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the efforts of the Zajel staff up till now, we wish them continued success 
in all of their future endeavours.

Ala’ Abu Dohair
Coordinator of Zajel Youth Exchange Program 

Reflections on Zajel 
Since its establishment in 2001, the Zajel Youth Exchange Program has 
striven to further cross-cultural understanding between young people 
representing a diverse range of cultures through the various activities 
that Zajel staff organizes. Zajel’s mission transcends the local and the 
temporary and aspires to create lasting relationships among youth groups 
around the world. Zajel works to build bridges between cultures by 
arranging visits of volunteers to Palestine and summer camps that are 
attended by young men and women who believe in the value of human 
understanding, tolerance, peace and democracy and who pledge to fight 
prejudice, stereotypes and injustice wherever they exist. These young 
people also share cultural, political, educational and economic outlooks 
that are founded on the mutual respect of each others’ cultures, beliefs and 
ethnicity.

All who have attended activities organized by Zajel are impressed by the 
opportunities offered to participants to form friendships and participate in 
lectures, visits, tours and debates that aim to introduce the participants to 
the unique Palestinian culture. International participants find that many 
of the prevailing stereotypes about Palestinians are unfounded after they 
have been given the chance to experience the realities of Palestinian life 
and hospitality. Zajel, therefore, 
plays an important role in 
disseminating the message that 
Palestinians are peace-loving 
people who have dreams and 
wishes and who long to be 
active contributors to world 
culture and civilization.

Everyone who becomes 
involved in Zajel believes in the 
power of personal experiences 
to form the foundations of 
universal understanding. In 
their mission they are aided by a 
network of friends and associates 
spread across the globe, who 
are willing to overcome many 
obstacles in order to come to 
Nablus. Indeed, the number of 
visits and associated activities 
this year has been astounding 
and the positive impact of 
those activities has been very 
impressive.

While admiring and appreciating 
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cultures as well as a major force in working towards world 
peace. He added that An-Najah National University has a 
long history of exchange projects with foreign universities 
and has built strong links with many universities in 
Europe and Arab countries. President Hamdallah called 
on international universities to have more exchanges 
and cooperation with An-Najah, and welcomed more 
international students to study at An-Najah. 

The Director of the Public Relations Department, Dr. 
Nabil Alawi, reinforced the importance of the internationals 
as ambassadors of the country after having experienced 
living alongside the Palestinians under occupation. He also 
valued the attendance of the internationals as a symbol of 
their solidarity with the Palestinian people.

Mr Ala' Abu Daher, Coordinator of An-Najah's 
Zajel Youth Exchange Program, said that An-Najah will 
continue to expand communication and cooperation 
with international universities and promote mutual 
understanding and friendship between young people in 
Palestine and other countries.

Mr Amjad Refai`, Director of the Askar Development 
Centre said that the international volunteers learnt a lot from 
their work in New Askar Refugee Camp. He commented 
that the arrival of the Zajel volunteers every year is an 
event eagerly awaited by the children of the camp.

Cultural activities and 
evening entertainment
The busy program of cultural activities enabled 
the internationals to learn about the unique 
culture of Palestine. A series of lectures and 

talks by academics and other prominent figures 
was arranged to give the internationals a better 
understanding of the historical context to the 
conflict as well as up-to-date information about 
the situation in Palestine today. Mr Sae’d 
Abu Hijleh gave a concise presentation on 
the history of Palestine, using maps and other 
images. Nameer Al-Khayat from the Chamber 
of Commerce talked about economics in 
Palestine, unemployment, poverty and trade. The 
international volunteers also heard from Prof 
Curtis Doebler, An American lawyer teaching 
in the Faculty of Law at the University, who 
spoke about the Palestinian Question in relation 
to United Nations resolutions. Meanwhile, Ala 
Badarneh, a Palestinian journalist, spoke about 
the experiences of local journalists who cover 
the news in Palestine and the dangers that they 
constantly face. Lucy Royal, Coordinator of the 
Right to Education Campaign at the University, 
gave an informative talk about the importance 
of education in Palestine. Ala’ Abu Daher, who 
has published a book of witnesses’ accounts of 
the Nakba, spoke about some of the refugees’ 
terrible experiences and the broader significance 
of the Nakba sixty years on.

One of the highlights of the Workcamp was the 
visit to the Samaritans, where Priest Husni Al-
Samri spoke about the history of the community 
in Nablus. The volunteers learnt about how the 

Hope for Tomorrow 
– The 7th Annual 
International Voluntary 
Workcamp

Volunteers from around the world came to Nablus in 
Palestine to participate in the 7th Annual International 
Voluntary Workcamp “Hope for Tomorrow”, organised 
as part of An-Najah National University’s Zajel Youth 
Exchange Program. Zajel, carrier pigeon in Arabic, resents 
both communication and peace, symbolizing the objectives 
of the program. The 60th Anniversary of the ‘Nakba’, or the 
Catastrophe of 1948 which saw the devastation of the land, 
culture, and people of Palestine, added significance to this 
year’s Workcamp. The sixteen-day summer program was 
attended by volunteers representing over fourteen different 
nationalities, including young people from Canada, Spain, 
Britain, Norway, America, Germany, Ireland, Portugal, 
Italy, Poland, Czech Republic, Netherlands, Estonia, and 
South Africa. These individuals came together with local 
Palestinians in order to gain a better understanding and 
firsthand experience of life under occupation, as well 
as to contribute to the livelihoods of the children living 
in the New Askar Refugee Camp located in the city of 
Nablus. They stayed in a remodelled palace called Qaser 
al-Qasem belonging to the University, located near the new 
campus of An-Najah National University in the village of 
Beit Wazan. The palace was built in 1820 by Sheikh Qasim 
Al-Ahmad in a traditional Palestinian style.

The Workcamp provided an opportunity for 
internationals to hear about the difficulties faced by the 
locals, whose narratives are rarely heard in Western media, 
while simultaneously learning firsthand about the beauty 
of the culture, language and people of Palestine. Zajel also 
offered the local volunteers an opportunity to exchange 
fascinating stories with other young people from very 
different backgrounds. Each day the volunteers provided 
educational and recreational services such as counselling, 
sports, art and drama activities for the children of the New 
Askar Refugee Camp, including some disabled children. 
During the evenings, many activities and events were 
organized for the volunteers. These included trips to a 
Turkish bathhouse and the homes of local families, as well 
as an ‘international night’ which offered the international 
volunteers the opportunity to describe the history, culture, 
and traditions of their own countries.

The volunteers were divided into groups based on their 
personal experiences and interests to work at the Social 
Development Centre at Askar Refugee Camp near Nablus. 
The Centre was established in 2000 in cooperation with 
multiple Palestinian youth groups that provide services 
to the local refugee communities. The counselling team 
focused on promoting self-confidence and releasing tension 
that has built up in the children from living in stressful 
conditions through both group and individual sessions. 
Those working on art projects provided a number of 
workshops encouraging the children to express themselves 
by creating art out of common items such as bottles, 
plastic, plants, and rocks. The sports team supervised and 
participated in athletic activities with the children. Drama 
and play productions provided yet another means of self 
expression that also strengthened the children’s social 
skills. A mural committee encouraged teamwork between 
the volunteers and children while creating a long-lasting 
end product that brightens the city.

The Zajel Summer Youth Workcamp “Hope for 
Tomorrow” offered a memorable experience for the 34 
internationals who took part in the program, which ran 
from 14th to 30th June 2008. In addition to their valuable 
work at Askar camp, the group of international students and 
professionals had the opportunity to meet and discuss the 
Middle East conflict, share ideas, enhance their practical 
skills, foster relationships, give assistance to members 
of the Palestinian community and benefit from attending 
lectures and cultural events hosted by leading academics.

Prof Rami Hamdallah, The University President, 
met with the international students and said that student 
exchange programs are an important bridge for enhancing 
mutual understanding and friendship between peoples and 
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Samaritans have dealt with the occupation and 
that they enjoy good relations with the other 
sects in the Nablus area. During a visit to Balata 
refugee camp, Fayez Arafat from the Jaffa 
Culture Centre spoke about the establishment 
of the camp and an interview took place with an 
eyewitness of the Nakba. This was an incredibly 
moving experience for everyone who attended as 
they were left in tears after listening to an elderly 
refugee recount his dreams of one day being able 
to return to his home. The cultural program also 
included visits to local NGOs, historical sites, 
the Old City and an industrial area, as well as 
trips to Bethlehem, Hebron and Ramallah. Thus, 
even though the program is based in Nablus, it is 
designed to give international participants a wider 
insight into the current situation throughout the 
West Bank.

In addition to the cultural events, regular visits 
to local coffee shops, and fun trips to places like 
Al-Badan springs near Nablus, the participants 
attended a traditional Palestinian Dabka show, 
and visited the Turkish baths in our Old City. 
During the Workcamp there was even a hip-
hop party, a performance by a French band, 
and a football match held in the stadium of the 
University between the local and international 
volunteers. 

Reflections of the 
International Volunteers
Anna, Portugal
Since the first day, when all the unfamiliar faces 
started getting connected with names, up to 
the last day, when saying goodbye to all of the 
volunteers was like saying goodbye to the close 
family members back home, I definitely learnt 
and shared a lot with everyone.

The activities with the children, the laughter we 
shared and all the handshakes we got and gave, 
were definitely the best moments I had during 
the work camp. I gained a lot from the children 
and they made me feel so welcome and good 
about what I was doing that I even forgot I was a 
volunteer and just felt more like one of them.

Overall, I think it was an amazing experience, 
which I recommend to everyone. And the only 
thing that made me sad was to have to say 
goodbye to everyone after the wonderful time 
we had together.

Claire Waterhouse, South Africa
To be honest, absolutely nothing written in the 
info paper or from previous volunteers could have 
fully prepared me for the amazing time I have had 
with the Hope for Tomorrow Workcamp. Each 
and every moment, ranging from the amazing to 
the frustrating to the ridiculous, has taught me 
so much and has made this trip a life changing 
experience. The children at Askar amazed me with 
their cheerful smiles and unfailing generosity. 
The Askar volunteers taught me so much with 
their tenderness and compassion towards the 
children. 

The local volunteers from An-Najah showed us 
what it was to be gracious and welcoming hosts 
at all times. The Nablusi locals welcomed us 
with open arms and never-ending smiles that 

made each and every one of us feel special. And 
last but not least, the organizers did their very 
best (no matter how difficult it was) to teach us, 
entertain us and keep us (a pretty rowdy bunch) 
busy: no easy feat by any means! Thank you!
 
For future volunteers, all you need to enjoy this 
camp is an open mind and a willingness to work 
hard. If you can do these things, you will have 
the most amazing, life-changing experience of 
your life.

Evie, Norway 
 I only have good things to say about it all. 
The intention was to come here to see how the 
occupation affects people, and contribute with 
our presence in Askar. The program has been 
great, focused on learning and seeing as much as 
possible in a short time. 

Reflections of the Local 
Volunteers
Ameer
I will never forget that I participated at the Zajel 
“Hope for Tomorrow” Workcamp. I will never 
forget that I found another meaning for some 
things that I used to believe I already knew all 
about – things like the voluntary work, where 
now I know what are the right kinds of things 
to do with kids, how to work under pressure and 
believe in others’ ability.

Two weeks of sharing everything makes me 
feel that I have friends, family and people who 
care about me and I care about them. Everything 
comes to an end but memories live forever, and I 
have a lot to remember!

Islam
The idea of the voluntary work is to let the 
internationals interact with Palestinian children 
and to let them see how difficult their lives are. 
For the children, the internationals are angels – 
the children want to shake hands with all of them, 
they dance and sing and always smile when they 
are around, but the most exciting thing is that 
they speak a different language. 
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We try so hard to help the internationals have a 
connection with the children, and in fact I found 
that our job wasn’t to create the connection but 
rather to facilitate it, because it’s already there 
from the beginning. The connection starts with 
exchanging names and then signals flow between 
the child and the volunteer – the children become 
the teachers, teaching the internationals how to 
speak their own language. They become the 
guides who want to show the internationals their 
lives, their friends, and their games; everything 
that is theirs. At the same time they want to hear 
the internationals’ stories. 

I’m so thankful to all the volunteers who did their 
best to make this a wonderful two weeks, but my 
special thanks are for the great children that we 
had at the centre.

Maisa 
The “Hope for Tomorrow” 2008 Workcamp 
was really a life changing experience for me 
even though it was my second camp with Zajel. 
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It opened my eyes to many new things, allowed me to discover a new 
side of me. It also introduced me to many different cultures, languages, 
religions, and gave me the chance to meet new people and make lifelong 
friendships.

I wanted the camp to last at least for one more week, because it ended at 
the time that we were really getting to know each other. I will definitely
participate in the camp again, because each time it will bring something 
new and different to my life.

Reflections of the children of New Askar
refugee camp
Abdul Kareem Al Ka’be, 10 years old
I loved this camp very much and I liked the activities because they made 
me smile from the heart and I could do all my hobbies there. I learnt many 
things there, like music, Dabka dancing and painting. After meeting some 
of the disabled children, I really hope that they will recover soon.

Abdullah Al Ashkar, 8 years old
Before this camp I had bad ideas about the foreigners, but after meeting 
them I liked them very much. The most special thing about them is that 
they kept smiling all the time. I felt sad when I had to go home because I 
hate staying at home where there is nothing to do. I hope to participate in 
the next summer camp.

Almasa Abu Zaid, 10 years old
I liked the camp and I liked the way the local and international volunteers 
treated us. I learnt how to love the others. This is the second time I have 
participated in the camp and I hope to participate in future camps. The 
camp showed me that the internationals want peace and they just want to 
make us smile, and I discovered that they are very kind people.
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