Opposing the architects of the occupation

By Esther Zandberg

Writing in Haaretz

About 200 British and Israeli architects and academics, including people of international renown, have signed a manifesto initiated by the British organization Architects and Planners for Justice in Palestine, which calls on Israeli architects and planners to put an end to being "partners in social, political and economic oppression" in the occupied territories, "which violates the professional ethics acceptable to all."

The manifesto points to three representative projects currently promoted by the planning authorities: the master plan for the E1 region between the settlement of Ma'aleh Adumim and Jerusalem, which will prevent Palestinian territorial contiguity; construction in Silwan in East Jerusalem, which involves the demolition of dozens of homes; and a plan to build a luxury neighbourhood on the remains of the former Palestinian village of Lifta.

The organization considers participation in these projects, construction in the occupied territories and any planning in Israel that involves discrimination and repression, to be a blatant violation of international conventions, which require professional and ethical responsibility for the social and environmental consequences of planning and construction work. The organization has sent letters on the subject to the International Architects Association and to the Israel Association of United Architects. It has also turned to Jerusalem Mayor Uri Lupolianski and to Minister of Construction and Housing Meir Sheetrit on the matter.

The British organization has been trying for a long time to arouse international awareness on the subject. About two years ago it initiated a boycott against the Israeli architectural community, which does not forbid its members from being involved in the kind of planning and construction the organization defines as unethical. Prior to the opening of the International Architecture Biennale in Venice last September, the organization tried to prevent the presentation of the Israeli exhibition "Life Saver: Typology of Commemoration in Israel," which dealt with the architecture of commemoration, ignoring the Palestinian side. The initiatives did not result in any kind of action, and the architectural community in Israel continues to bury its head in the sand.

Among the signatories to the manifesto, which was initiated by architect Abe Hayeem, the chair of Architects and Planners for Justice in Palestine, are architectural historian, Charles Jencks; president of the Institute of Royal British Architects, Jack Pringle; American sociologist, Saskia Sassen; geographer, Oren Yiftachel of Ben-Gurion University in the Negev; and architects Will Alsop of Britain, Zvi Hecker of Israel and Berlin, Yaron Turel of Israel, as well as Israeli Zvi Efrat, who heads the architecture department at the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design. 

The manifesto was published in The Times of London and in the British architectural journal Building Design. A new book by architect Eyal Weizman, called "Hollow Land: Israel's Architecture of Occupation," has recently been published in Britain. Weizman, who is among the signatories of the manifesto, was one of the first to point an accusing finger at the Israeli planning community for cooperating, through both silence and action, with a policy of repression and occupation, and placed the subject on the agenda of international architectural discourse.

Comment by Abe Hayeem

Excellent coverage in the Israeli newspaper 'Haaretz'. It is not strictly accurate to say we initiated a boycott. We may have discussed various means of action at the now 'infamous' launch at Richard Roger's office, but our main aim was to raise the whole subject of the complicity of the design and construction industry in the Occupation, and put pressure on the Israeli architects and planners to stop acting unethically, and to stop all these illegal settlement projects. It is now up to the International Union of

Architects to adjudicate on the illegal and unprofessional actions of Israeli architects. We do of course support the divestment in firms that build and construct illegally in the Occupied territories, and hope international architects will bear that in mind when taking on commissions from Israel eg Calatrava's new 'Bridge of Strings' that connects with the new light railway project that connects illegal settlements like Pisgat Ze'ev, Ramot, and Gilo with the centre of Jerusalem, dubbed the 'apartheid railway' as it will be almost exclusively for Jewish residents of Jerusalem.

