
Frontline
social work

warm and friendly woman
wearing the hijab and a
cheerful smile entered a room
in a school in Hebron,
Palestine. This wasn’t another

teacher, however, but a social worker
attached to Qortoba School, introduced by
the headteacher as Rowdah.
We were in the middle of our visit to

Palestine, having come from a busy, noisy,
colourful Arab souk in the centre of the old
city. On leaving the charm of the souk and
heading towards the school we found
ourselves on a street of complete contrast,
the walls sprayed with graffiti articulating a
very clear message – ‘Welcome to Apartheid
Street’. Just few yards from the introduction
the road was blocked by an Israeli checkpoint
where soldiers, barely out of their teens,
scanned our passports, sent us through X-ray
machines and lifted their guns aside to let us
pass, looking bored and somewhat
disinterested. 
The other side of the checkpoint we found

ourselves on a doleful, austere street where
the Palestinian houses had been boarded up
and their doors daubed with blue Stars of
David graffiti on them. Nothing much was
moving except for a silhouetted soldier on
the rooftop monitoring us in the street.
Our guide, Riad, chair of the Hebron

branch of the Palestinian Union of Social
Workers and Psychologists (PUSWP),
wanted us to see this little school still
managing to deliver education to Palestinian
infants, despite the fact that it is now cut off
from its community in the wake of Israeli
settlers having occupied the area.
We climbed the broken steps up to the

school building, looking down on an
adjacent educational establishment adorned
with Israeli flags fluttering prominently
above it, and entered into a calm and
studious environment, despite having to
enter the premises through heavy steel gates.
Riad pointed out recent graffiti on the school
wall, which all pupils, staff and visitors are
obliged to pass: ‘Arabs are dogs’ – the school
caretaker had been only partially successful
in scrubbing it off.  
Stepping away from the spray-painted

abuse and out of the glare of the midday sun,
we emerged into the cool and calm of the
school, where children were busy with their
morning lessons. It was to prove another
fascinating experience in an invaluable trip,
initiated in April 2011 when BASW Council
approved the development of a Special
Interest Group (SIG) to develop links with
Palestinian social work colleagues, members
of the Palestinian Union of Social Workers
and Psychologists (PUSWP). The Council
decision itself followed the biennial

International Federation of Social Workers
(IFSW) Conference in Hong Kong in 2010,
which proposed a Global Agenda on Social
Work and Social Development, a document
that encourages social workers to engage
with local and national bodies in countries
where the profession is struggling to
establish itself. 
The Agenda encourages social workers to

help support, and give voice to, those on the
margins, particularly where there is a need to
promote common objectives in relation to
practice and policy. Notably, the Agenda
identifies targeting responses to areas where
there is specific need, such as poverty,
human rights, and community development.
BASW member Sarah Sturge had

previously undertaken a visit to Palestine,
where she had made initial contact with local
social workers. She went again to meet with
PUSWP colleagues in November 2010 to
undertake a scoping exercise, where she
found considerable support from the
members she met for the development of a
link with BASW. This laid the foundations
for four of us to undertake a visit, in October
and November 2011, to meet with social
work colleagues in Palestine.
PUSWP was formed following a

conference on 17 January 1997 sponsored by
the Palestinian Administration’s Ministry for
Labour. It has nine branches throughout the
occupied West Bank, Jerusalem, and Gaza,
including Bethlehem which to date is the
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David Harrop describes the challenges facing adults and children
living in Palestine, as well as the efforts of social workers trying to

ammeliorate some of the worst effects of life in a conflict zone
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traumatised and Rowdah had agreed a plan
to meet jointly with her parents to discuss
the matter and to explore how, in future, she
might be safely escorted to school.
Around 500 settlers had chosen to live in

the corner of Hebron where the school was
located, meaning that the area is protected
under Israeli military law. Rowdah told us
that the IDF has no duty to the population
other than to protect the settlers, hence
some of these settlers feel free to behave in
any way they choose toward Palestinians.
Freed from the risk of prosecution, incidents
of conflict are very frequent, and invariably
frightening for the children and their families
who feel powerless against the inbuilt
disadvantage they face. 
As we listened to Rowdah’s experience

with the young girl that morning, it seemed
that although this was merely one incident in
a largely alien environment to home, it was
nonetheless recognisable, in some small
respects, to the kind of referral which might
land on the desk of an intake team here in
the UK. However, it also served to emphasise
to us how different the social structures are
for social work practice. Rowdah indicated
that this wasn’t, in itself, a particularly
unusual referral, and that harassment and
intimidation are near daily experiences for
the children at the school.
Listening to Rowdah, it was clear that

while children and their families are under
continuous pressures, she and her social
work colleagues are all seeking to respond in
a professional, informed, ethical and cohesive
way to the issues they face, and to
offer the best service possible. 
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conference at Al Najah University that
Palestinian educationists had been able to
measure notable effects from stress on
children during the second intifada
(Palestinian uprising) – which began in
September 2000 and ended around 2005 –
by measuring and monitoring education
achievements, correlated against the
occurrence of conflict.
We asked Rowdah what her role as a social

worker at the school involved. She told us
that she provided advocacy and counselling
to the children and to their families. When
asked how she did this, she seemed to falter,
so we asked her specifically what she had
done that morning. The headteacher
interjected, and said that she had asked
Rowdah to see an eight-year-old girl who had
been hiding under the stairs, frightened and
tearful, when staff had arrived at school.
Rowdah said that she had spoken to the girl,
who eventually told her that she had been
stopped on her way to school by a settler
who had shown her pornographic pictures
before exposing himself to her. The girl was

only one signed up as a member of IFSW –
something it is supported in through the
ongoing support of social workers from
Norway. As well as meeting colleagues from
Bethlehem we were also able to meet social
workers from branches in Nablus, Tulkarem,
Hebron, Jenin, and Jerusalem. Universally, the
social workers we met were courteous, warm,
welcoming and eager. When asked on a scale
of 0-10 how interested they would be in
forging a link with BASW they all, without
fail, replied “11”!
We had a meeting with Majid al Masri, the

Palestinian Authority (PA) minister for
Social Justice. The minister told us how the
occupation, together with the political
impasse between Fatah and Hamas, poses
many difficulties in maintaining and
developing the government sector, which had
been established following the Oslo Accord.
This creates major difficulties for Ms al
Masri’s ministry in resourcing any
government initiatives aimed at addressing
issues of welfare and social justice. While we
were there this issue was compounded by the
Israeli government suspending the payment
of tax revenues to the PA, in response to
UNESCO’s recognition of the State of
Palestine.
Our trip also enabled us to meet with a

number of non governmental organisations
(NGOs), including: Defence for Children
International, Palestine, B’Tselem, The
Treatment and rehabilitation Centre for
Victims of Torture in Ramallah, and The
Palestinian Children’s Art Project in Hebron. 
We attended and contributed to a two-day

conference on the rights of children at Al-
Najah University in Nablus. We visited
projects working in Aida and Dehiesha
refugee camps in Bethlehem, and a
community centre in Abu Dis under the
shadow of the separation wall. We observed
Palestinian children being “processed” by the
military courts.
Everyone we spoke with was struggling in

some way with the daily experience of
occupation, be it through constant
checkpoints, the experience of being behind
the separation wall, their homes being
destroyed or oppression by both the settlers
and the Israeli Defence Force (IDF).
Universally, everyone we met, whether on
buses, in banks, shops, cafes, or social
workers discussing their lives, felt that the
daily experience of occupation was a major
cause of psychological and emotional stress,
in individuals, in families and in
communities. Everyone had a story to tell.  
Back at the school it was clear from talking

to Rowdah that many of the pupils at the
school were experiencing worrying levels of
stress. We had previously heard at the
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Members who wish to join the Special Interest
Group which is currently developing links with
Palestine, who want to contribute in any way,
to find out more or comment on this article
should email editor@basw.co.uk 
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