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Special needs of children and young adults/giving voice to young people

| have just last night returned from a two weelsst\ib the Gaza Strip, which |
have visited around seven times in the last twosydauring Operation Protective
Edge, | spent nine days in Gaza City. | want ta$oihe time | have to speak today on
the topic of children and young people in the Gaizg — which make around 60
percent of the total population of more than 1, ilidh. During operation protective
edge — according to UN figures - 495 children welled, many more wounded. There
is not a single child in the Gaza Strip whose diii@ not — in one way or another —
change because of the last war. Trauma, PTSD asedeaggression, fears and all other
symptoms come along naturally with war. An eighdryeld Gazan child withessed
three wars within the last years. | think literadyery child or young adult or adult |
interviewed said the last war was the worst — duistlength and the absence of any
red lines, meaning everything and everyone wasgetta- also children.

| want to stress in this panel that there is nst fachnical needs of
reconstruction, like houses, schools, electrigitster supply lines and so on. Certainly
they are basic and of outmost urgency, but we shiood forget that there are also the
many destroyed minds and traumas the war creapattiedly in children and young
adults. The war never ended, the trauma in GazanBnuous since 1948, people say.
Who physically survived the last war, now strugghéth severe trauma or depression, a
mental war: Literally every person in the Gazafssiin need of a therapy, yet there is
so little opportunity to get treatment. The reaseay: Social stigma, lack of money,
lack of information, lack of service, lack of acsés general — and often simply lack of
time. People are busy to survive on a daily baskesd with various factors of
oppression and poverty, absence of electricitywar@mployment; they do not permit
themselves the time to seek treatment for theimtas. According to psychologists |
talked to in Gaza domestic violence is on the rarse again after the war — often
following a chain of command from husband to wifel avife to children in order to
feel power over others. Children are increasinglyp@ssed showing extreme aggressive
behaviour towards other children — often a reaabiowhat they witness at home and
during the war. By reproducing aggression theytiflewith the aggressor — whether
the father or a war plane and thus feel a littfersa&hen there is also the so often
neglected issue of cultural, artistic, politicatlanvil rights — which are heavily
oppressed in the Gaza Strip due to those in paw@aiza. They contribute to trauma,
fear and powerlessness that the Israeli Blockadenam produced. The last Palestinian
elections took place almost ten years ago and daasevere change of life in the Gaza
Strip. People feel disempowered and humiliatedhénabsence of any renewed voting
right.

The median age in Gaza is 18, compared with a vastdlage of 28. In most
European countries it's about 40, and it is 30s/@atsrael. Only in a dozen African
countries is the median age lower, reaching 15garda for example: Giving the
amount of young people in the Gazan populatios more than important to understand
their narratives in order to empower them and er&#tre scenarios for their
generation.
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| want to share with yotour different stories from the Gaza Strip which |
collected from young people — as we know childned young adults often speak
frankly, they are not yet afraid of the systempoliticians, of political correctness. So
it is their voices that we should focus on too tale them serious in any discourse on
reconstruction in post-war Gaza:

First Story

The first one from Gaza City is the story of Rd,3 years old girl — she told
me her story during the war last August: Gaza Gityhe 29th of July shortly before
midnight: All of a sudden everything turns blackut this time not because of an
electricity shortage. A bomb hit the neighbour'sibe, obviously cutting through the
power grid too, two windows in Rulas house breadr btother Hani starts crying — he
had returned to wetting his pants during the warbehaviour common in many
children in Gaza after being exposed to extremeded pressure. ‘There is no safe
place for us civilians, Rula tells me. The bombr’tkill us only during the day time,
but also when | dream or draw. Basically | am dyafighe time. Three days after the
bomb hit the neighbour’s house, Rula had changethke colour to yellow. Another
symptom frequent after shock trauma. War with iteks and sounds — particularly the
constant sound of F16 warplanes - changes evegytNiothing stays as it was. | feel
there is no one who can protect us, if the UN capnatect us, who can? Rula asks. My
friend’s school had been transformed to a militaage, another school turned into
blood. How shall I go back to school and relaxmails again? | need my daily routine
back, | want safety!

So of course there are many more things that Rudh ktried to reproduce a
short passage. Then again, Rula is still ableitdttlearly and articulate herself, many
children simply cannot do that anymore because dey or are heavily traumatized.
Even their right to tell their own story has beemiegd.

Second Story

The second story talks about the city of destrajredms: Samer, a young film
maker, tells me: We are young, we want to go canetfun, do things like people in
any other country do too. When | told Samer | waisg to speak at this conference in
Vienna — he asked me why he could not be therandospeak directly for himself
without representatives. He then said: It is im@airto understand that the situation
before the war both economically and politicallyswextremely bad. But after the war,
it is zero, there seems to be no hope left. | paiple in the world to know that the
Israeli war, the occupation, the siege are nobtiig pattern of repression and violence
we face on a daily base. Since the Hamas takeoymwer in 2007, life completely
changed in Gaza from within. Starting with the gme scene of pulling the bodies of
dead Fatah fighters through the streets of Gamgpprassive political system took over
which aims to transform the Gazan society as a@hbis not important how long
Hamas will stay in power now, Samer says, the grakk with the damage in the
minds of young people they have already createdreltvas a deep change towards
religious conservativism in the last years in camkion with a complete denial of
freedom of speech and other political rights like tight to demonstrate against those
holding on to power. When in 2011 a group of pedyldt an anti-Hamas protest tent in
a square in Gaza City, the police brutally burrtetbwn and killed nine people. We



4

want the world to know this too. We live in a bigson because of the Israeli siege, but
the prison guards from within kill us every day.

‘Our cinemas have been burned by Hamas relatedmidts; there is not a
single cinema left. Artistic activities are sevgrehallenged and restricted by Hamas
rigid interpretation of religious laws. And this @aza — where one of the first cinemas
of the Middle East stood and which port used tooeixgtrawberries, flowers and olive
oil to the rest of the world! This place was callalestine. Now, if my younter sister
for example puts on make-up to school or reje@scttimpulsory prayers — she gets told
off from her teacher. This is a not a place whéri&lcen and young adults can develop
creative or critical minds or deal with any waringas. People are afraid to talk, to
criticise Hamas — and then there is this otherifegu criticise Hamas, you are seen as
not being patriotic for Palestine as if you donipport the Palestinians people plight for
freedom of occupation, the situation is quite saspirenic for us, and not many people
talk about it. The ones who have not lost theirdrbecause of war, loose it because if
the rulers within the Gaza Strip.

Third Story

The third story is about Basma from Jabalia refuzgaap. | met her last week at
the camps youth center during her weekly poetrgsclBasma is 12 years old; poetry is
her hobby and dream for the future. When | entdreccenter she was performing in
front of other children. This is the story she vehto share with me: ‘So many schools
have been destroyed during the war, and after Hrd started to be sad more often than
before the war. | am sad also because our coutrgtias developed as for example
South Korea, where everything is modern and hasghest technology. When | am
grown up | will study and live in England not iretbaza Strip. | think it is enough that
I live here now. Do you have wars in Austria tosi?e asks me. | said we had the last
one like more than sixty years ago. Basma contiriMés Palestinians have seen many
wars; maybe we are the most people in the world sévowar. When | write a poem |
write about the war a lot, it gives me ideas forpogms. Still | prefer there were no
wars at all, even though war is good for poetry stmes. War does not make a
difference between children and flowers, betweerepland men, between people and
houses. It destroys all of us. In my last poemdteviabout cars on the street that
reminds me of the war rockets, of stars that sesyef lives that end. Stars could be an
explosion, how do we know? When | grow up | willd@oet and live in England, | do
not want to live in Gaza anymore.

The youth center of Jabalia — one of four in th@MtGaza Strip - is one of the
very view places where boys and girls can meettb@gelearn traditional Palestinian
Dubke dance, poetry, drama and singing amongst @y things without strict
gender separation. The Jabalia youth center, Wadta very hope giving safe place
where children can breath and be relieved for sboues from all kinds of fears and
pressures. The center promotes art as a comprgbhasicept that helps to achieve
social justice in order to promote a progressivaalgatic society empowering the
voice of children and young adults.

Fourth Story

Journalist Tamer tells me the following: ‘ In Gaza have an enemy from
within and without, an enemy from inside and owdsithere is so much fear around that
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at some point you stop do be afraid at all. You fle’t care. During the war | was
sitting on the roof of my house, taking photosnéw at any time a bomb could destroy
the house, kill me and the family. | did not fekhad, | just stopped to care. At times it
does not seem to make a difference whether yoal@eor not. At other times, when
my mood lightens, | love life and | am craving @vk the rights that other people enjoy
around the world, but that we Palestinians fromaGaz denied. The occupation is
horrible, yet not the only oppressor around. Maege in Gaza are desperately
waiting for a change of government in the GazgpSAind if we think of children? We
should remember that children and young adults kaitaral rights too— they have the
right to play in safety, to have access to art@uitural activities, to education free from
religious dogma and suppression and of courseytthpssocial counselling when
needed. Gaza City, with a population of around @0, is undoubtedly a densely
populated urban area, it was easy for Israel tdkihdreds of civilians, but people here
ask also why they do not get any support by thereghment. The leaders had
disappeared during the war, being safely in theinels under the city of Gaza where
no bombs could reach them, and the Internatiomaheonity, the UN Security Council
had failed miserably on the Palestinians. Palesisndo not only suffer the Israeli
occupation, but their own government or governmenisthat of course most people
are afraid to say.

An art project | would like to do is to build a cetary on which instead of white
gravestones, small olive trees grow, and in eashttunk the name of the dead person
will be engraved. Every time | try to translate fegrs and anger into art — | realize
there is a problem — either the tools | need caantdr Gaza because of the siege, or the
art | want to do is considered not suitable for ldarar the conservative majority of our
society. After the war, me like many of my colleaginave given up hope on Gaza and
dream to immigrate to a more relaxed life in fremdoom all sorts of oppression. There
Is this narrative, this poetry of destruction teatrounds us, but we are limited here, the
narrow spaces we create for our freedoms are inatedgioccupied again. | do honestly
not see a future for me in the Gaza Strip undectieent political and economic
situation. | definitely do not want my childrengoow up here. | want to live my life,
leave traces when | die, but Gaza is not the gladalfil this dream.’

So, these were some of the many thoughtful thiragaér told me, a journalist |
have known for many years by now. He like many lwehich might have good jobs
and reasonable amounts of money suffer that thstaohdisempowerment and
marginalisation have left few opportunities for eegsion of identity, individualism or
artistic desires.

| hope | was able to communicate some of the vdroes within the Gaza Strip
and | am happy to answer any sort of question. Klyan.
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