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Six Months in Hebron

As you know it has been a difficult 6 months for 
Palestine.  The dramatic images of death and 
destruction in Gaza have shocked the world.  
Hundreds were arrested and dozens killed in 
the West Bank with less press coverage.  
Impossible to photograph was the destruction of
hope in peace after the collapse of the “peace” 
negotiations and all that followed.  Last weeks 
theft of another 400 hectares of land near 
Bethlehem seemed
like a stab in the back
to Mahmoud Abbas
and all his efforts to
find a just peace.

For Arwa's family the
troubles began with
the confiscation of
one piece of rented
land in January and
another in February
and the destruction of
the almond orchard
and cherry orchard.
This was particularly devastating to Arwa's 
mother who is very attached to her land and her
trees, which were planted by her grandfather 
over 50 years ago.  The Israeli government 
seized the land and began “archaeological” digs
on it.  Things got even more tense in May and 
June when they began digging on another 
piece of the family's owned land without 
permission.  They destroyed several retaining 
walls and dug away a large chunk of the land.  
Only repeated protests by Arwa and her mother
in front of the bulldozer protected a large 200 
year old olive tree from threatened destruction.

In May large numbers of Palestinians mobilised 
to support the hunger strikers who were 
protesting conditions in Israeli prisons and in 
particular the 250 Palestinians being held in 
administrative detention: indefinite 
imprisonment without trial or charges.  But then 
on 12 June 3 Jewish settler teens were 
kidnapped near Hebron.  Even though they 
knew the boys were already dead Israeli 
authorities launched a huge operation to find 

the boys and their kidnappers.  Netanyahu 
seized the excuse for a major crackdown on 
Hamas in order to bring down the Unity 
government Hamas had just signed up to, even 
though no evidence has ever been offered that 
Hamas planned the operation. No Palestinian 
could go in or out of Hebron or out of the West 
Bank.  600 Hamas members were imprisoned, 
many of them MPs and the number in 

administrative detention 
doubled.  Thousands of 
homes were ransacked 
and damaged, large 
amounts of property was 
stolen. 12 Palestinians 
were shot dead at 
demonstrations across the
West Bank in that time 
(and there are now 32 
killed.) I was worried that 
all this would provoke 
Palestinians into another 
intafada especially when 
Israeli police began 

escorting extremist right wing settlers into the al
Aqsa Mosque which was the final straw that 
ignited the 2nd intafada in 2003. 

Fortunately most Palestinians seemed to agree 
that another violent uprising would gain little 
and probably make conditions much worse, as 
the 2nd intafada did.  Even when the Israelis 
broke the ceasefire and started shelling Gaza, 
Hamas did not respond and continued to 
uphold the ceasefire themselves and attempted
to stop other groups responding, though some 
did.  On 29th June however a 6 person Hamas 
patrol was killed by a rocket strike while trying 
to prevent another group from firing rockets.  

At that point Hamas themselves began firing 
rockets at Israel and Israel responded with 
massive air strikes.  When Hebron was closed it
had a devastating effect on business and those 
who needed to travel to work.  The plus side for 
my family though was that the Bedouin workers 
couldn't get in from Beersheva to work on our 
land so we were able to relax for a few weeks.  
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When they did come back they were close to 
the end of that contract and just did tidying up 
work on the digs they had already started. 
Another team of workers started building small 
stone walls around the fences, which was no 
threat to anyone. 

It is only recently that Emmanuel Eisenberg and
his team returned.  Suddenly we discovered 
that they were again working on the land Arwa's
family owns.  They had destroyed another 
section of the retaining walls with the bulldozer 
and had started a team
working by hand over
the Canaanite walls
and deep into the Abu
Haikal land. 

Arwa's mother Feryal
called the police and
the DCO (District Co-
ordinating Office) but
got no response.  So
she called a
demonstration on the
land and got
representatives from Hebron Municipality, 
Hebron region Governor's office and the 
Hebron Rehabilitation committee to turn up.  All 
the international human rights groups also 
supported the event; CPT, EAPPI and ISM.  
Emmanuel just ignored us at first.  His deputy 
David Schlomo claimed he had written 
permission from Arwa's father to dig on the land
which of course was not true.  Eventually Feryal
had to stand in front of the bulldozer to get them
to stop work.  The Israeli police arrived and an 
officer from the DCO.  The police gave them a 
stop work order (the fourth so far !) and the 
DCO promised to meet and sort it out the 
following day.  Next day however Emannuel 
and his team were digging again on the same 
piece of land.  The DCO did not return calls.  
Eventually however they did stop working and 
removed their shade covers and equipment.  It 
seems the DCO sent them a written stop work 
order.  I checked today and they have not 
started work again so hopefully it will hold for 
now.

The problem is that the Israeli government have
promised Emmanuel 7 million shekels to create 
a “Biblical Archaeological Park” so we know he 
will keep coming back.  What we don't know is 
where and when he will dig again.  He has 
uncovered the Canaanite walls on both sides of
Arwa's family land so where he really wants to 
dig is inside those walls and under their houses.
Israeli authorities are reluctant to help us and 
Emmanuel does not always respect the law 
anyway.  He has authority from the government 
to dig on the family's rented land but no 

authority to touch the land 
which is owned outright.  

Where is all this heading 
for Palestine?  There are 
no hopeful signs of the 
situation improving in 
Palestine and Israel in the 
near future.  Netanyahu 
has stated categorically 
that he has no intention of 
letting go of the West 
Bank so the 2 state 
solution is dead.  Hamas 

claim that Israel only responds to violence; that 
Mahmoud Abbas has achieved nothing for 20 
years of negotiations and security co-operation.

When the Gaza conflict was coming to an end I 
was hopeful that Israel would do a deal with 
Mahmoud Abbas in order for them not to have 
to make concessions to those supporting 
violence.  They needed to give him some 
reward for supporting Israel and promoting non-
violence.  However almost as soon as the 
ceasefire was agreed Israel seized another 
1,000 acres of Palestinian land near 
Bethlehem.  Mahmoud Abbas has made himself
very unpopular amongst Palestinians and is 
accused of being a puppet for Israel.  Hamas 
on the other hand have gained popularity for 
resisting the occupation even though the 
human costs have been devastating.  

Latest opinion polls across Palestine show 60%
support for Hamas and only 30% for Fatah.  
Meanwhile the Zionist settlement project 
continues at speed; house demolitions, land 
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confiscations and settlement expansions are all 
at record levels.  The peace movement in Israel
has been marginalised and were being beaten 
in the streets during the Gaza campaign.

That's the bad news and
it is very depressing.
The good news is that
international support for
Palestine is surging.
Social media had a big
part to play in making
more people aware than
ever before of the
tremendous suffering
Palestinians are
enduring.  Media
coverage was better this
time than in previous
attacks on Gaza.  The BDS campaign (Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions) has taken off and is 
having notable successes.  Diplomatically more 
and more countries are opening Palestine 
embassies.  Palestine now has the opportunity 
of signing the Treaty of Rome and taking war 
crimes charges to the ICC.

Those who believe in violence can solve this 
problem are in strong leadership positions on 

both sides of the conflict.  Those of us who 
believe in non violent solutions need to work 
hard to promote them.  I think it will take 
international grassroots pressure to get Israel to

stop criminal activity and 
negotiate peace in good 
faith.  We need to pray 
for Israelis and 
Palestinians now more 
than ever before.  All the 
people here need to 
know that we support 
them in their desire for 
justice and peace for 
everyone.

Despite all the indications
to the contrary  I do 
believe that peace will 

come to this region and it may come soon.  
Peace can only come from God and probably it 
will come in a totally unexpected way.  God 
bless you all in your own efforts for peace.

We miss you.                Deacon Dave and Arwa

For regular updates join our Facebook group “Save 
Tel Rumeida” or see Hebron Voices on YouTube or 
http://savetelrumeida.wordpress.com/

Two years On......

At the May 2014 weekend I was talking with Jenny 

Medhurst about one of my new volunteer activities 

and she suggested I wrote about it for Act Together.

I agreed.  However, as it is just over two years since 

I left paid work (I don’t like the word ‘retired’) I 

thought I would write about what has changed for 

me since then.

When I joined the Ashram Community it was soon 

after I had left university and had just begun to 

work in Derbyshire as a social worker.  Most of my 

working life I worked full-time, so going from very 

full-time employment in my last job to ‘nothing’ 

meant I needed to do some planning.  Which, for 

me, means making a list.  On my to-do list was: 

explore volunteering opportunities, undertake 

training in mediation and become involved in local 

activities.  

I started with the mediation training.  I have been 

on the committee of my local mediation service for 

several years and, with my days now free, I 

undertook a six day course provided by another 

community mediation organisation. This not only 

included skills  practice, i.e. role play with the final 

one assessed, but also several essays in order to be 

accredited as a mediator. (I can’t remember when I 

last wrote an essay.) With this achieved I now 
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volunteer as a community mediator for both 

organisations.  Referrals are from social housing 

landlords and the neighbour disputes are usually 

about noise.  In many instances it is apparent that 

poor sound insulation exacerbates the problem, 

particularly when one person’s living room is over 

the other person’s bedroom. 

Mediators work in pairs, visiting each party 

individually and then facilitating a joint meeting in a 

neutral environment where the aim is for the two 

parties to discuss the situation and reach an 

agreement how they will behave differently so that 

both can have a better quality of life.  It is not the 

role of mediators to direct the discussion so when 

mediation works it is very powerful as the people 

reach their own solutions.  

My next volunteer role came from looking at 

adverts and in an area that was totally unknown to 

me – the Coroners Court.  At the beginning of last 

year I began my training to provide support to 

family members attending inquests at my local 

Coroner’s Court and have now been doing so for 

over a year.  Attending an inquest can be daunting 

for families both because it is a court proceeding 

and it is about the death of a family member, with 

all the emotions that can bring.  Inquests are held 

for many reasons, for individuals of any age and 

families come from many backgrounds but what all 

have in common is to know the answer to the 

coroner’s question: “How did the person die?” 

My role as a volunteer is to be someone not 

associated with the process who can help people 

understand how the inquest is run and to provide 

practical and emotional support if needed.  I find 

attending inquests a fascinating experience, seeing 

how much work can go into understanding how a 

person came to die – the reports written and the 

people called to speak to their reports. And I am 

rapidly increasing my understanding of medical 

terms!

My final regular volunteer role is being a member of

the Meet and Greet team at my local Foodbank.  I 

joined this organisation after helping them with a 

supermarket collection one Saturday and being 

moved by how generous some people were in 

donating food.  So once a fortnight I walk over the 

hill to West Norwood to support people who are 

referred to the Foodbank.  Too often they are sent 

by the local Job Centre because their benefits have 

been sanctioned.  

What is common to all these volunteering activities 

is the need to be a good listener, hence the training 

I have had for two of them, and to be non-

judgemental.  I have also realised  I am volunteering

with organisations where people are at a crisis or 

point of stress in their life but my contact with them

is very fleeting and we will never know the longer 

term outcome of our support.  Very different from 

when I started as a social worker.

But life has not been all about volunteering.  

Another item on my list was to go to the Sinai 

desert.  So October 2013 found me visiting St 

Catherine’s Monastery and seeing the site of the 

burning bush before a week’s retreat sleeping in the

open in the Sinai Desert.  The desert really is barren 

with little vegetation or wildlife.  I could quite 

understand why the Israelites wanted to return to 

Egypt.  For me it was an incredible experience, 

spending all day and all night in the open, and being

aware of how silent the desert is.  Although one 

morning, awake at 5.0 am, contemplating the stars 

and how quiet it was with not even a bird singing at 

dawn the peace was shattered by the 5.20am flight 

to Sharm-el-Sheikh, flying even lower than the 

planes going into Heathrow fly over Streatham. 

So two years on…from leaving full-time  paid work 

as a manager at Head Office for a national 

organisation responding to people in crisis for two 

to three days each week I have returned to my 

roots of working directly with people and value the 

very different situations in which I am able to 

volunteer. 

A constant throughout all the years of paid and now

unpaid employment is the London Ashram Group 

which continues to provide me with challenge and 

support.

Liz Urben
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Cleaners Campaign for London Living Wage
I started taking pictures at protests from the point 
of view of a protester back in the 1970s, but it 
was only in the 1990s that I began to work more 
seriously in the area and to contribute pictures to 
photographic libraries. Increasingly I began to find 
that there were many events on the streets of Lon-
don that were not being recorded, including many 
involving members of London’s growing ethnic 
communities, and set out to photograph these.

London depends on a huge army of low paid work-
ers to keep it running, with an estimated 650,000 
being paid below the London Living Wage, 21% of 
the workforce. For Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
workers the figure is higher at 29% (and higher 
still at 42% for lone parents.)  The higher figures 
largely reflect the types of work that are open to 
these groups, including cleaning and catering staff 
and childminding. (The actual figures are probably 
worse than these reported, as there is still a consid-
erable black economy where many undocumented 
workers are subject to extreme exploitation.)

I first got involved with cleaners in 2006 when I 
was at the launch of the London Citizens Workers’ 
Association at Westminster Cathedral where the 
Justice For Cleaners campaign took a prominent 
part.  The cleaners were then being supported by 
the T&G, which in the following year merged into 
Unite the Union. It turned out to be a not very 
active campaign, but I did photograph one or 
two street protests outside employers in the next 
couple of years, but by 2009 many of the cleaners 
had become disillusioned with Unite, feeling that 
its union officials had not stood up for them in 
negotiations with the employers, and particularly 
over the unfair dismissals of some staff, particularly 
where the union also represented staff at higher 
levels in the companies. 

A group of cleaners, mainly of South American 
origin, decided they needed to form a grass roots 
union that would fight for their rights, and became 
a branch of the IWW (the International Workers of 
the World - or ‘Wobblies’.) Later the branch broke 
away from the IWW, wanting to be more practical 
and less political, forming The Independent Work-
ers Union of Great Britain (IWGB), “a worker-run 
union organising the unorganised, the abandoned 
and the betrayed.”

Most cleaners in London, including those in the 
University of London are not employed directly 
but through contracting firms. This is a scam that 

enables less scrupulous organisations (and most 
are less scrupulous - including some surprising 
names - the University of London, John Lewis, the 
Royal Opera House, the Barbican, the Tower of Lon-
don, banks and more) to wash their hands and say 
pay and conditions of the people who work in their 
buildings are nothing to do with them. Some other 
employers have made the Living wage and decent 
conditions a requirement on contractors.

Most of the contractors refuse to recognise the 
IWGB and refuse to negotiate with them until the 
union’s actions force them to. Deliberately poorly 
drafted and weak trade union laws enable employ-
ers to get away with this. At quite a few workplaces 
now the employers have agreements with other 
unions who have no members in workplace - or 
none among the lower paid workers. 

The IWGB pressure employers by high-profile 
protests outside and occasionally inside the 
premises. The workers wave the union flags, have 
banners and placards and make an incredible noise 
with whistles, drums and a powerful megaphone, 
usually when the streets are busy to get maximum 
visibility. I keep forgetting to take earplugs with me 
when photographing the protests.

John Lewis are proving a particularly hard case for 
the IWGB, despite considerable support for the 
cleaners from some of the ‘partners’ they actually 
work beside. Last August I got a phone call asking 
if I could meet the cleaners at Stratford Station at 
4pm on the following Saturday. I got there for 4, 
they came around 4.30 and at 4.45 they sat down 
in the restaurant on the top floor of John Lewis in 
Stratford Westfield, got out banners and flags from 
their bags and began a noisy protest in the store, 
going down slowly towards the ground floor. A few 
weeks later (and a little to my surprise) they did a 
similar protest in John Lewis on Oxford St.

Last month I put together a set of images for an 
event celebrating the history of the cleaners pro-
tests (unfortunately I couldn’t go as it was during 
the Ashram holiday) and was surprised to find that 
I have now photographed over 50 events involving 
the cleaners, including some of the ‘3 Cosas’ cam-
paign at London University - for sick pay, holiday 
pay and pensions - in which they are involved along 
with SOAS Unison and the University of London Un-
ion, ULU. The involvement of the ULU in campaigns 
such as this is undoubtedly why London University 
has now closed down the students’ union. 

The attitude of some other trade unionists 
towards the cleaners and the IWGB and 3 Cosas 
reflects very poorly on the movement, but 
there are notable exceptions, in particular with 
the RMT who are also very much involved with 
cleaners on the tube, as well as some individual 
union branches who have shown support. 

Quite a few are highly qualified but unable 
either to get their South American qualifications 
recognised here or get professional work in the 
UK. Most of the IWGB members are Spanish 
speaking, and the IWGB also organises English 
classes and other educational work. Some who 
hardly spoke English when the joined the union 
are now impressive public speakers in that 
language.

My photographs have helped the IWGB get pub-
licity for their campaigns and I’m proud to have 
been able to support them in this way. As well as 
being used in some newspapers and magazines 
through my agency and direct sales, I also let the 
IWGB to use them in its publications and on the 
web without charge. 

In January, the IWGB at London University went 
on strike for three days. I went on the first day to 
photograph the picket line - though not when it 
started before 6am! The second day they hired 
an open-top bus to take their protest around 
London - and the Branch Secretary grabbed 
my arm and told me I had to come - they were 
saving a seat for me. It meant getting up rather 
early, but it was a great day, ending with a noisy 
visit inside the Royal Opera House. Perhaps 
slightly less tuneful than some performances 
there!

You can see these pictures in colour and more of 
my pictures of the cleaners - and also of the oth-
er groups I’ve worked with and photographed 
on My London Diary, http://mylondondiary.co.uk 
- which also includes a wider range of cultural 
events, urban landscapes and even holidays.

Peter Marshall






























