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Project Background
This summer, I spent three months in the West Bank city of Nablus working
with an organization called The Palestinian House of Friendship (PHF). This project
was a part of a Peace Fellowship with The Advocacy Project (AP), a Washington-D.C.
based nonprofit that seeks to help marginalized populations worldwide claim their
rights and speak up about injustices. PHF’s mission is to empower Palestinian youth
through civic education to become innovative and active members of the local and
global community. In my three months, I worked on institutional development and
sustainability, helping to develop key strategic plans for the future. I also
participated in some of PHF’s ongoing projects and been working on an advocacy
quilt, a project that AP has completed with many other partner organizations. In this
report you will find final updates and thoughts on the major projects on which I
worked and a personal reflection about what I have learned about Palestinian civil
society. This summer was truly a transformative experience. I want to thank the JJCF
once again for helping me make this opportunity into a reality and supporting
similar work of young people who want to make a difference worldwide.

Project 1 – Website Design
I arrived in Nablus at the beginning of Ramadan, the fasting month in the
Muslim calendar. During Ramadan, many Muslims practice fasting during daylight
hours, and work schedules drastically change. Programs also tend to stop running
during this month. Because of this adapted schedule, I first set out to build PHF a
new website. The website can be found at www.palestinianhouseoffriendship.org.
The website design took a backseat to many other projects this summer, and
I still hope it will be fully updated in the near future. However, it was an important
tool for me to learn about PHF’s projects when I first arrived, and it jumpstarted
important conversations with PHF Director Mohammed Sawalha about how to
present PHF to the general public. We updated the mission and vision of the
organization to reflect some of PHF’s changing priorities and the changing nature of
Palestinian civil society.

Project 2 – Strategic Long-Term Plan
PHF is an incredibly small organization, run almost entirely by Mohammed.
He is the founder and director, as well as the coordinator for many of the
organizations programs. But PHF’s programs are expanding, and I came to the
organization at a critical point of transition. Mohammed is starting to hire more staff
and the office moved to a larger, more central location. Amidst all of these changes,
it became apartment that a plan for the future development and sustainability of the
organization was a top priority.
I am so delighted to be able to say that the report has been finished and will
be used as a guiding tool for the organization over the next three years. What is
especially important for the future sustainability of PHF, is the plan to restructure
the organization to involve more people in its daily operations and better execute

their variety of programs. Writing this report was also incredibly valuable
experience for me as someone who wants to go into the non-profit sector. I know
have work experience in assessing the current state of an organization, discussing
concrete steps to better plan for the future, and translating those plans into a
comprehensive report.

Project 3 – Proposal Writing: Open Gate Studio and
Asira al-Shamaliya Park
The other most valuable nonprofit management experience I gained this
summer was proposal writing for grants and partners. There are two primary
proposals we worked on: one for a project called Open Gate Studio and another for a
park project in a nearby village, Asira al-Shamaliya.
Open Gate Studio is a project that PHF has been working towards for the
past three years. The objective of Open Gate Studio is to provide the venue, the
equipment, the training and the opportunity for Palestinian youth to express
themselves.The collected work will create an archive of the Palestinian experience
that will be available for researchers and the general public. Our proposal was
successful in securing a partnership with an organization called In Place of War,
based at the University of Manchester.
The Asira al-Shamaliya Park Project has also been a priority for PHF for
the past few years. PHF has installed a playground and skatepark on a site near a
high school in the nearby village of Asira to provide children and youth with a
recreational and cultural space. Proposals to build these structures were accepted
by Playgrounds for Palestine and SkatePal.

Here PHF Director Mohammed Sawalha stands with members of the board of the
municipality of Asira al-Shamaliya at the park site.

Project 4 – The Advocacy Quilt
PHF has also worked with local women to support Palestinian culture and
showcase their handicraft projects. Embroidery is incredibly important to
Palestinian women; it provides sources of income for some and a connection to their
cultural heritage. AP has completed projects called advocacy quilts with partners
worldwide, but has never made one in Palestine. This summer, I worked with 21
local women: 1 in Nablus, 10 in Asira, and 10 in a village called Beit Foreek, to create
a quilt. The women chose the olive tree as their central symbol and inspiration. The
quilt is dedicated in honor of all Palestinian women who have been prisoners or
martyrs in the resistance against Israeli occupation. I brought the squares back to
the U.S. with me, and they will be quilted together to create one object that will be
showcased at fundraisers and art galleries.
This project in particular meant a lot to me this summer. I am passionate
about working with women, and I believe that economic empowerment for women
is one of the most pressing concerns in the developing world. The women I worked
with use their embroidery as a means of economic support, as well as a communal
activity. I am working on a thesis that examines the experience of women
imprisoned in Palestine and Northern Ireland in the 1960s-1990s. I am also
involved with various groups on my campus that use traditionally feminine forms of
art as a means of activism.
This project has been the most powerful form of storytelling for me to
discuss my experiences this summer and the daily reality for Palestinians living in
the West Bank. Since I have been back, there have been times when it was difficult to
translate those experiences into words, and being able to show this artwork and let
it speak for me has helped me think about my experience in an entirely new way.

These four young women are all holding the squares they contributed to the quilt
project. Even though they are only teenagers, they are keenly aware of the reality
of life under occupation, and these squares reflect that.

This is one of the quilt squares before it was embroidered. The image shows a
Palestinian flag made up of the shape of Palestine (on the far right) and bricks
and barbed wire. The key is a symbol of the Palestinian right to return, and the
Arabic reads “we will return,” a phrase meant to express the desire of
Palestinians for self-determination in their homeland,

Project 5 – Smiling Faces Summer Camp
Smiling Faces Summer Camp has been a PHF priority since 2004. It provides
recreational, cultural, and health programs for more than 400 at-risk children in the
communities around Nablus. These children have families with unemployed
parents, separated parents, or fathers who are political prisoners. The camps also
offer adapted activities for children with disabilities and psychological support for
these children, who live in an incredibly difficult environment. PHF works to teach
these children about Palestinian culture through music, artwork, and traditional
dance. The camps also involve exposing the children to experts in sociology and
psychology who can help the children with their scholastic work or educate them on
issues facing their generation. Finally, these camps gives children a taste of
childhood summer pleasures to counteract the war-like environment in which they
live. Smiling Faces is staffed by youth volunteers as well as by professional camp
counselors and social workers.

In my last two weeks in Nablus, PHF had its final camp of the summer. I was
able to visit with the children throughout their camp and see their final performance
where they showcased the art they had made and dances they had learned. Like the
quilt project, I appreciated experiencing the camp because it showed the vibrant
culture of Palestine. It also helped me understand how life can go on normally under
the harsh circumstances of military occupation. Despite the difficulties, programs
like this teach children to thrive and invest in their creative capacities.

Here I am with Mohammed and some of the campers in Asira. It was such a joy to
visit with these children and see them express themselves through music, dance,
and art!

Can't you almost hear the laughter? These two had lots of fun playing around at
the closing ceremony of PHF's most recent Smiling Faces Summer Camp in Asira

This is some of the artwork on display at the closing ceremony for the Smiling
Faces Summer Camp.

Personal Reflection
Reflecting on my time in Palestine as one singular experience in nearly
impossible. Every day I learned something new about the circumstances that
citizens of Palestine face and how they cope with those circumstances. I saw what
good an organization like PHF can do for the country’s youth, and how important
creative expression is to childhood development.
I think I learned the most about Palestine when I had time to travel. In three
months I visited cities all over the West Bank. I lit a candle in the Church of the
Nativity in Bethlehem. I walked through checkpoints and settlements in Hebron. I
met with activists in Ramallah. It was not only in my visits to these places that I
learned how dynamic the experience of Palestinians is, but also in my travels to and
from these cities. I traveled “like a local” in shared taxis and crossed through
military checkpoints. I sat in a van for hours one day on the way to Hebron because
the only road connecting the northern West Bank to the southern was closed. In
those travels I spoke with many people and I heard many stories of both tragedy
and triumph. Some of these stories are universal human experiences and others are
direct products of the occupation.
I held back tears when a young women sitting next to me on the way from
Nablus to Ramallah asked if her child could rest his legs on my lap while he slept.
She was traveling to Ramallah to access medical care for him. He was suffering from
cancer, and she was taking him to the best hospital she could find. I met with a
family in Hebron who live in the only unoccupied home in the Old City. The father
told me how his five year old daughter was asleep one night when settlers threw a
bottle at her window and glass cut her face and hands. I also talked with activists at
Adameer, a group advocating for rights for political prisoners. They spoke of the
difficulty of their work, but also the unmatched joy of families reunited with
imprisoned family members. A friend drove me to Jerusalem and explained how she
was able to use the diplomatic checkpoint because of her ID. For her this action was
an action of resistance in a system that attempted to deny her any personal agency.
My blog reflects some of these experiences and others in greater detail
(www.advocacynet.org/author/kconlon/ ). I wanted to provide a mix of stories that
address serious issues facing Palestinians and show that life in Palestine is still
thriving. Most importantly, I wanted to be able to tell these stories to counter the
dominant media narratives about Palestinians that fuel misconceptions and
stereotypes. While I can never truly understand the reality of life under occupation,
I hope that I can be a small part of changing the narrative on Palestine by sharing my
experience with people in the United States and leaving behind tools for PHF to
continue to develop and work with the community in meaningful ways.
I would be remiss if I did not thank all of the people who helped make this
experience possible. Without the support of JJCF, I could not have made this trip
happen. The continual support of the AP team was vital while I was in the field. I
want to thank them for their Peace Fellowship that provides these opportunities.
Finally, I want to thank my family, friends, and mentors that helped me make the
decision to take advantage of this opportunity, supported me while I was abroad,
and are helping me make the transition to life back in the United States.

The separation wall between Bethlehem and Jerusalem contains some of the
most famous artwork and graffiti. The wall is nearly 25 feet tall, with heavily
fortified watchtowers along it. The towers are designed so that it is impossible to
tell whether or not someone is inside from the ground, giving the impression that
you are always being watched.

This picture was taken from the roof of the only unoccupied home in the Old City
of Hebron, in the southern West Bank. It shows an Israeli settlement, protected
heavily by soldiers. In the other homes, Palestinians are forbidden from living in
the upper floors, and settlers literally live above them.

This picture was taken on my last night in
Nablus. I am wearing a shawl that
Mohammed and his family gave to me. The
shawl was handmade in Nablus and reflects
some of the traditional Palestinian
embroidery that I came to love through my
work on the advocacy quilt.

I also had the chance to travel within the
state of Israel at the end of my time abroad
this summer. Here I am in front of the Dome
of the Rock, which is inside an area in the
Old City of Jerusalem known as The Temple
Mount/ Haram al-Sharif. It is the most
beautiful building I have ever seen, and I feel
so fortunate to have had the opportunity to
work in a part of the world with such rich
history.

