degree
in sustainable development, Hamdan is a cultural heritage
preservation activist, lecturer, and trainer in several local
universities and institutions. He serves as head of Hebron
Housing Society and is a board member at several NGOs.
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Old Hebron Museum is open
to local and foreign tourists.
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Goals and
Principles
of Palestinian
Cultural Tourism
By Qustandi Shomali

P

alestine enjoys a variety of features that hold outstanding
potential for cultural tourism. Cultural tourism encompasses
any form of travel that is concerned with experiencing cultural
environments, which can include landscapes or the visual
and performing arts. Visitors hope to experience distinctive
local lifestyles, values, traditions, and events, and possibly
engage in other ways of creative and intercultural exchange
processes. Cultural tourism aims to attract those who are motivated by the
desire to learn about other cultures, ways of life, habits, customs, traditions,
and ways of thinking. This form of tourism is more in line with modern trends
in the global tourism market and is thus likely to see a further increase within
the tourism sector. Cultural tourism helps preserve cultural heritage, makes a
positive economic and social impact, and establishes and reinforces identity; it
also fosters harmony and understanding among peoples.

cultural sites that are conserved and
developed for tourism use should
provide sustainable opportunities that
allow both Palestinians and foreign
visitors to experience, understand,
and appreciate Palestinian heritage
and culture.
Tourism and conservation
activities should benefit first of
all Palestinian society, taking into
account their social and cultural
impact and avoiding disturbance
to the local inhabitants. Thus, the
local community must participate
in generating and sharing tourism
revenues. Activities should
improve the social environment
and quality of life, develop better
recreational opportunities for the
local community, and identify and
support local initiatives for cultural
development.

Cultural tourism
destinations and sites
must be managed
sustainably to ensure
that the values can be
available to present
generations and
preserved for future
generations.

St. George Monastery in Jericho.

The main objective of efforts to develop cultural tourism in Palestine is to
ensure economic, social, and cultural development as well as the preservation
and active development of cultural resources and services. Based on the
current situation, and to ensure that the development of cultural tourism in
Palestine is sustainable, culture and heritage sites and tourism must be both
preserved and consumed, which reflects two values that are, unavoidably,
conflicting. The key principle of sustainable cultural tourism is responsible
traveling, which requires the active preservation of culture and heritage
traditions and values and ensuring that the welfare and identity, culture, and
way of life of Palestinian society are respected and protected. The heritage and
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carrying capacity, avoids the harmful
effects of cultural tourism on culture
and the environment, and ensures
that tourism will contribute to the
development of local communities,
the cultural fulfilment of visitors,
and the enhancement of Palestinian
cultural and natural heritage.

A woman wearing the traditional
outfit from Bethlehem.

If implemented well, cultural tourism
not only brings about an increase in
local production but also stabilizes
the payment balance and increases
budget revenues. It makes regional
development more effective and
balanced and improves the overall
infrastructure, general living
environment, and quality of life.
Cultural tourism brings about growth
in the GNP, increases budget incomes
and tax revenues, creates new jobs,
and preserves existing jobs.
Moreover, sustainable cultural
tourism supports the preservation
of natural heritage resources,
considers natural limitations and
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There is an urgent need to train
more people in how to prepare and
implement projects linked to cultural
tourism development and investment.
Palestinians have an even greater
need for tourism education programs
than other societies, given their
dependency on tourism to provide
the funds necessary for overall
economic development. Enhancing
such training is a precondition if we
wish to raise the quality of cultural
tourism services. Such efforts could
include the greater integration of
cultural heritage issues in the regular
secondary school curricula and
the provision of flexible educational
measures to respond to changes in
the labor market, thereby securing
constant opportunities to upgrade the
training and retraining of people who
are engaged in cultural tourism.

Based on the current situation
and to ensure the sustainable
development of cultural tourism in
Palestine, it is particularly important
to define the responsibility for the
development of cultural tourism
at the ministerial level. We must
create a Palestinian cultural tourism
national steering committee and
a department for cultural tourism
at the Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities and adopt strategy
documents on cultural tourism and
development. It is important also
to implement laws and adopt tough
policies and regulations to protect
cultural heritage and to create
tax and investment policies that

stimulate development in cultural
tourism. It is vital in this context
also that we promote awareness of
cultural tourism and ensure that the
general public supports the use of
public funding to renovate, restore,
and protect monuments, shrines,
museums, and archaeological and
historical sites.
As we develop cultural activities, we
must strengthen the dimension of
intangible cultural heritage in cultural
tourism. Thus, focus can be placed
on music and dance to develop
cultural tourism. We must support
handicraft traditions by creating
adequate facilities and improving

For these reasons, we need the
active involvement of regional and
local authorities in the processes
of planning, decision-making, and
implementation to ensure that cultural
tourism–related investments are
made along with improvements to
the general infrastructure. We must
invest in Palestinian infrastructure,
services, and facilities related to
cultural tourism in order to increase
the level of comfort at sites, ensure
that tourism investments are
made also outside the established
tourism centers, and ensure that
cultural tourism interests are taken
into consideration when making
long-term infrastructure plans and
decisions.
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could set up a Palestinian internet
portal dedicated specifically to
cultural tourism. It is important
in this context that we strengthen
the international marketing of
Palestinian cultural tourism
products, increase media-based
marketing tools to support their
promotion and sales, and monitor
and improve product quality with
available cultural tourism services.
The opportunities for improvement
are abundant, let’s get to work for
the benefit of all!

Miniature Biblical scenes etched on mother-of-pearl.

market venues. It is vital also that
we implement quality regulations for
food and drink and provide samples
of local cuisine and local beverages
for tourists. To ensure the success of
such investments, we should conduct
market research and create a database
of information on tourism. Based on the
results, we must upgrade our human
resources, offer systematic training
opportunities, and provide more
knowledge and technical assistance
to heritage authorities and owners of
cultural, historical, and architectural
monuments.
Sustainable cultural tourism
necessitates the development of a
Palestinian tourism product through
the creation of tour packages to cover
the sociocultural aspects of the local
community. We have the possibility
to expand tourist attractions. Once we
create a product database, we should
increase promotional activities, set
up more tourist information offices,
and provide information in multiple
languages. Our streets should include
more signs and information on how
to reach cultural tourism sites. We
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Qustandi Shomali is full
professor at Bethlehem
University, where he teaches
Palestinian literature, journalism,
and translation. With degrees
from universities in Algeria
(1970), Canada (1972), and
France (Sorbonne, 1976), he
possesses a wide range of
personal and academic interests
that include history, literature,
and cultural tourism. He has
published many books, including
a series of academic studies
about the Palestinian press
(1990–96), Literary and Critical
Trends in Modern Palestinian
Literature (Jerusalem 1990), The
Nativity in Bethlehem and Umbria
(Perugia, 2000), and A Guide
to Bethlehem and the Holy Land
(2015).
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Mar Saba Monastery.
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Rebuilding
Heritage
By Raed Saadeh

H

eritage preservation is an issue of identity, on the one hand,
and national cultural awareness, on the other. This article will
shed some light on the heritage of shrines and sanctuaries that
may be found throughout Palestine and present the ideas and
attempts to preserve them for future generations.

The hilly country of Palestine offers gardens, orchards,
vineyards, and beautiful landscapes for the viewers and wayfarers on its
off-the-beaten-track trails who may be seeking the shade of a tree or the
freshness of a nearby spring. Among these welcome shelters and trees,
there often exist the traces of prophets, revered walis, and sheikhs (religious
authorities). These sites have escaped the destruction and ill fate of many of
the forests of Palestine, protected by traditions and local belief in their sanctity.
According to Toufic Kanaan, a Palestinian writer who lived during the beginning
of the twentieth century and researched the heritage related to the sanctuaries
of Palestine, these sites may be the burial place of a well-known prophet, a
tomb, a tree, a shrub, a cave, a spring, a well, a rock, or a stone that has been
invested with religious reverence.

Although some shrines exist in
valleys, many are on hilltops or
elevated spaces, commanding the
view of the neighboring areas. It
is actually striking that so many of
them may be found on uninhabited
mountains, resonating with the
old notion of the sacredness of
high places that may have been
transmitted to current Palestine
through historic progression. They
may not necessarily be obvious or
seen from a distance and may also
exist at the edges of the mountains
rather than on the top. Shrines that
exist in valleys are often found at
the junction of two wadis or at the
mouth of one valley as its path
widens.
Many shrines or graves of holy men
are situated in cemeteries. These
shrines are often older than the
cemeteries. People would bury their
leaders near the shrines to protect
them from being consumed by
enemies. More recent awlia’ (holy
men) might be buried in existing
cemeteries and revered after their
death.

According to custom
and tradition, people,
especially women,
assemble at every feast
in these shrines to pray.

Some shrines may be built on
top of older ruins that include
caves, Roman sites, or Byzantine
or Crusader churches. Like other
shrines, they have been subject to
plundering and looting. Although
some shrines or maqams have been
rehabilitated, they are looted and
plundered again and again by people
looking for treasures and precious
artifacts.

Majdhob Shrine in Deir Ghassana.

Almost every village in Palestine has its own saints. Many of the locations
where they are revered may be found inside villages, mostly on mountaintops.
Others lie outside the dwelling areas but within the boundaries of the land that
belongs to the respective villages. These saints are honored by the inhabitants
of their village and in some cases also attract the reverence and respect of
many others beyond. Some of the shrines that exist in the villages and that
are in close proximity to residential areas act as mosques. Hence, they are in
good structural condition and subjected to continuous maintenance and care.
74 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

75

Cultural Tourism

Qatrawani Shrine.

Sheikh Sabah Shrine.

Numerous attempts have been
made to protect these shrines,
as they embody many years of
Palestinian tradition and history
and are witnesses to Palestinian
existence. They might no longer
receive the same reverence and
respect as in the past, especially
by the younger generations, but
protecting them and investing in their
rehabilitation is an investment in
Palestinian identity and solid proof of
Palestinians’ firm connection to the
land, their beliefs, and their heritage.
One of the interesting approaches
to the protection of these shrines is
to convert them into public parks
Dwair Shrine in Mikhmas.

that provide beautiful space for
local residents and visitors alike.
Shrines could be renovated, fenced
in, and protected from vandalism
and misuse. The extended areas
around them, which in most cases
belong to the Islamic Waqf, may be
turned into a picnic area, a children’s
playground, a cantina, or a small
cafeteria and offer other services
such as restrooms and storage
areas. It is recommended that
shrines should sustain a certain level
of regard, respect, and veneration
– not necessarily because of their
religious value, if any, but more
importantly because of their heritage

Nabi Gaith Shrine in Deir Ammar.

value and their connection to their
village’s identity and traditions.
The public gardens would provide
people with safe and beautiful
spaces in which to spend time while
simultaneously shedding light on the
area’s history and on cultural and
religious seasons.
Examples of successful attempts
to renovate shrines in Palestine
include the Qatrawani Shrine in
Atara, near Birzeit; Sheikh Sabe’
Shrine in Burqin, near Jenin; and
the Dweir Shrine in Mikhmas, north
of Jerusalem. Local authorities
and residents have contributed to
the rehabilitation efforts in these
cases and have made additional
investments in parks, children’s
playgrounds, and rest areas.
In other cases, such as the beautiful
shrine of Nabi Ghaith, looters
have continued to destroy all the
renovation attempts that have been
made. This brings to the surface the
need to invest in national cultural
awareness. People need to be
educated on what it means to belong
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to a certain village and be part of its
identity, both past and future, and
engaged as active contributors to the
national identity of Palestine.
In any case, converting the sites of
shrines and sanctuaries into public
parks would likely succeed if the
government were to adopt a policy
that could be utilized by the various
linked ministries, cultural heritage
civil society organizations, and local
councils and municipalities in order
to enhance protection initiatives.
Raed Saadeh is the chairman of
the Rozana Association in Birzeit
and a founder and board member
of several art, cultural, tourism,
and fair-trade organizations.
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Preserving the
Cultural Heritage
of the Old City
of Jerusalem
By Amal Abuelhawa

T

he Old City of Jerusalem Revitalization Program (OCJRP) was
established by the Welfare Association in 1994 to achieve
the sustainable development and renewal of Jerusalem’s
much-neglected Old City. The program worked through a
multidisciplinary team on the restoration of historic buildings
in parallel with data collection and analysis. This culminated
in 2002 with the publication of the Master Plan for the
Revitalization of the Old City of Jerusalem, the first of its kind at that time.
In 2004, the program was awarded the prestigious Agha Khan Award for
Architecture for its work in the Old City of Jerusalem, and in 2022 OCJRP
was awarded the Grand Prize of the International Centre for the Study of the
Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM) Sharjah Award
for Cultural Heritage Conservation–Management in the Arab Region. In 2006,
the program expanded its work to the old city of Nablus. Currently, OCJRP has
added the old city of Arabah and Battir (World Heritage Site in Danger) to its list
of sites in which it engages.

of Jerusalem, protect its historic
architectural heritage, and build the
capacity of professionals and workers
in the field of conservation while
encouraging community participation
in the revitalization process.
For the past 28 years, OCJRP has
developed and directly implemented
projects that vary in size and level
of engagement, from an 18-squaremeter family house at the cost of
US$20,000 to the three-year, US$3.5
million rehabilitation of Dar al-Aytam
al-Islamiyah, located in Jerusalem’s
Old City, that dates back to the
Circassian Mamluk (1382 to 1517)
and Ottoman periods (1517 to 1924)
and covers 10,000 square meters of
the built-up area. OCJRP projects
include neighborhood renewal
projects that combine the renewal
and rehabilitation of residential
complexes with the upgrading
of external infrastructure and the

establishment of internal service
networks, in addition to the adaptive
reuse of historic buildings to suit new
functions.
OCJRP’s four components can be
divided into specific interventions.
The restoration and rehabilitation
component includes the housing
renewal of residential units and
complexes (comprehensive
restoration and emergency housing
rehabilitation), the adaptive reuse of
historical buildings and monuments
for the purpose of improving and
upgrading existing functions in
buildings already used by institutions.
It may thus restore and rehabilitate
abandoned historic buildings and
monuments to be used by institutions
that provide social, educational,
and cultural services to Old City
residents, or change the existing use
of a historic building for a different
function.

Al-Qameem public space, before.

Al-Qameem public space, after.

Since its establishment, OCJRP has comprised four main components that
are implemented in parallel. Consequently, to achieve a comprehensive
and integrated revitalization process that goes beyond the restoration and
rehabilitation of historical buildings and monuments, OCJRP operates in
four main interconnected spheres of activity. These include restoration and
rehabilitation, documentation and information, community engagement, and
training. Thus, OCJRP works in a comprehensive and focused manner to
improve the social, economic, and environmental conditions in the Old City
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The second component,
documentation and information, is
an integral part of the program’s
preservation process. It is based on
thorough research as well as physical
and analytical surveying methods.
The OCJRP’s original project
document included the establishment
of a system that would create a
comprehensive database for the Old
City of Jerusalem. It also supported
the publication of books, booklets,
and documents dedicated to the
training of professionals in the field.
To this end, the program published
carefully prepared revitalization
plans for the Old City of Jerusalem
based on developmental needs and
components required for its renewal.
The third component encourages
community engagement and invites
youth and children in particular to
participate through special activities
in the protection of their surrounding
historic built environment. In

Al-Mazhariyyah School before
restoration.

Al-Mazhariyyah School
after restoration.
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addition, OCJRP has partnered with
local grassroots organizations in
each location in efforts to develop
programs that tackle shared issues
and visions, thus building on the
program’s strengths and expertise
and the partners’ connections to the
community.
The fourth and final component
has fostered professional skills
development and training since the
program’s inception. These aspects
form integral elements in the OCJRP’s
commitment to building the capacity
of architects, engineers, contractors,
and practitioners in the conservation
field, following international
laws and standards for restoring
historic buildings. Activities include
conducting short specialized courses,
networking and partnering with
similar local and international experts
and institutions, offering an internship
program for new graduates, and
hosting an apprenticeship program

“The Jury has selected this project for its systematic
approach to a positive impact on the families living in this
area under constant threat from occupying forces. This
project demonstrates the power of heritage to help heal
those in pain and the positive effect heritage conservation
can have on generational trauma and keeping family bonds
strong and tied to their rightful property and land.” ICCROM
Sharjah Award, 2022

for young workers to develop their
skills in restoration and in traditional
building techniques.

4,885 students, Old City residents,
and the inhabitants of the restored
buildings.

Between 1994 and mid-2022, OCJRP
has restored around 950 housing
units (including around 730 housing
units in Jerusalem), implemented
113 projects for the rehabilitation of
historic buildings for institutional use
(including around 100 in Jerusalem),
disbursed a total of approximately
US$70 million on cultural heritage
activities in Palestine (including
around US$57 million in Jerusalem),
conducted 90 training courses that
were attended by 1,000 trainees,
and conducted 112 community
workshops inside the Old City of
Jerusalem that were attended by

To give a few specific examples,
an important project implemented
by OCJRP is the rehabilitation and
restoration of historical monuments
and residential historical buildings
in the vicinity of Al-Aqsa Mosque
inside the Old City of Jerusalem.
This project won the ICCROMSharjah Award Grand Prize for
Good Practices in Cultural Heritage
Conservation and Management
in the Arab Region 2021–2022.
It included the restoration of eight
historical buildings, monuments,
and residential complexes and one
courtyard, all located in the area
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space, located on Salaheya Street in
the Bab Hatta area, the neighborhood
north of Al-Haram al-Sharif and one
of the oldest neighborhoods in the
Old City.

Winning the ICCROM-Sharjah Award Grand Prize for Good Practices in Cultural
Heritage Conservation and Management in the Arab Region 2021–2022.

surrounding Al-Aqsa Mosque. The
project started in 2018 and included
the implementation of the abovementioned four components of the
conservation process, and work on
the following sites in the vicinity of
Al-Haram al-Qudsi al-Sharif: (1) The
Aminah Khalidi Residential Complex
on Bab al-Majlis Road; (2) the
home of the Kalouti family in Aqabat
Shaddad; (3) Al-Mazharyya School
near Bab al-Hadid (Iron Gate, one of
the entries into the Haram al-Sharif),
currently used as a residence for
Jerusalemite families; (4) the facade
of the Arghoneyya School at Bab alHadid; (5) Al-Mawardiyya Madrassa
(also known as Al-Rasasiya School,
located on the road to Aqabat
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al-Takiya), which is currently used
as a mosque and a place to teach
memorization of the Qur’an; (6)
Jawhariyya School near Bab al-Hadid;
(7) Turba of Sitt Tunshuq, a Mamluk
monument built between 1379 and
1382 AD and located on Aqabat
al-Takiyya Street, around 160 meters
from Bab al-Majlis (lit. Gate of the
Council, another entrance to AlHaram al-Sharif) – it lies opposite Sitt
Tunshuq’s Palace (another important
Mamluk building), the place where
Lady Tunshuq al-Muzaffariyya lived
from around 1391 AD until her death
in 1398 AD, when she was buried in
a tomb inside the turba (mausoleum);
(8) Al-Khalidi Library on Bab al-Silsila
Street; and (9) Al-Qameem public

This project aimed to strengthen the
residents’ steadfastness in staying in
the Old City of Jerusalem, particularly
in the vicinity of Al-Aqsa Mosque,
and to protect it from settlers that
seek to displace them and falsify the
historical identity of the Old City. The
field visits and specialized studies that
OCJRP prepared reveal that there is
a huge decrease in the architectural
and historical fabric of the historical
buildings in the vicinity of the blessed
Al-Aqsa Mosque that dates back to
the Mamluk and Ottoman eras. The
project area is constantly targeted by
the occupation in its efforts to change
the area’s demographic composition,
reduce the number of Jerusalemites
living in the Old City, and increase
the number of Israeli settlers. Both
the government and settlers aim
to Judaize the history of the city
and engage in excavations and
continuous underground tunneling
beneath the project area to prove
their Biblical narrative, consequently
damaging the structural foundations
of many buildings in the relevant area.
Residents also face the constant
threat of groundless expulsion from
their homes. Several buildings in
the area are controlled by settlers,
which creates tension and affects
the daily life of the inhabitants. Being
in proximity to Al-Aqsa Mosque and
the Wailing (Buraqu) Wall makes
for constant political turbulence, as
attested by the recurring assaults
carried out by Israeli police.
Ongoing Israeli excavations
underneath certain parts of the study
area have had and continue to have
destructive effects on the historical
buildings. Some of the buildings

of Mamluk origin are occupied by
settlers, while others are controlled
by the Israeli municipality. Due to
Israeli policies towards Jerusalemites,
many of whom are in danger of losing
their Jerusalemite identity cards and
residence rights in their hometown,
the population density within the Old
City has increased. This, alongside
growing local poverty and neglect
by Israeli authorities, has caused
culturally important structures to fall
into disrepair.
Conservation work in the mentioned
area has taken place in various stages
to achieve an integrative approach to
conservation work. Adhering to the
four principles outlined above, the
project sought to preserve the value
and authenticity of the buildings’
cultural identity and exposed workers
and contractors to training programs
that concentrated on the historical
importance of the monuments and
safety measures alongside the
technical skills needed.
Now completed, the OCJRP can
boast that 52 families (245 residents)
have benefited from the project,
28 engineers and ten workers
and craftsmen were trained, 392
students participated in educational
workshops, and an interactive booklet
for children on Mamluk buildings was
published.
Another important OCJRP project,
titled African Quarter (Rabat Ala’
al-Din al-Baseer) Housing–Jerusalem,
rehabilitated one of the oldest
pilgrim hostels in the Old City of
Jerusalem, home of the Palestinian
African community since the late
Ottoman period. It was selected for
comprehensive restoration based
on its important historical and
architectural value, its proximity to
Al-Haram al-Sharif, and the needs of
the community for improved living
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The team of the Old City of Jerusalem Revitalization Program.

conditions. The first OCJRP project was implemented with full community
participation and included the rehabilitation of infrastructure for the whole
complex, restoration of the mosque and the attached mausoleum, restoration
and rehabilitation of historic elements, and the addition of 15 new housing units
within the complex. The project was implemented in three phases. It improved
the living environment for 18 families, with increased privacy of the sanitary
facilities and separate kitchen facilities for each family, while carefully restoring
and protecting the complex’s historic fabric.
Amal Abuelhawa leads
Taawon’s Old City of Jerusalem
Revitalization Program (OCJRP).
Holding a bachelor’s degree
in architecture and a master’s
degree in archaeology and Islamic
architecture, Amal was selected in
2012 by the World Heritage Center–
UNESCO to provide technical
advice to the Arab states on issues
related to heritage conservation,
management, and world heritage
procedures. She previously worked
as a specialized consultant to the
UNESCO National Office in Iraq.

Taawon (Welfare Association) is
a leading independent Palestinian
nonprofit civil society organization.
Since its founding in 1983, the
organization has supported the
development of the Palestinian
people and communities in the
West Bank, including Jerusalem,
the Gaza Strip, and the 1948 areas,
as well as the refugee camps in
Lebanon. Across the Arab region,
the organization is better known
by its Arabic name, Taawon, which
means “working together, hand in
hand.”
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Tursallah, Deir
Qidees, and Al-Jiftlik
Three Potential Sites Pending Revitalization

Courtesy of UNDP/PAPP

T

o cement the partnership with the private sector, UNDP/PAPP, in
partnership with the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA) and
other local partners, is working on cultural heritage revitalization
and cultural tourism development to contribute in supporting local
economic development and socioeconomic recovery, particularly in
the aftermath of COVID-19. The following is a vision for three historical
sites in Palestine that are in need of repair so they can join the ranks
of Palestinian tourist attractions. The following sites are examples from an extensive list,
whereas the UNDP and its development partners are actively searching for unfunded sites
that require rehabilitation and have the potential to revitalize the cultural tourism movement
in Palestine.
Tursallah fortress is located in Jenin Governorate near the town of Jaba’. It is an iconic
monument surrounded by 15 dunums of agricultural land strategically located on the road
between Nablus and Jenin. According to some historical resources, the site was initially
constructed during the Mamluk era and was expanded during the Ottoman period. It was
then used by the British and the Jordanian military as a military camp. The site remained

Tursallah fortress, located in Jenin
Governorate near the town of Jaba’.

The magnificent historical site of Deir
Qidees near Ramallah.

under the control of the Israeli
Authorities until 2005, irrespective
of the Israeli evacuation in 2005,
and restoration and development of
the site are highly restricted by the
Israeli Civil Administration. Currently,
the site is abandoned and constantly
vandalized by Israeli settlers. It
requires urgent repairs, restoration,
and infrastructure upgrades. The
location possesses great potential
and could be transformed into a
tourist complex and rural ecotourism
destination. In addition, it could serve
as a business and fair-trade center. It
could also contain an exhibition center,
training center, and boutique hotel.
Deir Qidees is another magnificent
historical site which is located in
Ramallah Governorate in Deir Qidees
in Area B. Situated in an attractive
rural location in the midst of nature,

Al Jiftlik in Area C.

it once served as a government office. Sadly,
it is neglected and requires urgent restoration
and infrastructure upgrades. The building could
be used as a lodging facility offering tourismrelated services to support ecotourism and
alternative tourism activities.
Al-Jiftlik site is located in Jericho and Al-Aghwar
Governorate, specifically in Al-Jiftlik village
in Area C. The building is situated in a rural
area with a view of the Jordan Valley. It served
as a government residence before the Israeli
authorities utilized it as a prison. Currently, the
site is deserted and is facing structural failures.
Major parts of the site, including the original
floors, have been destroyed due to illegal
activities for antiquities searches. Al-Jiftlik site
requires immediate action for restoration and
protection as well as infrastructure upgrades
to unleash its socioeconomic potential with a
concentrated focus on development dividends
for the local community. It could be used as a
country inn while also providing services for
alternative tourism.
It is important to note the need for in-depth
historical research and documentation for
all targeted sites, including those mentioned
above, in order to ensure the integrity of
preservation design and to safeguard the
authenticity of the sites throughout the
development trajectory and planned operation
and management.
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Chronicles of a
Land of Stories
Courtesy of PalVision

R

and and Yazid, two Jerusalemite youth, recount their
cultural tourism experiences in Palestine. They reflect on the
significance of revitalizing abandoned sites to better convey
the history of the land.

“We often hear the phrase, ‘Roam a land, and it will be
yours.’ Imagine that this land is full of stories and tales, and
that every step you take leads you to a different epoch! In Palestine, you find
archaeological sites in harmony with contemporary architecture, built with
Palestinian stones, where every effort is made to preserve and restore the site,
allowing all local and foreign history or architecture enthusiasts to access the
place and roam its streets.
Take Al-Sibat neighborhood in the old city of Jenin, for example, where
markets and alleys intertwine with archaeological buildings and one wanders
amidst the shouts of vendors and the smells of spices and various types of
foods. Once saturated by the streets of Al-Sibat, all enthusiasts need a break.
Yet, to stay in touch with the civilization and the stories told by the walls, they
might find themselves in front of a building such as Beit Jala’s Al-Maskobia
that will soon be turned into a hotel to receive guests returning after a tiring
Al-Sibat, Jenin.
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Al-Maskobia, Beit Jala.

tour of archaeological sites.* Or they
might end up at the British Mandate
fort that now serves as a police
station in Deir Qaddis village in the
Ramallah and Al-Bireh Governorate;
or Tursallah, the British Mandate
prison in Jaba’, near Jenin; or the
British Mandate fort just outside
Jiftlik village, near Jericho; or the
Ottoman building that sits in the
center of Tulkarem.
Visiting all the historical places
in Palestine is an exhausting but

enjoyable journey, accompanied
by rich, memory-filled stories. As
children, didn’t we used to refuse
to go to sleep until our parents got
to the happy ending of our bedtime
story? We felt proud of heroes who
fought against invaders, defended
the land, roamed it, and preserved
it. We tell the stories from our past
only to add new, more interactive
endings, as we prolong the
experience of these magical places
from the past. The future holds many

Deir Qidees, Ramallah and Al-Bireh governorate.
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Tursallah, the British Mandate prison in Jaba’, near Jenin.

promises for these archaeological
sites, and the silence that engulfs
them today will be, and in some
cases has been, overcome. Take
Deir Qaddis Fort, now a sports
center where the voices of children
and youth ring out as they exercise,
breathing civilization. I dream of

the day when all our archaeological
sites will be filled with the voices
of community members who utilize
them for new purposes or of tour
guides speaking foreign languages
to introduce the place and time to
tourists.”

British Mandate fort just outside Jiftlik village, near Jericho.
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Rand Bader

“As a Palestinian young man from
Jerusalem, I enjoy freedom of
movement to a certain degree
because I hold a Jerusalem ID. I
know that I am among the lucky
few who are able to roam Palestine
in almost all its entirety, and I
appreciate being able to take a tour
to document and photograph a few
of our archaeological and historical
sites to assess their current status
and potential for restoration. I admit
that I was surprised simply to know
that these places exist.

opportunity to invest in these sites,
both economically and culturally,
and to raise awareness of the
Palestinian collective national identity
by developing paths that enable
us to tour and visit these sites.
This will enhance communication
among young Palestinians who live
in different locations and bridge the
gap in our knowledge about life in
the Palestinian communities in the
occupied territories, including East
Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip, the 1948
areas, and refugee camps.”

These sites and buildings have
been long neglected; some are
almost in ruins. Nevertheless,
most of them are large in size, built
on expansive areas, and could
be restored and rehabilitated to
serve communities, tourism, and
institutions. We have the important

Yazid Al-Dadou
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The building is part of a compound built in Beit Jala in the 1870s by Russian missionaries to serve as a
girls’ school, teaching Arabic and Russian languages. Later on, it served as the first headquarters of the
Beit Jala city council. Owned by the Arab Orthodox Charitable Society, it is currently vacant.

*

Ottoman building in the center of Tulkarem.
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Beit Al Karmeh
A Community Center and
Guesthouse in Kafr ‘Aqab,
Jerusalem

By Samar Awaad

experience how our communities are preserving their culture and traditions
amidst the ever-expanding occupation and Israeli colonial project.
The center was renovated and rehabilitated by Riwaq Centre for Architectural
Conservation and funded by the UNDP, the British Council, the German Agency
for International Cooperation, and Kafr ‘Aqab Municipality. Beit Al Karmeh was
established in 2021 through the generous support of DROSOS Foundation
and, most recently, A.M. Qattan Foundation.
To achieve an impact in the area, Dalia partnered with other cultural and
community organizations that share the association’s goals and aspirations.
They include the National Storytelling Center that is run jointly by Siraj
Libraries, the Visual Arts Forum, the Palestine Association for Visually
Impaired Persons, and Kafr ‘Aqab Municipality. For Dalia, this partnership
alongside community support resembled al-ouneh (voluntary support), one
of the association’s main values and a Palestinian indigenous system of
solidarity, whereby community members help other individuals or their entire
community. Traditionally, most Palestinians were part of an agrarian society,

K

afr ‘Aqab is a small village located on top of a hill in the
beautiful northern suburbs of Jerusalem. It used to be
populated primarily by a farming community that cultivated
the land and lived a very simple Palestinian life. In the early
2000s, Kafr ‘Aqab, along with Qalandiya Refugee Camp, got
riveted behind the apartheid wall that was built to restrict
access to Jerusalem. Almost overnight, a quick drive from
Kafr ‘Aqab to Jerusalem was transformed into a dehumanizing, sometimes
hours-long journey through the Qalandiya checkpoint. Today, Kafr ‘Aqab is a
congested and overcrowded area, home to thousands of Palestinians who live
in urban chaos and lack the bare minimum with respect to health, educational,
environmental, and urban planning standards and services. Most of Kafr
‘Aqab is technically under the Jerusalem Municipality. But as it is located on
the West Bank side of the apartheid wall, the municipality basically ignores the
population’s needs and provides no services.
Dalia Association was established in 2007 with an aim to realize our rights as
Palestinians to control our resources and sustain our own development for
generations to come. In 2020, Dalia responded to calls for support by Kafr
‘Aqab community members who face the impact of economic and political
disenfranchisement. The association established Beit Al Karmeh, a community
center and guesthouse, in the middle of a cluster of Ottoman-era buildings in
the historical center of Kafr ‘Aqab. The building was restored in cooperation
with local community members and upon their request. The center was
established with three goals: to preserve architectural traditions and protect
the site from rapid urbanization and reconstruction; to create a space for
community activities, learning, and empowerment in a neighborhood that is
systematically neglected and disenfranchised; and to create a space for the
practice and preservation of Palestinian cultural traditions and heritage. Beit
Al Karmeh is an excellent place for Palestinians and foreign tourists alike to
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Kafr 'Aqab women's bazaar.

and al-ouneh manifested itself especially during the
harvest season, as villagers helped their neighbors
harvest their crops once they finished harvesting their
own. But al-ouneh was apparent also in other aspects
of daily life, when people helped each other build
homes, schools, and other projects. Dalia Association
reemphasizes the importance of this concept and
applies it to our modern-day context to eventually
build trust with and within the communities it works
with.  
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As Dalia Association aims not only
to encourage cultural exchange
among the members of the local
community but also to ensure that
Beit Al Karmeh is able to host people
who are traveling to Kafr ‘Aqab from
other Palestinian towns or visiting
from abroad, two guest rooms were
created within the building during
the reconstruction phase. The
building’s traditional architecture
and beautiful atmosphere have
attracted local photographers who
have done several photo shoots in
the courtyard. The meeting rooms
and courtyard are used to share our
Kaft 'Aqab food bazaar.

Kafr ‘Aqab is an overwhelming
example of loss of public space
due to urban expansion and the
ongoing implementation of colonial
policies. Along with its partners in
Kafr ‘Aqab, Dalia hopes to counteract
such effects by providing a safe
and comfortable public space for
this community. This is achieved by
enabling locals to gather and hold
meetings, training courses, and
workshops on topics that concern
the community. In other words,
the aim is to provide them with a
public space for the dissemination
of knowledge and ideas, the
exchange of resources, and the
empowerment of civil society. In
turn, this strengthens bonds and
links among community members
and groups that begin to consolidate
their common issues and reconcile
their differences.
Dalia strives to achieve its goal
in Kafr ‘Aqab by turning this
community space into a celebration
of Palestinian cultural heritage and
identity by preserving the indigenous
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Palestinian cuisine. In Beit Al
Karmeh’s community kitchen,
for example, our ancestors’ and
grandmothers’ recipes are revived
and documented and therefore
protected from being appropriated
or erased. They are prepared using
seasonal and local ingredients,
made and cultivated by Palestinians
on their land. Monthly, sometimes
even weekly, pop-up kitchens and
food events are held with chefs and
women’s organizations to meet this
goal. Since 2021, Dalia’s events
have included the First Kafr ‘Aqab
Food Bazaar, the celebration of
Saint Burbara Day in cooperation
with Aboud Women’s Association,
and Hajjar’s Zalabia with myself
and storyteller Fida’ Attaya, baking
traditional manaqish (traditional
pastries filled with spinach, za’atar
or cheese) on an open fire, or
preparing the traditional dishes
maqluba, maftoul, and musakhan.
Many other food events are planned
for the remainder of this calendar
year.

Khubaizeh pop-up kitchen with Chef Samar Awaad.

views and political commitments
with the community through lectures
on topics such as food sovereignty,
including a discussion with the
expert in ecological farming Saad
Dagher, who gave a very informative
and interactive presentation about
the challenges facing Palestinian
farmers and the restrictions imposed
on our food sovereignty by the
occupation. Furthermore, Beit Al
Karmeh has hosted screenings of
movies such as The Wanted 18,
The C Word, The Untold Revolution:
Land Sovereignty in Palestine, The
Kingdom of Women: Ein El Hilweh,
and more.

Dalia Association is hopeful that
the partners and people who
share our vision and dreams of
preserving Palestinian cultural
traditions and contributing to
the empowerment of the Kafr
‘Aqab community will visit Beit
Al Karmeh– no matter where
they come from. You too can
participate with us and the
community in exploring how our
grandmothers and grandfathers
lived and cooked in historical
homes such as Beit Al Karmeh.
These traditions can be – and
remain – the anchor for our
ongoing resistance and survival
as Palestinians on this land.
Samar Awaad is the executive
director of Dalia Association,
a board member of Khalil
Sakakini Cultural Center in
Ramallah, and a chef and
researcher of Palestinian
cuisine. She holds a master’s
degree in health policy and
management from Emory
University, USA, and a bachelor
of science from the University
of San Francisco, USA. She has
worked with a wide spectrum
of organizations in Palestine
and abroad in international
relations, human development,
social policy, and community
empowerment.
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Personality of the Month

Nasser Abdul Hadi

N

asser Abdul Hadi has dedicated most of his investments and
work over the past three decades to promoting tourism and the
hospitality industry, with a special focus on the preservation
and utilization of Palestinian cultural and architectural heritage
and authentic local cuisine. Nasser started his endeavors by
establishing Al Qasr Hotel in Nablus in the 1990s, one of the first business
hotels built in the northern West Bank during that period. As local and
international tourism was growing at the time, he then founded the Arab
Hotels Company that established the Movenpick Hotel in Ramallah (now the
Millennium Hotel).
But Nasser’s passion and dedication didn’t stop there. He started to work on
promoting the old city of Nablus and worked with the municipality and the
regional council on policies to protect the area from the intrusion of high-rise
buildings. Identifying a 600-year-old historic building that required special and
complex renovations, he embarked on one of the first steel-structure projects
in Palestine that engaged local and international specialists in the renovation
process, designing and establishing the beautiful Al Yasmeen Hotel and
Souq. It has become one of the landmarks in the old city of Nablus, receiving
visitors from around the world. As Nasser wanted to give the city’s residents
and visitors a full Palestinian experience, he began to focus on authentic
Palestinian food and established the first branch of Zeit ou Zaater, a restaurant
that serves healthy Palestinian dishes and pastries that are baked in an oven
fired with olive wood. Today, branches of Zeit ou Zaater operate in Jerusalem,
Ramallah, and Jericho.
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Nasser does not consider his
work as a usual business venture.
His full dedication to the cause of
protecting, revitalizing, and utilizing
historic architectural heritage
spans his entire life. He assisted in
surrendering his family’s old palaces
in the village of Arabeh so that they
could be renovated and utilized as
a community center for women
and children. He has always been
a supporter of Riwaq Center for
Architectural Conservation’s highly
recognized work and recently joined
their General Assembly to be more
engaged in the sphere. Presently,
he is planning another project at
the Abdul Qader Saleh palace in the
village of Talfeet. Nasser ensures that
this vision is promoted through the
multiple tourism forums in which he
is engaged. Thus, he is a member
of the Arab Hotels Association and
has headed the Tourism Advisory
Committee of Ramallah Municipality,
amongst others.
Over the years, Nasser has
continued to focus on preserving
and promoting Palestinian cultural
heritage and historic architecture as
well as special cuisine, using them
as great foundations for developing

the Palestinian tourism sector, locally
and internationally, with all the
richness that it can offer. Lately, his
company TDC Tourism Development
was selected by Ramallah
Municipality to establish and operate
Farah Locanda, an old renovated
building in the city, as a boutique
hotel. It opened in September 2022,
offering beautifully furnished rooms
and a restaurant. Nasser’s vision to
integrate and link such places with
the community by offering spaces
where Palestinian women from
surrounding villages can promote
their local produce, artists can
showcase their work, and young
talented chefs can present their food
creations to customers is warmly
welcomed by the municipality, the
community, and visitors. His youngadult daughter Yasmeen manages
the project, carrying his vision
forward.
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The beautiful Farah Locanda, a renovated old building
in the city of Ramallah, currently a boutique hotel.

97

Cultural Tourism

Historical Personality of the Month

Nahil Bishara

(1919–1997)
A Pioneering Palestinian Impressionist Artist

eventually led to her being commissioned
by the Catholic Church to paint a series of
scenes from the life of Saint Bernadette.
Recognizing her exceptional sculpting
talents, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan
commissioned her to sculpt a statue of
Pope Paul VI in 1964, during the first ever
papal visit to the Holy City.
What distinguished Nahil from her
contemporaries was that she did not
believe in restricting herself to one
artistic medium. Indeed, her ability to
interweave both her impressionist-style
paintings with her use of bold colors and
brushstrokes depicting Palestinian folklore,
landscapes, and floral arrangements and
oriental-themed design and craftwork was
unprecedented.

By Saleem Zoughby

W

ith a glass of merlot, I decided to sail on the Palestinian “sea” of paintings
available on the internet when one image caught my attention and spurred
genuine surprise. This beautiful painting fascinated me, triggering music in
my mind: “Des pas sur la neige” (Footprints in the Snow), a piano prelude
by Claude Debussy. I realized that I was meeting a very unusual painter.

Born in Jerusalem at the beginning of the twentieth century, Nahil Bishara expressed from
an early age a genuine interest and exceptional abilities in creating small and simple works
of art. By the 1940s, with a family of her own, Nahil took her first steps as the first female
Palestinian into the world of academic art and enrolled at the Bezalel Academy. However,
she would continue to break new ground, and in 1956, Nahil continued her studies at
the Accademia di Belle Arti in Perugia, Italy, where she obtained her diploma in arts. Her
studies included painting, sculpture, etching, and fabric print as well as the history of arts.
While in Italy, Nahil also undertook special studies with famous masters, such as Dante
Falipucci, Fulgido Amori, Ricardo Leverini Mirabelli, and others.

She was renowned for her expressive
drawings of nature and urban scenes,
where she had a particular predilection for
the city of Jerusalem. Her impressioniststyle paintings served to distinguish her
from her colleagues. She worked across
the spectrum of art, heritage, culture, and
fine paintings yet maintained a steadfast
commitment to society at large and to
serving her community.
She was a pioneer artist and one of
the first female Palestinian artists of
the twentieth century to gain a formal
arts education, which is evident in her
abstract and expressionist paintings,
unlike the realism of artists of her time.

True to her character, Nahil wouldn’t stop there. In 1962, she obtained a diploma with
honors from the Chicago School of Interior Design and Decoration, studying building and
ceramics as well as the technique of the famous artist Maestro Giorgio of Ceramiche
Artistiche.
Nahil became an advocate for arts and culture in the city, serving on the board of trustees
of the Palestinian Folklore Museum at the Rockefeller Museum. She also served on
the advisory committee of Jordan Broadcasting Jerusalem’s arts department. But her
contributions to Palestinian civil society extended beyond sitting on advisory committees:
she also established a center for the conservation of local arts and crafts where she taught
refugee students and was directly involved in the revival of factories specialized in the art
of glassblowing in Hebron. Her talent as a skilled craftsperson in both ceramics and glass
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Bust of Pope Paul VI, sculpted by Nahil
Bishara, 1964.

Flowers, one of the best known works of artist
Nahil Bishara.

She experimented freely with different
brushstrokes and techniques in the
outburst of flowers and dabs of color that
evoke feelings and memories of Palestinian
flora and landscapes.
While not all of her works have been
preserved, the ones that were can be
found in the collections of the Vatican
Museum, the National Museum in
Jordan, Dar El-Nimer for Arts and Culture
(Lebanon), Birzeit University Museum
(Palestine), and Bank of Palestine.
Nahil fought for Palestine quietly,
artistically, and with a refined sensibility,
persistent in the face of the Zionist militias
that were entering Palestinian homes. She
was a Palestinian intellectual and a proud
artist of international caliber. I imagine
that Debussy, had he met her, would have
played his famous prelude “La fille aux
cheveux de lin” for her.
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Book of the Month

Ida in the Middle

By Nora Lester Murad
Crocodile Books, November 2022
Hardcover, 224 pages, US$ 19.95
Ages: 12-16 years
Reviewed by Natalie Jean

N

ora Lester Murad’s young-adult novel Ida in the Middle is a work of
fiction about 13-year-old Ida. Ida explores her identity as a Palestinian
girl born in the United States. She grows up in the United States,
attending a school where her classmates bully her because she is an
Arab. They torment her and call her a “terrorist.” This makes Ida feel
like an outsider. She is embarrassed about her heritage and starts to question where
she belongs. Even after she transfers to a new school, thinking that she has found a
sanctuary, it happens again.
After yet another violent escalation in Jerusalem, her Jewish and Christian classmates
start a club to present pro-Israeli perspectives that are filled with misinformation
about Palestinians and their demands for freedom, recognition, and safety. When
Ida confronts the school principal about the one-sidedness of their arguments, he
dismisses it and tells her she could start her own Muslim club. But Ida is the only Arab
student at the school and other Muslim kids are South Asian. She also suspects that
starting a club won’t stop her classmates from bullying her. Ida goes back to trying to
be invisible.
Then one of her teachers announces that students will have to do a Passion Project
to showcase something that they care strongly about. At first, she feels vulnerable
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because she is insecure and doesn’t
want to be bullied anymore by her
fellow classmates for sharing her
passion. When she stress-eats,
something incredible happens when
she least expects it. She eats from
a jar of olives that was sent by her
relatives in Palestine and everything
changes. She realizes that she has
been transported to the life she would
have had in Jerusalem if her family
had never left.
Ida goes back and forth exploring
life in Palestine and in the United
States. She can’t help but reflect on
how different her life would’ve been
if her parents had stayed in Palestine.
Ida feels welcome at her school in
Palestine with a principal who is open
to diversity and a different learning
environment than her American
school. But Ida has a hard time
adjusting to who she is at her new
Palestinian school and navigating
new rules, teachers, and classmates.
She misses her home and wants to
go back but is no longer sure where
“home” is.
As a girl Ida’s age with family in
various parts of the world, I can
relate to Ida’s difficulties. I know
from my own family’s experience
that many immigrants struggle with
a sense of belonging and feel split
between how they should feel and
act in their birthplace, or the country
of their family’s origin compared to
their new home. For Ida, the search
for belonging is complicated by the
everyday realities of Palestinians
living in neighborhoods where
people’s houses are under threat of
demolition. She worries about her
family in Palestine. Yet, when she
travels back to the United States
she struggles and feels guilty about
how sheltered and safe her life
in America is compared to what

her Palestinian peers experience.
Something that surprised me was
how location deeply impacts the way
we think about our identity and our
relationships to people and history.
I loved reading about Ida’s personal
journey, one that spans continents
and cultures, and is filled with
surprises and discoveries. Ida in the
Middle is a great book for those who
want to discover how to integrate
different parts of their identity no
matter where they live in the world.
It is a thought-provoking book that
inspires young readers to explore
their heritage and sense of self,
belonging, and what makes a place
become a home.
Natalie Jean is a 14-year-old girl
who lives in Boston with her family.
She loves to read young-adult
novels, bake for her family and
friends, listen to music, and play
volleyball. She enjoys traveling and
trying different foods. When she
can, she visits her extended family
in Europe and the Caribbean. She is
heading to high school next year and
plans to write a novel or a play soon.
It will probably have baking recipes
incorporated in the story!
Information about Ida in the
Middle and resources for teachers
who wish to bring Palestine into
the classroom are available on
the book’s website at www.
idainthemiddle.com.
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Artist of the Month

East Meets West
The Ensembles of the Edward Said
National Conservatory of Music

T

he Edward Said National Conservatory of Music (ESNCM) believes
that every Palestinian home should have access to a lively and creative
musical culture. It is difficult to overstate the ESNCM’s impact on
Palestine’s cultural life and its influence on other institutions in the Arab
world over the last 29 years. These achievements come despite extreme
obstacles created by the occupation and speak to the conservatory’s
determination to thrive and inspire. As an artistic and educational body, ESNCM is not
only a worthy Artist of the Month but also a shepherd for future generations of Artists of
the Month and an important platform for all of us to enjoy.
Since it opened in 1993, the ESNCM has provided music education to thousands of
young Palestinians from the West Bank, Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip. A fundamental
part of the music education process is the creation of ensembles, both student and
professional. This strategy yields important results: music students from a young age
learn to perform in groups and before an audience, the ultimate goal of many future
artists. Those who choose music as a career are given opportunities to perform
professionally in Palestine, throughout the Arab region, and worldwide while the wider
community receives the gift of rich and vibrant concert experiences.
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Student ensembles include Arabic
music groups such as Qanunjieh
(an ensemble based on the qanun,
the Arabic zither) in Gaza; Turath
(lit. heritage, a traditional ensemble
of Arabic instruments), Ram, and
Bazazeeq (plural for buzuq, the longnecked fretted Arabic lute) in Ramallah;
Jilan in Bethlehem, and the Arabic
Ensemble in Nablus. Banat al-Quds
(Daughters of Jerusalem) is an awardwinning all-female choir and Arabic
music ensemble based in Jerusalem.
Western-music student ensembles
include the ESNCM Orchestra, Gaza
Orchestra, Jerusalem Children’s
Orchestra, and the ESNCM Wind Band.
The flagship Palestine Youth Orchestra
attracts young Palestinian musicians
from around the world for an annual
training workshop and tour and has
performed in countries around the
world.
Professional ESNCM-run ensembles
include the Palestine National
Orchestra, the Opus Ensemble for
classical chamber music, and the
Jerusalem-based Al-Mathhabjiyeh
(al-math’hab is the Arabic term for the
beginning and refrain of al-nasheed
[anthem], traditionally a popular vocal
genre) choir and ensemble. The latest
professional ensemble, launched in
2020, is the 70-piece Arabic Orchestra
that is based on, and expands, the
principle of the traditional Arabic takht;
it includes conservatory students and
teachers.

Several young musicians who, as
ESNCM students, participated in these
ensembles have chosen music as
a career and are leaving their mark
on Palestine and the world. Upwards
of ten former students are enjoying
international careers, living abroad, and
at least another thirty are successful
artists at the heart and soul of the
Palestinian music scene, working
as teachers, performers, producers,
sound engineers, and more.
Recent years have presented
unprecedented funding challenges.
Several of ESNCM’s past financial
supporters, including the European
Union, have followed the United States
in criminalizing the Palestinian struggle
and imposing unacceptable conditions
on funding. The ESNCM has rejected
all such conditional funding and
therefore faces a scarcity of resources
that jeopardizes all its programs.
Thus, the ESNCM has launched a
crowdfunding campaign to support its
educational program. To buy a ticket
for the next event and become a lifeline
to efforts to bring music to every
Palestinian home, please visit https://
tzkrti.com/ar/events/688.
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Exhibition of the Month

JERUSALEM:
CITY OF PARADOXES

City of Paradoxes (2).
Charcoal and acrylic
on canvas, 90 x 74
cm, 2021.

By Hosni Radwan
Zawyeh Gallery, Ramallah
October 20 to December 31, 2022
Available online at https://artspaces.kunstmatrix.com/en/exhibition/10815338/
jerusalem-city-of-paradoxes

T

he city of Jerusalem is the focus of Hosni Radwan’s latest series of
artworks. Using charcoal, acrylic, and gold leaf on canvas, he attempts
to express his fascination with a city haunted by shades of paradoxes.

Having lived in the diaspora most of his life, Radwan fell in love with
Jerusalem the minute he saw it. He was fascinated with the place, its beauty and
contradictions; intrigued by the little arches and oriental style of architecture, the
smells, the colors, the noises, and the unique way of living. Jerusalem brought the
artist closer to safety and belonging, as it carried him back to his childhood in the old
city of Baghdad (where his family was displaced in 1948). The two cities have many
features in common; they appear on the surfaces of his paintings as childish sparkles,
cold grey corners, small ancient white domes, golden holy places, and pink stones.
Mixing black charcoal and colorful vibrant colors, Radwan touches metaphorically
on the city’s situation and accounts for its history and politics. He juxtaposes colorful
areas with others rendered in charcoal in the attempt to reveal contradictions: day
and night, past and present, oppression and freedom, and vibrant life and loss under
occupation. The Holy City in this series is present with all its details yet seems hollow,
as there are no people and very few traces of humanity at all.
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City of Paradoxes (7). Charcoal, gold leaf, and
acrylic on canvas, 100 x 75 cm, 2022.

Dome of the Rock (2). Charcoal, gold leaf, and
acrylic on canvas, 96 x 66 cm, 2020.

In the two paintings titled City of
Paradoxes 3 and City of Paradoxes 4,
Radwan presents the city in vibrant
colors, dominated by warm reds,
oranges, and yellows. Its old houses,
alleys, and small stairs are colorful, as
are the little scattered windows, making
the town look as if it were from a fairy
tale. But at the bottom of these paintings,
lonely olive trees are drawn in charcoal,
which leaves the olive grove outside the
city, in black and white, untouched by
Radwan’s magic colorful wand. Ancient
yet sturdy, the trees carry a hint of both
sadness and steadfastness.

peaceful geographical realm that exists
only in his imagination. The houses with
their stairs, alleys, and arches are drawn
in charcoal, yet their windows beam
with red and orange colors, similar to
the sky, as if reflecting it. The sense of
safety and belonging is palpable in the
painting’s homely, warm atmosphere
that radiates from the tiny windows and
doors.

City of Paradoxes 1 divides the Holy City
into two parts: one colorful and vibrant,
as if it were bathing in sunlight, the
other dark, with small, ancient houses
and holy places that are covered by
the shade of night. In the middle, a few
buildings are embraced by the hues of
dawn or dusk.

In City of Paradoxes 2, Radwan divides
the painting into blocks that are then
shuffled around. As if he were asking
the viewer to shuffle them back, the
charcoal blocks mix with the colored
blocks, forming an intriguing work.

The intensely red skies in the diptych
City of Paradoxes 5 are distinctive. The
Old City seems tranquil, as it never is.
Radwan mixes charcoal and acrylic. A
deep red hue carries the city to a calm,
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Wildlife in Palestine

Olive Harvest Season
in Palestine
By Yara Dahdal

Photo courtesy of Middle East Eye.

O

ctober is very special in Palestine. It’s the olive harvesting season.
Digging in my memory I remember my father taking us to the olive
groves in our village (Taybeh), where Palestinian families gathered
to pick the golden fruit. I recall the delicious light pepper-like
aftertaste of the freshly pressed olive oil, and the delicious foods
and herbal teas infused with the aroma of olive wood fumes. My father has
his own personal stories to tell, as my grandfather owned an olive press, the
first semi-automated press in the district, and people from all the surrounding
villages would come to extract olive oil from their freshly picked fruits. The olive
season in Palestine is much more than an economic practice, it’s a palpable
example of one of Palestine’s many “cultural ecosystem services.”
Cultural ecosystem services are the intangible benefits that people gain from
ecosystems through recreation, tourism, intellectual development, spiritual
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enrichment, reflection, and creative and aesthetic experiences. Cultural ecosystem
services have positive impacts on human health and social ties, and solid cultural
connections to identity. In this sense, the olive harvesting season in Palestine is an
integrated socio-ecological system, extending its benefits beyond the total number
of tons of harvested olives each year.
It is estimated that 10 million olive trees are cultivated in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, inhabiting more than half of the cultivated areas. Nevertheless, the cultural
value of the olive agroecosystem is greater than its US$170 million market worth.
The olive tree is a symbol of belonging, rootedness, and
resilience against occupation, a symbol that is passed
down from generation to generation. Moreover, the olive
harvesting season provides Palestinians with positive
vibes of tranquility, inspiration, and an opportunity to
escape from everyday stress. The Palestinian historical
library is rich in poetry, song, painting, pottery, and other
forms of art dedicated to the olive harvesting season.
Palestinian cuisine is deeply interconnected with olives
and olive oil. Finally, the olive harvesting season attracts
many enthusiasts and activists from around the world
who desire not only to support Palestinian resilience but
also to engage in a meaningful cultural activity.
The olive culture ecosystem service currently faces
many challenges in Palestine, mainly due to the Israeli
occupation, but also due to climate change, rapid
urbanization, and pollution. The olive harvesting season
is merely one example, as similar challenges emerge
during the grape harvesting season, wheat mowing
season, honey extraction season, etc. In addition, the
concept of cultural ecosystem services is often neglected
when decisions must be made concerning such issues
as environmental impact assessment because it is
considered to have little or no economic value. Finally,
olive trees are very similar to the Palestinian people: both
are deeply rooted – physically and culturally – in this land.
For this reason, national and international efforts must be
directed towards conserving and protecting them.
Dr. Yara Dahdal holds a PhD in
water desalination and wastewater
treatment and postdocs in both water
contamination and science diplomacy.
Currently the projects manager at
Nature Palestine Society, she is
an active member of the Scientific
Basis Task Force at Cyprus Institute’s
East-Mediterranean and Middle East
Climate and Atmosphere Research
Center. She can be reached at yara@
naturepalestine.org.

SCAN
TO SHARE
107

Cultural Tourism

Where to Go

Tursallah
By Bassam Almohor

Seventeen years have passed
since Israel evacuated its settlers,
and the site is still in ruins, slowly
getting weaker and weaker. Soon
nature will take its toll. Such a
place is ideal to be rehabilitated
and used as a community center,
just as many castles of the
Ottoman tax collectors or the
Arab administrative governors of
the eighteenth century have been
converted. History repeats itself;
all these sites that were once
places of violence, power, and fear
are now quiet, old, sad, and empty.
Tursallah is 20 kilometers south
of Jenin or 25 kilometers north of
Nablus, just off Road 60, located
in the midst of the villages of Silet
ad-Daher, Fandaqomieh, Asa’asah,
Jaba’, and Ajja. Use your GPS
to easily reach it: 32.336850°N,
35.201916°E.

O

nce a rural police station built by the British during their occupation
and opened in 1943, it became a Jordanian military headquarters
until their defeat in the 144-hour war of 1967. When Israel
occupied the rest of Palestine, it converted the place into a
settlement. Jewish settlers moved to the site and made it their
home until they were evacuated in 2005.

The compound, which the British classified as the second-class Tegart fort
police station of Silet ad-Daher, is a rectangular building built with Jerusalem
stone, and measures 40 x 60 meters east to west. A second floor with large
arches was added to part of the northern side. The main entrance has wide
stairs on the northern side, and there is another entrance on the eastern side,
with a gate wide enough to allow vehicles to enter. There are more than 40
rooms in the compound and 2 open-air courtyards.

Bassam Almohor can be reached
at almohor@gmail.com,
+972-59-753-4681, or through
Facebook @toursmore.
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When the Jordanian Arab Army inherited the site in 1948, they added a little
mosque (only 10 x 10 meters) with a small minaret (8 meters high) to the east of
the compound. A big hole near the head of the minaret is probably the result of a
shell during the war.
Settlers confiscated the place in 1977, and just outside the main northern
entrance, they built a synagogue that they buried when they were evacuated in
2005.
According to local historians, the name Tursallah is derived from turs allah,
which means the shield of God. It is believed that Saladin gave it that name when
he set up camp there on his way to defeat the Crusaders in 1187 AD.
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TWiP Kitchen

Honoring the Women of
Palestine through Musalwa’a
By Becky Hadeed

Directions
-In a heavy soup pot or Dutch oven, add 3
tablespoons of olive oil and the chopped
onion. Stir until the onions soften, about 5
minutes.
-Rinse the lentils, and add them to the
onions, then add the water. Bring the
mixture to a boil. Skim the foam off the top
*Tip: for every cup of red lentils, add 3
cups of water or stock.
-Add the rinsed rice, spices, and bay leaf,
and stir to combine. Let the mixture cook
until the rice and lentils are tender and
cooked through, about 45 minutes. Make
sure you stir frequently to prevent the lentils
from sticking to the bottom of the pot.

I

n September, Mai Kakish was my guest on The Storied Recipe Podcast. She
shared musalwa’a, a humble and hearty porridge made from red lentils and
rice, in honor of her beloved teta (grandmother). The dish is practical – made
from pantry ingredients and best served at room temperature.

To Mai, however, this rustic dish is beautified in light of her grandmother’s life
of love and sacrifice. As with many women of her generation, Um Hanna saw her sons (one
of whom was Mai’s father) and grandsons (Mai’s brothers) arrested for acts of resistance.
When the men were taken from their homes, Mai says that it was women like her teta who
kept the family together and preserved Palestinian culture.
To Mai, this musalwa’a recipe represents the stability and love she experienced in her
teta’s garden and kitchen. Mai now lives in Chicago, where she raises vegetables from her
grandmother’s seeds. She honors her teta’s legacy by sharing Palestinian dishes on her
website titled Almond & Fig and by speaking out about Palestinian resistance. I was honored
to share Mai and her teta’s story on my podcast.

Ingredients
3 tablespoons olive oil
1 large onion, diced
3 cups red lentils rinsed
1½ cups short-grain rice
(rinsed a few times until the water runs clear)
9 cups water (more if needed)
salt and pepper to taste
2 tsp cumin
1 tsp turmeric
2 bay leaves
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-The mixture should be the consistency
of porridge. If it’s too thick, add ½ cup of
water at a time. (I use an additional 1½ to
2 cups of water, depending on the type of
rice.)
-In the meantime, in a medium pan, heat
the olive oil and fry the onions until they are
golden brown. Add a pinch of salt. Don’t
rush this process; it will take up to 30–45
minutes to caramelize the onions. Stir the
onions often.
-Once the onions are caramelized, drain
them on a paper towel but reserve the
remaining olive oil.

-Once the lentils and rice are cooked
through, add the olive oil left over from
cooking the onions to the lentil and rice
mixture, folding it in until all the oil is
combined with the lentils. The olive oil
will make this mixture super silky and
pudding-like.
-Reserve the fried onions to garnish the top.
To serve, pour into a serving platter or little
bowls.
To garnish, toss the raw sliced onions with
a teaspoon of sumac and half a teaspoon
of cumin, then garnish the top of the bowls
with the crispy onions, the raw sumaccumin onions, fresh minced parsley, and a
sprinkling of cumin.
Musalwa’a can be eaten hot, at room
temperature, or straight out of the fridge.
Serve with chopped tomatoes and/or
cucumbers and an assortment of pickles
and olives.
Storing
This dish will last up to a week in the fridge.
Becky Hadeed is the host of The Storied
Recipe Podcast.
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Crispy onions
1/2 cup extra virgin olive oil
2 large onions thinly sliced
Garnishes
3–4 tbs chopped parsley
1 yellow onion, thinly sliced
1 tsp sumac
1 tsp cumin, divided

111

Events
Tuesday 1 to Monday 7

The 9th edition of Palestine Cinema Days presents film
screenings and panel discussions for audiences of all
ages in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Ramallah, Jenin, Gaza,
Rafah, Khan Younis, and Haifa. For more information,
please visit www.facebook.com/palestinecinemadays.

JERUSALEM
CONCERTS
Saturday 5
18:30 Language and Music is an Early Music
performance of vocal and instrumental music from
the 17th and 18th centuries, featuring Amwaj Choir
from Bethlehem and Hebron; the Artipelago Choir
from Castelnuovo di Porto, the Italian town twinned
with Bethlehem; and members of the Italian Baroque
Orchestra. Organized by the Consulate General of Italy in
Jerusalem and Amwaj Choir within a cultural exchange
to celebrate the Week of the Italian Language in the
World. Magnificat Institute (New Gate), Immacolata Hall.

Friday 18

Monday 21

Wednesday 23

18:00–19:00 A pipe organ concert by the Italian
organist Giulio Mercati, organized as part of the
Terra Sancta Organ Festival in collaboration with the
Representative Office of Hungary in Ramallah, the
Romanian Cultural Center, and Pro Terra Sancta.
The Church of St. Catherine, Nativity Basilica. For
more information, please visit www.facebook.
com/events/5589537921128428/55895379411
28426/?active_tab=about.

16:00–18:00 Augmented Reality Carnival is an open day
for participants of all ages to discover the marketspace
and to try out virtual-reality headsets. French-German
Cultural Institute.

18:00 Before Darkness Creeps In is a 70-minute
Moroccan and French film in Arabic with English
subtitles, produced in 2020 and directed by Ali Al
Safi. The film incorporates a gleaming installation of
posters, magazine covers, archival recordings, jazz,
and animation that depict the Moroccan art scene in the
1970s, from the perspective of the artists and actors
themselves, many of whom ended up imprisoned or
disappeared. It also refers to the independent Moroccan
film Events without Signs that was produced in 1974
about the role of the new Moroccan cinema. But after
the emergence of a counterculture by Marxist student
movements that perceived cinema as a “tool for
sensuality” and self-exploration, the film was banned
by the government after its only public screening. A.M.
Qattan Foundation.

Thursday 24
18:00–20:00 Oriental music performances by
Bethlehem Academy of Music band and the
Bethlehemite musicians Issa Hazboun and Suleiman
Allousi. Dar al-Majus Community Home - Pro Terra
Sancta Bethlehem.

Friday 25

CHILDREN’S EVENTS

18:00–20:00 Classical piano concert by Bethlehem
Academy of Music students and faculty followed
by Opera Night with opera singer Tariq Wahbeh
accompanied by pianist Reem Odeh. Dar al-Majus
Community Home, Pro Terra Sancta Bethlehem.

Fridays 4, 11, 18, 25

Saturday 26

9:00–11:30 Kids’ Club for children between the ages
of 5 and 12 offers a variety of activities and games.
Organized by Bethlehem Peace Center. Bethlehem
Peace Center.

13:00 The Annual Christmas Press Conference,
organized by Bethlehem Municipality, spreads the
Christmas message from Bethlehem to the world.
Bethlehem Municipality.

CONCERTS

Sunday 27

Friday 4

10:00–20:00 Opening of the 22nd Annual Christmas
Market, offering a variety of Christmas foods, products,
and artworks, and featuring various Christmas and
musical performances and several children’s activities.
Organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part of
Bethlehem Christmas Festivities 2022. Manger Square.

BETHLEHEM

17:00 Artipelago and Amwaj: Twin choirs – Italy and
Palestine is a multiple-music-styles performance,
featuring Amwaj Choir from Bethlehem and Hebron;
the Artipelago Choir from Castelnuovo di Porto, the
Italian town twinned with Bethlehem; and members
of the Italian Baroque Orchestra. Organized by the
Consulate General of Italy in Jerusalem and Amwaj
Choir within a cultural exchange to celebrate the Week
of the Italian Language in the World. Dar al-Kalima
University, Exhibition Hall.
18:00–19:00 A pipe organ concert by the Hungarian
organist Mészáros Zsolt Máté, organized as part of
the Terra Sancta Organ Festival in collaboration with
the Representative Office of Hungary in Ramallah,
the Romanian Cultural Center, and Pro Terra Sancta.
The Church of St. Catherine, Nativity Basilica. For
more information, please visit www.facebook.
com/events/5589537921128428/558953794
1128426/?active_tab=about.

Friday 11
18:00–19:00 A pipe organ concert by the Romanian
organist Cristina Struta, organized as part of the
Terra Sancta Organ Festival in collaboration with the
Representative Office of Hungary in Ramallah, the
Romanian Cultural Center, and Pro Terra Sancta.
The Church of St. Catherine, Nativity Basilica. For
more information, please visit www.facebook.
com/events/5589537921128428/55895379411
28426/?active_tab=about.
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RAMALLAH
CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Sunday 6
17:00–18:30 Sunday Afternoon Handicrafts is a
workshop of arts and crafts for children 6 years old and
up with their parents. French German Cultural Institute.

CONCERTS
Wednesday 9
19:00 Musical duet with vocalist Terez Sliman and
guitarist Yazan Ibrahim presenting a purely human
sensory journey that expands the dream, moving
souls and minds through a selection of their musical
productions. A.M. Qattan Foundation.

EXHIBITIONS
Sunday 6
15:00–17:00 SAHAB, the Museum of Clouds is an
exhibition based on virtual-reality technology that will be
accessible online through a digital platform. Presented
by the HAWAF collective that consists of Mohamed
Bourouissa, Salman Nawati, Mohamed Abusal and
Sondos Al-Nakhala. French-German Cultural Institute.

FILM SCREENINGS
Tuesday 1
19:00 The Mediterranean Fever, the opening film
of Palestine Cinema Days Festival, is a 108-minute
Palestinian, German, French, Cypriot, and Qatari
drama in Arabic with English subtitles, produced in
2022 and directed by Maha Haj. The film revolves
around the story of Waleed who lives in Haifa with
his wife and children and who dreams of a writing
career while suffering from chronic depression.
He develops a close friendship with his neighbor
that takes an unexpected turn, leading them into a
journey of dark encounters. Ramallah Cultural Palace.
For more information, please visit www.facebook.
com/events/1954460538081113?acontext=%7B
"event_action_h istor y"% 3A[% 7B"su r face
"%3A"page"%7D]%7D.

Monday 7
19:00 Farha (Joy), the closing film of Palestine Cinema
Days Festival, is a 92-minute Jordanian, Palestinian,
Swedish, and Saudi Arabian film in Arabic, English, and
Hebrew with Arabic and English subtitles, produced in
2021 and directed by Darin J. Sallam. The film tackles
the issues of coming of age, identity, and exile through
the eyes of a 14-year-old girl who lives in a small village
in Palestine in 1948 and dreams of joining her friend
at a school in the city. Ramallah Cultural Palace. For
more information, please visit www.facebook.com/
events/659193572393946/?acontext=%7B"event_
action_history"%3A[%7B"mechanism"%3A"search_
results"%2C"sur face"%3A"bookmark_
search"%7D]%2C"ref_notif_type"%3Anull%7D.

Wednesday 16
18:00 Just a Movement is a 108-minute French
and Belgian documentary in French, Wolofian, and
Mandarin, with English subtitles, produced in 2021 and
directed by Vincent Meessen. The film is a free take on
La Chinoise, the 1967 film by Jean-Luc Godard, and
a “film in the progress of making itself” in Dakar. It is
conceived as a re-editing operation of Godard's film,
reallocating its roles and characters, and updating its
plot. A.M. Qattan Foundation.

SPECIAL EVENTS
Wednesday 23
19:00–21:00 Quiz Night is a group activity for teams of
three to five people. For registration, please visit https://
www.facebook.com/Kulturensemble.Ramallah/events/.
French-German Cultural Institute.

Friday 25
12:00–6:00 Repair Café is held with a team of repair
enthusiasts and professionals who offer to repair any
broken electronics, clothes, toys, and other items.
Library and backyard of the French-German Cultural
Institute.

SYMPOSIA
Thursday 17 to Sunday 19
13:00 The First Palestinian International Conference on
Medical Radiation Sciences is a 3-day conference that
provides indispensable information about radiology
science, covering all areas of expertise and skill levels.
Palestine Red Crescent Society, Al-Bireh.

THEATER
Saturday 26
19:00 A new solo dance performance by the
choreographer and actress Sama’ Wakim in which
she explores how living in a war zone has shaped her
identity. A.M. Qattan Foundation. For more information,
please visit www.facebook.com/events/50039548860
1340/?ti=ls.

INTERNATIONAL
SPECIAL EVENTS
Tuesday 29 to Saturday, December 10
Bethlehem Cultural Festival and Alrowwad Dabka UK
tour will present performances in London, Salisbury,
Glasgow, Sheffield, Derby, Manchester, Frome, and
Totnes. For more information, please visit www.
bethlehemculturalfestival.com.

The Last Word

x
I believe that the return of Netanyahu and the rise of the extreme, racist
right are two signs that indicate the terminal stage of the already moribund
occupation. There is a clear bankruptcy regarding the ability to produce
leadership elites, which is illustrated by bringing back a failed former leader,
who happens to be on trial on corruption charges, and who effectively has
no options to present to the public about how to get out of the country’s
predicaments. The only possible value in Netanyahu’s return is a desert
fantasy that people can now sleep at night without worrying about the
monsters “out there” trying to get them. On the other hand, as all political and
social experts concur, the rise of the extreme right is a recipe for explosion and
the worst-case scenario for the state.
Many Palestinians are quite concerned about the rise to power of people such
as Ben Gvir and Smotrich. Based on what Palestinians have seen from these
newly elected leaders, whose ticket was based solely on hatred of Arabs,
their concern is certainly legitimate. However, we need to remind ourselves
that most wars in the area have been waged by labor governments, and
incidentally, most American wars have been initiated by Democrats. So the
perception that the left, or center-left, gives more hope for a solution is only
a myth. Also, it’s as if people believe that former Israeli governments did not
include extremist ministers, parliament members, or even prime ministers! My
column is too short to list them. If we ask ourselves what is the difference, for
us Palestinians, between Netanyahu’s twelve-year rule and the rule of other
governments, including Yair Lapid’s, the answer would be: almost nothing –
whether in terms of brutality and aggression, or in terms of limited options and
margins of maneuver.
The returning Netanyahu is incapable of waging war and has nothing new
that would even threaten war. It is sufficient to consider pulling back on his
threat to withdraw from the maritime demarcation agreement with Lebanon.
He was effectively forced to change his position and accept the agreement.
In my opinion, Netanyahu’s immediate, huge problem is how to form a
government with extremist partners who demand key ministries that he cannot
give because of the expected vehement opposition from the Israeli military
establishment, the Americans, and the Europeans who are obsessed with the
desire to avoid any escalation. Buckle up, Palestine, we’re in for a new ride
that I hope will hasten our independence.
Long live Palestine!

Sani Meo
Publisher
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