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Introduction:
Clustering as a vision and a thinking method 

Khaldun Bshara 

Riwaq has worked for the past five years to develop and 
implement a vision that responds to the geo-political challenges 
facing Jerusalem, including separation, fragmentation and 
marginalization. This vision builds on Riwaq’s expertise in the 
rehabilitation of historic buildings into community hubs in 
Shu’fat, Abu Dis, ‘Anata, Hizma and Beit Ijza, and its experience 
in the rehabilitation of rural Palestine within the framework of 
the fifty most significant villages program, including Beit Eksa 
and Jaba’. 

Through the Life Jacket Project, Riwaq has developed innovative 
methods to invest in the socio-economic potential of rural 
Jerusalem to strengthen the Palestinian presence, and resist 
occupation attempts of fragmentation and displacement 
that aim at isolating Jerusalem from its popular and natural 
environment, i.e. rural Jerusalem. 

In light of its conservation and rehabilitation experience in Beit 
Iksa and Jaba’, and through the Life Jacket, in 2017 Riwaq adopted 
an approach that considers rural Jerusalem as one cluster rather 
than a group of single villages. Riwaq explored the rehabilitation 
possibilities of the historic centres within their broader urban 
context, and their historic relations with each other on one hand 
and with the city of Jerusalem on the other.
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To accelerate the rehabilitation process, maximize benefit for 
the local communities and challenge the colonial project, Riwaq 
adopted the cluster approach towards the preservation of 
cultural heritage. Through this approach, Riwaq acknowledges 
the significance of each village, while recognizing the 
importance of possible interdependence between these 
places in their communities’ common interest. This approach 
does not surrender to the attempts to fragment Palestine into 
small, easily controlled enclaves, but rather ensures that no 
individual or group is left isolated, and recognizes that no space 
is insignificant.

Riwaq is currently working in Kufr Aqab, Qalandiya, Al-Jib and 
Jaba’, and has a plan -within the resources available - to reach 
all the villages of rural Jerusalem. These villages are rich in 
architectural heritage and unparalleled in their significance, 
except by the city of Jerusalem. 

The work implemented in Kufr Aqab, Qalandiya, Al-Jib and 
Jaba’ revealed the significant role that rural Jerusalem can play 
in the socio-economic and politico-cultural development of 
Palestine as a whole. The main outcome of the work has been 
to raise awareness about these areas that most Palestinians 
do not recognize as spaces of heritage significance. The sites 
showed continuous human settlement for thousands of years 
and considerable architectural remains from the Bronze Age, 
Iron Age, Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine eras, as well as 
from Islamic eras up until the present day. These discoveries 
challenge the poor historical records about these areas and 

allow inhabitants to relate and identify with their villages of 
origin. The oral history sessions in these villages also revealed 
vivid inter-relations among these villages as well as with the city 
of Jerusalem. Further, study of the spaces in-between revealed 
great flora and fauna diversity that situates the area within the 
broader ecosystem of Palestine, more precisely, as an important 
link between the western and eastern slopes of Jerusalem. 

The Life Jacket Project suggests the reconnecting of these villages 
through social networks and relations, revitalizing cultural 
activities and enhancing common local economies to tackle the 
problems of geographic dispersion and physical barriers.

The bottom-up clustering approach presumes that all places 
are equally important in any social, economic, political or 
cultural project in Palestine. It speculates about what could 
happen if we remove borders, reconnect the villages with each 
other and reconnect the cities all over Palestine. Clustering, 
then, becomes a concept, a vision, a possibility, and a medium 
for experimentation in the colonized, the liberated and the 
contested field of space.
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