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The Fostering Community Change in the OPT project 
was funded by the EU under its ‘Non-State Actors’ 
funding stream, with 10 % match funding provided 
by the UK’s Department for International 
Development (DFID). The project ran from April 
2010-October 2012 and worked in five target villages. 
This brochure outlines the main activities of the project 
and describes its impact and key learning points.

The Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT)
The ongoing Israeli occupation of the OPT has led to 
a dramatic decline in Palestinian living standards and 
social conditions in the last few years. Internal and 
external movement restrictions, limited control over 
natural resources, and reduced rates of employment 
and economic production are leading to the collapse of 
an already fragile economy, increased levels of poverty, 
and the gradual breakdown of social cohesion. 

These factors have weakened the will and capacity of 
many Palestinians to engage in economic, social, and 
political activities. In the West Bank, the construction 
of the separation wall, annexation of agricultural 
land, and consolidation of check-points are isolating 
people from their land, dividing communities, and 
restricting access to essential services.

The five project villages
The project worked in five villages: four in the Jordan 
Valley – Zbeidat, Ol Uja, Jiftlik and Fasayel; and one, 
Al Walajeh, in Bethlehem District. All the communities 
are designated ‘Area C’, which means that the 
villages are under full Israeli civil and security control 
and are competing for natural resources, such as 
water and land, with illegal Israeli settlements. 
Communities are also impacted by an oppressive 
permit and planning regime that restricts service 
delivery. Services such as health and education are 
provided by both Israeli and Palestinian authorities, 
although it is often unclear who is responsible for 
what and therefore who to go to when provision is 
weak. Initial assessments conducted by Oxfam in 
2008 revealed that all the communities suffered from 
poor services, including health and education, and 
that local budgets were not adequate to address 

community needs. There was also little community 
involvement in local decision-making, or input to 
policy development. This was because civil society 
groups lacked skills, resources, and confidence 
to take part in the process, and because local 
authorities did not have mechanisms to consult and 
engage with communities, and were thus seen as 
remote and unresponsive..

Al Walajeh 
Al Walajeh, half an hour’s drive from Jerusalem, 
is a village of approximately 450 hectares with a 
population of around 2,500. It relies on neighbouring 
villages in Bethlehem District to buy and sell 
agricultural produce and other goods, as well as 
for health care and services. In recent years, the 
land area of the village has been reduced because 
of the building of the Israeli settlement Har Gilo 
and the construction of a separation wall with an 
access gate controlled by Israeli soldiers. The wall 
has already claimed a third of the village’s land, and 
is expected to claim half of what is left – cutting 
residents off from other Palestinian villages, their 
own agricultural lands, and from essential health 
care. This will leave the village only populated day-
to-day by women, as men will be forced to leave to 
find work elsewhere.

Zbeidat, Ol Uja, Jiftlik and Fasayel 
The Jordan Valley is one of the hottest places on 
earth, being just a few kilometres from the Dead Sea, 
the lowest point on earth. It has abundant water 
sources and fertile land, but the best resources 
have been appropriated by Israeli settlements to 
undertake intensive farming of dates and other 
produce – often employing low-waged Palestinian 
workers. The Palestinian authority lacks the funding 
and mandate to provide services such as adequate 
schools, health care, infrastructure and waste 
management in the villages. Many decades of 
poverty, political disempowerment, and conflict have 
undermined the confidence of the community and its 
ability to engage with authorities and work together 
to achieve change. 

Fostering community change
Over the last two and a half years, Oxfam has been fostering community change in the West 
Bank, building the capacity of marginalised Palestinian communities living under Israeli 
occupation to work together and advocate around the issues which affect them. This has led 
to a number of successful development projects in villages, which have improved the lives 
of individuals and families. It has also enabled communities to raise their voices and engage 
with duty-bearers on issues such as service delivery and good governance. At the same time 
Oxfam has continued international advocacy efforts to affect the Israeli occupation.
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Oxfam’s approach
Working through partners 
Oxfam worked with four key partners to deliver the 
Fostering Community Change project. In Al Walajeh, 
Oxfam worked with the local community-based 
organisation (CBO), Ansar. In the Jordan Valley, the well-
established national NGO, Palestinian Vision, worked 
intensively with all four villages. MIFTAH (Palestinian 
Initiative for the Promotion of Global Dialogue and 
Democracy) also delivered training on citizens’ rights 
and other governance issues; and the Women’s 
Study Centre provided research and communication 
services and delivered gender training.

Community Committees
The partner organisations worked with local people to 
establish Community Committees in each village. These 
committees included representatives from the formal 
village councils, local CBOs, and from different sectors 
within the community, for instance, women, youth, and 
older people. 

The Community Committees received training in how to 
carry out a participatory community needs assessment, 
and how to draw up a community action plan on the 
basis of this assessment. The plans were agreed with 
communities, with the priorities agreed by consensus, 
and were then shared with donors and relevant 
government departments at a number of open days.

The Community Committees were each given two 
small grants of €6,000 and €10,000 to spend on 
priorities identified in the action plans. The partners 
also delivered training on topics such as citizens’ 
rights, participatory governance, and how to organise 
community meetings. Further training included an 
exposure visit in September 2012 to see other projects 
funded by the EU, and to learn more about raising funds 
to support development projects.

Youth mobilisers 
A key strategy of the project was working through 
community ‘mobilisers’. These were young people, 
who, in the words of one mobiliser, became “the 
right arm of the committees”. The mobilisers, 
who themselves received training in community-
engagement techniques, were able to organise and 
promote meetings, take forward particular activities 
and pieces of work for the committees, and engage 
with different groups within the community. 

Seventeen young people, almost half of them young 
women, took part in an exposure trip to Cairo and 
Upper Egypt in October 2011. They visited projects 
promoting community development and good 
governance, using rights-based approaches – 
learning from, and being inspired by, their example. 

The exposure tour was developed from the need 
to draw from the experience of other contexts, 
identified by community assessments which 
revealed a deep sense of despair in OPT, and a lack of 
belief in the possibility of change.

Connecting communities to 
power-holders
Another key strategy of the project was to connect 
committees to power-holders at all levels, and to 
allow them to gain experience in expressing their 
needs and advocating for them. The committees were 
connected at local level to the formal village councils, 
at provincial level to the Governorates of Jordan Valley 
and Bethlehem, and even to particular Ministries of 
the Palestinian Authority (such as Health, Education, 
and Tourism). Most communities had little previous 
experience of engaging with governance structures, 
and the open days and formal meetings arranged by 
Oxfam and the partners were an important innovation.
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Community committees
The Community Committees have been very effective 
at bringing people together and enabling them to 
cooperate around community development projects 
and express their needs and priorities to relevant duty-
bearers. 

The practical skills and experiences gained, such 
as community organisation, participatory needs 
assessment, strategic planning, preparing proposals 
for donors, and tendering for contractors to implement 
projects, all provide a good basis for the communities 
to take on future development work. 

The Community Committees, and the CBOs within them, 
also achieved a stronger understanding of their role in 
the development process and the importance of their 
own accountability and transparency. The Community 
Committees and mobilisers have used modern 
communications methods such as Facebook to include 
people in events and organise community activities.

Feedback from the committees shows they feel huge 
sense of pride and empowerment because of what 
they have been able to achieve, and because Oxfam 
trusted them to identify their own priorities and gave 
them funding to implement projects themselves. 
Etaf, a member of the Community Committee from Oja 
in the Jordan Valley, commented: “Before, we were 
able to talk to our own communities – then dialogue 
was cut. This communication has started again. Our 
identification of community needs did not come from 
our own heads – it came from participation with the 
community. This on its own is an achievement.”

Rights and Responsibilities
A ‘Citizens’ Rights’ guidebook was published 
to increase knowledge of citizens’ rights and 
responsibilities with respect to local government, 
and empower people to advocate around these. The 
guide was developed by partner MIFTAH on the basis 
of workshops conducted with CBOs and women and 
youth groups in each of the target communities. 
Printed copies have been distributed, and the guide 
has been promoted online and through workshops 
and other events. See http://www.miftah.org/
Publications/Books/CitizensRightsGuideBookEng.pdf

The principles outlined in the guide have been 
used in a practical way to improve governance 
relationships. For example, people had not been 
paying water and electricity charges in the Jordan 
Valley because of dissatisfaction about service 
provision. This meant that the Jericho Governorate 
had to ‘top up’ the missing funding, giving it less 

to spend on services. To overcome this, Oxfam and 
partners initiated an ongoing process of trust-
building between citizens and duty-bearers, which 
hopes to see more citizens paying water charges and 
the governorate able to deliver improved services.

The grants programme
The first grant was designed to maintain the 
Community Committees’ enthusiasm for and 
commitment to the project, but also to demonstrate 
the model to the wider community and to build their 
trust. In Jiftlik, the community decided to create a 
picnic area at the UNRWA (United Nation Relief and 
Works Agency) school, which can be used and enjoyed 
by everyone in the community. Other projects from 
the first round of funding include rehabilitation of the 
school toilets and gates in one village.

With the second grant, the Community Committee in 
Jiftlik purchased agricultural equipment which can 
be hired to individual farmers, enhancing their ability 
to make a living from their land. This is particularly 
important in ‘Area C’, where Israeli policy states that if 
you do not work your land over a three-year period it 
can be confiscated and designated ‘state land’. The 
communities have also been able to use their new 
fundraising skills to raise money to fund a packaging 
and freezing house for vegetables, which will allow 
them to export their produce for the first time. 

In Oja, the Community Committee realised that there 
were a large number of female-headed households 
who struggled to get by. The committee decided to 
use its second grant to give two sheep or goats to 
those households most in need. The animals will 
supply milk and cheese for sale; when they have 
young they will be given to the Community Committee, 
which will decide which households should be next to 
benefit from the livestock.

Giving a voice to marginalised groups
The project has given a voice to marginalised groups, 
including women and youth, enabling them to 
participate effectively in community discussions and 
in decision-making. This in turn has often helped to 
enhance their status within the household and the 
community, and given them confidence to take on roles 
not normally the preserve of their gender or age group.

Women
Many women report that they feel they now have a 
voice, that men accept their active involvement in 
the community, and that they can attend Community 
Committee meetings. 

Assessing the impact
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Halema Um Mustafa says: “My husband is very 
supportive. He encourages me to participate. He 
wanted me to stand for election to the village council 
but I felt too busy to do it.” As a divorced woman, 
Um Ammar from Al Oja would normally be expected 
to stay at home, as divorce is considered shameful 
for women. She says: “It was hard to convince our 
relatives and families at first, because they wouldn’t 
understand that a woman could be part of public 
meetings, and part of a voice of her society, without 
her husband present at a mixed meeting.” Um Ammar 
feels she has learned a lot through the project and 
appreciates the new ways of thinking for her and her 
children’s future. 

Men also report that the project has helped them to 
accept women being active in the community. Raed 
Abu Judeh said: “At the start we had a different view. 
But the barrier between men and women was broken 
down by working together. It is acceptable to offer 
the same opportunities to women as men.”

One challenge faced by the women was for the 
mobilisers to gain family approval to join the trip to 
Egypt. Shadia was at first against the idea of going 
because of “what people would say”; however, her 
father convinced her to go and to learn everything 
she could. Shadia says: “When I came back from 
Egypt I came back more independent, with more 
motivation and strength to improve the situation in 
Jiftlik. I proved our community wrong and made them 
realise that travelling was a great idea.”

. 

Youth
Community mobiliser Raed Abu Judeh from Jiftlik 
commented: “Before, the youth used to be lazy, 
not working for the development of the community. 
In this project youth really found space to do 
something. Egypt exposed us to youth who were 
working in a context harsher than ours – but in this 
context they were really able to do something and 
mobilise their community. We learnt many of their 
techniques.” Salam from Oja commented that youth 

had never before been involved in civil society, 
but that being mobilisers had enabled them to get 
involved. Several of the mobilisers reported that 
everything that the tour participants learnt was 
shared with those who were unable to go.

Influencing power-holders 
The communities were connected to power-holders, 
often for the first time, through this project, 
and there are concrete examples of authorities 
responding to issues raised by the villages in a 
new way. For example, the Al Walaje Community 
Committee lobbied the Ministry of Tourism to add 
them to the list of tourist attractions as they 
have “the oldest olive tree in Palestine”. Jericho 
Governorate agreed to take the action plans and 
incorporate them into other plans for the same 
locations, and to improve electricity if people 
paid electricity bills. The opportunity to achieve 
significant development, however, is limited by 
power-holders’willingness or ability to respond to 
issues raised. 

Mayson Shadady commented: “It was very positive 
to be asked to join the Community Committee. My 
voice has become stronger through the training. 
Now I know the needs of people in the village and 
am connected with decision-makers. Now we can 
advocate around issues that concern us, such as 
the wall.” Um Ammar from Oja commented: “It is not 
just about money (the grants). Oxfam connected us 
to different levels of power, Governorate, Health and 
Education Ministries etc. Now we are able to hold 
them to account. The Governorate said when they 
have funds they will consider funding our Action 
Plan. And the Health Ministry said that if we have 
concerns we should write to express them.”

International advocacy
Oxfam is very aware of the limited potential to 
achieve change in OPT, within the current context. 
The community open days provided opportunities 
for European diplomats and donors to see the 
situation in these villages first hand and hear their 
stories. Oxfam has also continued with advocacy 
activities such as bringing the UK Development 
Minister to OPT to witness the situation personally, 
publishing a report on the impact of settlements in 
the Jordan Valley (www.oxfam.org/en/eu/policy/
israel-palestine-on-the-brink) and bringing UK 
journalists and Members of Parliament to Al Walajeh. 
The publication and dissemination of the paper before 
the EU Foreign Affairs Committee meeting is believed 
to have influenced the notable success in getting 
issues related to ‘Area C’ onto the EU’s agenda and 
specifically mentioned in the Foreign Affairs Council 
recommendations of May 2012. 
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Far left: Street 
lights waiting to 
be installed, Al 
Walejeh. 
Left: Lubna, 
Coordinator of 
Ansar. Al Walejeh. 
Photo: Louie Fooks, 
Oxfam

In Al Walajeh, the community realised there 
was no safe space where women could meet 
together, and that young people had few 
opportunities or activities within the village. 
Being in ‘Area C’ (where building is controlled 
by the Israelis) they were unable to construct a 
new building for community meetings. However, 
they decided to use the first grant from Oxfam 
to refurbish a building as a gym– decorating 
the space, purchasing equipment, installing 
showers, and setting up a café. Now women 
have somewhere to meet, young people 
have something to do, and everyone has the 
opportunity to keep fit which also benefits 
their mental health. The gym is a particularly 
important resource in a community with few 
facilities, no transport to other towns, and 
where the Israeli occupation severely limits 
people’s freedom of movement.

Community Committee member Mayson Shadady 
says: “We created a place for women. The gym is 
good for mental well-being, it helps you to relax.” 
Yazer, a 19-year-old student commented: “If I 
did not have this club, I would spend all my time 
indoors using Facebook and the Internet. Now I 
can go there and meet my friends and get healthy.”

A community survey demonstrated 90 per 
cent support for a project to install street 
lighting: the village had been very dark at night, 
particularly in winter when there is fog, and 
people had been afraid to leave their homes in 
the evenings. 

The process of identifying the best lights to 
use, inviting tenders from companies to supply 
and install them, and deciding which areas to 
prioritise , has also helped to build community 
cooperation. It has involved working with the 
electricity company and the village council – as 
well as negotiating with the Ministry of Local 
Governance and Ministry of Planning. 

Committee member Majdi Abu Teen commented: 
“It felt like Eid when we got the lights. More 
than that… the lights mean the sustainability 
of the Community Committee because we did it 
together.” Now the lights make people feel more 
secure from attacks by settlers and enable them 
to move around at night, something which is 
particularly important for women and girls who 
had previously been unable to go out in the dark. 
Moreover, the lights have literally put the village 
on the map as Al Walejeh now shows up on 

‘Google’, where previously it was simply too dark.

Community development in Al Walajeh  
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Palestinian child, 
West Bank. Photo: 
Lisei Caspers, 
Oxfam

A number of key insights from the project are 
captured below, as they may be of interest to donors 
and practitioners. This does not, however, represent 
the full learning or evaluation of the project.  
The project evaluation report is available from  
kbowen@oxfam.org.uk.

Project approach 
Whilst not being able to make a material impact 
on the Israeli occupation, or the poverty of the 
Palestinian community, the skills, strategies, 
and confidence gained through the project have 
demonstrably shifted people’s expectations of what 
they can achieve themselves as well as by engaging 
with power-holders. This supports the project’s logic 
model of strengthening civil society through capacity 
building and building connections with power-
holders as an appropriate strategy in this context, 
where the possibilities for change are limited.

Working with partners
The project was most effective where the 
implementing partner was already based in the 
community – Ansar, in Al Walajeh. Here community 
cooperation was already more embedded and the 
CBO was a part of the community, with a real stake 
in the future development of the village. This also 
provides a good basis for sustainability of community 
development activities after the end of the project.

In the Jordan Valley, where the implementing partner 
was an NGO from outside the area, and where 
there was less existing experience of community 
organisation, even though the partner worked very 

hard the project made slower progress, and its future 
sustainability is less certain. 

Involving communities
Development work is most successful where the 
communities themselves make the decisions about 
what is needed, and where they implement, and 
ideally contribute to, the work. In Al Walajeh, for 
instance, the Community Committee was able to 
increase the number of lights that could be bought 
for the village by asking every family to contribute 
100 shekels to the cost. 

Funding from other donors
Although the communities gained skills in needs 
assessment and strategic planning, and have 
used these to develop an action plan, the project 
experience shows that other donors are less keen to 
work with such pre-existing plans and tend to want 
to start the process from scratch, which becomes 
frustrating for the communities.

Importance of new perspectives
The exposure visit to Egypt had a broad spectrum 
of positive effects both for the project and in the 
personal lives of those travelling. Not only did 
it widen the horizons and perspectives of the 
mobilisers to see how others do things differently 
in different contexts; it also contributed to 
some incremental changes to the perspectives 
of community members, who initially had deep 
reservations about allowing family to be involved.

Working with power-holders
The project clearly shows the importance of working 
with the state at all levels and involving power-
holders in the different phases of the project. It is 
also crucial to build the capacity of the state at 
various levels to undertake participatory planning 
and budgeting processes. Oxfam should use its 
ability to broker meetings between the state and the 
local community, which is important for sustainability 
and for building trust between communities and 
power-holders. 

Within and Without the State
Funding from Within and Without the State was 
able to add value to EU funding, by providing the 
ten per cent match-funding needed. The project 
also benefited considerably from being part of an 
OPT-wide, and global, project – in terms of being able 
to learn from project work with civil society in other 
contexts (including Gaza and Afghanistan). 
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There is a strong appetite from communities in the 
West Bank for more input and support from Oxfam, 
and a lot of energy and enthusiasm to build on the 
initial development. 

Oxfam believes the approach demonstrated by the 
Fostering Community Change project has been 
successful, and is positive and valid in the context of 
OPT. We will continue to use it in future work. 
We hope that the community action plans developed in 
each village can continue to be used with other donors 
to implement new development projects, and we are 

Within and Without the State
Funded by the UK Department for International Development (DFID), Within and Without the State 
(WWS) works in three focus countries: South Sudan, OPT/Israel, and Afghanistan. DFID funding is 
allowing these country programmes to develop new programming which will strengthen civil society 
and governance structures, promote dialogue between citizens and power-holders, and ultimately 
support more poor men and women to claim their rights.

WWS also has a strong emphasis on capturing knowledge and learning. Learning both from the 
pilot projects, and from the experience of a wider group of country programmes working in conflict 
and fragile contexts, will be documented and shared across Oxfam and with other development 
practitioners and policy-makers externally. 

For more information contact Amanda Buttinger, WWS Programme Coordinator, abuttinger@oxfam.org.uk; 
or Louie Fooks, Global Learning and Communications Officer, lfooks@oxfam.org.uk

exploring how we can support communities to achieve 
this. We will also be looking at how media can be better 
used in future to help hold duty-bearers to account, 
and at how methods to extend social accountability 
(where the community rates the services provided by 
duty-bearers, and uses this as leverage to improve 
them) can be used in our programme work. 

For further information about Oxfam’s work in the 
West Bank, please contact Kate Bowen, Deputy 
Country Director – West Bank and Israel at  
kbowen@oxfam.org.uk

This publication has been produced with the assistance of the European Union. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of 
Oxfam and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European Union.

This material has been funded by UKaid from the Department for International Development, however the views expressed do not necessarily 
reflect the department’s official policies. 

Oxfam, December 2012. Written by Louie Fooks. The information in this review is taken from project documentation and reporting, and a field 
visit conducted in September 2012. Oxfam would like to thank all those people who have participated in the project over the last two years. 

Looking to the future

Separation wall, 
West Bank.
Photo: Rola El Chami


