SPEECH MADE BY BILLY BRIGGS AT THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ON 11TH FEBRUARY, 2009, AT THE FESTIVAL RECEPTION AND VIEWING OF THE PEACEMAKERS OF ISRAEL AND PALESTINE PHOTOGRPAHY EXHIBITION.

Good evening Ladies and Gentleman,
My name is Billy Briggs and I’m a freelance journalist and colleague of photographer Angela Catlin’s whose photographs form the exhibition - Peacemakers of Israel and Palestine - that you will view here tonight at the Scottish Parliament. 

As a journalistic team, Angela and I focus mainly on human rights issues and we were extremely honoured to be approached last year and asked to present an idea for this year’s Middle East Festival. As you know, the media often focuses on the negative at the neglect of the positive, so as one of the themes of the Middle East festival is Peace, we suggested to organiser Neill Walker that we should travel to Israel and the West Bank - a region synonymous with political and religious turmoil - to document some of the many positive projects in the region that are largely ignored and go unreported by the media.

As journalists, both Angela and I have travelled widely in the region having visited Lebanon, Syria, Israel, Gaza and the West Bank and unfortunately we have witnessed and documented the darker side of human nature on many occasions. 

But amidst all this there is some extraordinary co-operation between people from all spiritual backgrounds who work towards peace, mutual understanding and reconciliation.

And many of these individuals work tirelessly in their efforts and often at great risk to their own lives. I’ll give you some examples -

We spent our first day in Jerusalem with an organisation called Rabbis for Human Rights and visited an area of the city called Silwan that is under threat of demolition. We were taken there by a Rabbi called Yeheil Grenimann. The Rabbi - who described himself as a Zionist, and whose mother escaped the Warsaw ghetto - has been visiting Silwan for two and a half years and in doing so has formed a strong bond with the Palestinian community living in the area. 

He took us to meet Fakhri Abu Diad, a Muslim leader in Silwan, and they offered us tea and coffee and sat and talked about the problems of the city and how co-operation and dialogue between the pair is building trust and breaking down barriers between communities.

‘We share the same values of common humanity and - despite differences of opinion on many issues - we have a real and genuine friendship,’ Rabbi Grenimann said. Fakhri nodded in agreement. 

THE following day, Angela and I visited a unique village called Oasis of Peace which is Neve Shalom, in Hebrew - Wahat al-Salam in Arabic. It is a small settlement of 250 people about half-way between the cities of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. 

It is a remarkable village where Muslim Arabs and Jews have lived peacefully together since 1970. On our way from Jerusalem our taxi driver, incredulous, refused to believe it actually existed. When we left the village a few hours later the same driver had waited and looked around and said he wanted to move there with his young family. 

One of the founders of the community, a Palestinian called, Abdeessalam Najjar, showed us the primary school where 180 children are educated together. An unassuming man, Abdel explained how many people warned his avant garde project was doomed to fail when he first touted the idea in 1970.

His father, an Imam, also said it would fail, but nearly 40 years later he has proved the doubters wrong and fulfilled a personal dream. 

‘There is nothing wrong with being idealistic,’ Abdel said.

Scots work in the region too. At St Andrews Church in Jerusalem, known locally as The Scottie, the Reverend John Cubie took time out from his pastoral duties to explain the work of the Church of Scotland in the region.

The Church of Scotland has been promoting peace there since 1863 when a school was founded in Jaffa to educate local children. The Tabeetha School remains there today where around 300 children aged between five and 18 are taught. The pupils are Arab Christians, Muslims and Jews, along with a number of ex-pats. 

Reverend Cubie explained that the Church of Scotland runs a hotel and another church at Galilee and that plans are afoot to use part of the property as a peace, justice and reconciliation centre. 

 The Catholic Church also performs some outstanding work and in the northern city of Haifa we met nuns who work with handicapped children, and a group called House of Grace that aids ex-offenders and drug addicts from all communities.

‘Drug addiction does not discriminate against religion,’ said a reformed criminal called Shouli who lives at House of Grace and who now tries to steer youths from all backgrounds away from a life of crime.

We spent a day with Jewish doctors who travel to Gaza and the West Bank every week to treat Palestinians, despite the obvious dangers and an Arab Christian who set up a school for deprived Muslims with his own money.

In the Negev desert, we met individuals who assist poor Bedouin communities and in Jerusalem we met Sheikh Bukhari, Haj Ibrahim and Eliyahu McLean who have travelled the world together promoting peace and conflict resolution. They are known as the Jerusalem Peacemakers.

Angela and I had 10 days in Israel and the West Bank but we could have spent a year documenting the many similar projects to the above.

We were both humbled and inspired by the people we met and we hope that our work for the festival will highlight the above initiatives and provide a fresh angle on the Middle East.

I’d like to finish off by thanking Nell Walker for his support and hard work on this project and to you all for attending this event.

I hope you enjoy the exhibition and if you have any questions please feel free to approach Angela or myself with any questions. Thank you.

www.billybriggs.co.uk

