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Editorial

Since its establishment in 2001, the Zajel Youth Exchange Program has succeeded in bridging cross cultural 
communications and establishing mutual understanding among youth participants representing their cultures in 
numerous activities that the Zajel staff diligently organizes. The mission that Zajel espouses transcends the local 
and the temporary as it aims to create lasting relations among youth groups in various international locations. 
Through the industrious efforts of staff members, Zajel works to build bridges between cultures through organized 
visits of volunteers. Also, a summer camps 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 remains one of the core achievements. These young individuals share cultural, 
political, educational and economic experiences that reinforce mutual respect of beliefs and the mosaic of ethnic 
backgrounds and multiculturalism. 

I have attended activities organized by Zajel and I was pleasantly surprised by the opportunities offered to 
participants to: create friendships, participate in lectures, visits, tours and debates that aim at introducing the 
unique Palestinian cultural experience to participants from different countries. International participants unlearn 
different stereotypes about Palestinians before they commit their memories to the realities of Palestinian life that 
they come to know. 

Zajel, therefore, has a message that it aspires to extend among people of different cultures: Palestinian people 
are peace-loving people who have dreams and wishes and who long to be participants and active contributors to 
world culture and civilization. 

In its mission, Zajel succeeds to recapitulate on 
the personal experience so that it is promoted to 
the universal level. Zajel staff, participants and 
volunteers are able to look into Palestinian 
life and see the positive, the promising 
and the humane. In their mission, they 
are aided by a network of friends and 
associates in several locations who 
are willing to shoulder all burdens 
and make all possible attempts to 
come to Nablus despite the siege that 
has been imposed on the City by the 
Israeli Army for the last seven years. 
The volume of visits and accompanying 
activities this year was outstanding and 
the impact that the activities were able to 
create was astounding.

As I admire and appreciate the efforts of the 
Zajel staff, I wish them success in all their 
endeavors.

Nabil Alawi, Ph.D
Director,
Public Relations Department
An-Najah National University
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Zajel Concludes its International 
Summer Camp, Step in the Right 
Direction, 2007 

Over 20 international volunteers participated 
in this year’s international summer work camp 
representing a diverse group of countries 
from Europe, North America, and Asia. 
The international, as well as twenty local, 
volunteers were able to come together and 
help bridge the cultural gap between them. 
Volunteers were able to discuss a wide array 
of issues, such as the ongoing conflicts in the
Middle East and learn first hand the realities
of living in Nablus city. 

The main duty of both the international and 
local volunteers was to help at the Social 
Development Center at Askar Refugee Camp 
near Nablus city. Participants were given the 
opportunity to help the local children. They 
accomplished this goal through a series of 
cultural and entertainment activities such 
as mural painting, dance, and sports. Such 
activities are desperately needed for the 
children who suffer under the Israeli occupation. Repeated Israeli 
incursions into the camp cause a severe amount of psychological 
damage to the youth. Volunteers were able to counter this by allowing 
the children time to relax and put smiles on their faces. 

Besides their heroic work with the children of Askar Refugee camp, 
the volunteers were also given the opportunity to gain a deeper 
understanding about the cultural, social and political aspects of 
Palestinian life. This was accomplished by continuous study visits 
and cultural activities. Volunteers got to meet with various NGO’s, 
medical organizations, and local businessmen to learn about the 
effects of the occupation. This was accompanied by cultural activities 
that allowed both the international and local volunteers to learn about 
each other’s home countries. 

Zajel Youth Exchange Program of the Public Relations Department 
at An-Najah National University strongly believes that cultural 
exchange is the first step for change. This gives the international
volunteers the tools they need to go back to their home countries 
and spread the truth about Palestine. For years, some governments, 
with the help of some media, have destroyed the image of Palestinian 
youth and culture. It is important for the international community to 
understand the rich history and culture that is Palestine. We pray 
that the international volunteers will do their best in spreading this 
message. 

The opening speech of the camp was given by Dr. Nabil Alawi, 
Director of the Public Relations Department of An-Najah National 
University, who thanked the international volunteers for showing their 
solidarity and support, especially in these times of great instability in 
the region.

Voluntary Work

There were different forms of work that 
volunteers participated in which were based 
at the Social Development Centre in Askar 
Refugee Camp. The work program had 
been designed to best suit the needs of the 
children in the Askar Refugee Camp, as well 
as to effectively utilise the anticipated talents 
volunteers brought from abroad. The main 
activities of the summer camp consisted of 
workshops related to folklore, arts and crafts, 
reading, sporting, entertainment, as well as 
workshops on children’s issues. 

The Counselling and Psychological Support 
Program organized sessions for both 
groups and individuals to provide support 
and counselling for the refugee community. 
Providing assistance in counseling and 
psychological support was one of the most 
important aspects of the work camp and a 
great deal of attention had been put into this 
area. 
International volunteers worked with children 
playing simple instruments, singing songs 
and listening to music. In addition to musical 
activities, a number of workshops were organized to allow children to develop their creative talents through art. The arts program involved 
teaching kids how to make art objects out of common items like bottles, rocks and plastic glasses. Other activities organized by volunteers 
included drawing, painting, hand prints and lots more. 
The drama workshop had been shown to be an effective tool for encouraging self-expression and psychological release in which the 
supervisors helped the children explore their creativity and interests. Working with disabled kids was one of the most vital programmes 
for children who were in need of special consideration and treatment. International volunteers participated in painting, dancing, playing 
instruments and encouraging kids to smile. 
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Entertainment

Participants were also able to enjoy a wide array of 
entertainment activities that allowed them to see the positive 
side of Palestinian life. These included a wonderful visit to the 
Turkish Baths where the volunteers got to enjoy a relaxing 
evening eating traditional sweets while enjoying a soothing 
massage. Regular trips to coffee shops and parks created 
a great atmosphere for both the international as well as 
local volunteers. Participants also enjoyed visiting traditional 
Palestinians markets.

Easily the most enjoyable activities were the picnics. 
Participants were able to enjoy a relaxing day surrounded 
by beautiful streams and waterfalls. Volunteers were able 
to eat, dance Dabka, and converse in a more soothing 
environment. 

Before the camp came to its completion, the children of Askar 
Refugee Camp invited the volunteers to a festival. The children 
wanted to demonstrate their appreciation for the volunteers 
by giving a dance performance. This was a very emotional 
and much needed thanks to the volunteers who dedicated so 
much of their time to make the camp happen.

Cultural Activities

Creating cultural understandings between the 
international and local volunteers was a major 
goal for the camp. Volunteers participated 
in many activities that helped bridge the 
cultural gap between them. Volunteers got 
to spend time visiting traditional Palestinian 
homes and learn more about Palestinian 
heritage. The international volunteers were 
given the amazing opportunity to learn about 
Palestinian life by spending the night with a 
local host family. 

No cultural exchange program can be 
completed without international nights. This 
was a chance for the international volunteers 
to demonstrate the culture and history of 
their homelands. It was an evening of singing 
and chatting. It was a great chance for the 
local volunteers to get an insight into other 
cultures. And taste delicious food.

Study Visits

A major part of the summer camp was dedicated to giving the 
volunteers an insight into the religious, political, economic, and 
cultural landscape in Palestine. Participants met Basam Al-Shaka`, 
the former Mayor of Nablus. Through the mayor, they learned about 
Palestinian and Arab politics in the sixties, seventies and eighties 
and also his personal struggle. He ended the discussion with his 
own predictions about the future of Palestine.

For the past sixty years, the Palestinian Refugee issue has been 
a topic of discussion. Volunteers got to see the other side of the 
refugee issue by visiting the refugee camps themselves and seeing 
the harsh conditions which Palestinians face. Volunteers visited 
the Yaffa Cultural Center where they were given a presentation 
by Tayseer Nasralah, Head of the Center, about the 1948 war. An 
eyewitness of the war gave his testimony and explained to the 
volunteers his long story of sufferance, which was followed by a 
discussion about the history of Palestinian refugees and the current 
conditions that they face.

A visit to the Old City of Nablus allowed participants to see the full-
scale destruction caused by the Israeli army on some of the city’s 
most historic sites. They were also able to meet local eyewitnesses 

to the invasions and hear their horrific tales of death and destruction
that the Israeli army inflicted.

The volunteers got to spend the day in the industrial zone where 
they learned about the harsh economic situation that nearly forty 
years of occupation has instilled. At a trip to the Hijjawi Printing 
house and Al-Arez Ice Cream Factory, participants learned firsthand
the difficulties Palestinian businessmen face when trying to import
products from Israel. Paltel Group also gave them an informative 
discussion about the Palestinian economy, which is the largest 
corporation in Palestine. 

Visits to numerous NGO’s as well as the Medical Relief gave 
participants an in depth look into the heroic practices of many of 
the organizations that are operating in Palestine. A trip to the Red 
Crescent Society demonstrated the difficulties and human rights
violations that the Israeli army imposed on the local medical staff.

A visit to the Arab Woman Union Society gave the volunteers a chance 
to learn about the role women played in helping social justice within 
Palestine. They were given a brief on how the union transformed 
from a small clinic to one of the largest women’s associations in 
Palestine.
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Reflections of International
Volunteers

Liam, Scotland
This was my first trip to Palestine, but I’m
sure it won’t be my last. My trip here with 
Zajel has left me with many fun and fond 
memories. I will always remember the nights 
spent talking with friends over Argila, dancing 
Dabka (or at least trying to) and eating so 
much kanafa it felt like my insides were 
turning into cheese. There’s been many a 
time when the local volunteers considered 
our behavior strange, but we all managed 
to mix our cultures and beliefs really well 
and had a fantastic time together. So many 
amazing people and such fun times.

Adam, UK
It would be impossible to describe the 
overwhelming range of emotions I have 
experienced during my time here, from the 
humbling sensations of teaching English to 
the children of Askar and their eagerness 
to learn to the genuine warmth of the local 
volunteers. This is why it was so hard to 
witness the perpetual, unjust treatment of the 
Palestinian people. This final point has made
me determined in my resolve. For this is not 
the end but the beginning. It is the beginning 
of a new chapter in my life, and when I return 
home I want to shout from the tallest tower to 
every neighbor and every stranger the plight 
of the Palestinian people. Hopefully we can 
look for a brighter future, together.

Andreas, Austria
The last three weeks had a big impact on me. 
Beautiful city, lovely people, never-ending 
support and help from the local volunteers 
and great meals. There is a big difference 
from watching the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
on TV and meeting Palestinian locals here in 
Nablus. I had a lot of fun times with both the 
local and international volunteers. Thank you 
so much for letting me has the experience in 
this year’s work camp. I loved sharing our 
cultures and different lifestyles.

Isabel, Liverpool
Before coming to Palestine, my only images 
were of occupation and desperation. While I 
have come to understand the true extent of 
the occupation on daily Palestinian life I have 
also become aware of a great spirit among 
the people of Nablus. The local volunteers 
along with the children of Askar arrived at 
the camp everyday with such happiness and 
were so positive about everything they did. 
Thanks to the efforts of all the organizers, we 
were able to see so many different things in 
the short time we were here. As a result I will 
leave the camp with many new friends and 
an overwhelming solidarity with the people 
of Palestine. 

Anais, USA
I can’t wait to go back home and present 
the side of the Middle East that Americans 
endlessly fail to see.

Jetske, the Netherlands
It was all different than I expected (in the 
most positive way imaginable): Sitting on the 
balcony talking about non-sense, culture, and 
politics while smoking Argila is something I 
will miss very much. I know it sounds corny 
but being here really did change my life. 

Jessica, Scotland
If there is any one thing I will remember about 
this camp you can be sure it will be kanafa. 
Until now I never knew you could subsist on 
sugary cheese alone, but this camp proves 
that anything is possible. 

Kate, Ireland
It is very difficult to condense these last
three wonderful, crazy, challenging weeks 
into a few sentences. The camp has opened 
my eyes to so many things- both good 
and bad. First of all, I have even surprised 
myself when I think about how much I 
enjoyed working with the children of Askar. 
I honestly think that Palestinian children are 

the most energetic and enthusiastic children 
in the world! I also appreciate the bravery, 
honesty and frankness the people here have 
demonstrated by sharing their personal 
stories with us. Before I left Ireland to travel 
here, a friend advised me that once you 
come to Palestine you will feel compelled 
to come back. That is so true and I hope 
to return to Palestine to live and work one 
day. It has been an honor to meet so many 
incredible people here. Palestine will always 
have a special place in my heart.

Rebecca, Spain
I will come back because of my love of 
Palestinian culture.

Kisley, Italy
I learned so much. I was able to experience 
the real Arabic lifestyle and living here has 
been a good chance to learn more. I’d like to 
thank Rasha and Shuruk for giving me the 
opportunity to meet their families and make 
me taste the typical food of Nablus.
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Aine, Ireland
The children made my experience here! 
They are so positive and funny despite all 
their obstacles. They give me so much hope 
for the future.

Dacia, USA
The kids still have open hearts and minds, 
I hope I gave them the understanding that 
they are not alone, and that people all over 
the world care about them and want to help 
improve their lives

Martha, Cyprus
I felt the kids appreciate much, much more 
than any other children living in Scotland or 
Cyprus and they definitely deserve a bright
future.

Impressions of the Local Volunteers 

Awni
My experience with the international camp was very 
nice and I was so happy to take part in its activities. We 
worked as a team and got to make daily visits to meet 
the children of the Askar camp. It was a chance to learn 
more about the harmful conditions that the Palestinian 
refugees live in. The international camp included different 
cultural and entertainment activities, which gave both the 
local and international volunteers the chance to forge new 
friendships. Although the Palestinian nation lives in such 
harmful conditions, the great will that the volunteers had 
was in the same level of the challenges. By the successful 
end of the international camp all of us felt a mixture of joy 
and sadness to leave the camp. We spent great times 
together and I hope that I can participate in the coming 
camp next time to get more benefits through participation
in both the international camp and Zajel Program. 

Maisa
It was the first camp I participated in. At first, I hesitated a 
little about going through this experience and decided not 
to participate, but Ala’, the Coordinator of Zajel, took me 
with him to visit the camp on its third day and since that 
day until the departure no one could take me away from 
the camp. We, the international and local volunteers, spent 
three weeks together and we became one big family. I never 
would have imagined we could become so close in such a 
short amount time. We went through the good days as well 
as the bad days together, hand in hand, which helped forge 
our close friendships. Moreover, this international camp 
was the most interesting and enriching experience I have 
ever had, and for sure I’m going to do it again, but in the 
next time I am planning to be more involved.

Yousef
It was the first time I participated in the international camp.
This experience affected me personally in different ways. 
One of them is that after the international camp finished,
it became difficult to return to my normal life. I used to get
up early every day during the international camp and after 
it finished I still continue to get up early every day without
using an alarm. Although this causes me suffering I thank 
God because this suffering usually reminds me of the 
international camp. After the international camp finished,
my life became very boring again. There is too much free 
time with nothing to do to keep you busy. My time was filled
with joy during the international camp, so I am waiting for 
the next international camp to come and I hope that such 
camps will continue to be held every year whatever the 
situations will be.  
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Mohanad
It was a big dream for me. I thought for a while it cannot be real, but by the first day of the international camp 2007 all my fears came to an
end. I was afraid that I would not do my best. Thanks to the help of the volunteers I was able to defeat my fears and challenges. Before the 
international camp I wondered how I would look there. By the first day of the international camp, I noticed that I entered the right place and
all the people there were very kind. I was in need of such an experience to feel that I am serving my nation and my university whose logo 
is “we challenge the present to shape the future”. I will never forget the happy memories as well as the sad memories that occurred during 
the international camp. I will not forget any of my friends who participated in this camp especially the international volunteers who helped 
me in many ways. They were able to give me much needed insight into other cultures and lifestyles, as well as help with my English skills. 
I know that all I have learned is nothing beside what I really ignore and I know that the international camp 2007 was a step in the right way 
for me and I hope to make new and more productive steps in the future.

Rasha
Every thing must come to an end; I started 
to believe in this after my participation in 
the international camp. The period of the 
international camp was three weeks, which 
was a very long time. Now I have so many 
stories about the great times I had with both 
the international and local volunteers. I will 
always remember our daily visits to the Askar 
refugee camp in Nablus city. The children of 
Askar were so happy when we visited them 
and always welcomed us with their beautiful 
smiles. When we got tired we would usually 
find the energy to continue until the job was
done. In addition to the ability to endure and 
work as a team, I had learned a lot about my 
country. I got to visit a lot of places I had never 
seen before. I also became more aware about 
the horrific situations that the Palestinians in
different places such as the old city of Nablus 
have to face on a daily basis. One of the 
most interesting things I had learned was that 
despite the differences between us, in the end all of us are human beings. I felt, when we were about to say good-bye to the international 
volunteers, as if they were my family members and I felt a strong desire to see them again. But everything must come to an end and this 
end must be the beginning of the next international camp which I am eagerly waiting for from this moment. 

Hala
During the preparation for this summer camp, I felt that I was going to experience something new and unique; I couldn’t wait for it to start. 
We were told that we would have to work really hard and in many ways I was intimidated, but at the same time I was so excited.

Attending the camp made me very proud and gave me a tremendous amount of happiness. It was great meeting new people from all over 
the world and to learn about their lives, cultures, traditions, and then to let them learn about us by getting rid of some of the myths they used 
to hear about Palestine and the Palestinian people. It was one of the greatest things I’ve ever done.

I never wanted to take a break. I wanted to spend as much time as possible with the volunteers. It was great to learn more about my lovely 
city Nablus, and to make International friends as well as local ones. I’m so proud to be a member in Zajel. I would really like to experience 
this again and I believe that I will never say “Never again”.

Samar
I remember waking up early in the morning so excited for the opening 
of the 2007 Summer Camp. I had a lot of mixed feelings; excitement, 
fear of failure and a lot of nervousness. People expected a lot from 
me but I didn’t know if I could meet their expectations.

The opening day took place at the Zafer Al-Masri Foundation in the 
eastern part of Nablus, which is across the street from my house. 
Nervously I went, but the minute I saw the faces of the Zajel, God 
touched my heart with comfort. A voice whispered to me from inside 
telling me that everything was going to be more than OK. We signed 
the constitution of the Zajel Youth Exchange Program, and around 
noon, the international volunteers started to show up. They were so 
friendly and nice. I didn’t know that that day would be the beginning 
of a new me. The tough love started in Askar refugee camp. You 
can’t explain how touching the children’s’ smiles were. It felt like 
the whole world stopped when one of them smiled. We did a lot of 
amazing and productive workshops there for almost 5 hours a day, 
5 days a week. I myself learned a lot about music, art, drama, sports 
and most importantly about disability and physiotherapy. I worked 
in the physiotherapy group as a translator and a part time assistant 
with Liam and Kizley and the sweetheart Iris. We used to go every 
morning to a different refugee camp to help people with disabilities. 
I tried so hard to document every tiny thing we did because it was 

a miracle, but I couldn’t... I needed factories of pages. Those poor 
kids could do nothing but smile at us. I would cry my eyes out at 
the end of the day. I was so impressed to see how brave those kids 
were. I am also very grateful to god that he created me in such good 
health and shape. But what really changed me was looking back 
at the scary image I had about the people in the refugee camps. 
I remember myself shaking when I first went there because of the
violent history we have had with them. Nablus and the refugee camps 
around it have been separated since as long as I can remember, but 
I’ve never asked myself why. We’re the same people in the same 
land, same aim and same blood, but right on the spot that image 
changed for me and I hope it will change for all the people. Those 
who they call refugees are the soul of Nablus. They are the heroes. 
They treated us really nice and were very welcoming. I’m so proud 
to be part of Zajel, so proud of being a Palestinian, and so proud 
to be part of this incredible team. Thank you my beloved university 
for giving me this unique opportunity to work in what I believe in. 
thank you Ala’ for being such a great leader and coordinator. Thank 
you my amazing friends and Zajel, you are the future of our great 
country. And much thanks to the international volunteers who taught 
me great things about life, humanity, friendship and love. Things I 
wouldn’t have learned for years here. thank you Nablus for being 
such a good mother.
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Impressions of the Local Children 
of Askar Refugee Camp (2007)

Rahaf Al-Ashakr
6 years old

I am in my first year at school. I am from
Askar Refugee camp. My father works as 
a taxi driver. I enjoy attending these camps 
because when there’s no camp I am not able 
to do anything. I am forced to help my mother 
in the household.
I love all the local and international volunteers 
because they play with us and let us to do 
whatever we want. I loved Kate, because she 
played with me and made me very happy. 
I love the Dabka’s dancing room because I 
love Dabka and I love wearing the traditional 
Palestinian dress. 

I had a lot of fun in the summer camp and 
I will participate in it every year with my 
friends, but I wish to have swimming camps. 
I love the international volunteers.

Mohamad Abu Keshk
8 years old

I am in the third grade at Askar Primary 
School for boys. I love this summer camp 
because when the camp ends there’s no 
place to play but the street. I love the Dabka’s 
Room very much because I get to jump 
around a lot and do whatever I want. I don’t 
like the international volunteers that much 
because I can’t speak English, but if I knew 
how to speak English I would love them for 
sure. I love Martha very much because she 
treats me very good. I am really afraid of the 
Israelis. I am afraid of the loud explosions. 

Manar Habroon
12 years old

I attend the Askar Refugee Camp School 
for Girls. I have been participating in these 
camps for three years. If it wasn’t for these 
camps I would be forced to stay at home 
and complete household chores. My father 
is dead and my uncle is the one who takes 
care of us. I love the Drama Room very much 
because I love to act. I play my character very 
well. I love all the international volunteers in 
the camp, and I have asked them to send me 
invitations to visit their countries. I am going 
to sign up for next year’s camp and when I 
get older I want to volunteer as a supervisor 
for all the young kids.

Aseel Al Ashkar
9 years old

I attend the Askar Primary school for girls. When there is no camp I usually stay at home and 
help my mother with the household chores, which can be very boring. I love the Sport Room 
very much because it makes me feel really vibrant in the early mornings. I love Pheroze 
from the international volunteers because he played fun games with me. I hope that the 
international volunteers can help fund our studies because we don’t have enough money 
to continue and I really want to have the chance to continue my high education and enter a 
university.   

Samah Ateyya
9 years old

I am from The Askar Primary School For 
Girls. I live in The New Askar Refugee Camp. 
In my free time when there is no camp I take 
my older sister’s books and I study them to 
prepare for my next year in school.

I love The Dabka’s Dancing Room very much 
because we can learn traditional dance from 
our Palestinian heritage, plus we all have 
fun. I loved Pheroze, because every time I 
looked at him he had a big smile. He had a 
great sense of humor. 

Mohammad Kareem
8 years old

I am from Askar Refugee Camp. In my free 
time when there is no summer camp I work 
with my dad by selling vegetables. I love the 
international volunteers very much, especially 
Andreas. He always played football with us 
which is my favorite sport; he also took many 
pictures for me. I love the Drawing Room 
and the Drama Room. I am very afraid of the 
Israelis because they always fly with their big
terrifying planes above our city which makes 
me afraid and unable to sleep. I want the 
international volunteers to keep visiting us 
and to try to stop the Israelis from attacking 
us. 

Abdul Wahhab  Joma'a
8 years old

I am a student at Askar’s school for boys. 
When there is no summer camp I go to work 
or help my father make electrical signs. I love 
the Dabka’s Room very much because I love 
to dance Dabka. I loved Pheroze, one of the 
international volunteers, because he would 
play football with me and always made me 
laugh. When the international volunteers go 
back to their homelands I want them to send 
me letters by the mail. 

Ashraf Fao’r
9 years old

I am from the Askar Refugee Camp School 
for Boys, but I want to transfer to the New 
Askar Refugee Camp School for boys. I have 
participated in the first, second, third, and
fourth camps and I will keep participating in 
these camps. When this camp is over I am 
going to go to another camp. My dad works 
with the health crew at the University. I spend 
my free time playing games on the computer 
at my house or playing with the kids in my 
neighborhood.
I love having the international volunteers 
in the camp. I love all the internationals, 
especially Adam because he played with 
us and gave much joy into our hearts. I am 
originally from Jafa City and I came to Askar 
refugee camp because the Israelis took our 
house in Yaffa. I hope to go back someday 
because the sea is there, and I would be 
able to swim whenever I wanted. I want 
the international volunteers to help me to 
go back to Yaffa and I want them to open 
another camp next year.       

We want to thank everyone who was 
involved with making this year’s camp a 
success. Without the cooperation of the 
Social Development Center, the NGOs, 
the volunteers, and the helpful citizens of 
Nablus, this camp wouldn’t have been able 
to leave the ground.  
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