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Bethlehem – Ma`an - On the 28th of January 2004, the Israeli occupation forces arrested human rights and peace activist, Hussam Shaheen, in Ramallah, in the occupied Palestinian West Bank. Shaheen is currently pending trial and the Israeli military prosecutor demands a maximum of 24 years imprisonment. The following is taken from a statement of Shaheen`s family.

Hussam is a young Palestinian political activist from Jerusalem and secretary of international relations at the Fatah Youth Organization (FYO) and the chief of FYO in Jerusalem. 

Under his leadership are thousands of young Palestinian men and women between the ages of 16 and 35 who are struggling for human rights, freedom, and a just peace for Israel and Palestine.

Working with young people

Hussam has been a lifelong peace activist and supporter of the peace process. In 1992, Hussam joined the Palestinian Centre for the Study of Non-violence and was assigned director of the youth programme. 

Hussam has been actively involved in organizing conflict resolution and non-violence workshops for Palestinian youth. 

In 1996, Hussam was recognized for his dedication to human rights and freedom and was nominated for the Reebok Human Rights award. 

Hussam is also the international representative of the Fatah Youth Organization and has worked with youth groups and young political activists in Israel, Norway, Sweden, Germany, and France. Hussam strongly believes that working with the youth is the only hope for a better future.

Land annexation

In Al Khadr village, Bethlehem, land is being confiscated for the expansion of the illegal Israeli settlement of Efrat. Hussam and 120 other protestors set up tents preventing Israeli military jeeps and other armoured vehicles from reaching the location. Soldiers declared the area a closed military zone. Hussam sang, “Shalom Kein, Efrat low”, Hebrew for “Peace yes, Efrat no”, he was arrested. 

He was only detained for five days and continued his demonstration immediately after his release, preventing the continued annexation of Palestinian land.

Imprisonment and torture

On 28th January 2004 the Israeli occupation forces arrested Hussam in Ramallah. Since his arrest, he has faced psychological and physical torture and has been in isolation for nearly two years. The prisoners are subjected to the most appalling conditions including isolation, abuse, poor nutrition and lack of ventilation, especially in the cells. 

Prisoners have been stripped of all possessions except for a flimsy mattress that is only 4cm thick. Since being arrested, Hussam has lost 13kg. 

1000`s of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails

Hussam’s case is only one story of thousands in Palestine. Since the beginning of the second Intifada, the Israeli army has used brutal measures of repression including mass and arbitrary arrest, collective punishment, and restrictions on freedom of movement. 

Since Israel launched `Operation Defensive Shield` in March 2002 and `Operation Determined Path` in June 2002, thousands of Palestinian civilians have been arrested, detained and imprisoned. Many of those arrested have been denied their legal rights: the right to a fair trial, the right to be officially informed of a reason for their arrest and the denial of food, water, and medical attention. In addition, there have been many stories and documented cases of torture and abuse at the hands of the Israeli military and police.

Innocent detainees

In addition to the above list of human rights violations, the majority of those arrested are innocent civilians who have never committed any type of offence. On the contrary, they are political and peace activists working for social justice and human rights in their communities. 

It is not just the prisoners who are suffering; the families of the men and women arrested suffer a great deal too. They are rarely notified of why their loved ones have been arrested, nor are they informed of where they are being detained. Lawyers are hardly ever allowed to visit the prisoners and thus cannot offer effective legal representation or provide information to the families.

Hussam`s trial

On the 1st March a trial was held in Ofer military court for Hussam, attending his trial were his lawyer and a delegation from the Norwegian Labour Party headed by Eva Hansen, MP of the Norwegian parliament. 

Through this trial, a member of the Norwegian delegation representing the peace forum of the Oslo Labour Party testified about Hussam’s work with their party since 1996, for peace in the region. 

During the session, Hussam testified in the court to defend himself, the following is an extract from his testimony: 

“If my voice calls highly for peace, my voice has always been and will remain rising high for peace. But due to the prosecution’s duty, he can’t talk in a high voice about the damages caused by the Israeli occupation. The obstacle toward peace is the occupation and not me. I believe the only solution is peace between the two sides. 

`The conflict did not start during my life or that of anyone here, but this reflects the future of the two sides, each side has its responsibility towards peace. I believe in a political solution and that the future must be shaped in the present in order to have a future, I know that my case will not be the beginning of a political solution, my case is just a case according the court, but for me, this is my life. Therefore, the judges do not live and feel with our situation in the prison, because the life in the prison is terrible and we suffer all forms of ill-treatment.

`For three years I have been in prison, not one of the Israelis spoke with me about any subject related to peace. I hope that the judges feel with what we feel in the cells, just 30 minutes before we enter the courtroom. In that cell, one can feel the inhuman conditions and persecution there.

`I hope too, that we and the Israelis enjoy a safe future of a real peace, such a peace could be achieved by establishment of an independent Palestinian state alongside the state of Israel. This is the solution in which I believe.` 
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