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Checkpoints, the Closure System and the Separation Wall 

“For he himself is our Peace. Who has made the two one
and has destroyed the barrier the dividing wall of hostility.”

– Ephesians 2:14

“The closure system is a primary cause of the 
humanitarian crisis in the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip.” (UN Ocha, 2006)

4:00am

Four o'clock in the morning. Spotlight falls on a metal 
corridor. Faces of men hidden in the shadow. Leaning 
against the iron bars they wait for the line to move, the 
first ones already since one hour. “You never know how 
long it will take”, explains Waleed (46), one of about 
2.400 Palestinian workers daily crossing the checkpoint 
Bethlehem 300. Sometimes he waits for one, 
sometimes for three hours or more. But he has to 
make sure to reach his workplace in Jerusalem on time.

Currently about 46.000 Palestinians work in Israel or 
in Israeli settlements. Their number declined from 
130.000 in 2000 when Israel, responding to the 
second Intifada, implemented a social and economical 
separation from the Occupied Territories.

4:15am

At the entrance to the corridor people jostle for the 
best positions. Slowly the line had begun to move. Step 
by step. A tea seller fills cups from a copper pot. For 
two Shekels he passes them through the bars. 

In 2002 Israel had started with the construction of the 
separation wall, seven hundred kilometer of watch 
towers, razor wired fences and up to twelve meter high 
concrete walls. Because it is not following the 1949 
armistice line (Green Line) the barrier is effectively 
annexing 27.000 hectares (nine percent) of the West 
Bank. About 35.000 Palestinians will strand behind the 
wall. And tens of thousands more will be cut off from 
fields, jobs, schools and hospitals. At the same time the 
United Nations criticize that Israel maintains more than 
sixty checkpoints in the Occupied Territories itself, 
interfering with the daily life and imposing serious 
movement restrictions on the population.
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Bethlehem 300: men lining up in the morning.

Waleed (46) showing his work permit.



4:45am

Dawning. Twilight over the first turnstile. Two soldiers 
hold their automatic weapons on ready and briefly 
check the work permits. In one corner observant 
Muslims knee down to perform the ritual prayer. A 
piece of cardboard serves as a prayer mat.

Israel developed an elaborate system to regulate the 
access for Palestinians: Permits for work, for a hospital 
visit, for the Friday prayer on the Temple Mount. Those 
who receive a work permit, mostly work in the low-
wage labor market, doing construction or agricultural 
work. For eight to ten hours a day they earn ninety to 
two-hundred Shekels (twenty to forty US-Dollar). 

Since fifteen years Waleed works as an electrician for 
the Christian Don-Bosco-School in Jerusalem. He 
earns about 4.000 Shekel (about 1.100 US-Dollar) a 
month. Three times as much as he would earn in 
Bethlehem. But still it is hard for him to make ends 
meet, having a large family to support and three of his 
four kids studying at the university. It is expensive, he 
says, He wants them to have good education but had 
to take a loan to pay for the semester fees.

5:30am

Glaring neon light falls from the spotlights on the  iron 
roof. Passing the first turnstile, Waleed enters the 
checkpoint terminal with further screenings, metal 
detectors, x-rays and biometric checks.

The Palestinian Workers Union estimates that since it 
became increasingly difficult to receive a permit about 
40.000 commuters work illegally in Israel. Walking 
hidden paths, using ladders or cutting themselves 
through security fences, they risk getting caught and 
detained or shot at by the military. They stay for a 
couple of weeks, return with the money and try it 
again short after. Considering an unemployment rate of 
about twenty percent for some this is the only option. 

In Bethlehem the situation is especially difficult. The 
4.000 years old city is from three sides enclosed by 
security structures cutting of the close ties to 
Jerusalem. Waleed would like to emigrate to Canada, 
like a lot of others do. But he knows that it would be 
too expensive and too unlikely to receive a visa. It is as 
he is caught in the situation, in the town, in the conflict. 
Just like he is behind the iron bars and turnstiles.
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Prayer behind bars.

Entrance to the screeing at Checkpoint Qalandia.

Hands of men. The corridor leading to the checkpoint.

Men's lane streching unto the parking place.



6:00am

The last security check. Only one of the three boots is 
open. Again people line up, laying their hands on a 
sensor, producing their work permits. It has become 
worse over the years, states Roni Hammermann, co-
founder of Machsom Watch an Israeli organization, 
monitoring the situation at the checkpoints. The 
modern terminals don't allow any human contact, 
soldiers and security guards work behind security glass, 
loudspeakers and cameras. Sometimes the Palestinian 
commuters can't even see who is talking with them.

A lot of Palestinians report arbitrary actions by the 
soldiers. In the past years numerous acts of human 
rights violations, arbitrary denials of access, humiliating 
screenings and even severe acts of violence and 
beatings were made public. Waleed reports being 
screamed at, insulted or threatened by soldiers. Even 
so he states that it helps, when organizations like 
EAPPI (www.eappi.org) or Machsom Watch are 
present. Sometimes even a tourist group helps to force 
the soldiers to behave more gentle.

6:15am

It became day by now. Sunlight falls soft on the 
olive orchard which ended up being on the Israeli 
side of the wall. It took Waleed more than two 
hours to finally reach the other side. Waking up so 
early, waiting at the checkpoint, standing all the 
time, it makes tired, he states. His face expresses 
resignation when we say good bye. But for now 
there is no more time to muse. Enough of waiting 
for today. Until tomorrow.

Further Information

Here are some recent pictures and articles on the 
checkpoints and the wall on my blog: Workers crossing 
checkpoint Bethlehem 300, Press of people on 
Ramadan Friday at the checkpoints in Bethlehem and 
Qalandia, Graffiti Art in Bethlehem: Walking the Wall  

For further information on the checkpoint and 
closure system check out the last report of UN OCHA 
about West Bank movement and access and the 
homepages of the Israeli human rights organizations 
Machsom Watch, B'tselem and Breaking the Silence.

My Blog:  http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/ 

Disclaimer
I work as an Ecumenical Accompanier for the Evangelisches
Missionswerk in Südwestdeutschland (EMS) serving on the
World Council of Churches' (WCC) Ecumenical Accompaniment
Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI). The views contained
herein are personal to me and do not necessarily reflect those 
of my employer EMS or the WCC. If you would like to publish 
the information contained here (including posting on a 
website), or distribute it further, please contact Maurer@ems-
online.org or the EAPPI Communication Officer (eappi-
co@jrol.com) for permission. Thank you.
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Morning on the other side.

Street art on the separation wall.

Piece of UK graffiti artist Bansky in Bethlehem.

http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/2010/09/18/sept-1213th-workers-crossing-checkpoint-300/
http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/2010/09/18/sept-1213th-workers-crossing-checkpoint-300/
http://www.eappi.org/
http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/
http://www.shovrimshtika.org/index_e.asp
http://www.btselem.org/English/
http://www.machsomwatch.org/en
http://www.ochaopt.org/documents/ocha_opt_movement_access_2009_november_english.pdf
http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/2010/09/01/august-26th-to-29th-bethlehem-walking-the-wall/
http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/2010/09/07/august-27th-qalandia-checkpoint/
http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com/2010/09/03/august-27th-3rd-friday-in-ramadan-checkpoint-300/

