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I went into Gaza on the 31st August. I had hoped for clearance for 14 days but it was cut short just before we went in and I was only allowed to stay for 2 days. I was livid about that. We had a van of aid with us but that was denied entry and so we took as much as we could carry - 3 large suitcases and 2 rucksacks and a hand luggage bags of "pick and mix" for the kids! I was shocked by Israel security and how they treated us, they were only kids themselves and they were power crazed. We stayed in a safe house while we were there - a convent of Mother Theresa sisters. They are not our partner but aid providers help each other out like that.

 

The strip at that stage was completely decimated and I have never witnessed a violation of human rights like it. What I saw I will carry with me for life. When I entered, I just stood and looked around, it as like walking into a disaster movie. I felt like I had just stepped out of the tardis. It was a desert scrub with not a flower growing and people sifting through ruins of their demolished homes for their belongings and that was when there as a supposed cease fire. Children sitting staring at their former homes, too shocked to cry, just lost and confused. I have also never witnessed so many people in one place in my life. So every bomb that drops now must hit so many. Jabalyia refugee camp was unbelievable, busiest and yet most deprived place I have ever been. And the donkeys, there were donkeys everywhere. This little animal was a life line to the people and many of them were in pretty bad shape too.

 

The Gazan people were persecuted by the increasing sanctions of Israel, delays in humanatarian aid and a lot of people were living on dried bread and black tea. That was the meal of the day for many. And yet they had great spirit. We send money every month to Gaza, since Nov 2007 and we twin families here with families there. We give 100 percent of what we get and the programme was going really well and lots of hope for more families being fed just before 27th December despite the delays in UN aid from beginning of Nov. Indeed I just got photos of our newest families the first week in December. We feed families, not just the kids, to promote the family unity and keep them together (i have issue with child sponsorship). Our feeding system worked on coupons, before that each family got a food parcel, but the new system we set up, let families choose from 30 items, it gave choice and dignity and children would come and shop and choose items. The families loved it, especially the mothers and I was overwhelmed by their appreciation. It was also sociable and a bit of normality for them. I was mobbed in the nicest possible way and greatly humbled that we were not helping and raising more families. That was where we at,and it was developing nicely although still only scratching the surface ofcourse. I hoped to change that with my dvd and feed many many more families, you know, partner families here in Ireland with families there.

 

I found the Palestinian people, gentle and gracious. The mobile phone message when we arrived - welcome to Palestine - smell the jasmine and taste the olives, just about sums up their attitude to life. Many discussed their fears, many said genocide was coming and they were already targeting the children. Others predicted more air strikes such as those that claimed many lives in March. Nonetheless, they had great spirit and great hope and most of all great humour. They were also incredilby resourceful, no matter what embargo, they found solutions. The children were particularly canny and there was great camaradie among them. I noticed that no child walked alone, they looked after each other - it was the law of the child on the street. They went along in little groups, always at least 3 or 4, hand in hand, arm in arm or shoulder linked. Ofcourse, then when tragedy hits why usually more than one child killed in a strike.

 

I had no idea the child torture was so bad, Israelis stripping young girls and boys, as if their house demolitions were not enough, shooting at children round their feet on the way to school..the stuff of nightmares. Child trauma was a huge problem, easy to see it in the painting in the schools. While the kids played in any space they could find they were very nervy and jumpy. Someone banged a car door and a little boy wet himself and cried. I went over and picked him up and gave him a hug. He was about 6 and he was so humiliated by it. I explained with a translator that it scared me too and the sweets helped sooth his embarrassment. But yeah, all the kids, while playful and smiling, very very jumpy. Child labour was everywhere but the kids seemed happy enough to be working and helping. The families were huge, like families here years ago, some more than 15 kids and they looked after their elderly at home, often a huge burden as no basic facilities. Inside the homes were terrible, the conditions were shocking. Also, the electricity didn't work in any of the homes we visited. Others we visited were displaced and living among the trees in makeshift homes, some in cemetaries, some simply behind black sheeting. Rarely, people were left on their own, but the lady attached lost her whole family and we feed her too. I asked about the incidence of suicide and self harm, especially in young men and interestly it is not a problem in Gaza, well not from despair the way it is in Ireland. Displaced families, of which there are 1000s, make homes wherever they can - here is one such home in a cemetary, the children outside playing among gravestones. How can a little shack like this withstand apaches and israeli bombs?

 

At the same time the brutality being meated out by Hamas was appalling. Extremist and barbaric. Each of the schools we help, previously raided in May by Israel ground forces and just getting back on their feet to open for September were decimated by Hamas a week before our visit. All the stuff we carried was to help them get going again - fresh materials and paints and crafts and toys and things. The schools were booby trapped open and raided and everything that had been replaced in May burnt. Playgrounds and even toilets and outdoor water tanks (Israel stopped the fresh water supply and replaced it with salt water, although some open fountains via Egypt I think) smashed and Islamic warnings marked with bullet holes to Christian aid workers such as ourselves. It was the same in the women's centres. Just wiped. Destroyed. While filming I was in greater danger from Hamas than Israelis. I am angered by people here in protests shouting pro Hamas slogans; they don't have a clue what they are saying.

 

I was only there 2 days and I was inflamed and outraged by the violations against these people, by both sides in this conflict. 

 

Having worked in teaching hospitals in Ireland and the UK (I was an infant and paediatric hospital pharmacist in the earlier days of my career) I was shocked beyond belief at the treatment of physicians and hospital staff by Hamas and the lack of healthcare resources for babies, children and pregnant woment and refusal of urgent treatment referrals to Israel. Well healthcare of every group really was terrible but I suppose one picks up things in ones own area of expertise. The lack of healthcare overall shocking, people dying in their own fluids who needed dialysis and Israel refusing permits for release of the seriously ill. People with cancer in extreme pain. Incredibly frustrating conditions not only for the ill but the physicians and nurses. Terrible, particularly when one considers that Israel has some of the best hospitals in the world. I was also shocked at the nutritional status of the children. Many I noticed had eye infections, many were clearly anaeemic and stunted growth was clearly evident. Most kids went barefoot. There was a token release of 60 people into Egypt for hospital care a few days before we arrived, some of these didn't make it. But that was a media stunt, thousands of people need good medical care. I dread to think what it is like there now. Hell for patients and carers and emergency services. It must be horrendous and impossible to work in such conditions.

 

I was also treated dreadfully by Israeli security, it was worse in Tel Aviv on the way back than in Gaza. Their whole policy is to degrade. In Bethlehem, after coming out of Gaza, I also received calls on my mobile to meet to discuss needs for orphanages in Gaza, these were not bona fide and I believe came from Israel. I took advice and refused to follow them up. I off loaded my film just before Tel Aviv airport, they gave me a very bad time when they couldn't find it. As films go, it is only 35 mins and gives a glimpse but impossible to portray the full reality as it was so difficult to film and my charity partner and contacts had heart failure every time I took the camera out. It was only later I realised I was putting them at risk.

 

I didn't post my film on our website. As much as I wanted to, it was much too dangerous. Israel apart, Hamas would have killed the teachers and families that spoke to us. The greatest anger of the people was towards Hamas, at that stage, they were used to the Israelis but they were deeply hurt by the persecution by Hamas, a party that had offered them hope and freedom. I did offer the film to media north and south, even the late late show, but no one wanted it except a young journalist here with an interest in middle eastern politics. BBC NI agreed to show extracts from it over Christmas as "a quiet time and nothing else to report about the weather"!! They did the interview on 21 December to show over the holidays. After war broke out on 27th that changed the slant considerably and they came back and re did it at my request. I also knocked on many many doors here when I came home from Gaza for money, I appealed to the churches to do a special collection across the province - they didn't want to know. 

 

As for the situation on the ground in Gaza, well you can see it on the news. From our perspective, our food coupon system has been decimated, there is no food coming in now and all three foodmarkets have been destroyed.  While we are still getting money in to Gaza, the banks are closed and aid workers are starving, themselves.  One went out last week to get food, there was only flour and rice available, but no water to cook it in and no electricity or gas to heat the water, so a pointless exercise. She described others lying dead beside flour bags soaked in blood and body parts everywhere and dogs eating coprses on the streets. She went out again two days ago with her husband to try again for her own family and he was hit; thankfully he is not seriously wounded. This woman is a true champion of the people, she had a little more money than most and shared her money with the very poor. But now everyone is starving and it is an "inferno". Yet her spirit is superb "I look forward to seeing you face to face Orla in Gaza soon to start again, we will have to start from zero. As long as the ground forces don't come in we can withstand this". I wish I could see her face too face now, but we can't get in.

 

We have been unable to get back into Gaza since September. Every request is refused. We have to do an new clearance request each time. The last time, the week before Christmas, we were told there was a spelling error on the application .Such is the Israeli mentality. Important to say too, that there are Israeli Jews who do not condone the concentration camp that is Gaza, but they are ostricised when they speak out. I was pleased to hear the Pope speak out and call it just that, a concentration camp; fair play I didn't think he had it in him.

 

Our greatest fears are now being realised. Families holed up in their homes with little food and water being found dead. God alone knows what lies under the rubble. We have no idea of the status of the families we help and I shudder to think how they are. Northern Gaza has taken the worst hits and where the ground forces went in; all of our families are in the North and I fear for them. Many flew to UN shelters and well you know what happened to one of those last week. The UN trucks with food have been denied entry since the first week in November. The sewage system also collapsed that week so people vulernable from disease and dying from things like diarrhoea. Everywhere the UN water tanks have been blown to pieces and donkeys, the lifeline of the people in Gaza and get them to the food points lie in writhing in agony or dead.

 

I think for me one of the most shocking things during my visit, the sheer difference in daily life within a few km of land. From the high tech world and fast motorways and sheer wealth of Israel to the third world ghetto with donkeys and carts as the main mode of transport and daily queues for UN food. People, hungry tired and weary queing over one week for a canister of gas that they had to sell belongings to buy. The suffering was huge, it hung heavily in the air, and I just cannot imagine what it must be like now. I shudder to think what these people are going through.

 

The worst of all for me was when I came out of Gaza. My charity partner rep wanted a swim, her way of de-stressing, so we went to a beach just 10 km from the Erez border. Here a typical Mediterranean seaside resort with families and healthy kids playing, ice cream vans and lifeguards! My God, the lifeguards really annoyed me, the irony of it. Then as I walked along the shore, trying to come to terms with the images in my head, Israeli kids have surfing lessons on the beach. I vomited after seeing that. I stood there and chucked into the sea.  Less than 10km way, families in Gaza assassinated on the same stretch of beach for trying to have a normal day with their kids, a picnic. Also they day I left, Israeli patrol boats  shooting at local fishermen trying to make a catch. Cruel cruel stuff.

 

I have never witnessed cruelty and diminution of people such as the mistreatment of the people of Gaza. One day the world will cry about these crimes against humanity, but it will be too late. This war is not about Hamas, it is about sheer hatred of these people and ethnic cleansing. The Hamas are however as cruel as the Israelis, 95 percent of people caught between these two great evils. The UN are again powerless to stop it as they have proved powerless all over the world. And Gaza is such a tiny strip of land - 40 km - and they have sent in a war machine that could invade a continent.

 

No doubt people many officials and diplomats will visit and weep over the graves of Gaza, that seems to be standard protocol for the UN and frankly I don't have the stomach for it.

 

I spoke to our contacts again just a few hours before the ground troops went it. My blood turned cold when I heard of the ground mobilisation and our friends in Gaza called for prayer. For us, at this stage, widescale slaughter was on the agenda and mobilising humanatarian aid even more unlikey. And so, on New Yr's Eve we sat and planned a call to prayer. We organised a torchlight procession here in Belfast on Tuesday night, we had about 2500 although that was played down in certain papers to as little as 500; more politics. It was lovely and very peaceful apart from a few hangovers from the troubles that showed up with the wreaths. We had a bit of a backlash from q politician here and I was very disappointed at that.

 

Anyway, they are my views. I don't agree with protests and boycotts. Sorry, but  while every human being  should be outraged to the core by these crimes I think protests only deepens hatred. I think prayer is what is needed now. I was pleased to see that a candlelit vigil was being organised in Dublin last night and our little light in Belfast is spreading.

 

I am happy to send you a copy of my dvd , it just can't be shared on the internet. A copy of my blog is on our website www.tuesdayschild.ie. It is very long, like this email, but every moment there was just so intense.

 

God bless

 

Orla
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