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			Digital tunnels in Gaza

			Palestinian and Israeli dissent on the Web

			BY MONTSERRAT ARBÓS

			“I’m writing to you late due to limited access to the Internet. My house was exposed to many shrapnel of Israeli rockets. I will not be able to update you hourly through the Internet. Thus, for media reports and breaking news you could reach me on my mobile...” On the 28th of December of last year, the second day of Operation Cast Lead against the Gaza Strip, Sameh Habeeb began a detailed daily war diary on his blog entitled From Gaza: Suffering Like Gazans, which he would keep up until the end of the offensive. “300 dead while up to 1,000 wounded, around 80 air raids, 2 mosques bombed in Khan Yonis City, 24 homemade light rockets fired from Gaza hit Asklon and Ashdod leaving a few wounded...(...) In addition, Gazans are still out of gas, power and bread!”

			That same night in Jaffa, an ancient Palestinian city that is now annexed to Tel Aviv, Yudit Ilany posted a comment on Occupied about a shower of stones that someone had thrown at the bus she was riding on. “Unpleasant, sure, but also understandable. So much anger, fear and frustration have cropped up over the last few days. [...] Some of the people in the bus started shouting at the driver to quickly drive off. ‘They might lynch us.’ I have no doubt the women really felt scared although there was no danger at any moment. From their conversations afterwards I realized their perceived feeling of being in danger and the resulting fear led to extremist views, or perhaps the extremist views were there before and the stone only strengthened something they already felt, based on ingrained misconceptions. [...] Israeli society is sick and militarised.”

			Israel’s latest offensive in Gaza has left the same rubble and the same deaths in its wake as always. Operation Cast Lead was supposed to be like countless other campaigns in the past, in which soldiers did their duty discreetly, far from the prying eyes of the media (foreign journalists were forbidden access to the Gaza Strip; Israeli journalists had already been banned for months). And so things would have unfolded had it not been for one little detail: Internet. Over the 23 days of bombardments, the web became one vast press agency and it amplified the resonance of the voices speaking up in the dialogue on both sides of the Green Line which refused to be dampened by the stubborn reality of violence and indifference. Israeli and Palestinian blogs constructed digital tunnels to disclose alternative information.

			“People were dying and foreigners were not getting into Gaza. So it was a must to establish this blog to send the word out”

			Sameh Habeeb, a 23 years old graduate in English Literature, started his blog in March 2008. The situation was very hard,” he reported. “People started to die and foreign staff were not getting into the Gaza Strip. So it was a must for me to establish this blog to send the word out.” From its first entry, entitled Hope under the Ashes, until the outbreak of the latest Israeli offensive, he has recounted how the occupation has affected everyday life. “I want to make this blog for the untold stories, I was digging out for the truth” about life in Gaza. Yudit Ilany, a photographer, had been working with the same instinct for three years. “I think that in many ways Jaffa is a microcosm of what goes on in the area. I guess I started this blog out of a feeling of frustration that no one was paying attention to what was happening” there.

			During the military operation, visits to their blogs soared, drawing the attention of the conventional media. Due to the news blackout imposed by Israel, Sameh found himself acting as a journalist. “I was getting many calls, and I’ve been interviewed by CNN, NBC, CBS, BBC and many others. We hold frequent talks with Israeli journalists, where we can exchange information. In the first two days of the war, Haaretz [the favourite newspaper of the Hebrew intelligentsia, but with a small readership] called me, and they got some news out of me about what was happening.”

			Occupied, in turn, listed when and where the anti-war demonstrations called in Tel Aviv were going to be held, as well as the names of the organisers who had been arrested by the police. The press also contacted Yudit to check the news and ask for photographs. “As the official media were not carrying any dissenting news, the blogosphere became important to send out the message that not all of us agree with the war,” she stresses. And she also remarks, for example, that the newspaper Yediot Ahronot, which has the largest circulation in Israel, “stated only 300 people participated in the Baka el-Gharbiye [a town halfway between Tel Aviv and Haifa, lying right on the armistice line] demonstration, while we were tens of thousands. As a result, Jewish people on the Left started following the news on the Internet and watching Al-Jazeera in English.” On the blog that bears her name, Lisa Goldman also covered the protest held on the 3rd of January in Tel Aviv. “There were in fact more anti-war demonstrators in Tel Aviv than there were in Cairo. So without blogs, no-one outside of Israel would have known about the demonstration.” Not just blogs but also forums and social networks like Facebook played a key role in calling this protest, which mobilised around 15,000 people, a huge turnout compared to the 3,000 who took to the streets to protest the war in Lebanon in 2006.

			This self-censure was so obvious that the NGO Physicians for Human Rights-Israel published the blog Human rights in Gaza & Israel during the hostilities on its website, which states that “the blog’s aim is to provide information that is not otherwise available to the general public through the media.” This claim defies logic bearing in mind that on a virtually daily basis anyone could download images and videos of the offensive from Palestinian bloggers like Sameh or Fida Qishta on Picasaweb and Flickr or from professional forums like the one for photojournalists called Frames of Reality, sponsored by the Peres Peace Center. In contrast, back in 2002 no one knew what had happened in the West Bank cities besieged by Operation Defensive Shield until everything was over.

			The Web became one vast press agency and it amplified the voices speaking up in the dialogue

			What was this information flow good for? What bridges between Israelis and Palestinians did the chronicles that came from Gaza with a great deal of effort and even more desperation help to build? “Through forums and blogs,” Yudit explains, “people such as myself and others got into contact with Palestinians in Gaza and also wrote privately to find out what was going on, or at least to get a more personal perspective. I think it was interesting how Physicians for Human Rights and [the famous journalist for Haaretz newspaper] Amira Hass used the web and e-mail to start a campaign to get medical help to a family where many people were wounded and some died.”

			Every now and then, in the midst of dozens of comments from around the world, you could find messages in some of the other more widely read Palestinian blogs from Israeli Jewish citizens who took the leap to getting their news from the web. On Fida Qishta’s blog, Sunshine, on the 8th of January – 13 days after the start of the offensive – shortly before 10 pm you could read: “We are Israelis living three hours north of you by car, on the border with Lebanon – a world away. We have tried to stop this madness but in Israel today we are a minority no-one wants to hear. Johnnie.” In Raising Yousouf and Noor: Diary of a Palestinian Mother, Laila el-Haddad, a journalist from Gaza who emigrated to the United States a few years ago, shared with readers the fears of her parents, who live in the Gaza Strip, during the long hours of bombardments (“’They are bombing just down our street. I have to go now… I just wanted to tell you that... but I have to go...’ he stammers. And the line goes dead.”) She would speak with them on Skype. On the 31st of December, Gila wrote: “I am an Israeli (a very ashamed one). I have never suffered anything near what the Palestinian people are suffering. But my eyes are wide open. I search for my information. I do not blindly and passively take in what the media and rulers feed me.”

			However, the most surprising experience, and the one that drew the most attention abroad, was surely the blog Life must go on in Gaza and Sderot, a joint project now over a year old by Eric Yellin (Peace Man), an Israeli businessman living in Sderot, the city that has been the worst hit by the abuses of Hamas, and a young Palestinian (Hope Man) from Shejaiya, in the northern part of the Gaza Strip, an economics students who is now a teacher. Sameh Habeeb engaged in a similar experience with Julia Chaitin, a professor of Psychology at Sapir College, also from Sderot. “Sameh and I met on a website for peace and then on Facebook,” tells Julia. “We began writing but very quickly phoning one another.” Shortly before the onslaught of Operation Cast Lead, they wrote an open joint letter called Waiting to drink a coffee together in Sderot or in Gaza and posted it on Internet. “We posted the open letter because we both believe that a non-violent solution needs to be found to this conflict and because we are both for human and civil rights for all peoples in Israel and Palestine,” she stresses. “We are in frequent communication and contact,” says Sameh. They have not met personally because Israelis are banned by law from entering Gaza, and the citizens of the Gaza Strip rarely secure a permit to enter Israel.

			However, despite all the efforts, journalist Lisa Goldman, who studied the contacts between bloggers from Israel and Lebanon during the 2006 war, is sceptical not only about the contagion effect of these friendships but also of the blogs’ influence on Israeli public opinion. “In general, the Israeli blogosphere tends to be a bit of an echo chamber – that is, bloggers are mostly talking amongst themselves,” she opines. “Blogging was not a hot story during the Gaza military incursion. First, there are very few bloggers writing in English from Gaza… Second, Israeli and Gazan Palestinian bloggers did not have an existing relationship before the war – whereas Israeli and Lebanese bloggers had already formed a community before the July 2006 war. Life must go on in Gaza and Sderot is the only exception.”

			“There is interaction, but it is not very frequent and it is still light,” says Sameh. “But it is certainly better than nothing,” Julia believes. What is true is that in all the cases mentioned, the bloggers who build bridges on the web do so from the same ideological stance: Eric Yellin and Julia Chaitin are members of the organisation Kol Acher (The Other Voice), a civilian organisation in Sderot and neighbouring towns that has been working for one year to forge ties of peaceful coexistence with the citizens of Gaza.

			Regardless, what has taken place on the web has earned enough attention from the Israeli government for it to decide to act. “The blogosphere and new media are another war zone. We have to be relevant there,” declared an official spokesman. So, right in the midst of the Gaza offensive, the army created its own channel on YouTube: Idfnadesk carries videos of the start of the bombardments, which have had more than 700,000 visits in two months. And the government embarked on a campaign to recruit an army of polyglot bloggers to expand the number of comments toeing the official line on what they view as the problematic blogs, talkbacks, social networks and online surveys. Occupied was one of the first ones to be affected. On the Sunday that Yudit posted the note on the stoning, an anonymous blogger wrote: “Of course there was a danger of being lynched [...]. Well those Palies are a dangerous bunch. It is sad that innocent people have to die but that is the nature of war. And they did bring it upon themselves.” Yudit responds, “To be entirely honest, those comments also caused me to write more and more often. To elaborate more.”
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