CULTIVATING RESILIENCE: GROWING OLIVES IN
PALESTINE

Next month, Abbas Milhem will join thousands of other Palestinian farmers in the annual olive
harvest. As the sun beats down over the desert of the West Bank, farmers and their families will
spend long hours reaching up into the branches of the gnarled olive trees, shaking the fruit loose
into baskets and onto tarps. They’ll harvest by hand or with long, pronged sticks that can shear a
branch clean in a single pass.

It’s a ritual that Milhem has joined in since he was a child, when his father farmed the same land
near the city of Jenin, in the northern section of the West Bank. Milhem remembers marvelling at the
peach and apricot trees lined up in his orchard, the almonds and other nuts falling from the trees as
they ripened. Now, his groves are nearly all olive trees, one of the only products he can rely on even
in times of drought, either from a dry season or controlled water shortages by Israeli overseers. It’s
been hard to watch his fields, and those around him, change so drastically in his lifetime. Still, like
the olive tree, Milhem remains firmly rooted to the land where he grew up.
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Abbas Milhem on his olive farm. Photo courtesy of Abbas Milhem

Nearly half of the available agricultural land in the West Bank is planted with olive trees, more than
12 million of them. Olives and olive oil represent a quarter of the area’s agricultural income. There
used to be even more trees, but they became an easy target for Israeli settlers, who have uprooted
them or set their trunks ablaze.

The attack on the trees has been going on for years, decades even, although it became markedly
worse after the Palestinian uprising, known as the second Intifada, in 2000. After the violence
quieted, the Israeli army set to work uprooting trees or razing them to the ground. Farmers were
often told that the army needed the space for military operations or to clear paths between villages.
But some suspected the real reason was to make it even harder for Palestinian farmers to make a
living, with reports suggesting that the military specifically targeted farmers.

Rami Barhoush, vice president of the Arab Group for the Protection of Nature (AP Nature), says
watching the trees systematically disappear was stunning. In 2001, AP Nature started a campaign to
replant one million olive and fruit trees along the rocky Palestinian soil. To date, they have put more
than 2.5 million trees back in the ground.


https://www.un.org/unispal/2011-10-18-olive-harvest-fast-facts-ocha-factsheet/
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/2020-olive-harvest-season-low-yield-amidst-access-restrictions-and-settler-violence
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2003/12/4/the-second-intifada
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/mar/21/israel-settlers-violence-palestinians-europe
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Replanting trees certainly helps Palestinian farmers struggling to make a living. But the real issues,
say Barhoush and Milhem, come down to a lack of water and a lack of access to it.

“We are not allowed to dig and search for water in our towns, because water in Palestine is one of
the natural resources that live under the control of the Israeli occupation,” Milhem explains as we
speak over the phone. The line is a bit crackly, and he tells me his internet access can be unstable at
times, so the call might cut out. Luckily, the line stays strong as we speak, and Milhem is crystal
clear. “In my town, there is no water.”

In Palestine, through the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, water usage is under the control of the
Israeli government. A military order from 1967 prohibits Palestinians from digging wells, tunneling
for irrigation or building new water installations without express permission. The resulting disparity
leaves hundreds of Palestinian communities without access to running water, meaning they often
have to buy water—originally sourced in their own backyard—from the Israelis. “It doesn’t mean
that we have water scarcity in Palestine,” Milhem says. “We have sufficient water resources, but we
are restricted and denied access.”

The World Health Organization recommends a minimum of 100 liters of water per capita per day for
everything from drinking and cooking to bathing. Amnesty International estimates that Palestinians
average just 73 liters, with some herding communities dropping precipitously low to only 20 liters.
Israelis average 300 liters daily.

With little water available for crops, Palestinians have turned to indigenous fruits and vegetables
that will grow in a harsh desert climate. Even though bread is eaten at nearly every meal, you won’t
see fields of grain or other cash crops on a Palestinian hillside. Instead, olives make up the bulk of
their produce, with stone fruits, apples, dates, figs and nuts supplying the rest.

If farmers are able to irrigate fields and water their crops, they’ve moved past the first hurdle. The
second hurdle is often scarier, and it can have more dangerous effects. In 2002, Israel built a wall


https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/11/the-occupation-of-water/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/11/the-occupation-of-water/
https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2020/7/8/in-pictures-israels-illegal-separation-wall-still-divides

around Palestinian areas in the West Bank, often running through Palestinian-owned land in the
process. “This is a very scary, high concrete wall, with checkpoints and gates every few kilometers,”
says Barhoush.

Farmers have to pass through these blockades to access their lands. They must obtain military
permits to get past checkpoints, but even when they do, they are often denied access. When farmers
can get through, sometimes, the military will only let immediate family members join them.
Sometimes, they have to go on their own, harvesting what they can while armed guards look on. Last
year, the UN noted that some Palestinian farmers were given access to their land for a only few
days, when the harvest season runs six weeks or longer.

All together, it’s almost unbearable for Milhem. When I ask him to describe how he feels about
farming today, he pauses for a long moment to gather his thoughts. When he speaks, he’s weary.
“It’s angriness and ugliness and the feeling of helplessness,” he says. Milhem describes a livestock
farmer in the Jordan Valley who he says has fought off eight attacks in two months, trying to keep
his sheep and goats alive. “They feel angry. They don’t have the minimum requirements for a
dignified life. Despite that, they are still there...They don’t have machine guns, they’re not fighters.
They’re just simply farmers. They have families, they have daughters and sons. They want them to
get access to education, they want their families to get access to health services, but they have
nothing there.”

Now, Milhem works as the executive director of the Palestinian Farmers Union, and he tries to help
farmers across the area have safe access to their lands. Although still facing struggles, he says there
was cause for hope and optimism recently, as protests around the world sprang up this spring in
response to violent evictions in East Jerusalem. “I'm not exaggerating by saying it was amazing,”
Milhem says. “For those who are living under ongoing violence [it’s good to know] that people in this
world care about their suffering.”

In Palestine, olive trees are more than just a reliable crop. Their symbolism extends much further.
“Palestinian people see themselves [like the olive],” says Barhoush. “Soft and humble on the outside,
but really hard to break on the inside.”

So farmers continue to plant olive trees, each one taking root in troubled soil, and harvest what they
can. “They want to plant trees that will stay for them and for children and grandchildren,” says
Barhoush. “There’s a lot of resilience in that.”


https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/palestinians/.premium-how-israel-keeps-palestinian-farmers-off-their-lands-1.5477256
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/palestinians/.premium-how-israel-keeps-palestinian-farmers-off-their-lands-1.5477256
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/11/1076952
https://ottawacitizen.com/news/local-news/massive-downtown-demonstration-to-protest-violence-in-east-jerusalem
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/07/world/middleeast/evictions-jerusalem-israeli-palestinian-conflict-protest.html

