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THE JERUSALEM LINK: WOMEN JOINED ACROSS CONFLICT
I. Introduction:

The Jerusalem Link is the coordinating body of two independent
women’s centers, one Palestinian and one Israeli, located in
East and West Jerusalem respectively. It serves as an institu-
tional base for coordination, cooperation, and mutual support
between the two centers, while each center maintains its
organizational and executive integrity. The process of
program development is conducted Jjointly by Israelis and
Palestinians and is part of the process of learning to work
together and develop partnership across national and cultural
lines.

The goal of the Jerusalem Link is to promote women’s politi-
cal, social and cultural activities and leadership in the
service of the realization of peace on the basis of justice
and equality. We formulate programs that simultaneously in-
crease the empowerment of women in each community and enable
the expression of an orchestrated women’s voice on crucial
issues on the political agenda. In addition to Jjoint
projects, each center initiates independent projects in order
to enlar?e the circle of women active in advancing the peace
process.

Wars and inter-group conflicts drive deep wedges between
peoples who, very often, live virtually side-by-side. This has been
the case for Israelis and Palestinians for decades. As recently as
ten to fifteen years ago,? opportunities for interaction between
Israelis and Palestinians inside the Middle East were severely
limited. Only the boldest of each group took the risks of ostracism
and opprobrium by crossing the "divide" for political or social
reasons, though many crossed each day to carry out economic
activities (Palestinians working for Israelis) or security
assignments (Israelis serving in the apparatus of Occupation).

Over the many years of Jewish/Arab separation, individuals and

organizations from other countries, who were concerned about

helping Middle-easterners achieve peace, arranged conferences and



seminars to which representatives from both societies were invited.
Over time, the numbers grew of individuals who had had at least one
immediate (if not always positive) experience discussing differenc-
es face to face with the other side. In some cases, real cross-
societal friendships were born between Palestinian and Israeli
individuals that translated into explicit and brave political
action.

In spite of these many efforts, even by late 1995 when the
official peace process was well underway and most people acknowl-
edged that ultimately there would be two states, few of the
informal associations spawned by the multitude of joint meetings
had been codified or institutionalized.

This case study about a unique institutional arrangement--the
Jerusalem Link--reports on one exception to this. Through an exami-
nation of the origins, design, intent, philosophy, and programs of
the Jerusalem Link, this case will also examine the potential of
this effort to suggest a "model" that others, in other war-divided

societies, might adapt and adopt.

ITI. History/Background:

During the long years of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as
noted above, many individuals and institutions in other parts of
the world undertook efforts to help bridge the chasms which
separated the two societies and their citizens. One such effort
was initiated in 1989 by a Belgian woman, living and working in

Brussels. With sponsorship from her base organization, the Centre



Communautaire Laic Juif, she was able to launch the first interna-
tional Palestinian-Israeli women’s conference. Entitled "Give Peace
a Chance: Women Speak Out," this conference brought together
fourteen prominent women and peace activists from the Israeli and
Palestinian societies. The conference, which its participants
deemed "highly successful," resulted in a document in which they
together "affirmed their commitment to a peaceful resolution of the
conflict on the basis of the recognition of the rights of all
peoples in the region to live in dignity and security, the right of
the Palestinian people to self-determination alongside Israel, and
the right of all the sides to the dispute to choose their legiti-
mate representatives."

Returning home, participants in the Brussels conference
undertook new initiatives for peace and strengthened existing
work.?3 They also established a Palestinian-Israeli coordinating
committee which met regqularly to exchange information and plan
joint activities. Between 1989 and 1991, Israeli and Palestinian
women met in each other’s homes to discuss both political and
women’s issues. They also organized a number of public meetings and
assemblies. One of these, a major rally held in Jerusalem to mark
International Women’s Day on March 10, 1990, attracted ----
participants and resulted in the drafting of an "Israeli-Palestin-
ian Women’s Call for Peace" which was widely circulated and signed
by many prominent people on both sides.

Not surprisingly, however, the surrounding political events in

the region interacted with and affected the nascent peace activi-



ties generated by the Brussels Conference. For example, during the
period of the Gulf War it became exceedingly difficult for the
women from both sides to maintain their joint public actions. Even
so, some of the group did continue to meet in small, informal
gatherings in each other’s homes. Following the November 1991
conference in Madrid which launched a significant round of renewed
Israeli/Palestinian peace talks and, even more, after the change of
Israel’s government in June 1992, the environment for interaction
improved markedly. The women were again able to step up their
efforts.

With these political changes, several participants in the
Brussels meeting rose to prominence--on the Palestinian side, as
delegates to the peace talks and in Israel, as members of the new
Israeli coalition government. The new openings in the broader
political sphere prompted the women who had attended the 1989
Brussels meeting to urge the convening of a second major Palestin-
ian-Israeli women’s gathering in Belgium. This meeting, which was
intended to take stock of the changes that were occurring in the
political context of the Middle East and to "explore ways of
deepening and broadening cooperation" between Israeli and Palestin-
ian women, was planned in two parts. The first meetings included,
again, prominent Palestinian and Israeli women who met in closed,
off-the-record sessions to lay out a strategy for women’s peace
actions. This group, once again, agreed on the political guidelines
for their joint effort first established in the 1989 meeting--

namely, recognition of the rights of all peoples to live in dignity



and security, the right of the Palestinians to self-determination
alongside Israel and the right of all sides to choose their
legitimate representatives.

Later, open meetings included more women who met in workshops
to discuss common projects and to plan programs. These meetings
resulted in a proposal to establish a formal institutional linkage
between women on both sides working on women’s issues and peace
issues. The proposal was submitted to the European Community and
the Jerusalem Link was begun, with seed money from the EEC, in
January 1994.

Whereas the first meeting in Brussels included women who had
already been involved in Palestinian-Israeli exchanges, the second
meeting reached farther into the community to include women who had
not had this experience. Some of them remember their initial
reluctance to get involved. They were persuaded to attend, however,
by two things. First, they were being urged to do so by women who
were trusted and respected within their own communities and who
used their personal powers of persuasion to convince those who
hesitated that this was an effort in which they should join.
Second, the fact that the meetings were in a distant, and complete-
ly neutral place lowered any sense that attendance would constitute
a "compromise of loyalty" with their own side.

III. The Jerusalem Link:
A. Organizational Concept and Formation
Israeli and Palestinian women in Brussels agreed that the lack

of an institutional base from which they could jointly work on



issues of common concern limited their abilities to work, separate-
ly and together, for peace. They, thus, proposed that they form a
joint enterprise designed to meet both their separate and joint
needs.

Two separate centers were established, one in East Jerusalem
(Marcaz al-Quds la 1-Nissah or the Jerusalem Women’s Center in Beit
Hanina, a Palestinian village at the northern edge of Jerusalem)
and the other in West Jerusalem (Bat Shalom--House of Peace--in the
German Colony section of West Jerusalem). Each center appointed its
own staff (a Director and two full-time administrative/support
staff) and each established its own separate Board of Directors of
prominent and committed women. According to the design of the
Jerusalem Link, each Board was to include the "broadest possible
representation of groups and organizations on each side." EEC
support of $342,000 for the first two years of operation was
divided exactly half and half between the two Centers.

The funding proposal to the EEC defined the purpose and
mission of the Jerusalem Link as follows:

The Jerusalem Link concept constitutes a pioneering attempt to

build an institutional tie between Israelis and Palestinians

based on the principles of equality and political reciprocity.

As such it will provide a model for coexistence between the

two peoples, highlight the joint interests of women on both

sides, and emphasize the commitment of those involved to a

just political solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict based on

U.N. resolutions.

The principles of equality and reciprocity were extremely
important in the original conceptualization of the Link. Planners
knew that the concerns and priorities of the two sides differed as

did the realities they daily addressed. For all their efforts to
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articulate "equality" between them, everyone was well aware of the
real asymmetry that existed because of Israeli Occupation of the
Palestinian territories. At the same time, they were committed to
the idea that women on both sides were, indeed, equal and that,
though their realities differed, they also had many joint interests
and concerns.

They sought to define an institutional structure and institu-
tional arrangements that would recognize these differences and, at
the same time, provide both a mechanism for communication and
cooperation and a "model" for how they should aspire to live in the
future. As the funding proposal noted: "The Jjoint venture model
embraces the basic principles of independence, equality, and co-
existence which inform the image of a peaceful future which women’s
peace organizations on both sides are seeking to promote."

Linkage between Women’s Issues and Peace Issues.

To establish their common interests and concerns, organizers
of the Jerusalem Link emphasized the importance both of working on
women’s issues and of working on peace issues. Again, the funding
proposal makes this dual focus clear:

The centers comprising the Jerusalem Link will concentrate on
two main topics: women’s issues; nation and gender and their
role in the peace process. This combination will permit a
more careful and systematic treatment of the specific
influences of the conflict on women’s lives. It will also
enable the formulation of programs that will simultaneously
increase the empowerment of women in each community and enable
the expression of a concerted women’s voice on crucial issues
on the political agenda. The intention is to employ the
centers and the joint coordinating committee to bring women’s
concerns and women’s views more directly into the mainstream
of ongoing processes in each society and in this way to have
an influence on the future pattern of the intertwining between
the two communities.



The plan was that each Center individually would undertake a
series of programs designed to address immediate and practical
needs of women in their respective societies and a series of
programs designed to address political issues of peace in both
societies. In addition, the two Centers would collaborate on both
practical and political programs. Both would, thereby, be involved
in mass mobilization of women around women’s issues and around
peace issues and each would be reinforced and strengthened in their
separate work by their involvement across the political divide.

A Joint Steering Committee.

While each of the Centers had its own Director, staff and
Board of Directors, the linkage between the two was assured through
a small Joint Steering Committee whose task it was to plan joint
activities. This body was to meet regqularly and frequently and
included primarily the women who had originated the idea and who
were personally very committed to its success. The original plans
specified that this Steering Committee should include four to eight
women from each side; the number has grown to include ten from
each. These women, furthermore, were the ones who had been engaged
with each other since 1989 (and some even before that time) and who
had, through personal interaction in house meetings and by weather-
ing the storms of the political context such as those of the Gulf
War, grown to trust, enjoy and appreciate each other at many
levels. While it was not specified in the proposal for funding,

this group was intended to be available to trouble-shoot and solve



any problems that arose between the two Centers. This function has
been important on several occasions.

Recognizing the Dynamic Political Situation in Structures Designed

to Absorb Change.

Organizers of the Jerusalem Link recognized how volatile the
environment in which they worked was apt to be. The Palestinian and
Israeli women who formed the core had already been through several
ups and downs. When they had met in Brussels for the second time in
1992 and subsequently submitted their proposal for funding to the
EEC, the Oslo Accords had not yet been signed. By the time the two
Centers opened, these Accords had been signed and it seemed, to
many, that political arrangements between the two societies would
be decided within a year. However, with a high level of political
sophistication on both sides, those who were forming the Jerusalem
Link anticipated that even with a peace process seemingly underway,
there would be shifts and set-backs that would affect their
programming as well.

The close-knit Joint Steering Committee was designed to keep
communications open between the two Centers in regular, informal
meetings among "friends." In addition, the articulation of the
separate but related Centers meant that the proportion of separate
to jointly-sponsored activities could fluctuate as circumstances

demanded different approaches.



The Programs/Activities.

In the design of the Jerusalem Link, four areas of activity
were envisaged: Human and Women’s Rights; the Peace Process;
Information Exchange and Dissemination; and Education. A year and
a half after start-up, the majority of effort (in terms of time and
money) goes into separate programming and two of the originally
named areas of programming--human and women’s rights and education-
-have become the primary foci of these activities. Joint program-
ming focuses on the Peace Process, Human and Women’s Rights and
Education.

Separate Programs.

Each of the two Centers sponsors a series of programs directed
toward its own constituency. As had been anticipated, the content
and emphasis of these programs differ reflecting the differences of
circumstances and priorities in the two communities. In the summer
of 1995, the two Directors of the Centers estimated that 80% of the
work of Bat Shalom is focussed on programming within the Israeli
society while 99% of the work of Marcaz al-Quds la l-Nissah is
directed toward the Palestinian community. One Director noted that,
at its highest point, joint programming reached at most 40% of
effort. The strong emphasis on separate programming is not viewed
as a problem by most activists in the Jerusalem Link. Rather, they
see it as accurately reflecting the current reality which will be
discussed more fully in Section IV below.

Marcaz al-Quds la 1-Nissah: The organization and programs of

Marcaz al-Quds la 1-Nissah (the Jerusalem Center for Women or JCW)
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have evolved to address particular concerns that affect the
Palestinian community. In addition to the original core funding
provided through EEC, JCW receives support from NOVIB, the
Norwegian Human Rights Fund and the Canadian Embassy in Tel Aviv.
In addition to the Board of Trustees, the JWC relies on an active
"General Assembly" of women recruited from different social strata,
geographical regions and political ideologies of the Palestinian
community. This group identifies its common agenda as a concern
with the advancement of women and human rights issues. The 13
member Board of Trustees was elected by this larger body.

JWC publicity defines the Center’s "main goal" as to "activate
and advance Palestinian women’s and human rights issues by incorpo-
rating them in all systems and structures of Palestinian society.”
It, then, notes that the Center "aims at establishing a coordinat-
ing network with Palestinian and Israeli organizations, as well as
with Arab and international women’s organizations, on the basis of
parity, reciprocity, and mutual respect of human rights and basic
freedoms...(It) 1is committed to the advancement of the peace
process, and the development of an action plan to implement its
objectives."

JWC’s "Action Plan" for 1995 involved five broad areas of
work.

1. Training and Empowerment Activities focused on enhancing
gender awareness and encouraging independent thinking among
Palestinian women. Included were courses in entrepreneurship,

public presentation, communication skills and feminist awareness.
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2. Young Women’s Activities were geared to high school and
university students and new graduates between 14 and 25 years of
age. These young women were involved in Community Work Groups to
perform voluntary work and raise issues in fields of concern such
as the environment.

An Educational Training Course on Women’s Human Rights was
organized for young women by JWC around the Document of Principles
of Women’s Human Rights presented to the National Authority by the
General Union of Palestinian Women. The two-day course focused on
social and political aspects of human rights and the rights of
women in particular. It was intended to prepare young women aged 17
through 25 for expected Palestinian elections. Additional lectures
were offered to this group dealing with Human Rights including
topics of family violence faced by young women.

Other programs for young women combine separate and joint
activities with Bat Shalom. Separate programs support leadership
development for young Palestinian women to prepare them for joint
programs with Israeli young women. These are discussed below in the
section describing jointly sponsored programs.

3. Activities to Defend Occupied Palestinian Jerusalem
included: 1) 1lectures and debates to '"present the issue of
Jerusalem, revealing the Israeli government’s policies and measures
towards the city, i.e. its wunilateral action to consolidate
Israel’s illegal annexation of Jerusalem and the prejudging of its
fate;" and 2) lobby groups, information campaigns, publication and

issuance of statements, and demonstrations to mobilize opinion and
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