
The Wall, 10 years on: The great Israeli
project

By Haggai Matar | April 9, 2012

It might be the biggest, most expensive and most influential
construction project in Israel’s history. To mark the
10th anniversary of its inception, I will be publishing in coming
days a series of stories about the separation wall and its history,
arguments in favor and against its construction, its effects and side
effects and an analysis of its possible implications on regional
politics in years to come. Chapter one – the Israeli story of the
wall.

Project photography: Oren Ziv / Activestills

Looking at it from here, for just one minute, the whole project of the wall
appears to be nothing more than an absurdity. Iʼm standing at the furthest,
deepest part of this massive barrier, in the settlement of Ariel. Located
about 20 kilometers east of the green line, less than thirty to the Jordan
River, it is the very heart of the West Bank. In front of me I see some olive
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groves, behind them – the “separation fence” with its electric detection,
cameras and barbed wire, and on the other side is the Palestinian village of
Marda, the residents of which own these trees. So far, itʼs nothing I havenʼt
seen before.

However, a short walk to either direction leads to an abrupt end to the
fence. In one direction it reaches a nearby road, and simply doesnʼt
continue on the other side, as it does elsewhere. Instead, there is a small
area near the road with turned earth, suggesting that construction was
planned here but was stopped. Oren, the photographer, tells me he was at
a demonstration here against the planned route of the fence five years ago,
and that nothing has changed on the terrain since. He takes some
pictures, and I think of several other places along the route where the
fence or wall simply comes to an end, enabling dozens, hundreds or
thousands of Palestinians to cross it on a daily basis. Some are caught by
patrols. Others arenʼt. Looking at it from here, for just one minute, the
whole project of the wall appears to be nothing more than an absurdity.

Twice the length of the green line, more than a fifth not yet built

On April 14, 2002 then Prime Minister Ariel Sharon announced that a
separation fence would be built in the West Bank (a matter of terminology:
The barrier is part fence, part wall. I will be using the two terms
interchangeably). It was the height of the second intifada, which started
with mass demonstrations that were murderously repressed by the IDF,
and continued with a series of deadly suicide attacks against citizens
inside Israel. After the 2002 attack on a Passover dinner in a
Netanya hotel, Israel launched operation Defensive Shield, during which
some 500 Palestinians were killed, and mass destruction caused to
houses and infrastructure across the West Bank. At that point, no planned
route or budget existed for Sharonʼs fence, announced during the
operation. But the project, which was to become probably the largest in
Israeli history, was born.

Ten years have passed, and much has changed. The route of the wall was
drawn, altered and changed time and time again by both the government
and the Supreme Court. Construction went ahead, come to a halt, was
restarted and frozen once more – due to political debates on its route,
international pressure regarding the annexation of Palestinian lands and
lack of funds. Here are a few figures to help get an idea what this project is
all about:
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The fence in the Tul Karm area (Oren Ziv / Activestills)

The entire route of the wall – between 680-709 kilometers (the first is a
Ministry of Defense figure, the second BʼTselemʼs). This is more than
twice the length of the Green Line, Israelʼs recognized border with
the West Bank  (320 kms).

Portions already built- 525 kms

Portions inside Palestinian territory – 85
percent

Palestinian lands currently on the Israeli
side of the wall – 8.5 percent

Palestinian lands in on the Israeli side
in earlier plans – 17 percent

8-meter-high concrete wall comprises
10 percent of the barrier

2-meter-high electronic fence – 90
percent

Total cost so far – over NIS 10 billion ($2.6 billion)

Cost of maintenance per year – NIS 1 billion ($260 million)

Scheduled end of construction – unknown. Most construction has been
stopped.

Between security and annexation

The idea to build a separation fence or wall in the West Bank was raised
several times in the past, but it was not before Sharonʼs green light that the
concept took shape. “Ehud Barak and others talked about a fence that
would serve as a border, and would thus require some kind of a withdrawal
and dismantlement of settlements, but this was clearly not an option at a
time when suicide bombers were exploding in buses on a regular basis,”
says Ilan Tsiʼon. In 2001 Tsiʼon co- founded “A Fence for Life,” a movement
that demanded that the government set up a fence as quickly as possible,
one which would not serve as a political border but rather as a security
measure. “The point was for construction to start immediately, wherever
the government chose, as long as it was between the mass concentrations
of Palestinian and Israeli populations. In April 2002, they finally listened.”

The beginning of construction also brought forth the beginning of the
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Shaul Arieli touring the wall (Photo: courtesy of Shaul
Arieli)

struggle against the route of the wall. While Palestinian and international
demands that the fence be built on the Green Line will be discussed in
subsequent chapters, the main divisions in Israeli society were
surrounding just how much West Bank land the route should grab.
Settlers were split between those who opposed the fence altogether,
fearing that all parts left outside of it would ultimately be handed over to
Palestinians, and those who supported a fence deep inside Palestinian
land, increasing chances of annexation, and guaranteeing challenges to
the peace process. “Of course the fence would also have political
implications”, says Tsiʼon. “If it was built unilaterally on the Green Line, we
would never be offered peace by the Palestinians, who would have felt
they had already won. The more land you keep between the fence and the
Green Line – the more you can negotiate later.”

The current official route is more or
less the one authorized by the Ehud
Olmert government in April 2006,
and it corresponds almost exactly
with Olmertʼs own expectations of a
future border as presented in
negotiations with the Palestinian
Authority. “The Israeli government

knowingly chose to plan the route in such a way that was in contrast to
security needs,” accuses Colonel (res.) Shaul Arieli, a member of the
Council for Peace and Security. “It chose to risk the lives of civilians
and soldiers alike, aspiring to reach other goals, mainly those of the
settlements, and this is something mostly unknown to the public
even though it is a harsh truth already recognized by the High Court.
It was right-wing political pressure, among others by then Minister of
Finance Benjamin Netanyahu, which left openings in the fence, which
allowed for suicide attackers and illegal workers to pass through to this
day.”

According to Arieli, who is the co-author of the most important book
published about the wall in Israel (“Khoma UʼMekhdal” – “The Wall of
Folly”), tensions between rightist annexation plans on one hand, and
limitations imposed by the Americans and the High Court on the other, are
the reason for the failure to complete construction. Both the Bush and the
Obama administrations were strongly opposed to the route of the wall
around the Ariel, Qedumim and Mishor Adomim “fingers” (deep
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The Ariel and Qeddumin “fingers” streching east (Map:
BʼTselem)

extensions into Palestinian territory), while settlers resist what they
consider an insufficient route in Gush Etzion (a whole map of the route can
be found here – PDF).

Recently, the state promised the High Court, in response to Palestinian
petitions, that construction in all of these areas will be stopped until further
notice. This is why the fence I saw in Ariel leads nowhere. Arieli: “The
heads of the settlement movement realized that the High Court wonʼt
approve an annexing fence in these areas, so they and the government
decided to neglect the safety of Israeli citizens, leaving several opening in
the fence, and all for political reasons.”

Despite of repeated requests from
+972, the Ministry of Defense
refused to allow an interview on the
wall with any official, and chose to
ignore most questions sent to it by
e-mail.

The transparent wall

Back to Ariel: on that day of touring the wall, one in several that will be
described further in this series, I crossed the barrier several times in
different locations, sometimes not even noticing I had done so. While most
Israelis think the wall has been completed, and that Israelis cannot cross it,
Israel keeps maintaining control on both sides of the wall, and
citizens can go through it freely, and so can all Jews, as potential
citizens. To us – it is transparent. For Palestinians – a disaster. This is a
crucial difference, a fact of the unique regime in the West Bank, the details
of which shall be presented in chapters to come.

—-

Next chapter: Wall and Peace

Analysis | separation wall | fence | Apartheid Wall | Wall project | separation fence | The Wall

Haggai Matar is an award-winning Israeli journalist and political activist, in addition

to serving as the executive director of “972 – Advancement of Citizen Journalism,”

the nonprofit that publishes +972 Magazine.
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Before you go…

A lot of work goes into creating articles like the one you just read. +972 Magazine
is nonprofit journalism, owned by many of our writers, editors, and journalists. In
order to safeguard that independent voice, we are proud to count you, our readers,
as our most important supporters. With your support, we can keep +972 Magazine
a strong, independent, and sustainable force helping push the global discourse on
Israel/Palestine.
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shooting of Arab MK, report finds

Human rights group demands Israel Police reopen

its case into the 2017 shooting of Joint List
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New bill would let the Knesset crush the
Court

By Dahlia Scheindlin | April 8, 2012

Haaretz reports that a new bill for a Basic Law currently being debated
would allow the Knesset to override Supreme Court rulings that a law is
unconstitutional, by a 65-member Knesset vote, neatly killing off one of
the last traces of checks and balances in Israel. It is particularly disturbing
that Reuven Rivlin, Speaker of the Knesset, supports the bill, which as a
Basic Law would have constitution-like status. Rivlin up until now has been
one of a small group of Likud parliamentarians who could actually be
counted on to preserve at least the structures of democracy, and has
repeatedly fought tooth and nail against some of the most vicious anti-
democratic legislation. Now he is quoted in Haaretz saying:

“The Knesset and the Supreme Court have been on a chronic

collision course for 20 years, when the Knesset spilled into the

judicial system in response to judicial activism…We must agree

today, twenty years too late, on wording that will clearly define

the boundaries of each entity. It is a mutual interest,” said Rivlin.
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Even if his logic is legitimate, Rivlinʼs conclusion is terribly dangerous and
reveals that he ultimately views judicial activism as the true culprit. The
debate over the bill will also be a test for the new Chief Justice Asher
Grunis, who is considered a conservative opposed to judicial activism, but
has also voted against some right-wing initiatives.

Merav Michaeli provides an excellent voice of reason (she always does),
citing all the right facts to help de-fang the twisted image of a Supreme
Court bogeyman that is being constantly cultivated in Israel. I highly
recommend reading the entire piece.

An unconstitutional law is a law that violates the constitution.

Israel does not yet have an actual constitution. It has Basic Laws

– two of which protect the partial civil rights of its citizens – and

a Supreme Court that regards the protection of civil rights as

important. The court has struck down 10 laws as

unconstitutional – not hundreds, as enemies of the court would

like us to believe – and nine of them had to do with the basic

rights of Israel’s predominantly Jewish citizens. Most of the

decisions were made to protect citizens from the tyranny of the

government.

That’s democracy – protecting citizens from the government,

and protecting the minority from the majority. No majority –

even one of 120 MKs – can make a ruling democratic if it is

undemocratic. An undemocratic ruling is a ruling that

unnecessarily violates human rights, whether of a minority

group or of an individual. It is not for naught that Supreme

Court President Asher Grunis, despite his reputation as a

conservative right-winger, supported the abrogation of five out

of the six laws discussed by benches on which he sat.

 

Whether or not this latest insult to democracy gains traction, it sends a
frightening message on various levels, and should scare every single
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citizen.
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Dahlia Scheindlin is a leading international public opinion analyst and strategic

consultant specializing in progressive causes, political and social campaigns in over

a dozen countries, including new/transitional democracies and peace/conflict

research in Israel, with expertise in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. She works for a

wide range of local and international organizations dealing with Israeli-Palestinian

conflict issues, human rights, peacemaking, democracy, religious identity, and

internal social issues. Dahlia holds a PhD in political science from TAU, and she is

the co-host of The Tel Aviv Review podcast.
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‘Want to know what I’m accused of?

Hiba al-Labadi has been on hunger strike for 35

days after being imprisoned by Israel since August

without trial. Now Palestinian and Israeli activist…

October 27, 2019

‘White nationalism is killing us’: Jews
protest Trump, Fox ahead of
Pittsburgh anniversary

In the week leading up to the first anniversary of

the white nationalist terror attack that killed

11 worshipers in a Pittsburgh synagogue,…

By Natasha Roth-Rowland | October 25, 2019

Police botched investigation into
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Human rights group demands Israel Police reopen

its case into the 2017 shooting of Joint List
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