                 A TOWN CALLED JIFNA

Account of a friendship visit by members of the Lichfield Concern for 

                             Palestine Group November 2014

1 How it all began

In 2012 a Palestinian woman, Rawda Khouriyeh visited Lichfield with her teenage daughter Ragad. They were guests of Michele Gerard, who had, with patient persistence helped them to obtain visas to travel to the UK.  Michele is a member of the Lichfield Concern for Palestine Group who has visited Palestine many times, staying with Rawda and her husband Issa who run a guest house in Jifna.  Over the years they have become close friends. So when the Group was looking for a Palestinian community with which to form a friendship link, Jifna seemed the obvious place.  The purpose of the link would be to build a mutually enriching relationship between our two communities, thereby helping us  understand more deeply the all-pervasive impact of the Israeli Occupation of Palestine on the daily lives of ordinary people. We hope that this will inform and energise our campaigning for a just peace in Palestine/Israel.
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2 Where is Jifna?  (map?)

Located 8 km north of the city of Ramallah (headquarters of the Palestinian Authority), and 25 km from Jerusalem, with a population approaching 2000, Jifna is a town with an interesting history, reaching

back to Old Testament times.  The Jewish historian Josephus, writing in the first century of the Christian era, refers to it as ‘Gophna’. Situated on a major trade route it was a place of some importance, well-known for its vines and grape products (the name Jifna means ‘vineyard’). It is currently famous for its apricots and holds an annual apricot festival in July.       Its Christian roots run deep. A well and fountain in the town square commemorate the legend that Joseph and Mary found hospitality here on their journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Today there are two churches in Jifna (Roman Catholic and Orthodox), but also the ruins of an earlier Byzantine church dating back to the fourth century.   
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Until recent times Jifna was a Christian town. Then in 1948 everything changed, when in the aftermath of the first Arab-Israeli war and the establishment of the state of Israel, 750,000 Palestinians were driven from their homes and became refugees.  Around 1200 arrived  in the area from the coastal town of Haifa where they were allocated land by the Jordanian government on the outskirts of Jifna.   The population of  the Jalazone refugee camp is now 16,000 – on the same area of land!

The majority of these Palestinian refugees are Muslim ; over the past sixty years a number of refugee families have purchased land and built homes in Jifna itself.  This has dramatically changed the demography; it is estimated that the town’s population is now equally divided between Christians and Muslims.  This is indicated by the impressive mosque 

on the edge of the town, facing the Jalazone camp.
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3 The Visit  
At the beginning of November six members of the Concern for Palestine group stayed in Jifna for five days in Rawda and Issa’s award-winning guesthouse.  During this time we were able to meet most of the leading people in Jifna.  Local businessman Maher is the town mayor; we met him in his office on our first day and on the last day he showed us round his small printing works. In between there were several meetings both formal and informal. He seemed to be everywhere!  He is a warm, friendly man who is not just supportive but enthusiastic about the friendship link. On Saturday we met a number of local familes at a lively social evening in the Catholic church hall; the following morning we attended mass and met the local priest, Fr Aridah. Later in the week we met the Orthodox priest, Abuna George and visited his church.  We had a session with leaders of the community centre, in the ancient building which they have restored and adapted for their work with young people and adults. We visited the Jalazone refugee camp and learned of  its many problems related to overcrowding, lack of water, poor sanitation, massive youth unemployment and of the exacerbation of an already serious situation by the diversion of United Nations resources into the humanitarian catastrophe which is Gaza.  Some of our group visited the city of Nablus and were deeply shocked by the living conditions in the large Balata refugee camp there. We visited a number of impressive projects; In Ramallah we met Dr Adil Yahya, Director of the Palestine Association for cultural exchange (PACE) who was actually born in the Jalazone camp. In Jifna itself there is the purpose-built Maha Nassar Centre a project of the Union of Palestinian Womens’ Committee, designed to run residential training courses for women in the West Bank;
Although our planned visit to the oldest Palestinian University at Birzeit, just three miles from Jifna didn’t materialise, we were able to see the impressive Rosanne project in the old town of Birzeit. This is an EU-funded enterprise which works with women and youth to create and deepen awareness of the rich archaeological, cultural/historical heritage of the region and develop tourism both local and international around these themes. They are working with the local municipality on a scheme to restore the town’s ancient buildings which will include a film theatre, restaurants, artists’ studios, craft shop and exhibition facilities. There is already a superb science/technology centre where school groups visit most days.  Development of the ‘Abraham trail’ – 100 miles from Hebron in the south to Shechem (Nablus) in the north passing through rural areas is being linked to the training of women in villages along the route to offer bed and breakfast facilities. So the re-discovery of history and culture is being linked to employment possibilities, especially for women.
On our last morning we visited Jifna’s only primary school run by the Latin Patriarchate (RC) and visited all the classes from kindergarten to year seven. There are as many Muslim as Christian children in the school.

Before we left, the mayor joined us for coffee and cakes with Rawda and Issa and we were able to present him with a picture of the Lichfield angel and a Lichfield cathedral paperweight.
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4 Some impressions

· A successful first visit in the forming of a friendship association with the town and people of Jifna.A solid foundation has been laid.
· The personal link with Rawda and Issa is a key to the ongoing success of the project.  Their knowledge of the overall situation, their commitment to the Palestinian struggle for human rights and self-determination and their solid support for the Lichfield association is vital.  Alongside this, we recognise the need to develop relationships with other groups and individuals, both in Jifna and the surrounding area.
· We were intrigued by the relationship between Muslims and Christians in Jifna, especially with regard to the refugee camp.
These would appear to be good but tensions were hinted at. We were unable to meet any leaders of the Muslim community and this was a disappointment in terms of our desire to involve our Muslim friends in Lichfield in this association

· We were deeply impressed by the welcome and hospitality we received from the people we met who under difficult circumstances are seeking to build community. We witnessed some impressive projects which are eminently worthy of support.
· Visiting the refugee camps in Balata and Jifna were a salutary reminder of the ongoing Occupation and the multiple deprivation experienced by thousands of Palestinians and their families. Each day the question put to us by our Palestinian sisters and brothers was in our minds: ‘Can you help us to get our freedom back?’
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5   What next?

· It cannot be stressed too strongly that the visit is only a beginning ; this is a friendship association initially between the people of Jifna and the Lichfield Concern for Palestine Group who will continue to guide its progress.  As our relationship develops it may be possible to extend the links to the city itself.  But we must allow it to develop naturally, one step at a time.
· Visits are obviously important – in both directions!  We envisage regular trips organised by the Group as well as more informal ones by individuals/couples.  There have already been conversations about the possibility of a group from Jifna visiting Lichfield. 

· Projects involving fund-raising will develop as time goes on and will be monitored by the Group. Before we left Jifna we committed to raising money for a publicity leaflet/guide to the town already in draft form in both English and Arabic which will be of use both there and here.
· There is ample scope for forming relationships between particular groups. For instance, between churches; between schools and youth organisations. between womens’groups; between Birzeit and Lichfield college - and although perhaps more difficult - with the refugee camp. There are inter-faith issues to explore. Ramblers groups may be interested in walking the Abraham trail! But these should not be seen just (or even mainly) in terms of  raising money.  They are about forming and deepening friendships and raising awareness.
When Rawda and Ragad came to Lichfield some years ago, we shared a meal with them.  Afterwards Rawda spoke to us about the needs of her people.  At the end she said: ‘Come, visit us, then return home and tell our story.  You are our ambassadors’.  That is both privilege and  responsibility.
                                      -----------------------

There is a fuller version of this report.  To obtain a copy, or for any further information either about the Lichfield-Jifna Friendship link or the work of the Lichfield Concern for Palestine Group please contact Warren Bardsley (w.bardsley39@btinternet.com; 255292)

The group of six who visited in November were Carole Hicks, Chris McDermott, Michele Gerard, Paula Knight, Christopher Herbert and Warren Bardsley.
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