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Palestine, Land of Olives and Vines: Cultural Landscape of Southern 
Jerusalem, Battir 

Dear Sir, 

ICOMOS is currently evaluating the nomination of "Palestine, Land of Olives and Vines: Cultural 
Landscape of Southern Jerusalem, Battir" under the emergency procedure as set out in paragraphs 161 
and 162 of the Operational Guidelines. 

In order to undertake our assessment as effectively as possible, in terms of identifying the emergency and 
identifying the potential Outstanding Universal Value, we would like to request further information on the 
following aspects of the property: 

Impact of possible World Heritage inscription 
ICOMOS would welcome clarification on the impact that a decision by the World Heritage Committee to 
inscribe Battir on the World Heritage List could make to this cultural landscape in terms of averting threats. 

The nomination dossier suggests that there are four main threats: 

Illegal construction of settlements on surrounding hills 
Proposed illegal construction of the Wall 
The Israeli state's refusal to allow the farmers to maintain their land and buildings 
Harm resulting from The Interim Agreement on the West Bank and Gaza Strip 

For the first, third and fourth threats ICOMOS would like clarification of the immediate consequences that a 
decision by the World Heritage Committee would have in terms of, for instance, the ability of farmers to 
repair watch towers, or changes in the construction of settlements on surrounding hills. 

For the second threat that relates to the construction of a wall along the 1949 ceasefire line, ICOMOS 
would like further clarification on the impact of any decision by the World Heritage Committee on the line of 
the wall or on its construction. 

ICOMOS understands that in the 1940s there was agreement that the residents of Battir could tend their 
land on the Israeli side of the line (in contrast to the situation in many other villages). 
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A fence to be constructed along this line in 2005 would have taken away access from around a third of the 
village's land. In 2007 the Israeli High Court ruled that the fence had to be moved and in 2010 the army 
moved the line of the barrier westward to the Jaffa-Jerusalem railway track which meant that it would 
enclose far less of the village's land. 

In 2012, the villagers petitioned the Supreme Court in Israel, with the support of the Israel Nature and 
Parks Authority, and the Friends of the Earth Middle East, to have the barrier rerouted entirely beyond their 
land to allow them to continue their ancient system of cultivation. 

In May 2013, the Court awarded an injunction against the plan and ruled that the Defense Ministry must 
explain "why should the route of the Separation Barrier in the Battir village area not be nullified or changed, 
and alternately why should the barrier not be reconfigured." The Defense Ministry was requested to 
suggest a route that did not compromise the Battir cultural landscape. 

We understand that the Israeli Authorities have agreed that if a barrier is constructed it will be a fence 
rather than a wall and that the villagers will be allowed access to their land on the Israeli side. 

ICOMOS would welcome clarification of what has been set out above. We would also welcome details of 
actions taken since May 2013 in relation to the impact of decision by the World Heritage Committee. 

We also request that a map be provided showing the line of the proposed fence at the current time, and 
previous lines. We would also like to receive details as to how the figure of between a third and a half of the 
Battir land being potentially cut off by the fence is calculated. 

Boundaries 
ICOMOS would also welcome clarification as to the justification of the proposed boundaries of the property. 
In the nomination dossier the scope and extent of the terraced landscape is shown in figure 2.5. This 
shows the terraces spreading across the core and buffer zone and even in places outside both. And early 
aerial photographs show terraces extending in concentrically around the hill on which Battir is sited. 
Watchtowers also extend across boundaries, as shown in fig 1.11, as does the overall pattern of cultivation 
in fig 1.13. The current boundaries do not appear to reflect this link between the terraces and the 
topography and watersheds. 

The core area also excludes the village of Battir where the farmers live. ICOMOS would also welcome an 
understanding as to why only the fields appear to have been nominated and not the settlements that are 
crucial parts of the way the cultural landscape functions. 

History 
The nomination states that the long history of the Battir terraces starts from at least the Bronze Age and 
continue until today. However, it is not entirely clear from the text how this long continuous history might be 
substantiated. Mention is made of recent excavations at Khirbet A/-Yahoudthat have revealed remains 
dating back to the Middle Bronze Age; of finds of Bronze and Iron Age pottery, of remains of Roman 
fortifications and of evidence of various settlements from 2nd century AD onwards. Please could further 
evidence be provided related to the development of the irrigated terraced landscape? The text suggests 
that the irrigation systems are Roman but the evidence for this is not clear. Nor is it clear what evidence 
exists for the persistence of the terraces over time or the antiquity of the stone forts. Is it a presumption that 
the shape and use of the landscape has a long history or is there clear evidence of this persistence? 

ICOMOS would like to understand more on the evidence that exists for origins of terraced agriculture and 
its development in Battir and surroundings, its links to the development of settlements and societies in the 
area generally, and its links over time to trade, particularly in olives and grapes. 



Comparative Analysis 
The comparative analysis provided in the nomination dossier only compares the property with some 
already inscribed World Heritage sites. There is no comparison offered with sites not already inscribed on 
the World Heritage list and particularly there is no comparison with other sites in the immediate area of the 
Eastern Mediterranean region. 

Battir is part of the central hills of Palestine where similar irrigated terraced agriculture was practised. How 
does the Battir site relate to this wider area? Is the nominated area the only terraced landscape to have 
survived in use or are there others? How does Battir compare with other terraced landscapes in other parts 
of the Eastern Mediterranean in terms of fabric and of history and social structures? 

Please could the comparative analysis be augmented to provide these further dimensions? 

Sustaining the cultural landscape 
lt would also be helpful to understand more of the social structures associated with the landscape. The 
nomination dossier mentions a democratic system for sharing water, and that only eight extended families 
are responsible for the persistence of this system and the upkeep of the terraced landscape, with members 
of the families being mostly elderly. How will the farming and water management system be maintained in 
the future? How do these eight extended families relate to other groups of farmers in other parts of the 
central hills? 

We would be grateful if you could provide ICOMOS and the Wortd Heritage Centre with the above information 
by Wednesday 19 March 2014. 

We thank you in advance for your kind cooperation. 

Yours sincerely, 

Copy to UNESCO World Heritage Centre 

Regina Durighello 
Director 
World Heritage Programme 
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