Recap 2009 Report by Anonymous, King’s College London

Arriving in Jerusalem on July 14th, following a short journey from Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion Airport where I met a fellow ReCap participant from Poland, we spent the first day or so exploring the walled ancient city of Old Jerusalem. It was not long after that the other ReCap participants began to arrive and meet at the hotel, along with some Palestinian Jerusalemite students who warmly welcomed us to Palestine and accompanied us around Jerusalem. These Palestinian students were the ‘lucky ones’, holding a Jerusalem ID card which entitles them to relatively more freedom of travel than their West Bank counterparts. In contrast, our local co-ordinator, a student also at Al-Quds University, had been unable to gain a travel permit from the Israeli authorities to meet us in Jerusalem and it was only on our transfer from Jerusalem to Abu-Dis that he was finally able to meet us.  This was our first encounter of the restrictions that Palestinians from the West Bank endure under Israeli occupation. 

On arrival in Abu Dis a few days later we were able to meet the other Palestinian students who, like our local co-ordinator, would have not been allowed free passage to Jerusalem, which is now walled off from the West Bank by the Israeli-built separation wall. Here, in Abu Dis, we lived in good-sized apartments with friendly neighbours for a week of lectures and workshops at the nearby Al-Quds University. This was once interrupted with a useful, hastily arranged trip (as our university speaker had been held up at a checkpoint and was unable to deliver his talk) to Shawfat refugee camp for a talk regarding the problems that this camp in particular faces. The boundaries of the West Bank and East Jerusalem, which was annexed by Israel in contravention to international laws, are being re-shaped by the Israeli Separation or ‘Apartheid’ wall.  As a result this camp has been directly excluded from Jerusalem and military checkpoints have been put in place to control travel between this camp and Jerusalem, therefore cutting its population off from schools, work, and medical services.  A further trip to Jerusalem where we were accompanied by some Palestinian students enlightened us as to the religious history of this long contested city and was culturally very useful. 
Following this week of discussions and lectures from university academics and UNRWA mental health staff, we moved to Bethlehem for the remainder of our stay in Palestine. We were lucky in the prime location of our very comfortable apartments and the friendly host of the boy’s apartment. We began by visiting the Dheisha refugee camp with a guide and were introduced to the history of this camp especially during the intifada and the dire living conditions that the camp inhabitants endured in the not-so-distant past. Remnants of the metal gates and fencing used by the Israeli military that once encircled this refugee camp and punished its population were evident at the entrance to the camp. It was here also in Dheisha camp that we spent some time shadowing the two doctors, nurses and physiotherapists at the UNRWA medical clinic that caters for refugees, during our last week. 
We conducted arts and crafts activities and physical activities for the children of Aida refugee camp in Bethlehem on a regular basis in the afternoons, while also carrying out rotations at the nearby Caritas Baby Hospital in the mornings.  The paediatric hospital rotations enabled us to witness the conditions common in children of the area including those from the refugee camps, which in many cases were related to social and economic factors derived from the Israeli occupation. We received some teaching from the doctors and were able to learn about the difficulties in providing medical care under the restrictions placed on Palestinian movement and patient transfer by Israel.  
We would plan and prepare for our afternoon kids activities before arriving at the Aida camp and it was a joy to see the children eagerly awaiting us and running to welcome us as we approached the camp centre. Our mixture of arts and physical activities worked well and allowed the children to be creative and partake in group games. I feel strengthened by the challenges we came across in organising these activities and managing the children which I feel we were able to accommodate and negotiate very well between our groups of volunteers. The great grey walls around Aida are a constant reminder of the occupation and I am glad we were able to give the children games and activities so that they may focus on something other than the occupation.  

In Bethlehem we lived under the same conditions that the Palestinians live under. The water supply is often cut off from the Palestinian territories by Israel and we tried to endure this as our Palestinian neighbours did- no easy task with seven girls living in the apartment. I was touched by the generosity of all the Palestinians we had met, many of whom offered us so much despite the very little that they have.  We passed through Israeli military checkpoints constructed in and around the West Bank and were able to feel the humiliation and anxiety that any one of the Palestinian may feel as they pass through these.  Of course, with our European passports we received very little attention from the Israeli soldiers at these checkpoints and often we passed through with only a flash of the cover of our passports. It was distressing to see the racist treatment inflicted on the Palestinians regardless of their age or sex in their own country while we enjoyed disproportionately more freedoms and rights than they were, simply by virtue of us being non-Palestinian. I was shocked by these military and bureaucratic systems in place that subjugated ordinary Palestinian civilians, the unrelenting presence of Israeli soldiers in Jerusalem and the clean, green illegal Israeli settlements we passed on our travel through the west bank (which by no means appeared to be short of any water)! 
I was grateful for our trips to other West Bank towns like Nablus and Ramallah which helped further my understanding of the day-to-day situation for the Palestinians. We were able to witness examples of settler violence in Hebron visiting a Palestinian family who are constantly being harassed, abused and have endured diapers and rocks thrown into their house from their settler neighbours who are guarded by Israeli soldiers. To witness the remains of a room burnt by their Israeli settler neighbours, the fracture wounds on two children from the same family that were inflicted by their settler neighbours and to hear the story that these settlers also prevented medical help to reach their dying sibling, was all horrific. We toured Qalqilya, a town which is entirely encircled by the wall with checkpoints controlling entry and exit into the town,  and witnessed the effects of the wall and occupation on agriculture and medical services; as well as the unjust Israeli-imposed travel and building permit system on land-owners.
Palestine’s plight is thrown into the news from time to time often only when a war breaks out but rarely is the current situation thrown into view despite this being in no way acceptable from a moral or legal point of view. So, I am incredibly grateful for this opportunity that has allowed me to gain an insight into the everyday lives of the people of Palestine. As doctors, it is of paramount importance for us to be conscious of the social and political factors that guide and often dictate people’s lives and can directly or indirectly influence their health and access to healthcare. ReCap is a wonderful project, in which I have learnt much about the history of the conflict, the current situation and the sad impact of this on the Palestinian people’s health and well being as well as basic human rights. I am particularly grateful for the opportunity to work with Aida Camp’s children and hope that we have made some lasting positive impact on the children, injected some hope into their lives and inspired them. I sincerely hope other medical students can always be as lucky as me in having the opportunity to participate in ReCap in the future.
