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Introduction
What happened to the Land Restitution Program during the last twelve years of the post-apartheid era? Was there a real reconciliation process between the white and black South Africans? Who owns what now? When the political apartheid regime collapsed, did it also herald the end of economic apartheid? Are there similarities between the South African case and that of Palestine concerning land issues, expropriation and the demand for restitution for both indigenous people? This paper draws, among other resources, on impressions from recent visits to South Africa (November 2003) and to Palestine-Israel (Dec. 2005).
Writing a quick impression about a ten-day visit to South Africa may be a difficult task, especially if one seeks to do justice to a cause that goes back four centuries in history. It is not so difficult, however, for a Palestinian refugee who too has been deprived of his home and land for more than half a century. The resemblance between what happened in South Africa and what happened in Palestine is striking, although the actual history of these two countries is quite different.
The planting of a memorial tree for my village, Lubya (located in the Galilee), in Pretoria, South Africa by the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, Mr. Ronnie Kasrils, a South African Jew, is in itself an event with historical significance. The forest, which was planted on the debris of Lubya by the Jewish National Fund (JNF), supported by the Women’s Zionist Organization of South Africa, is called South African Forest. The act of planting a tree accompanied by a plaque “renaming” the village to its original name is in itself part of the process of undoing the injustices that befell Lubya in 1948.
Gideon Levy, an Israeli journalist who accompanied a group of Palestinians, Israelis and internationals on a recent tour to several destroyed villages in the Galilee, wrote a  poignant about the trip. He addresses the past, gives recognition to the Nakba and reveals the history of Palestinians as told by Palestinians that remains buried beneath the cover of contrived indoctrination policies – e.g., a land without a people for a people without a land, or to plant the desert and make it bloom. I will refer later to Levy’s article.
The memorial to Lubya in Pretoria reads as follows:

Lubya
Dedicated by the Honorable Minister, Ronnie Kasrils 
(Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry)
To the Palestinian village of Lubya upon whose ruins a forest was built where cows were permitted to graze but the displaced occupants are not allowed to return .
This paper provides an overview of the past four centuries of dispossession and colonialism of South Africa and concentrates on the date of 13 June 1913 (Native Land Act) when the white minority decided officially and legally to dispossess the majority of the blacks from owning their land, and grant exclusive rights in land to the white minority. Already in 1913 the whites had confiscated the majority of South Africa’s land. That is why in one of the first post-apartheid era measures concerning land reform, the government of Nelson Mandela issued a famous land act, stating that any citizen or community could raise a land claim if they could provide documentation that the land belonged to them and thereby undo the historical act of dispossession that was implemented by law in 1913.
Concerning Palestine, it is noteworthy that the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which set out to establish a home for the Jews in Palestine, did not mention the political rights of the Palestinian majority who, at the time, were almost 90 per cent of the population.  Even after thirty years of continued policies of dispossession against the indigenous people of Palestine and the purchasing of their land, Jews in Palestine owned approximately seven per cent of the land in mandate Palestine on the eve of the 1948 war. In 2006, after a century of uprooting and dispossession, it is the indigenous Palestinians who own less than six per cent of their land in Israel.

The dispossession of land in South Africa began officially in 1913 continued up to 1994 when South Africans chose their first democratically elected government based on a one-man one-vote system. The land claims process started in 1994 and formally closed in 1998. The answer to the question of why 1913 was the starting point for land claims is understandable to a limited degree, but why the claims process was closed after only four years is a question that has remained unanswered until now. 

Parallel to the date of Mandela’s election as President of South Africa in 1994, the Palestinian Authority was established as a transitional administration in parts of the West Bank and Gaza according to the provisions of the 1993 Oslo Agreement and subsequent interim agreements between the PLO and Israel. These areas constitute 22 per cent of mandate Palestine. The West Bank and Gaza was divided into three areas, areas A, B, and C each with its own juridical, administrative and security regime and based on a system of ethnic or national separation/segregration. There are parallels here to the apartheid system in South Africa although the specifics of each regime are of course different. Identity cards and car plates have different colours and personal status is dependant upon the different places in which you live. All these areas, minus parts of Gaza, were re-occupied in April 2002.  

Meeting with the Landless People’s Movement
Decades of land expropriation in South Africa had resulted in a situation whereby 60,000 white farmers owned 87 per cent of the land, whereas only 13 per cent of the land surface was owned or available for use by black South Africans. As of 1998, when the land claims process officially came to an end, the government had received some 68,000 claims for repossession of expropriated properties.
On 7 November 2003, the Landless People’s Movement (LPM) held a demonstration urging people to boycott the upcoming national elections under the slogan: “No Land, No Vote!” The LPM accuse the government of reneging on its 1994 election promise to return land to those dispossessed under apartheid. “We were slaves under Apartheid and now we are still landless. Our land is sold to international companies,” says Samantha Hargreaves from the Landless People’s Movement, which was established in 2001.
(The result of April 2004 elections took many by surprise when the ANC garnered almost 70 per cent of the vote, against the expectations of the media and other foreigner analysts.)

“They have a willing-buyer, willing-seller policy. But the poor don’t have money to buy land,” Mnisi, the LPM’s Gauteng chairperson wrote in an article one day before the demonstration. “We want positive feedback within seven days. If our demands are not met we will take the land by force…. We voted before, but our voices weren’t heard.” Samson Lesabe of Thembelihe, also from the LPM said: “I voted for Mandela because he cares for the people. But I won’t vote for Thabo Mbeiki’s government. They can come and shoot me. I will die for my land.”
In a memorandum to President Thabo Mbeki dated 7 November 2003, and posted on the Pretoria Union Building, the Landless People’s Movement wrote the following:

“We, the landless People’s Movement. A national movement of poor and landless people struggling for land and agrarian reform, hereby wish to express our anger and outrage at being insulted by our government. We represent and speak for the five million “squatters” who live in big cities and small towns across South Africa. We must everyday face off a government that wants to remove us from our land and homes…is this what we struggled for? We say: No! We struggled so we could get the land that was stolen for us! We struggled for housing, water, electricity and education! And now…it is the government that we struggled for that is forcibly removing us from the land that we fought and won! It is our government that is forcibly taking away from us our jobs, our schools, our clinic, and our crèches! It is the government that has promised the masses a better life that is uprooting and destroying our communities. We say: NO! Enough is enough!”

In reports from LPM Gauteng, it emerged that the government was carrying out illegal and forced removals of  almost a million people from their homes into informal settlements around Johanesburg under the cover of “development plans” and “voluntary relocations”. According to the organization, “the landless are being forced off the land and out of their houses at gunpoint”. The same letter posted at the Union Building in Pretoria addresses the problem of farm dwellers: “We stand together with the 7 million farm dwellers that remain slaves on their own land ten years into our new democracy. We find it difficult to join in the celebrations of the tenth anniversary of “democracy” when we are still treated like animals”, added the memorandum.  

According to Andile Mngxitama
, there are at least three factors that have given rise to the emergence of the LPM:

1. The ANC-led government’s abandonment of its social democratic project in favour of neo-liberal policies, marked notably by the 1996 adoption of the Growth, Empowerment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy.

2. The Zimbabwe factor giving both example and confidence to land-hungry South Africans, primarily by proving that it is possible for property to be alienated from the settler colonists.
3. The rise of the anti-globalisation movement and the resulting links made, particularly with Brazil’s Landless Rural Workers’ Movement (MST).  The politics of anti-globalisation demands the active involvement of the landless, and not just the NGO’s and other activists claiming to speak on their behalf.

By July 2001, seven years after the dawn of post-apartheid democracy in South Africa, about 25.5 million hectares or 30 per cent of the country’s total agricultural land had been promised by the government’s Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). The government had not reached the 2.3 per cent figure for agricultural land redistribution.
  About 86 per cent of land remains in the hands of white South Africans and the state, while black South Africans now occupy about 14 per cent of the land.

A poet from South Africa, Philip Phosa, who was imprisoned for raising his voice in solidarity with the landless people wrote a poem called “Night Mare” giving voice to the frustration over the land restitution process.
The broken stairs smile gratequel like an old man

With two front teeth missing

And yet, it attracts me and draws me forward

To the ruined tower.

Where chains of enslavement rattle

A solitary window wards off the darkness

To all sorts of creepy crawlies

Confined alone, I see….! I feel the sanctuary of

My cell

……..

I beat upon the impregnable walls of the cell

And then…. as if I alone were free

I ran my penance over; I raced to meet the sunlight

And stumbled

I could see….but I was unseen

The slow pace of land reform has fuelled anger among the rural and urban poor. Ten years after the end of Apartheid many black South Africans are still landless, still face evictions and human rights abuses on farms, and still suffer from insecure land tenure in their former homelands. The motto of the Landless People’s Movement is: “Land Now! Organize and Unite.” According to their Charter, the government must expropriate the land of absentee landlords, abusive farmers, indebted farmers, all unused or under-utilised land, and all land that is otherwise unproductive.
The same words could be heard from Palestinians after twelve years of Oslo and other relevant agreements: “Our land is confiscated by settlers, our freedom is totally restricted. The apartheid wall is eating 14.5  per cent of the rest of the land in the West Bank (according to UN reports for 2003) and the settlements have doubled since Oslo. We now face another Balfour Declaration, this time from American President George Bush to Ariel Sharon.” The recent conversion plan of the newly elected Olmert is not different than the plan of his predecessor in leaving Gaza as one of the biggest prisons in modern history. In a meeting in mid-April 2004 Bush assured the tehn Israeli Prime Minister that the US would support the illegal annexation of large settlement blocs and deny Palestinian refugees their private, collective and legal rights of return and restitution thus undermining international law and UN resolutions relevant to the question of Palestine. 
Chief Commissioner’s version of the land story 
In Pretoria, Tozi Gwanya, Chief Commissioner on the Restitution of Land Rights, compared racism in the old South Africa with that in Israel. According to Gwanya, the problem in South Africa started in 1652 when the white settlers arrived and started taking the land from the blacks. Resistance from the black population intensified in the 1800s provoking the two colonial powers – the English and the Dutch Afrikaners – to unite and establish a unitary government in 1910. In 1913 they issued the Native Land Act giving exclusive rights in land to the white minority. 
The Israeli Knesset took a similar decision in 1950 with their confiscation of  land, uprooting of refugees and declaring the lands as absentee lands, including lands of those who stayed and were termed as present absentees. Refugee lands were declared to be the exclusive property for the Jewish people. The Israeli authorities named 240 Lubyans of my village as absentees and confiscated their land which they put under the authority of the Israeli Custodian of Absentees Property. In January 1953, the Custodian ‘sold’ the land to the Israeli Development Authority for a nominal price of 87,894 Israeli Liras according to the sale of contract number 52/40.
In 1956 the South African government established the South African Development Trust, which allocated all land, not owned by blacks, to the Queen of England and registered as Crown Land. In the 1950’s they established so-called Homelands for Black South Africans, i.e., Bantustans based on ethnic origin. Eleven homelands were established in 1960-1961 as formal legal entities. Four Bantustans were called independent (1976-1994). 
The British mandate authorities implemented similar measures concerning Palestinian land. In present day Palestine, Israeli officiels are proposing indirectly four Bantustans in Gaza and in West Bank. Gaza is already surrounded by an electrified wall while the wall in the West Bank it is due for completion this year. It already surrounds the Palestinian city of Qalqilya from all sides, leaving only one gate for entry and exit. Entry and exit is at the mercy of Israeli soldiers who control the gate. The wall separates people from their land, prevents schoolchildren from reaching school, and prevents the sick from freely reaching hospitals. People are forced to jump over fences to reach the hospital. Others make holes in the wall so they can creep secretly through the barries to visit neighbours with whom they have lived for decades. These people risk being shot if seen by patrolling soldiers, yet their quiet heroic resistance passes as a daily event.  
One of the first acts of the post-Apartheid era was the adoption of legislation to undo the historical process of dispossession since 1913. The 1994 Land Restitution Act states that land dispossessed must be returned. In 1996 the Government finalized three land reform programs: 1) Restitution to restore land to the owner or provide compensation for land that is not restored; 2) Redistribution of land so that persons occupying state land are granted title; and, 3) Land tenants reform to provide title to those who had previously leased land under a 99-year scheme. 
In Israel, Palestinians who want to own land, the majority of which is held by the state as the inalienable property of the Jewish people, must also apply for long-term leases. Land held by the state of Israel under the Basic Law: Israel Lands cannot be sold or alienated as the property of the Jewish people. 
By the end of March 1998, South Africans had filed 33,000 claims for restitution of lands. A government information campaign that included radio programs, field missions and newspaper ads more than double the number of total claims. As of December 1998, the total number of claims had reached 68,000. According to Chief Commissioner Tozi, the black population initially did not trust the process. It was only through an act of Parliament and an amendment to the Constitution that people and communities were given more opportunities to reclaim their property. The Commissioner said that all forms of documentation should be used to settle property claims, including oral evidence, graves and family trees.
In Palestine there is already extensive documentation for land restitution. This includes the records held in the archives of the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine.  Oral history and other methodologies, however, can compliment these records. Moreover, oral history is necessary for Palestinians to preserve their modern history from oblivion and to strengthen their identity of belonging, against the backdrop of the Balfour I and Balfour II declarations where the rights of Palestinians have been undermined and surrendered by those who have no authority to do so.
The Commissioner gave as an example a recent case where 6,000 hectares of land was transferred to black South Africans. The current white owners of the property meanwhile received 63,000,000 Rands (USD 10 million) in compensation. “Before expropriating the land, we should give the farmers a chance,” said the Commissioner. “We decide where we buy the land. Where people have their graves we will buy the land.” Many white farmers took the opportunity to sell their land to the government at market value, which NGOs claim is much higher than its actual worth. Many farmers who had gone bankrupt for other reasons, therefore, had an interest in selling their lands to the government for the purpose of land restitution. 

I asked the Commissioner whether international donors, the World Bank, and other international actors had pressured South Africa to accept the 1994 compromise which led to the end of Apartheid but where the white minority still controls the economy, suggesting that the situation was somewhat similar to the Oslo accords which ended catastrophically with more confiscation of land, an apartheid wall, and the doubling of settlements. Commissioner Tozi stated that the international environment had been unfriendly and this had created a necessity for compromise. 

In response to criticism that the land reform process was not moving fast enough, the Commissioner said: “I said to the LPM, ‘Go and educate the people first.’ ‘Go and make the land more productive.’ We gave 799,000 hectares of land to the blacks. But it is embarrassing to say to you that sometimes some people will not work the land given to them.”Tozi sights examples of 6000 hectares that was transferred to blacks during the week we visited last year. It is also reported that the government granted 63000 Rends (10 million dollars), to support the communities who currently owned the land. “Before expropriating, we should give the farmers a chance ”, said Tozi: “We decide where we buy the land and not just when the farmers are bankrupt; Where people have their graves we will buy the land”. NGO’s claim that many white farmers took the opportunity to sell their land to the government at a market price set higher than the value of the land. Many farmers were already bankrupt and therefore had an interest in selling their lands at the inflated market rates. 
Restitution is a rights based program
Driving five hours from Johannesburg, we met with Ruth Hall, an academic from Cape Town University, who has examined the deficiences in the land restitution process and various solutions. We also attended a workshop on land reform conducted by the Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies in the University of Western Cape (PLAAS).

One of the main difficulties facing the land restitution process in South Africa, says Hall, has been the length of time required to settle claims. Out of the 36,488 claims involving more than half a million hectares settled by March 2003, only 185 were rural claims (PLAAS). It is also expensive. Rural claims cost about 10 million Rand per claim with urban claims running about 1 million Rand. In Mpumalanage, only 65 of 6,473 claims were settled by March 2003. In addition, ten projects were established and 25,783 hectares of land were transferred to black South Africans. Approximately 4,950 households benefited from the transaction. This is equivalent to 1.3 per cent of the total number of rural claims lodged.

Hall pointed out that any restitution process must be clear about what rights can be restored. For example, restitution can involve more than just land. Should it also cover assets like housing and infrastructure or less tangible things like damage to social networks? Should it focus on restitution of rights or broader notions of development. Should the process cater to individual or community interests, or both? What happens when current owners are unwilling to sell the land? Are there mechanisms for enforcement? 

According to Hall, “restitution in South Africa has not been adequately monitored.” “It is important as a political symbol,” she said, “but it is clear that political support is insufficient.” Hall also said that the deadline for the resolution of claims was not achievable. “We cannot limit constitutional rights by law.” In other cases military interference in land use led to further complications in the restitution process.    

During a subsequent workshop with local activists, the question of land reform in Zimbabwe and the taking of land by force evoked emotional responses from local participants. Some doubted the sincerity of Robert Mugabe’s reforms. “Why now, and not before?” commented one activist. Others felt that in South Africa, unlike Zimbabwe, NGOs and the balance of power would prevent land grabs by the dispossessed black majority, although they admitted that frustration is building up among the people. 

Meeting with AFRA and the church land program in Kwazulu – Natal
“We find that the forces against us are global,” said Mark, one of the members of the Association for Rural Advancement (AFRA) who we met in Kwazulu-Natal. “We should see the broader global struggle against neo-imperialism.” Mark viewed the situations in Palestine and in South Africa as part of the same struggle against neo-imperialism. He saluted the Palestinian people in their struggle against occupation and dispossession of their land. Everywhere we went, local organizations in South Africa greeted us with the word intifada. 

We also sent a message of solidarity to landless South Africans. Mangaliso, one of the landless members of the community, described the situation of the Magombato family as symbolic of the problems landless South Africans are facing with white farmers. “They asked us to evict the dead people from the farm. One of our friends died two months ago and is buried there with his family.” He told us how a farmer shot at one of his friends, and when the Association for Rural Advancement contacted the farmer to send a lawyer to settle the issue, the farmer answered: ‘The lawyer who is coming should have a weapon with him, because I have weapon with me.’
In Israel there is a deliberate effort to change the geography of the graveyards. In Balad al-Sheik, for example, the Haifa municipality has tried many times to cut through the cemetery that holds the bodies of two prominent leaders of the 1936 revolt known by Palestinians as al-Thawra al-Kubra: Iz al-Din al-Kassam, the Arab revolutionary religious man who was killed by the British in 1935 and Sami Taha, the general secretary of the Arab Trade Unions in Palestine who was assassinated on 11 September 1947.
In Lubya, Israeli officials plan to plant trees after uprooting the graveyards of Lubya. One of the Lubyans, Abu Nimr, who is still living there placed himself in front of the bulldozers to stop the destruction. To his amazement, he saw that the Israeli in charge had a fatwa from a religious Palestinian Sheik stating that the destruction of the cemetery was not forbidden. Abu Nimr succeeded, however, in stopping the uprooting of the dead and to reverse the fatwa. Around one hundred other Palestinian graveyards were uprooted and turned into parks. This stands in marked contrast to the treatment of Israeli cemeteries. 
According to the Islamic movement in Israel, 1,200 mosques and holy places have been demolished since 1948. When I visited Hittin in February 2004, the Israeli police had once again fenced in the village mosque, the only remaining building in the destroyed village. Local Palestinians had repaired the mosque and were using it for prayer every Friday. Now again it is forbidden to enter the mosque. 
While in South Africa we also met with the Church Land program which is active in the restitution process. In South Africa some churches also participated in the dispossession of the black population. According to Graham, who works for the Church Land program, “church missionary programs and the colonial enterprise went hand in hand.” The fact that churches did not keep records for rural lands, however, makes it difficult now to investigate claims to church properties. Nevertheless, churches should play a key role in the reconciliation process. “Land should not be a financial asset for the priests but a tool for reconciliation with the poor,” said Graham. “We should avoid what we call now cheap reconciliation.” In cases where a white farmer agrees to sell his land to the government, which is then returned to the original owner, there is no process to address historical reconciliation. The process is merely financial. 

Other members of AFRA, like Sihle, restated that restitution is a rights based issue and that the property market should not play the main role in the process. Sihle supported the idea of expropriating the land if the claims are agreed upon. Some farmers are profiting from existing laws which make it possible to rezone their land for tourism, and therefore receive more financial compensation from the government. If you offer a poor man a cheque or a piece of land, he will take the cheque. “We think that financial compensation is not a good option for the people. Returning the land without development is not enough.” 

In the past black farm workers were bound to white farmer according to old feudal relations. Today technology is replacing many farm workers. Mark argued that it is therefore necessary to change the policies of the African National Congress (ANC) from a reconstruction and development program (RDP) to a growth, employment and redistribution (GEAR) strategy. As Mark observed, however, the government prefers stability over radical reform. He also felt that although there is profound disappointment in the post-Apartheid era, although forced take overs of land, like those in Zimbabwe, are not yet likely to occur in South Africa.
Field Visits
We also made several field visits to see the land restitution and land reform process in action. Twista Majolla from Entabeni was awarded title to 156 hectares of land for eight families in 1996. Every family also received a government grant of 15,000 Rand. This was not enough, however, to buy trucks and equipment for the land. 

In Tant town (Greytown) we heard about a situation in 1997 where black farm workers were evicted by force because they participated in what local white farmers called an unlawful strike. The farmer's private police forced the people on trucks and dumped them off along the roadside. 
In Palestine more than 1,000 houses were destroyed in Rafah alone in the year 2004 - not to include the demolishing of seventy houses in the Jerusalem area. The policy of demolishing houses continues on a daily basis. Palestinian families often find it extremely difficult if not impossible to acquire building permits. Other homes are destroyed as punitive and collective punishment. The list of illegal houses waiting to be demolished is in the hundreds, if not thousands. This ironic and cruel situation intensifies when Israeli authorities ask home owners to destroyed their own homes. If the homeowner refuses, they send the bulldozer and later bill the home owner for the destruction. More than a thousand illegal houses in Tel-Aviv have been built by Israeli Jews. Most of these homeowners receive retroactive building permits. 

According to Nazareth mayor Ramiz Jaraysi, speaking in March 2004 at the last conference convened in Nazareth to coordinate policies to protect Palestinian homes in the Negev, the Triangle and the Galilee, ‘None of these houses was demolished according to the law.’ Areas of the Arab villages and towns are extremely limited, due to land confiscation over the past 56 years. Vertical construction is also limited. The only way is to push people out of the land. That was the core of the Land Day in 1976, (which we just commemmorated the 30th anniversary in Palestine as well as in among all Palestinain communities aborad), when Israeli forces killed and injured Palestinian demonstrators in the Galilee who were protesting the confiscation of their lands for new Jewish settlers from the former Soviet Union in Karmiel and other surrounding Israeli settlements. This policy is taking place in Israel and not in the occupied territories. Even holding Israeli citizenship does not protect Palestinians from the discriminatory apartheid laws of Israel.
Back in South Africa, one member from the evicted families named Vousi said that 17 families received eviction orders from the Magistrate’s office. Despite limited resources, the Association for Rural Advancement helped provide an attorney to represent the community. “People have the right, but we haven’t the money,” added Pen from AFRA. The court upheld the eviction and now the famlies are living on temporary alternative municipal land with little infrastructure, not unlike the early refugee camps for Palestinians. The new settlement is 17 km from their original farm.

“We are not allowed to use mud for construction because they said this place is temporary,” said Vousi. Family members are now forced to look for work in nearby towns rather than working on the land. An entire day’s earnings amount to no more than 10 to 25 Rand. “I am born there. Our grandparents graves are there. The farmers used to give us 10 Rand for our work from 6am to 4pm,” said Vousi. “Here people die in greater numbers than before.” When they arrived at the temporary settlement site the families were promised that they would be able to return to the farm in two weeks. Six years have now passed and they are still waiting.  

In Rietvlei, previously known by black South Africans as Mbalani, we visited a community where an English land owner who held title to some 20,000 hectares of land had donated 1,250 hectares to 12 landless families. Looking at the land, however, there is little resemblance between the quality of land donated to the 12 families, which is mostly rocky, and that retained by the larger white land owner. 

Battlefield against the Arabic names of Palestine 
Israel adopted the same policies of changing place names. According to writer and former deputy mayor of Jerusalem Meron Benvenisti, almost 9,000 names were changed from Arabic to Hebrew. “My triumph had been their catastrophe,” he wrote in his book (Sacred Land, the Buried History of the Holy Land Since 1948: p. 3). Benvenisti addes that “the demolition of Arab villages was, of course, a major component of the destruction of the old landscape, but the destruction of Arab agriculture-orchards, citrus and olive trees-had an even more devastating effect…” Mocking the idea of progress which the Zionist movement claimed it brought to Palestine, he asks: “and who is to say that uprooting olive trees to create fields of cattle fodder represents progress.” (Ibid.: p. 7)
“Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab villages. You do not even know the names of these Arab villages, and I do not blame you because geography books no longer exist," said former Israeli Defense Minister Moshe Dayan. “Not only do the books not exist, the Arab villages are not there either. Nahlal arose in the place of Mahlul; Kibbutz Gvat in the place of Jibta; Kibbutz Sarid in the place of Huneifis; and Kefar Yehushu'a in the place of Tal al-Shuman. There is not one single place built in this country that did not have a former Arab population.”

In April 2004 on a visit to Palestine-Israel, I went with a group of Israelis, Palestinians and internationals on a visit to the demolished villages of al-Shajara, Hittin, al-Bussa, including also my own demolished village of Lubya with some Israelis. Gideon Levy, and Israeli journalist whom I was not previously acquainted with also came to report about the trip. Levy later wrote an article about the visit to “the hidden side of the land of Israel”, as he called it, for the Israeli daily Ha’aretz (31 March 2004). It is worth quoting at length his reaction as an Israeli journalist to the tour to the demolished villages and the ignorance that still dominates the Israeli public opinion about the recent past historiography of the land and how it is necessary to educate a public that has been kept ignorant by the dominance of the official Zionist narrative, and the total oblivion to the Palestinian account. Recognition of the Palestinian narrative constitutes one of the main pillars of any approach to a real and just peace between Israelis and Palestinians in any coming genuine peace initiative. 
A holiday excursion to the hidden side of the Land of Israel - the ruins of lost villages in the Galilee - led by a guide from Hurfish.  Look at this prickly pear plant. It's covering a mound of stones. This mound of stones was once a house, or a shed, or a sheep pen, or a school, or a stone fence. Once - until 56 years ago, a generation and a half ago - not that long ago. The cactus separated the houses and one lot from another, a living fence that is now also the only monument to the life that once was here. Take a look at the grove of pines around the prickly pear as well. Beneath it there was once a village. All of its 405 houses were destroyed in one day in 1948 and its 2,350 inhabitants scattered all over. No one ever told us about this. The pines were planted right afterward by the Jewish National Fund, to which we contributed in our childhood, every Friday, in order to cover the ruins, to cover the possibility of return and maybe also a little of the shame and the guilt. 

Then they put up a sign: "South Africa Forest. Parking. In Memory of Hans Riesenfeld, Rhodesia, Zimbabwe." Did the Riesenfelds know? A peculiar coincidence - the South Africa Forest, the Rhodesia parking area atop the ruins of Lubiya, of whose existence not a trace is left, not even a small sign. But here was a village whose sons are now scattered throughout the world and who carry the memories with them. For the information of our hikers and the philanthropists from Zimbabwe.

Deep in the grove, one can find a single wall that survived from the village, as well as a stone archway that covered a cavern used to store crops. The dozens of wells that belonged to the village (Issa says there were more than 400) are surrounded by barbed wire. They are wrecked and full of garbage left behind by hikers in the South Africa Forest who must have thought that the JNF had dug big trash cans in the ground. How were they to know that these were freshwater wells?

…………... Two busloads of people from Nazareth - several dozen Jews and Arabs, and a number of foreign visitors, too - on a holiday outing sponsored by the Emil Toma Center, Va'ad Ha'akurim and the Zochrot Foundation - to the Galilee that is normally hidden from view, on the eve of Passover - the holiday of freedom - and of Land Day”.

The visit on the tour in South Africa was to the renamed town of Masithuthuke, which means, ‘let us develop’. Silvia Nini, a spokeswoman for the community gave us a brief history of the farm. After the previous owner of the land passed away in 1997, the new owner began to harrass the black farm workers so as to evict them from the land. Following interference by AFRA on behalf of the community, the black tenants finally received title to some of the land. Some 335 hectares is now owned by 13 families. The quality of the land, however, is also poor and rocky. 
Both communities greeted us with songs, dance, and hospitality that reminds us of the hospitality of our poor Palestinian people in the camps: I am always impressed that those who have the least are more generous, open and more sacrificing. The Palestinian delegation joined in the folkloric dance with cheer and happiness in a sign of anticipating the day that they too, will repossess their land’s titles and deeds, (sooner or later). 

We were also greeted with a song by the children of the community: “Because you cannot fight with the stick, because of that you killed my father” referring to the white colonizer who used the gun to defeat the indigenous people of South Africa. When they were told about the horrors of the Apache and the F-16s which used 1000 pound bombs to target alleged “terrorists” in a very dense areas in Gaza and West Bank refugee camps, they commented: never during the whole apartheid era, did the whites bomb Soweto or other dense areas.  

Museums: everlasting witness of colonisation and apartheid era
The Cato Manor museum is a concrete example for the dispossessed to rewrite their version of history. Cato Manor is a notorious Durban slum, which has been the scene of many horrible crimes. It will be demolished under slum clearance regulations. Women have played a fundamental role in protesting against the demolishing process. Photos demonstrate the level of atrocities committed by the police forces against unarmed women protesters. A copy of these horrors can be seen daily in today’s Palestine, whether you travel from Rafah to Jenin, or to the Casaba area in Nablus. These horrors can also be witnessed nowadays in Falluja and other Iraqi cities: the same methodology, the same tactics and the same ignorance dominate the old as well as the new colonizers. They learn slowly, however, if they can learn, how massive human resources are being wasted for unattainable goals that oppress the people and steal their dreams of freedom. 

The Apartheid museum, the last stop on our visit to South Africa, vividly illustrated the full panoramic view of the history of the monstrous years (more than four centuries) of humiliation, torture, killings, displacement and dispossession of the people of South Africa. Two hours was very short to listen, read, and see mosaic of Apartheid presented in the museum. 

Although South Africa has achieved a tremendous step forward towards a better future, the human story is still unfolding in all its miserable dimensions…for both South Africans and Palestinians and the millions of marginalized and oppressed people in the modern globalized unjust world. To end up with Nelson Mandela’s words enshrined on the entrance of the apartheid museum is extremely revealing for the sublime spirits and the high moral of the oppressed when they could cast off their chains of slavery and achieve their political freedom:

To be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others. 

The difference is huge between such a sublime spirit and the racist thinking of a modern Israeli Historian, Benny Morris, who spoke openly in an interview with the Israeli daily Haaretz this year… lamenting the mistake by Ben Gurion in not finishing the job he should have done in 1948: to expel the rest of the Palestinians- who survived the horrors and massacres committed by the Jewish military forces. Not only that, but also justifying to use again the same policies against the “backward” Palestinians in case there would be a major war again: Palestinians from Israel and occupied areas should be expelled. Benny Morris endorsed explicitly the ethnic cleansing as American academic Joel Beinin
 wrote  in response to Morris’s interview when the latter said: “a Jewish state would not have come into being without the uprooting of 700.000 Palestinians. Therefore it was necessary to uproot them. There was no choice but to expel the population”.
 
Jabotinski’s articles about the necessity of building an iron wall between them and us, was continued systematically until today with the iron, electronic and cement wall of Sharon, which has been designed by left wing Israeli politicians and shows the continued line of apartheid mentality that dominates until now the main stream thinkers in Israel demonstrating “the politics of denial” as Nur Masalha called it in his recent book, with the same title. Following the last four conferences in Herzliya, one can see obviously how far those elite leaders thought about the demographic danger of the Palestinians inside Israel: a tiger bomb, a fifth column. A demographic danger as Netanyahu openly spoke to the last conference in December 2003. Others even suggest the sterilization of Arab women to keep the balance of demographic power. In the beginning of the fifties, Israeli authorities named a prize for women of the state who would have many children. After two years of investigation, the prize was annulled, because they found that it went to Palestinian and not Jewish women. From these conferences and from the unilateral plans of the prime minister, announced officially in Herzliya conference in December 2003, (and reiterated by Liebermann in his last election campaign) his suggestions to exchange the population of villages as Um el-fahim and other Arab villages, with few of the illegal settlements of the West Bank,  the Israeli government, with the support of American administration are laying the final and open corner stone of the coming apartheid system in Israel. The irony of the situation can be demonstrated easily as Meron Benvinisty wrote in Haartz: all these policies are strengthening the one state two nation solution, the strict opposite of what the Israeli establishment has been working against since the beginning of their discriminatory policies against the indigenous people. 

The struggle of both South Africans,  342 years (1652-1994)  and Palestinians (land dispossession started as early as the 90’s of the 19th century) against dispossession of their land was so deep, not only in history alone, but in their consciousness as well. In 1660, just eight years after the Dutch India Company initiated the colonial invasion of what became the Cape Colony, the following conversation took place between Harry, imprisoned on Robben Island after a 1656 land war and being fetched from the island, with iron bars on his leg, to participate in peace negotiation with Van Riebeeck. Van tried to convince Harry that there is simply insufficient grazing land for both the settler and the Khoi. To this Harry replied: “If the country is too small, who has the greater right, the true owner or the foreigner? Van Riebecks answer reiterates that of the settlers of the West Bank and Gaza and Jerusalem: “We have won this country in a just manner through a defensive war and it’s our intention to keep it.”
 The fate of the late Palestinian leader Yassir Arafat , and even after his consent to establish a sovereign state on 22 per cent of historic Palestine, echoes the situation of Harry and Van Ribeeck; and stands in contrast to the reconciliation that took place between the imprisoned Mandela and former prime minister De Klerk. 

The South African example, at least in its political aspect, and without undermining the land restitution as shown above, remains for me the best solution for burying all the political and ideological philosophies of apartheid thought, and to open the way for a radical solution to all the people of mandate Palestine, and mainly the refugees who are willing to come back to their homeland and practice their natural and legal rights to return. This was the experience we learned two years ago from our visit to Bosnia and Herzegovina where all refugees have their ‘right of return’ to their homes and lands, according to Dayton Agreements, irrespective of their religion or their areas of origin. Less than one million have practised this right with the help of the international institutions as UNHCR, OHR and others.  These organisations are there to implement the resolutions of return, and sometimes by force, in case the occupants refuse to leave volantarily. South Africans, rightfully, are demanding the right of restitution to be implemented. The Palestinian case should not be considered as an exception. They too have equal rights and claims according to all international and refugee laws to redress and compensate the injustices suffered by Palestinian refugees for the past 58 years and still going on until today.  
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