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Throwing my arms up!  

How would you feel if you’d got up at the crack of dawn and had been waiting outside the entrance to your 

employment in the cold and dark only to be told, "we're not letting you go to work today because your clothes 

are too clean".  

Sounds absurd doesn't it! But this was actually told to one Palestinian farmer by a soldier at an agricultural gate I 

had observed.  

Like I mentioned in my first post, one of the roles we do in the north is to go and observe if Palestinians' right to 

work and access to land is being violated or impeded by the Israeli authority. We do this by attending the 

agricultural gates and Checkpoints that Palestinians access to reach either the Seam Zone (as mentioned in the 

previous post this is the area between the Wall and the Armistice Green Line), Israel or Settlements. 

Often before sunrise we head off, traveling anywhere from 15 minutes to 1 hour to reach an agricultural gate or 

Checkpoint. We are warmly met by the locals and share a coffee or tea depending if vendors are present. Our 

driver acts as a translator for us but more often than not we get by conversing with limited Arabic and English (or 

I resort to doing a bit of mime). 

A number of gates are situated fairly close together so we tend to go to 2 gates most mornings. The same soldiers 

who are at the first gate we attend go to the next one. Most mornings the soldiers are usually late in opening the 

gates, normally by 15 - 30 minutes. Often they have arrived on time but just sit in their jeeps or stand around 

talking, sometimes smoking. They certainly are not in a rush to do their job so others can go to theirs! 

One morning was particularly bad. We arrived at the first gate and waited and waited. The only option available in 

these circumstances when the soldiers are late is to call the humanitarian hotline. But please don't be misled by 

the title, it is really a joke. The hotline is operated by the Israeli Civil Administration and it is anything but helpful. 

But at least we make them take note that Internationals are present and know what is going on and our calls do 

get logged. Most times when we call we get passed from one person to another or told to call back in 10 minutes. 

Anyway, back to the story...eventually the soldiers showed up 40 minutes late at this particular gate. During the 

half hour the gate was open I politely enquired of the soldier what the problem was that made them so late. The 

soldier responded that a sensor on the fence had gone off and they had to attend to that first (the Wall in this 

region connecting the gates is a wire fence). It begs belief that the well-equipped Israeli Army couldn't have sent 

another jeep to attend the sensor alert, so as not to delay the Palestinians access to their employment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Donkey waiting patiently for the soldiers. The yellow sign has information about the gate 
including a spot for the gate number and times of opening, both of which were left blank! 



We left that gate as the soldiers were preparing to close up. It takes us longer to drive between gates on 

Palestinian roads and through the villages then what it takes the soldiers on their direct, well surfaced military 

roads. So we were expecting these same soldiers to be there when we arrived as is the normal procedure.  

At this second gate over 150 men were already queuing with their tractors, trucks and donkeys, when we arrived. 

After waiting 10 minutes for the soldiers we called the hotline. After being connected to someone who spoke 

English we were told there was a problem with this gate and the soldiers were there fixing it to which we replied, 

"we are actually here looking at the gate and there are no soldiers present". Then we were told to call back in 20 

minutes, which we did when the soldiers failed to appear. We kept calling every 5-10 minutes. After the sixth call 

the person on the other end said "you've already called 15 times', then hung up. By this stage some of the men 

were coming up to us desperate for us to help them and to gain some insight into what was going on. I must say 

the men were certainly more relaxed and jovial than I about the situation (sadly they are accustomed to it) but as 

the time delay increased exasperation set in. My frustration level was in overdrive at this point. This is probably 

one of the most impacting experiences I've had. 300 eyes were looking to us for help and answers and all we 

could do was call this pathetic hotline. I felt utterly despondent and useless, feeling the weight of their 

helplessness. At the 1 ½ hour mark, most likely concluding the soldiers were not turning up given this length of 

delay was highly unusual, more than half the men returned home. The consequences being they were not able to 

tend their crops, take produce to markets, effectively losing a day’s pay and possibly even their jobs. At the 1 ¾ 

mark the first sight of a jeep appeared but it was going too fast and went passed the gate.  Standing in clear sight 

on an embankment, and out of sheer infuriation, I spontaneously threw my arms up in the air mouthing an 

expletive. The jeep could be heard screeching to a halt and turning around. I'm not sure if they saw my gesture or 

just realized they missed the gate, either way the timing was perfect.  

 

The soldiers that arrived were a different team than the ones at the first gate. After the men who had stayed 

were let through to the Seam Zone I asked the soldiers what the problem was. One of the four soldiers was quite 

forthcoming, which is rare. He admitted that army hierarchy precluded them being told what the problem was, 

they were simple instructed to open this gate. When they were about to close the gate we asked if they would 

keep it open 10 minutes longer as we saw some of the Palestinian men talking on their mobiles and we thought 

they may have informed their friends who had left, that the gate was now open. The soldiers made a phone call 

and agreed to keep the gate open. During this time, the soldier who admitted they didn’t know the reason for the 

lateness started chatting to us. He acknowledged that Palestinians are treated inhumanely and that he tries not to 

do this. He also said we were doing a good job. As far as conversations with soldiers go, this was one of the better 

ones. Mostly they are less responsive and friendly. They always start by asking who we are, where we are from, 

what we are doing or where we have been to. Our stock standard answer is that we are on a church program and 

are here to observe life in Palestine which basically sums up what we are doing. Depending on the mood and 

character of the solider the conversation might progress a little. We only initiate the conversation if we need to 

request something from them or to make an enquiry about gate times, due to not wanting to attract negative 

attention.  

It’s worth pointing out that the gates are only open for very short periods of time.  So soldiers turning up late and 

closing early has adverse repercussions. In the mornings, some gates are only open for 20 minutes, but they are 

mostly open between 30 to 45 minutes. They are also opened around lunchtime for 15 minutes and then in the 

Men waiting patiently at the second gate where the soldiers were 1 ¾ hours late. More than half turned their 
tractors around and went home. I was standing on this embankment when I threw my arms up in the air. 



afternoon for around 15 – 30 minutes. If people who have been working in the Seam Zone miss the last gate 

opening for the day, they have very little options available to them put to stay overnight there. 

Palestinians who gain access through these gates are primarily doing so to access their land or go to another type of 

employment. They also pass through the gates and Checkpoints to visit relatives, a family inmate in an Israeli prison 

or to receive medical treatment. When the Wall was constructed it literally cut through people’s private property, 

leaving a fair portion of their land within the Seam Zone. So now you have the situation where folk who live in the 

West Bank are required to go through this arduous process of passing through gates and obtain permits to go to 

their own land within the Seam Zone.  

As I also mentioned in my previous post, many villages were severely impacted by the construction of the Wall 

and their commercial viability has diminished due in part to the issues of accessing the farms to produce the crops 

but also the problems of transporting and marketing the harvest that comes from farms in restricted areas like 

the Seam Zone. Folk in these towns are left with little options but to seek employment in Arab towns within the 

Seam Zone or in Israeli Settlements – unfortunately, the working conditions within Israeli Settlements can be 

harsh for Palestinian workers.  

Initially when the Wall was constructed the Israeli Civil Administration gave permits into the Seam Zone quite 

easily and extensively. Over time this however has changed. We have noticed within our short 2 ½ months of 

being here that more and more people are not having their permits renewed, stating this is the first time it’s 

happened to them. 

There are over 100 different types of permits that a Palestinian may need to possess. For work permits in Israel 

the permit is under the employers name. The employer needs to be registered to employ Palestinians and they 

are required to ask for people by name to be added as their employee. Often an employer may cancel a worker’s 

permit without informing the employee who turns up at a Checkpoint only to be denied access.  

In order to cross into the Seam Zone Palestinians have to prove that they own the land. Land owners request to 

have a certain number of employees to work their land. The Israeli Civil Administration however, determines 

what they believe is the right number of farm hands for the size of land. When we first started in February there 

was one family who employed 20 people (including themselves). Now they have been reduced to three people as 

permits have not been renewed.  

Many people are on the blacklist for getting permits, and often don’t know they are on it until they need to go to 

Israel or to seek medical treatment. Nor do they know how to get off the blacklist, or why they are on it to start 

with. I’ve obtained this information from an organisation called Machsom Watch, a volunteer group of Israeli 

women who oppose the occupation and who have been monitoring and reporting on human rights abuses since the 

early 2000s. 90% of what they do is assisting people to get off the blacklist. Find them at 

https://machsomwatch.org/en. 

Who is let through the gates is totally arbitrary and depends on what soldiers are on duty and their particular 

mood on the day. We try and ask the person who was not permitted entry what reason the soldier gave.  Apart 

from the above mentioned reason of their clothes looking too clean, here are some more responses: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 You are in possession of a mobile phone charger 

Soldier 

Soldier 

 

Soldier  

Your permit is for another gate, you can only go 
through the gate listed on your Permit 

Your Permit has a coffee stain on 

it 

https://machsomwatch.org/en


 

 

 

 

 

Soldier 

Soldier  

 

Security reason as a farmer was carrying fertilizer 

for us 

Carrying a bike battery, which was then transferred 
to a friend’s car that drove through unsearched. 

 
Sheep and goats 

grazing at this 
gate waiting for 
the soldiers. I’m 
not sure if they 

each have a 
permit! 

 
There are 

normally 4 herds 
at this gate which 

shepherds 
orderly take 

through into their 
fields in the Seam 

Zone. 

This farmer and 
his family were 
not permitted 

entry into their 
field.  

The reason 
given was that 
he did not have 
a permit for the 

young olive 
trees he was 

transporting to 
plant.  

The farmer 
estimated he 
lost 2000 NIS 

worth of plants 

This man was not permitted through 
carrying a spare packet of cigarettes 

The fields are in the Seam Zone and an Arab village in 
Israel is on the hill with the Green line between them 


