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1973 
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we take now will stay ours … Everything we don’t grab will go to them.”           Ariel Sharon 
1998  
 
“We cannot celebrate Mayday because we are not workers – we are slaves!” Caged worker at the Tulkarem 
Crossing 
 

 



PREFACE 
 

The Palestine Committee Trade Union Section/Workmates Norway-Palestine is a department under the 
Palestine Committee of Norway, a solidarity organization founded in 1969. We are also trade unionists with 
membership in different unions in the LO, the main trade union confederation in Norway.  
 
In 2006 we established special effort to build Palestine solidarity inside the trade union movement, and we founded 
Palestine Committee Trade Union Section. What we want is to build solidarity from the bottom and upwards, so we 
found that the best way to achieve this aims was to bring regular rank and file members to Palestine to see for 
themselves. We began arranging trade union solidarity visits, and we have arranged more than 30 trips since we 
started. 
 
We started with very little knowledge and a few contacts in Palestine, but had this clear thought in mind that we 
wanted the visits to have a distinct trade unionist profile, for Norwegian workers to meet their Palestinian 
workmates.  
 
We met New Unions in Workers Crossing in Tulkarem for the first time in March 2012. Since then we have 
developed this contact, and we have met them several times. We are impressed by their sincerity, their will and 
working capacity and their sumud (steadfastness). An important impetus for us is that we want to engage in the 
developing forces - with people who have hope for the future, and not to immerse ourselves in the occupation 
misery. We can do more than just bear witness to the situation constantly worsening – instead we want to build 
something constructive, under the slogan solidarity is supporting the struggle, not the suffering.  
 

Trade Union Friends of Palestine (TUFP) was formed in 2006 in response to the policy commitment of the Irish 

Congress of Trade Unions to ‘campaign in solidarity with the Palestinian people’. In 2007 ICTU adopted a policy of full 

support for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) against Israel to help bring about an end to the occupation, 

colonisation and repression of Palestine, and to help achieve full equality for Palestinian citizens of Israel and to 

support the right of return of Palestinian refugees.   

TUFP had been planning a delegation later in 2016 but in January were invited by the trade union section of the 

Norwegian Palestine Committee, Workmates International, to join them in a joint Irish-Norwegian delegation over 

the Mayday period.  TUFP seized this opportunity to learn from the experiences of the Norwegians who have been 

visiting Palestine regularly for 10 years and have built an extensive network of contacts over that time.  In particular 

TUFP wished to hear more about the New Unions movement in Palestine.  TUFP had already established relations 

with the Norwegian trade union Fagforbundet, and had been keen to replicate the ‘Ambassadors’ model of trade 

union solidarity. The Norwegian model is one of grass roots, rank and file participation in delegations in order to 

encourage a widening of solidarity activity across unions.  This is something that we in Trade Union Friends of 

Palestine wish to replicate in the Irish trade union movement. 

Our Norwegian colleagues have referred to the importance of having solidarity with the struggle, and not with the 

suffering. In many ways this has also been the unspoken guiding principle of TUFP throughout the 10 years of our 

campaigning – that we must do more than respond to the oppression and suffering inflicted on the Palestinian 

people with protests and acts of humanitarian support. This is necessary, but it is not nearly enough. The failure to 

recognise this ensures that the suffering will go on, and will be intensified; and international law will continue to be 

devalued. We must also bear in mind that humanitarian support, and dependency on NGOs, and the collapse in 

morale and loss of leadership that comes with this, is built into the Israeli strategy. 

The Palestinian workers whom we met have all expressed their gratitude that we Irish and Norwegian trade 
unionists had travelled so far to show solidarity and to learn about their struggle. Our courageous tour guides and 
organisers, Lama Adel Yahya, Jamal Juma and Abu Hassan also expressed their deep appreciation of this.  As trade 
union activists however, struggling against neo-liberal austerity and the attempts to undermine our movement at 
home, what we gained in return was invaluable – for we witnessed that one of the most powerful armies in the 
world, backed up by the most powerful countries in the world, could not undermine the capacity of Palestinian 
workers to organise and to struggle on. We were inspired, that is, by witnessing the sumud of resistance.  



 

Summary of itinerary and meetings 

Day 1 – Travelling to Palestine, with an overnight in Jerusalem, and introductions to Workmates, the trade union 

section of the Palestine Committee, Norway. 

Day 2 - East Jerusalem, tour of Hebron City, Meeting in Ramallah between Norwegian and Irish Delegation 

East Jerusalem  

Prior to the departure to Hebron the Irish delegation undertook a short tour of East Jerusalem, under Israeli 

occupation since 1967. Since then East Jerusalem has remained under tight Israeli military control, but those of us 

who were returning visitors were shocked at how much more tense the atmosphere is now due to the concentration 

of heavily armed Israeli soldiers dominating every street and corner. This was even more pronounced around the 

house of Ariel Sharon, in the very heart of the Palestinian market, occupied by Sharon as a provocation to encourage 

the Judaisation of East Jerusalem. Numerous Israeli flags fly here in the midst of an overwhelmingly Palestinian 

majority community.  

Our tour guide for the day, Abu Hassan, himself a resident of East Jerusalem, spoke of how the conditions in East 

Jerusalem are becoming more and more difficult for Palestinians due to the suffocating nature of the occupation, 

ethnic cleansing, movement restrictions and the spate of killings of Palestinians since October.  East Jerusalem is 

completely cut off from the West Bank by border controls and the Apartheid Wall. In breach of UN resolutions, and 

of the Fourth Geneva Convention Israel has effectively annexed East Jerusalem, which it administers in a completely 

discriminatory manner with a view to changing the demographic of the city. Abu Hassan spoke of how the people of 

East Jerusalem , effectively under siege, are becoming more and more isolated, and are more subject to Israeli terror 

and repression, whilst international powers are silent. He made a plea for more attention to be given to the situation 

there, and in particular for international organisations to made direct links with the Palestinian community in the 

city.  

Hebron 

This was followed by a drive to Hebron where we spent most of the day, under the safe guidance of Abu Hassan. 

This journey presented us with palpable and indeed shocking evidence that freedom of movement for Palestinians is 

impossible.  Each Palestinian city is separated from the others by permanent check points, hill top military 

installations, settlement/ colonies and flying checkpoints. Our 

guide took time out on the drive to inform us that the Oslo 

agreement had granted the Israeli state complete military 

and civilian control of 60% of the West Bank (Area C), with 

the Palestinian Authority having civil authority, but not 

military authority over 22% (Area B - largely the towns) and 

that it was only in the Palestinian cities (18%) that the PA had 

full authority (which does not prevent the Israeli military 

entering when it suits them). 

On arriving in Hebron by the only access road in to the city, 

we discover that the entire city of 200,000 inhabitants can be 

closed by a single Israeli Military checkpoint. Hebron is 

effectively a prison, due to the 500 or so Israeli settler-colonists, most of them from the USA, who have occupied the 

city centre protected by a massive Israeli army presence. This has forced the closure of the commercial centre and 

the very heart of Hebron. It is an eerie and sinister place to walk through. The Palestinian residents of this city 

endure severe restrictions on movement and economic development, and are subjected to constant attacks and 



degrading treatment by the colonists and Israeli soldiers. The market streets have to be protected by wire mesh 

from the rubbish, rocks, paint bombs and human faeces thrown at them from settlers who have colonised the 

houses that stand above them.  In an overwhelmingly Palestinian city access to the Mosque is only possible through 

Israeli checkpoints.  It is even more restricted for the 

Palestinian families living beside the mosque as their 

homes can only be accessed through a single 

checkpoint which is closed at 9pm each night or at 

the whim of the commanding Israeli officer. We 

counted five checkpoints and a permanent base all 

within an area of no more than 500 metres from one 

side to the other.  Apart from the soldiers and those 

making their way to the Mosque or Synagogue it 

feels like a ghost town.  The tension, and the sense 

of gloom and foreboding, is palpable.  The official 

Israeli term used for these streets that are prohibited 

to Palestinians is ‘sterile zones’. The overt use of biological terminology to refer to an unwanted Palestinian presence 

says everything about the racist mindset of the Israeli occupiers. Its association with the racist profiling of the Jewish 

people themselves, under fascism, was not lost on the minds of the members of the delegation.  

According to our guide two separate communities of 20,000 and 50,000 Palestinians are now placed under total 

Israeli military control and effectively imprisoned by the heavily armed and barricaded checkpoints.  

On leaving the area as we walked through the narrow market streets, and were told of a recent extra judicial 

execution of a  young Palestinian in the same area, shot dead as he lay bleeding from a bullet wound and as an 

Israeli medical team tended to the minor injuries of a soldier beside him.   

Leaving Hebron we drove to Ramallah, which was our base for the remainder of the trip. In the evening a formal 

meeting was held with the Norwegian delegation, to learn of each others’ organisation and perspective, and to plan 

for future meetings. 

Day 3  

Meeting Jamal Juma and Lama - Tulkarem – meetings with New Unions - meeting with Teachers Union Reps 

 We met Jamal Juma who was to be our guide for the rest of the trip together with tour organiser Lama Adel Yahya. 

Lama is the coordinator of the Palestinian Association for Cultural Exchange (PACE), an organisation established to 

protect and promote Palestinian cultural heritage. Jamal is an activist with the human rights body Stop the Wall, and 

is the coordinator of the Land Defence Coalition. He is also on the Executive Committee of the New Unions. Jamal 

has addressed many international bodies including the UN on the apartheid conditions experienced under 

occupation, and has in the past been imprisoned and held under ‘administrative detention’ (interned) because of his 

human rights activity.  

During the drive to Tulkarem we heard from Jamal about the formation of the Land Defence Coalition as a national 

resistance movement combining the forces of the local popular defence committees, the farmers’ union, the New 

Unions, Palestinian Youth Social Forum and Stop the Wall. We received a presentation from Jamal on how the 

Palestinian people are struggling to survive under the occupation. He pointed out the ubiquitous black water tanks 

that sit on the roofs of Palestinian homes, indicative of the need to conserve water whenever it is available. These 

are completely absent in the settlements, and are thus one of the ways to distinguish between the Palestinian 

villages and the surrounding settlements throughout area C. He explained about how the settler by-pass roads that 

criss-cross the West Bank now have the status of main roads and that traditional Palestinian highways and historic 

roads are being neglected and run-down. The settler highways are frequently bedecked with Israeli flags, and road 

signage privileges the illegal settlement /colonies and ignores or marginalises Palestinian towns and villages. 



The Palestinian Federation of New Unions 

We then drove to Tulkarem in the north west of the West Bank to have a day of meetings with the Palestinian 

Federation of New Unions, a new federation recently recognised by the Palestinian Authority. We heard from the 

chief executive of the federation, Mohammad Blaidi , about the circumstances that led to the formation of the New 

Unions. He was very explicit about the New Unions forming because of the failure of representation by the PFGTU. 

He described the general situation of workers in Palestine as very poor, but that the conditions for workers in the 

settlement /colonies and those who travel daily to get work in Israel was even more oppressive.  As well as 

representing workers in the West Bank, the New Unions are 

committed to draw attention to the plight of workers who are 

driven by economic need to work for Israeli employers. They try 

to improve conditions for them, and to ensure they are paid the 

wages they are entitled to. There was very deep concern about 

the conditions experienced by workers, including women, who 

are made to wait for hours in appalling conditions at the 

checkpoints. These workers have little or no social security, no 

labour courts, negligible health and safety and widespread 

under payment of wages.  It can be even worse in the 

settlement/colonies. Some 600 workers in Tulkarem work in an 

‘Industrial Zone’ placed on land adjacent to the Apartheid Wall, which is outside of either Israeli or Palestinian 

Authority labour laws.  The factories here produce agri-chemicals, plastics and other toxic materials with little regard 

to workers’ health, or public safety and environmental standards.  

The Histadrut: It was pointed out to us that Palestinians who go to work in Israel are not represented by the 

Histadrut (the Israeli trade union federation) but nevertheless are forced to pay subscriptions to it – unlike Israeli 

workers themselves who have a choice to join Histadrut. They see the Histadrut and the relationship between the 

PGFTU and Histadrut as a major problem, saying “we completely support those trade unions that have broken links 

with Histadrut. The New Unions do not see the Histadrut as a labour organisation but as a part of the occupation” 

–  that those who led the Zionist occupation and ethnic cleansing of Palestinian lands, from before the formation of 

the Israeli state and from the time of the Nakba, were also those who led the Histadrut. Similarly the Israeli Labour 

Party was never a party of labour – that the Labour Party were behind the increased settlement building, and that 

they increased the number of Palestinian prisoners and the use of torture in jails. 

Palestinian workers in Israel also do not benefit from Israeli Social Security or Health Care but are obliged to pay 

toward it with deductions from wages.  The majority do not benefit from the Israeli minimum wage or Israeli labour 

law protections.  The permit system is widely abused by 

Palestinian middle men and the cost of gaining a permit, which 

can be removed at the whim of an Israeli Soldier, equates to half 

of the average monthly earnings of these workers.  As with 

women workers, wage fraud is widespread – payslips which have 

to show the minimum wage is being paid often state that 14 or 

15 days have been worked when the actual number is 25 or 26.  

The New Unions believe that the deductions from the wages of 

these Palestinian workers for non-existing labour representation 

or social welfare is simply theft - amounting to billions of shekels. 

Due to international pressure on Histadrut they have now agreed 

to give 50% of the dues they take from the workers to the 

PGFTU. Thus there now exists a close relationship between the 

PGFTU and Histadrut. The money taken for welfare benefits was also supposed to be transferred to Palestinian 

organisations, but this doesn’t happen and it is retained by Israel. 



Mohammad also explained that the New Unions are not politically aligned and are determined to remain 

independent. He also emphasised however “that our struggle is not dissociated from the struggle for national 

liberation!”  

Our time with the New Unions also included a separate meeting with the Women’s Department of the federation. 

We were told that the challenges faced by the general working population are multiplied for women, discriminated 

against by Palestinian and Israeli bosses alike.  They face challenges even entering workplaces to negotiate or 

organise, with bosses who ‘shut the door in their faces, or refuse to allow them to take photographs of working 

conditions’.  There is a great fear of being fired among women who are approached to join a Union.  Within Palestine 

they face serious challenges with low pay 

and exploitation. They are often employed 

by ‘middle men’ who receive the wages from 

employers before distributing them and 

invariably keeping the lions share for 

themselves.  Pay slips will be altered, 

fraudulently, to disguise this underpayment. 

Hours worked are often not accurately 

reflected, and women are often forced to 

sign that they are getting a full wage when 

they are only getting half. Many women can 

no longer work on their farms because of the theft of land or restricted access to their land, so they have to work in 

the industrial zones and in the settlements/colonies.  Many of them even have to seek work in the homes of settlers, 

which can be a terrible experience for them - reports of physical, verbal and sexual abuse are common.  Settlement 

workers have no rights under Israeli, Palestinian or Jordanian law, and there is a complete absence of regulation or 

protection. A large number of women have to rise early and queue from 4.00 am to try to get to work.   

 

In the evening we returned to Ramallah where we held a meeting with two teachers’ representatives who had 

helped to mobilise the recent strike against their Palestinian Authority employers – it was one of the largest strikes 

in Palestinian history, with over 30,000 teachers protesting on the streets of Ramallah. 

 

Day 4 -  A very early start, leaving our 

hotel at 2.00 am to drive to the Tayba 

workers’ crossing checkpoint at 

Tulkarem to witness the hardship 

endured as the workers queued to try to 

enter Israel. This was a shocking 

experience. Each day 10 -12,000 

Palestinians with work permits for 

Israel are forced to wait in appalling 

conditions for up to 3 hours to get 

through the Israeli checkpoint.  The 

checkpoint itself is a series of long 

cages tightly compressed with workers 

who cannot leave once they have 

entered. They have to remain standing for hours shuffling along as they wait for the turnstiles to open to release 

small groups at a time.  

 



After several hours at the crossing we had breakfast in 

the home of the chief executive of the New Unions, 

Mohammad Blaidi, followed by a meeting with Fayez 

Taneeb who owns Hakoritna Farm, a small organic farm 

which is now surrounded on 3 sides and is reduced in 

size by about 60% due to the building of the wall. It is 

also under threat from pollution from the factories in 

the industrial zone.  This was followed by a meeting 

with Hiba Al-Jibeihi, International Coordinator of the 

Union of Agricultural Work Committees (UAWC). She 

took us on a tour of a local farm to see the restrictions 

placed by the Israeli military on the farming of the land 

– with the aim of making the farm unviable, and 

therefore liable to be expropriated by Israel. In fact we heard a great deal on this trip about the encroachment and 

strangulation of Palestinian agricultural land and of the 

endless expansion of the settlement/colonies. A number 

of Palestinian spokespeople pointed out to us that there 

is a now a real concern that these conditions of land 

expropriation are to prepare the ground for the total 

annexation of Area C (over 60% of the West Bank).  

 

In the evening over dinner we were joined by Wajih El-

Sheikh, a representative of The Knowledge and Socialist 

Thought Institute.  This group, which is supported by 

Unison in the UK, works to promote education among 

workers and in particular political education.   

 

 

Day 5 – We made the long drive east over the stunning mountainous countryside to the Jericho Valley.  Along the 

way we passed one of the most lethal checkpoints in the West Bank where the road to Nablus passes through a 

colony. The checkpoint was manned by Israeli settler soldiers. Our first stop was at a water pumping station in the 

hills, an area which was also a rich archaeological site with a history going back to the stone age. We were told by 

Jamal our guide that Palestine has three major aquifers in the West Bank – in Tulkarem, Qalquya and here in the 

Jordan Valley.  He told us the “the Jordan River itself, traditionally a major source of water for the Palestinians of 

the Jordan Valley, is now effectively a sewer, as most of the water has been piped off to serve the illegal Israeli 

settlements.” This pumping station supplies Ramallah, but although run by a water agency financed by Germany it 

was under Israeli control and there was frequent Israeli monitoring of the water being extracted. In fact 85% of the 

water in the Jordan Valley, in the occupied Palestinian 

territory, is extracted for Israeli use in both Israel itself and 

in the settlements.  

Throughout the journey we saw evidence of the major 

infra-structural transformations that have taken place: 

massive new industrial farms, military bases, settler 

towns, new arterial routes including the re-routing of 

roads, and modern new road signs, all privileging the 

illegal colonisation of these ancient Palestinian lands and 

the traditional homeland of the Bedouin. We were taken 

to visit the home of a Bedouin farmer, Abu Saqr, who is 

the Coordinator of the Popular Council of the Jordan Valley.  ‘And I am also a shepherd’ he reminded us. As we sat 



drinking mint tea and coffee in his tent he told us of how since the occupation in 1967 the Israelis had wanted to 

demolish their homes to try to drive them from the land. All of the farmers in his area have had their homes 

destroyed between 5 and 8 times - ‘Also they cut the veins of life – access to the water. ’There is continual 

intimidation by the Israeli army. There is a large Israeli military camp nearby 

and we saw no less than 4 Israeli patrols on the approach to his home. His 

home and his shelter for the animals and his agricultural equipment have been 

destroyed and on each occasion he has rebuilt in defiance. He and his fellow 

Bedouins ‘continued presence in the area, despite severe provocation, is 

palpable evidence of the Palestinian saying: ‘to exist is to resist’.  

 He explained that the Israeli authorities have closed all the old roads and 

refused to allow him and the other villagers to install laneways and access 

roads from the main road to their homes, to prevent them keeping their farms 

viable. The track to his tent is very rough, and in wintertime even his tractor 

can’t use it. When he tried to improve it each time the Israelis would destroy it 

again and demolish his buildings as punishment. He told a story of how he was 

taking his 8 year old son home from school on the back of the tractor, and 

when he got home his son wasn’t there – he had fallen off and later died from his injuries. It had taken several hours 

for medical help to arrive, and there was no local clinic as the Israelis refuse permission to build one. Due to the lack 

of local health facilities another son has lost his eye. Last November he and his family including their children had to 

spend 16 days in the rain after their home was demolished, and they were not permitted to build any shelter.  An 

Israeli officer threatened to shoot him if he erected another tent.  He called his youngest child is Samoud, which 

means ‘Steadfastness,’ as she was born during one of the raids when his home was destroyed.  He told us that 

they are also not allowed to build schools in the area and that the children must travel 40 kilometres if they are to be 

educated. This necessitates them living away from home.   

Abu Saqr was adamant that the members of the delegation must tell the world what is going on - that he and his 

people condemned the world’s silence and complicity as much as he blamed Israel for the situation he was in. He 

spoke of how the EU helps to replace his tents, and that when the Israelis destroy them “the EU and the UN write a 

report – they write very good reports about this – and then next week they upgrade relations with Israel!”  He has 

received many high profile visitors from various embassies, consuls, delegations and so on, ‘and they did nothing!’ 

He corresponded with Tony Blair who said he would do something ‘and he did nothing’. He condemned Oslo as “an 

agreement between politicians – but what of the Geneva Convention!”   

This was followed by a drive to Jericho to meet the PGFTU Jericho branch, which has split from the leadership in 

Nablus, over support for BDS. We also met a representative of the Israeli labour rights group Kav LaOvid, which 

works closely with the PGFTU and  represents Palestinian workers in Israel and the colonies.  

Returning to Ramallah we went directly to the offices of the Palestine Arab Medical Association where we met with 

its Director  Dr. Nizam Wajib and a number of other doctors.  They informed us that they face many obstacles 

providing health care under occupation. Passing through checkpoints, and rules around transfer to Israeli 

ambulances, slows down the movement of patients and causes unnecessary hardship.  There are particularly 

difficulties during crisis periods when medical teams can be blocked from getting access to the wounded – “they are 

left to bleed to death on the streets – this is against medical ethics!” During the attacks on Gaza when they 

provided assistance they had to travel first to Jordan, then to Egypt and go through the Raffah crossing before being 

able to offer their services. One of the doctors present told us how he had worked in South Africa under apartheid, 

and he saw the same conditions here – “I hope the world will get to know more about this apartheid” he said. 

Day 5 – A final de-briefing and departure from Palestine. Prior to leaving for our flights the Irish and Norwegian 

Delegations met again formally to evaluate the trip, plan ahead and commit to further solidarity actions on our 

return home.   



CONCLUSIONS 

 The repression is deepening 

It was very clear to those of us who had visited the West Bank in the past that the Palestinian People are 

suffering and enduring more intense control, monitoring, intimidation, threats and harassment by the 

occupying Israeli forces. The occupation has become more crushing, as was so evident in the military 

presence in East Jerusalem, and the eerie silence of the centre of Hebron, now effectively a military camp. 

Ramallah alone, where the PA is based, seems to present itself as a normally functioning city, under 

Palestinian control and with evidence of a wealthy Palestinian class - but for many of the Palestinians with 

whom we spoke the city is considered a ‘bubble’, an illusion of normality within a state under total Israeli 

military control. 

Alongside the intensification of the Israeli military presence we witnessed the encroaching nature of the 

colonising settlements, and how the combined colonising project, the system of settler-only by-pass roads, 

and military control including the Apartheid Wall, are driving the Palestinians more and more into isolated 

and disconnected urban centres of population. We have no doubt that this is part of a strategy of 

increasing Bantustanization of the West Bank.  

Area C 

Under the Oslo Accords 60% of the West Bank known as Area C is under full Israeli military and civil 

control. This was very obvious to the delegation, due to the number of checkpoints and the pervasive 

evidence of settlements. Only in the bigger towns and cities, does there appear to be any respite from 

Israeli military or settler domination. In the Jordan Valley, the most fertile part of the West Bank, a massive 

colonising project is underway involving ethnic cleansing, the destruction of Palestinian life and property, 

the theft or destruction of water supplies, and brutal suppression of Palestinian human and civil rights. For 

the Palestinians this is another, slower, Nakba. A number of the Palestinians we met were of the view that 

the there is now a concerted attempt by the Israeli government to annex the settlements and all of area C 

into Israeli territory.  

Destruction of Palestinian culture and heritage 

As is well known there has been an intensification of the settler colonial project since the signing of the 

Oslo Accords. The outcome of this was very evident to the delegation who witnessed everywhere 

throughout the West Bank evidence of settlement building. Alongside this, and providing the infra-

structure for the settlements, is the carving up of the West Bank into separate segments by a system of 

fast modern highways, often bedecked with thousands of Israeli flags, and with road signage that privileges 

Israeli names and ignores Palestinian ones. These roads serve the function not only of linking the 

settlements, and of demonstrating who now claims control of the West Bank, but of destroying ancient 

Palestinian access routes – some of them traced back to the Roman period - and the culture and heritage 

associated with this.  

Aggravated Apartheid 

The delegation agrees with the findings of the Russell Tribunal on Palestine that conditions under 

occupation for the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza are one of ‘aggravated apartheid’. One has only 

to spend the briefest period in the centre of Hebron, a virtual prison with its numerous checkpoints and 



‘sterile streets’, to witness the huge suffering endured by the indigenous population because of the 

shameless privileging of the illegal actions of a small group of settler colonists. 

Israel is guilty of the crime of Sociocide  

The delegation agrees with the findings of the Russell Tribunal on Palestine that the simultaneous 

destruction of Palestinian culture and heritage, of their sense of identity and history, combined with the 

widespread and continuous destruction of Palestinian infra-structure, of Palestinian lives and livelihoods, 

the denial of access to employment and education, of movement, and of the capacity for economic 

planning and development, all constitutes what should be recognised as ‘sociocide’,  a crime against 

humanity.  

It’s time for honesty about Palestinian statehood 

The delegation believes it has a responsibility to honestly report what strikes us as so evidently true – that 

the West Bank has been colonised by Israeli settlers to such an extent, with the massive changes of infra-

structure, ‘irreversible facts on the ground’, and the loss of Palestinian land and sovereign authority, that a 

viable contiguous Palestinian state based on the West Bank and East Jerusalem, with links to Gaza, is a 

highly improbable outcome. Many of the representatives we met pointed out that the so-called peace talks 

aimed at achieving this were a sham, providing political cover, now long discarded, for Israel to pursue its 

real strategy of colonising as much of the West Bank as possible with the aim of achieving ‘greater Israel,’ 

and the ‘Bantunstanization’ of the Palestinian people.  

The Palestinian Authority 

Throughout the trip it was difficult to escape comment on internal PA issues and on the widespread lack of 

confidence in the PA’s willingness to tackle the injustices people faced either from the Occupation, Israeli employers, 

or indeed Palestinian employers and ‘middle men’.  Some described the situation as very volatile because of 

commonly perceived widespread corruption within the Palestinian political and business elite, and were concerned 

about the prospect of internecine strife among Palestinians. 

Resistance in the fields 

The delegation was impressed with the degree of mobilisation by Palestinian farmers and those who work 

on the land to resist the attempt to drive them from their homes and to steal their resources. They know 

that if they don’t have a presence on the land and work their farms, despite the denial of water and access 

rights, that it will be seized by the Israeli authorities. Organisations we met like the Land Defence Coalition, 

the Union of Agricultural Work Committees, and  the Popular Council for the Jordan Valley are all acting to 

protect Palestinian farming communities, whether by direct practical support, protest action, lobbying, 

generating publicity, or by seeking to defend their legal rights. All of this activity is representative of a 

widespread Palestinian resistance, and a determination to maintain a Palestinian presence in their historic 

lands and to survive even under the most appalling conditions of oppression. This has often been at 

tremendous personal cost, as with the family of Abu Saqer. 

Israel is guilty of war crimes, with Western encouragement  

Israel is evidently, and unashamedly, guilty of numerous breaches of international law including the Fourth 

Geneva Convention, and UN Resolutions and Conventions. There was vast evidence of this on our visit. 

Despite this Israel is regarded as a favoured and indeed privileged state by the Western powers, 

particularly the European Union and the USA. This leads the delegation to conclude not only that the West 



is guilty of appeasement and active collusion with war crimes, but the increasing support for Israel within 

this context effectively encourages and promotes the Israeli model of military dictatorship, population 

control and apartheid. This has the most serious implications for all of us. 

Western intervention 

There is now a widespread criticism within Palestine of how international agencies and governments 

intervene in Palestinian affairs. This often takes the form of aid given simultaneously to both the Israeli 

state and the occupying forces, and to the victims of the apartheid and colonisation perpetrated by those 

forces. This practice is grossly contradictory, and the assumed position of benefactor is therefore 

hypocritical. The government of Norway is one such example, in many ways leading the way in terms of 

humanitarian and developmental aid to the besieged Palestinians, but also supporting and encouraging the 

extensive arms trade and military cooperation between Israel and Norway.  

Similarly with the EU, which provides huge sums in reconstruction aid, often repetitively, to replace 

infrastructure destroyed on a frequent basis by the Israelis.  As with the UN monitoring bodies Israel’s 

breaches of human rights, UN resolutions and the Fourth Geneva Convention are ‘noted’ by the EU, but 

nothing is done. At the same time the EU privileges Israel as a trading partner. The contradictions of this 

are apparent to Palestinians who demand, with justifiable anger, to know why international bodies like the 

Un and the EU refuse to sanction Israel and permit  these atrocities to continue. 

Conditions for Palestinian workers 

The delegation were appalled at the scenes we witnessed at Tulkarem crossing, when 12,000 workers, who 

had queued for hours, were crushed into cages as the Israeli military controlled their  access to  work in 

Israel.  Social and economic conditions in the West Bank, largely due to the occupation (ref World Bank 

report), are so impoverished that Palestinian workers are driven to seek work inside Israel, often in 

appalling conditions. Other workers are driven to work in the settlements, or in the factories of the 

industrial zones. All of these workers are vulnerable and subject to multiple forms of exploitation, including 

hazardous conditions, poor health and safety protection, lack of legal protection, deprived of holiday and 

sick pay, and subject to fraudulent pay checks and deductions. These workers have to pay off middlemen, 

often Palestinian, who reportedly make huge profits due to the high percentage of the money they take 

from the worker’s earnings.  

Union representation 

We learnt that only a small percentage of Palestinian workers, about 10%, are unionised, and these are 

organised in unions that relate to about 6 (or is it 7 now?) different federations. Unions and union 

federations tend to be allied to political parties, and are registered as such with the Palestinian Authority. 

There is therefore a transparency and openness about the links between unions and political parties that is 

accepted as the norm in Palestine. The union that has the most significant international links is the PGFTU, 

which is allied to the Fatah party and in that way to the Palestinian Authority.  

Understanding the organisational structures, roles and functions, and the relationship between the 

different trade union sections in Palestine, including their relationship to the political parties and to 

government can be challenging. This situation can encourage international observers to consider these 

issues as impenetrable, or a matter for the Palestinian workers themselves to sort out, and that in the 

absence of clarity fraternal links should be maintained with the federation that is recognised by the ITUC, 

i.e. PGFTU. The delegation however following its meetings with the New Unions, with the striking teachers, 



with the KSTI and with the PGFTU in Jericho are clearly of the view that these meetings were most 

informative, and that visiting delegations should meet with as wide a range of trade union bodies as 

possible.  

The New Unions 

The delegation considers that the dedication of so much time to the meetings with the different sections of 

the New Unions was very worthwhile. The formation of the New Unions, a mobilisation that emerged in a 

situation of gross exploitation of Palestinian workers and the need for effective union representation, has 

been a very significant development. Although committed to both the workers’ and the national struggle 

the NU are independent of the Palestinian political parties and are now emerging as providing effective 

leadership in the struggles of Palestinian workers. The New Unions have already been established for some 

years, but apart from the practical and financial aid provided by the Norwegian trade union movement, 

facilitated by Workmates International, have received very limited international recognition and support. 

They are very poorly funded and in considerable need of practical and concrete support. The recent launch 

of the inaugural congress of the Palestine Federation of New Trade Unions, including formal recognition as 

a trade union federation by the Palestinian Authority, makes it more feasible now for the NU to be 

recognised by the international trade union movement and offered practical support to assist them in their 

development. 

The growth of union militancy  

In recent years there has been a growth in union militancy and mobilisation on the streets associated 

particularly with the independent and new trade unions. There has been a mass mobilisation led by the 

trade union movement against the attempt of the PA to impose a Social Security Law that is seen as 

discriminatory against women and those with disabilities, and that was passed by Presidential decree 

without adequate consultation with the trade unions. There has been a mass popular mobilisation of 

striking teachers in opposition to their own leadership, with 90% support, angered that they have been 

denied by the PA promised wage increases, and improved conditions, and demanding greater democracy 

within the teachers’ union.   

Histadrut and PGFTU 

In Israel the link between the Histadrut and the Israeli state has historically been even more entrenched, as 

the Histadrut were one of the architects and engines for the establishment of the Zionist state, providing 

its leadership, and through its manufacturing companies developing up to 25 % of the Israeli economy. 

Despite restructuring itself to be less of a state actor the Histadrut remains closely tied to the Zionist state, 

supporting the apartheid actions of the Israeli government both inside Israel and in the occupied 

territories. It has also supported the Israeli government during all of the assaults on Gaza when thousands 

of innocent civilians were killed. 

Workers from the West Bank who make the arduous journey to work in Israel suffer further deductions 

from their salaries by having to make obligatory subscriptions to the Histadrut. Unlike Israeli workers they 

do not have the option to opt out from this. These Palestinian workers are not permitted to join Palestinian 

trade unions, and are thus obliged to suffer a loss of income to support an organisation that does not 

provide a service to them.  Histadrut has received huge financial benefits from this forced deduction from 

the wages of already impoverished workers. PGFTU however also benefits from this windfall, as Histadrut, 

in response to protests from the PGFTU and the international trade union movement, now is supposed to 



share 50% of this income with the PGFTU. This has also contributed significantly to the coffers of the 

PGFTU, reinforcing a collaborative relationship between the two organisations that has possibly 

compromised the PGFTU, and discouraged its leadership from explicitly supporting BDS or challenging 

Histadrut.  

Tour planning and management  

There were many advantages in having a joint delegation of trade unionists from different countries, in terms of the 

sharing of expertise, experience and understanding. The Irish delegation found the extensive delegation experience 

of Workmates most helpful. Abu Hassan was a skilful and knowledgeable tour guide who ensured the safety of the 

delegation whilst allowing us to be exposed to the tensions of Hebron. The guidance and organisation of PACE 

(Palestinian Association for Cultural Exchange) and its Director Lama Adel Yahya, who always prioritised the needs of 

the delegation, was excellent.   

Overall impression 

There is overwhelming evidence of an intensification of Palestinian suffering, with an impoverished 

economy, and the brutal repression of a people due to the occupation, military control, conditions of 

apartheid, ethnic cleansing and the theft and destruction of land and property due to the colonizing 

settlements. It is clear too that Palestinians also suffer because of the lack of a united political leadership, 

and a united political resistance to the occupation. 

At the same time however the members of the delegation were able to witness the strength of the 

Palestinian people and the grassroots Palestinian resistance – a powerful sense of unfaltering resistance 

amidst the repression and ruins. This took many forms. It was evident in the formation of what appear to 

be truly independent and combative trade unions organised within the New Federation of Trade Unions. It 

was evident in the teachers’ struggle, in the work of the Land Defence Coalition and the struggles against 

Israeli brutality in the Jericho Valley; in the work of the UAWC, of farmers who insisted on protecting their 

farms. We saw it in the faces of the workers who refused to give up, and who will not be defeated by 

humiliation as they queue for hours at the Tulkarem crossing. It was evident in their anger. It has expressed 

itself in the formation of new institutes, like the KSTI, or established organisations like Stop the Wall, the 

BDS movement, and cultural organisations like PACE. It was evident in the struggle of women, as in the 

organisation of the women’s section in the New Unions, bringing some of the most vulnerable workers of 

all together so that they could act collectively.  All of this is indicative of a widespread, combative and 

popular resistance movement that is inspiring hope and the promise of a new type of leadership.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meeting with the New Unions in their Tulkarem office 



RECOMMENDATIONS 

1] We should continue to have joint delegations of TUFP and Norwegian Workmates. We should also 

invite trade unionists from other countries to participate. 

2] TUFP and Norwegian trade unions to work closely to build Workmates International. 

3] The delegations will ensure that the harsh conditions faced by Palestinian workers and their families 

under occupation, and in trying to access employment, such as the inhuman conditions experienced at 

Tulkarem and other crossings, will be brought to the attention of the wider trade union movement and 

broader civil society. 

4] Both delegations will promote the New Unions within the trade union movement both nationally and 

internationally, and will seek to offer material and training developmental resources. Both will seek to 

facilitate twinning arrangements with the New Unions.  

5] Those involved in teaching unions and the educational sector will seek to develop links with 

Palestinian schools and with the Palestinian teachers who have been engaged in strike action. This 

should also be extended to the UNWRA schools as they are the ones dealing with children such as 

refugees most dramatically affected by the occupation. The situation of Palestinian teachers, and the 

huge challenges of providing education under the brutal repression and apartheid conditions of the 

occupation, will be brought further to the attention of the teaching unions in Ireland and Norway. 

6] Twinning relationships should be explored and encouraged between the different  sectors of civil 

society in Palestine and Ireland and Norway eg City Council twinning with East Jerusalem, Hebron or 

Tulkarem; Trade Union Council twinning with Palestinian counterparts; trade union sector including 

women and youth twinning arrangements. 

7] Explore the establishment of supportive relationships between civil society especially rural groups 

with Abu Saqr and the Popular Council for the Jordan Valley. 

8] Future delegations to meet again with the New Unions. It is also important to meet with the other 

trade union federations to help develop a deeper understanding of the complexities of trade union 

organisation in Palestine. 

9] Future delegations should meet with health sector unions including representatives of mental health 

workers. 

10] Future delegations to seek to meet again for more detailed discussion with the Land Defence 

Coalition, the Union of Agricultural Work Committees and with the Knowledge and Socialist Thought 

Institute. 

A detailed TUFP-Workmates report with conclusions and recommendations is also available. 

TUFP wish to acknowledge the support and sponsorship of the delegation by UNISON, INTO, NIPSA and Belfast 
Trades Union Council. We greatly appreciate the guidance and support of Lama Yahya, Jamal Juma and Abu Hassan. 
Report authors: Kevin Daly and Eamon McMahon.               Photos: Torill Ask, Harald H. Fjortoft, Ryan McKinney 
Contact:  Workmates: http://palestinakomiteen.no/faglig-arbeid/workmates-international/petter2resen@yahoo.no 

                TUFP: eamonmcmahon@hotmail.co.uk/ Twitter: TUFP@TUFPalestine 

 

http://palestinakomiteen.no/faglig-arbeid/workmates-international/
http://palestinakomiteen.no/faglig-arbeid/workmates-international/
mailto:eamonmcmahon@hotmail.co.uk/

