
Palestinians cope with trauma
after Jenin raid
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Palestinian woman confronts damage from Israeli troops.   File photo.

Ramallah, July 12 (RHC)-- Every morning, Fatima Salahat, a mother of four, would wake up at 7 a.m., get
out of bed and tiptoe into the kitchen of her home in the Jenin refugee camp in the occupied West Bank.
 With her husband, Zeid, still lost in slumber, she would start her day with the music of Lebanese icon
Fairuz – often the same song, on repeat.

“The Way of Our Love, that was her favourite,” said Zeid, a 56-year-old paramedic. “But now I can’t feel
anything for that song.  We’ve lost those happy moments.”  Now, Fatima lies in a hospital bed.  She can
barely talk or walk after suffering a panic attack doctors said was linked to the stress caused by Israel’s
most devastating military offensive on the camp in about 20 years.

More than 1,000 Israeli soldiers stormed the overcrowded camp last week as rockets and drone missiles
struck private homes and public infrastructure.  Nobody could guess where the next barrage would come
from.



On the second day of the attack, Fatima, 54, began showing symptoms.  She was quick to anger, nervous
and in a constant state of hyperalert tension until she reached a breaking point and was brought to Jenin’s
public hospital.

Her condition is far from isolated.  In the aftermath of the offensive, in which Israeli forces killed 12
Palestinians, residents found themselves not only sifting through the wreckage of their destroyed homes
but also grappling with the heavy emotional toll inflicted by each Israeli attack.

“In the West, they call it post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.  I question the application of the term
here because in Palestine we have never been in the ‘post’,” said Samah Jabr, the head of the mental
health unit for the Palestinian Authority.

The latest raid, experts said, added another layer to the collective trauma experienced by Palestinians
living under occupation, exacerbating wounds that have not had a chance to heal over generations.  Israel
claimed the raid was to “clean up” a “haven for terrorists”, but UN experts said the assault constituted
collective punishment of Palestinians and may amount to a war crime.

Adult residents of the camp told Al Jazeera of being haunted by the same nightmares that followed Israeli
military offensives of decades past.  Teenagers, who have just been through the most aggressive attack
of their young lives, now ask to be escorted to the bathroom and refuse to sleep alone.

“The trauma is enduring, it’s chronic, it’s historical and it’s intergenerational,” Jabr said.  She noted that
the fierce assault also affected the psyche of Palestinians beyond Jenin because images showing
thousands of people evacuating the camp in the middle of the night with just the clothes on their backs
are reminding many of the Nakba.

The Nakba, which in Arabic means the “catastrophe”, refers to when 750,000 Palestinians were ethnically
cleansed from their towns and villages to make way for the establishment of Israel in 1948.  The camp in
Jenin was established in 1953 for refugees from more than 50 villages and cities in the northern parts of
Palestine, mainly Haifa and Nazareth.  Since then, it has been the target of continuous Israeli military
raids.

During the 2002 Intifada, Israeli forces wiped out entire sections of the camp and killed 52 Palestinians
over 10 days of fighting, which also killed 23 Israeli soldiers.  More than a quarter of the camp’s
population was forced to flee what had become a battlefield, or “Jeningrad,” as the late Palestinian leader
Yasser Arafat described it in reference to the Nazi siege of the Russian city Stalingrad during World War
II.   “This was my third Nakba,” camp resident Afaf Bitawi said of last week’s Israeli offensive.
 
Although not yet born, the 66-year-old experienced the events of 1948 through the painful stories
recounted by her parents. She has also witnessed firsthand the enduring impact of the occupation,
remembering every detail of the 2002 attack, which left her house in ruins.

“The exact same question – should I leave the house and risk being shot by a sniper, or should I leave my
home and fear that a bulldozer will demolish my house?” Bitawi said, describing how she felt during the
recent raid. “That same fear, that same question, and trauma returned in a second.”

Experts said this ongoing cycle of trauma becomes further entrenched with each subsequent military
operation. And while today there might be more awareness and willingness to access mental health
support, the needs are enormous.

More than half the people in the occupied West Bank over 18 suffer from depression, according to data
from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics. In the besieged Gaza Strip, the figure is 70 percent.



The living conditions in the Jenin camp do not help. More than 11,200 people live crammed in an area
smaller than half a square kilometre (0.2sq miles) without a single green space and one of the highest
unemployment rates of all the refugee camps in the occupied West Bank.

A few NGOs provide some relief by offering psychological support to families or by organising recreational
activities, especially for children. The first mental health and wellbeing startup, Hakini, was even launched
last year.

But, too often, a friend or a relative is killed – or armoured vehicles and armed men roam the streets of
the camp – making any sustained stress relief unattainable and causing new trauma.

Manassa Yacoub, 13, has barely eaten since the death of her friend Sedil Naghniyeh. The 15-year-old
was shot during an Israeli raid in late June.  “Since then, she never sleeps alone.  She is always silent.
 She is even afraid of using the swing in our back yard . She only looks at it from far away,” said her
father, Sami Yacoub, 43, a mobile shop owner.

Living under a decades-old occupation has created added pressure for Palestinians to become involved
in the resistance struggle – a reality, Palestinians said, that was forced upon them by Israel.  “The Israelis
make sure that each generation has its own direct trauma – it’s a manufactured trauma,” said Nasser
Mattat, a psychologist with the UN agency for Palestinian refugees who led the mental health response
for children in 2002.

Many of the fighters in the Jenin camp today are the same children who were traumatised two decades
ago, he said.   “The trauma faced today is going to lead to further violence because it will not be
addressed,” Mattat said.
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