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What others have to say about this report 
 
'This report is very significant, first for documenting the awful abuses of human rights continuing 
on a daily basis in the West Bank, and second for illustrating the depths to which the Palestinian 
Authority, the Israeli occupation forces and the US and EU funders and supporters of the current 
approach have allowed the situation to sink.  There will be shocking consequences if these issues 
are not addressed, above all by finding a realistic, determined and honourable way to end the 
occupation.' 
 
Sir Jeremy Greenstock 
Former British ambassador to the United Nations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
'A shocking and important report documenting torture and abuse within the Palestinian security 
system. What little human rights focus the world deploys in the Middle East is trained upon the 
very obvious effects of the Israel/Palestine conflict. Too much of what goes on within the 
Palestinian Authority itself goes largely ignored.'   
 
Jon Snow 
Journalist and TV presenter, Channel Four 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What this report shows with such stark clarity is that the Western discourse of liberal good 
governance and rights, which sounds very nice because they relate to real human aspirations, is a 
façade behind which a police state has emerged. A security-led project of this nature ς with its 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ Ψƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ς has little relation to true institution 
or state-building. It is no accident that parliamentary oversight, accountability and systems of 
justice have atrophied, whilst massive Western assistance has been directed to so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ-
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩΦ 
 
Alastair Crooke 
Former adviser to EU Foreign Policy Chief, Javier Solana, and director of Conflicts Forum 
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Documenting the crime of torture in the 
tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴƛŀƴ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ 
 

Introduction 
 

The Arab Organization for Human Rights in Britain has issued several reports on human rights 
violations in the territory of the Palestinian Authority highlighting the practice of torture in 
prisons. It is clear that the Palestinian security services have been using torture on a wide and 
systematic basis for several years using, inter alia, the following techniques: shabh (hanging) of all 
kinds, beating with cables, pulling out nails, suspension from the ceiling, flogging, kicking, 
swearing and cursing, electric shocks, sexual harassment and the threat of rape. At least six 
people have been killed while undergoing torture in Palestinian Authority centres: Shadi 
Shaheen, Ramallah; Majd Barghouti, Ramallah; Mohammed al-Haj, Jenin; Kamal Abu Taima, 
Hebron; Haitham Amro, Hebron; Fadi Hamadna, Nablus. Many ex-detainees have permanent 
disabilities. Mass arrests have taken place on political grounds. 
 
Given the ongoing torture in the prisons of the Palestinian Authority, on a large scale and 
systematically, the Arab Organization for Human Rights in Britain has documented such crimes 
for the three years from October 2007 to October 2010. The work was based on several primary 
sources: 
 
1. Meetings with victims or their relatives to find out what happened to them in custody and 

written testimonies of the victims explaining what they had been subjected to. 
2. Distributing a questionnaire, in secret, to detainees in prisons. 
3. The analysis of data and figures about detention and torture during the period mentioned. 
 
Video testimonies of victims or their relatives. 
 
We have taken these steps discreetly, away from the eyes of the security services. Where 
requested, some of the victims or witnesses have been promised anonymity so that they will not 
face further persecution. 
 
An analysis of the data shows that in the period under review, the security services detained 
almost 8,640 people at a rate of 8 arrests per day; on occasions, there were between 600-900 
arrests in the space of a few days. Every one of those detainees has been subject to humiliating 
and degrading treatment and stayed in cells for more than ten days. Many have spent the prime 
of their youth behind bars. The analysis also shows that an astonishing 95% of the detainees 
were subjected to severe torture, others feeling the detrimental effects on their health for 
varying periods. Seventy-seven percent of the detainees had been in the custody of the 
occupation before being released and rearrested by the Palestinian Authority on the same 
charges. 
 
Men and women from all sectors of Palestinian society have been subject to arrest and torture: 

students, workers, teachers, doctors, engineers, university professors and lawyers. Like their 

Israeli counterparts, the Palestinian security services also detain minors. 
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There is no sanctity for the house, university or school; even hospitals are violated. Raids with 

personnel wearing civilian and military clothing take place in the middle of the night; citizens are 

abducted from their places of work or study in broad daylight. Arrests themselves are harsh and 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ƛƴǎǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ōŜŀǘƛƴƎǎΤ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΩ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŀƴǎŀŎƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

all too often valuables are stolen by the security forces. It is rare for an arrest warrant to be 

ǎƘƻǿƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘ ƻǳǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

mandatory court hearing within 24 hours of arrest does not usually take place and the victim is 

subject to torture and interrogation from the moment he is detained. 

Studying a sample of detainees  
 
hǳǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΩ ŎŀǎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǊǊŜǎǘŜŘ 
on 13th October 2007; the latest was picked up on 30th May 2010. Questionnaires were 
distributed in secret, focusing on the conditions in detention, torture, health status, social/
marital status, any trial that has taken place, overall negative effects and injury resulting from the 
arrest and detention. 
 
This sample was used because the media and human rights organisations have picked up during 
the period in question the fact that prisoners held by the Palestinian Authority have been 
subjected to torture by security officers. The sample represents those still in prison and awaiting 
trial, or with military charges against them. The common factor for all is the exposure to torture 
in detention and illegal military tribunals. 
 
Living conditions in Palestinian Authority prisons and detention centres 
 
Most of the prisons and detention centres in the West Bank are remnants of the Israeli 
occupation in which thousands of Palestinians were kept and tortured. Despite promises of 
reform by the Director of Prisons, Mustafa Dawabsheh, detainees claim that instructions for 
changes are not implemented by prison staff. There are daily two-hour exercise breaks in the 
afternoon and families can visit once a week for one hour. Visitors can bring vegetables and fruits 
and one cooked meal per room. Some basic items are allowed once a month, such as half a bag 
of detergent per room for washing clothes, one bar of soap for six people, one kilo of sugar per 
person, and half a kilo of tea per room. 
 
tǊƛǎƻƴ ŦƻƻŘΣ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΣ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻƻǊ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅΤ ƛǘΩǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 
Ramadan. Three meals a day are provided with one small loaf per person. Although medical 
treatment is available, there is a shortage of suitable medication which is often brought in by 
visitors at their own expense. Access to private doctors outside the prison is allowed after 
submission of a request in advance; several soldiers will accompany the detainee during the 
consultation. External visits for family celebrations are available on production of a military 
sponsor to guarantee that the detainee will return to prison. 
 
Sanctions against detainees include being placed in cells which have no windows or other sources 

of fresh air, with very little light, for days on end prior to being moved to rooms in the 

Investigations Section for a month or longer. Sanctions are imposed for minor violations. In 

addition, various forms of collective punishment take place. PA prisons and detention centres 

vary in degrees of disrepute, but detainees regard those in the district of Jericho as the worst. 
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Locations where political detainees are kept in the West Bank 

The prisoners in the study sample were usually imprisoned in their home province, but a few are 

kept in other areas nearby. The age group of the 32% of the detainees in the study sample was 

20-30 years; the remaining 68% were over 30. Most (76%) were married and so their detention 

split them from their families who depended on the detainees to a large extent for their income; 

the number of dependents vary between 2 and 12 people per detainee, although statistics were 

unknown for almost half of the detainees. 
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In answer to questions about their health, almost half (44%) of the detainees claimed to be 
suffering from a specific disease, injury or illness, including clogged arteries in the hand, swelling 
of the hands and feet, various infections, tinnitus, torn muscles, backache, heart problems, 
hernia, partial or total kidney failure, crushed vertebrae, asthma, seizures and diabetes. Most of 
the detainees were healthy at the time of the arrest. The costs of any operations or other such 
procedures have to be borne by the detainees and the families. 
 
Detainees mentioned the torture most were exposed to, particularly Shabh (hanging) in its 
various forms (some reported that they were hung from the second floor, upside down like 
slaughtered animals); severe beatings with sticks and hoses; threats of rape; and other abuse, 
such as deprivation of sleep for long periods.  
 
It is important to state that detainees were kept hanging for different periods; 76% said about 20 

days, 12% for more than a month. In addition, some were in Shabh intermittently for between 20

-100 hours, or 200-500 hours, or up to 1,600 hours over a six months period. While in such 

positions, detainees often suffered foot beating, ten rounds or more with 50 lashes in each 

round; this would take place for many days. 
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In order to put pressure on detainees, close relatives, even minors, are brought to the 

interrogation centre; they may be tortured as well, in front of the detainee, in order to try to 

force a confession of guilt. Some detainees claim that their close relatives (including the wife of 

one detainee) have been subjected to Shabh in front of them. 
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An incredible 81% of the sample group said that this was not the first time that they had been 
arrested by the Palestinian Authority. A number also said that they had had valuables taken from 
their family home at the time of their arrest, which put further financial pressure on the 
ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΩ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘǎΦ {ŜǾŜƴǘȅ-seven percent of the detainees had also been detained at some 
stage and for varying periods by the Israeli occupation forces. 
 
The so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǊŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŘƻƻǊ ǇƻƭƛŎȅέ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǊǊŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

Israelis and then, when released, immediately rearrested by the Palestinian Authority on the 

same charges; 59% said that this had happened to them. 

Charges laid against detainees by the PA are often the same as those used by the Israeli 
occupation forces, namely membership of a militia, terrorism, sedition, organising against the PA; 
98% had seen the latter on their file. 
 
Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǾŜƴǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŜǎΩ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ǳǇǊŜƳŜ /ƻǳǊǘΣ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƴǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎƻǳǊǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ άǳƴǘƻǳŎƘŀōƭŜέ ōȅ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴǎΦ {ŜƴǘŜƴŎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǉǳƛŎƪ ς 

perhaps after one or a maximum of four sessions ς and in some cases sentence is passed without 

a hearing. Lawyers cannot defend their clients or even talk to them; detainees are only rarely 

allowed to speak. The sentences themselves are usually predetermined as there is no system in 

place for detainees to be released from a military court. Of the sample surveyed, 65% of the 

detainees were sentenced by military courts to prison terms of more than 13 months; the longest 

term was five years. 
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The lead Palestinian Authority force for carrying out detentions and torture of Palestinians is the 

Preventive Security, followed by the General Intelligence and Military Intelligence. 
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Torture methods 
 
From the close scrutiny of the violations carried out by the Palestinian Authority over a number 
of years, and according to our sample testimonies, we can summarise torture methods as 
follows: 
 
Shabh, with its various forms 
 

Banana Shabh 
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Squat Shabh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Banana shape using chair 
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Back breaker 

Like a slaughtered animal 
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 Hanging from the elbows       Hanging from hands using a pulley 

 

 

 

 

Beating with hands, legs, hoses and sticks all over the body 
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