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Nov. 6, 2008
Demolitions in the Bustan Area of Silwan:
Alert and Background 
Overview
On Wednesday, Nov. 5, when international attention was tuned to the U.S. election results, Israeli security forces massed at midday in the Bustan area of Silwan – adjacent to the Old City in East Jerusalem – in order to enable the demolition of two Palestinian homes. The demolition, which drew a barrage of rocks from local residents, and the firing of tear gas, rubber bullets and perhaps live fire from security forces, marks a new stage in Israeli policies in the area.  A stage that threatens to lead to the destruction of 80-90 Palestinian homes, and the displacement of hundreds of residents, making way for the expansion of the Israeli King's Valley Plan.
The demolition of scores of homes in this sensitive and disputed area could be incendiary; and could hold grave consequences for the stability of the city.  
In addition, it would constitute a powerful "fact on the ground," removing Palestinian population and strengthening the Israeli character of this central portion of East Jerusalem.  This marks a significant unilateral Israeli action to pre-judge and de-rail a negotiated agreement to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in Jerusalem.    
Background
1967 - 2004

Following Israel's annexation of East Jerusalem in 1967, Israeli government planning authorities devised new town plans for the area surrounding the Old City. These plans, notably Town Plan #9, approved in 1976, aimed to consolidate Israeli interests in the historic basin. This area includes central Palestinian neighborhoods such as Silwan, A-Tor, and Sheikh Jarrakh. A key element of these plans was the designation of the area on all sides of the Old City walls as open public land – reaching, in the south-east, to the Kidron Valley, in an area known as the King's Valley or Al-Bustan.
In the intervening years, due to tremendous population pressures (Palestinian population in East Jerusalem grew from 70,000 in 1967 to over 250,000 today), and Israeli restrictions on Palestinian construction throughout East Jerusalem, scores of Palestinian homes were constructed without building permits in the open land of the Bustan area of Silwan.
Until 1994, Israeli authorities took virtually no action against the Palestinian homeowners.  After 1994, legal action was initiated against 23 homes.
2004 - 2008

On November 11, 2004, in an official letter to the head of the Department of Building Inspection, City Engineer Uri Shitreet ordered the clearing of the Palestinian homes from the Bustan area. This directive was discovered in 2005, and Palestinian residents appealed to the Israeli Attorney General to halt the planned demolitions that then threatened 88 homes in the area.
Largely due to international objections, Mayor Uri Lupolianski agreed to suspend the demolition plans, and to allow the residents to present an alternative Town Plan Scheme (TPS) that would take into consideration the development needs of the residents, as well as the needs for public park land.  This alternative plan (TPS 11641) was presented to the City Planning Department in August 2008.
In the same period, the city initiated its own town plan for the area (TPS 11555), in line with the renewed conception of the Bustan area as part of a National Park. On August 11, 2008 the City Engineer wrote in an official letter that the residents' plan could not be considered over the coming months, since the city's own plan for the area is currently under consideration. 

Political Significance of the Area
The entire Silwan / Ras al Amud area to the south and east of the Old City is an area of tremendous significance in any Palestinian / Israeli negotiations over Jerusalem.  
Under the Clinton parameters, this area of about 50,000 Palestinian residents would be slated to be part of a future Palestinian capital.  However, because of its proximity to the Jewish Quarter of the Old City, and due to its historical significance as the site of the ancient city of Jerusalem in the time of King David, unilateral Israeli efforts have been underway over the past decades to strengthen the Jewish character of the area.  These efforts involve both Israeli governmental actions, as well as government-sanctioned actions of religious settler organizations, notably El-Ad and Ateret Cohanim.
The pace of these actions has accelerated over the last years; and include designating much of the Silwan neighborhood, including the Bustan area, as a National Park. Currently, the City of David National Park, created in and around Palestinian homes adjacent to the Bustan area, is operated by the El-Ad organization. In addition, El-Ad, in conjunction with the Israel Antiquities Authority, has been carrying out disputed digs under and around Palestinian homes in Silwan. Finally, municipal authorities have lately been expropriating Palestinian lands for parking and other facilities to serve the City of David project; and plans have been advanced to build Jewish institutions in this already crowded neighborhood.
At the same time, the development needs of the Palestinian population of Silwan as a whole, and the Bustan area in particular, have been neglected and denied. This creates a situation in which Palestinian residents, many of whom are living today in some of the poorest and most crowded conditions in East Jerusalem, have no legal options for meeting their critical housing needs.
Ir Amim's Position
Because of the significance of this area, special caution should be taken to maintain current stability, and future political options in Silwan/ Ras al Amud as a whole, and in the Bustan area in particular.  
Especially since the re-opening of Palestinian / Israeli negotiations following the Annapolis meeting a year ago, it is important to maintain the principle of halting official, or officially-sanctioned, unilateral actions designed to place "facts on the ground" that will pre-judge or derail bi-lateral negotiations.
Using this principle, the following actions can be taken to preserve stability and a fair negotiated option in this area:

1. Halt all housing demolitions in the Bustan area.

2. Open a bi-lateral process for meeting the needs of Palestinian residents, while preserving Israeli historic sites.
3. Halt Israeli government actions - and support to private groups - that serve unilaterally to strengthen the Israeli character of the Silwan / Ras al Amud area, and to weaken the Palestinian character and population of the area. 
About Ir Amim

Ir Amim (“City of Nations” or “City of Peoples”) is an Israeli non-profit, non-partisan organization founded in order to actively engage in those issues impacting on Israeli-Palestinian relations in Jerusalem and on the political future of the city.  Ir Amim seeks to render Jerusalem a more viable and equitable city, while generating and promoting a more politically sustainable future.

Bearing in mind the symbolic and actual status of Jerusalem as a city of two peoples and three religions, as well as the city's pivotal role in reaching a political agreement, Ir Amim aspires to a stable Jerusalem, equitably shared by the two peoples; a city that ensures the dignity and welfare of all its residents and that safeguards their holy places, as well as their historical and cultural heritages.

Ir Amim offers its knowledge and expertise concerning the political, economic and social conditions in Jerusalem to a range of organizations and individuals, including governmental and municipal authorities who deal with the management of the city, and Track II parties who examine the sustainability of possible political arrangements.

Ir Amim has ongoing working relations with the Palestinian community in Jerusalem, as well as with key players in the international community active in Jerusalem issues.  

Ir Amim operates a range of complementary activities:

· Monitoring and exposing critical developments in Jerusalem, and informing / alerting target audiences in Israel and in the world.

· Legal advocacy aimed at halting or mitigating unilateral actions that harm the fabric of life in Jerusalem, and create obstacles to reaching an agreed-upon future for the city and the region.

· Policy advocacy with decision makers, both local and international.

· Public outreach and media work aimed at raising awareness of developments in the city and understanding of their local and global significance.  Activities include study tours of East Jerusalem, professional seminars and public events.

· Strengthening, and working with, civil society organizations in East Jerusalem to advance a more equitable Jerusalem.
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