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Tension on Gaza Border: Explosions, Fires and Bravery
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“The forest is our home, so there are many cases in which we simply have no choice
but to be out in the field even though it is dangerous.”
Tension on the Gaza border has reminded the people who live nearby how temporary
and fragile the quiet there can be. The recent abduction and murder of three Israeli
boys, and the pursuant actions taken, have resulted in a massive barrage of missile fire
on the Gaza border communities, which KKLJNF has been involved in developing over
the years in a variety of fields: community development, agriculture, water, tourism and
security.
The past weekend has been a tense one for
residents of the South. Code Red sirens
sounded throughout the South and for the
first time since Operation Pillar of Defense,
a grad missile was fired at the city of
Beersheva. The Israeli air force attacked 10
targets in the Gaza Strip. Since last
Wednesday, 110 rockets have been fired at
Israel from Gaza; 80 of them have exploded
in open areas in the Negev region. Ten of
the rockets were intercepted by the Iron
Dome system.
Even in these days of tension, KKLJNF
staff are on the Gaza border. Equipped with
bulletproof vests and helmets, they look like A resident points out Gaza from Kibbutz Erez. Photo: Yoav Devir
soldiers in a danger zone. While local
residents try to stay close to their homes in case of a Code Red alarm, KKLJNF workers fulfill
their vital duties in the area, such as putting out wildfires that are caused by a missile strike in
an open area, for example.
As we have heard from Danny BenDavid,
KKLJNF Western Negev Director, “There
were wildfires in the last few days due to
rocket fire that hit a grove in Sderot and
forested areas in the surrounding areas.
KKLJNF teams were called to the area and
took part in suppressing the fires.” Ben
David said that in view of the present
volatile security situation along the border,
all the work undertaken by KKLJNF is
coordinated with the IDF.
“The forest is our home, so there are many
cases in which we simply have no choice
but to be out in the field even though it is
along a KKLJNF security road near the Black
dangerous,” explained Gabi Benishti, KKL IDF tanks patrolling
Arrow observation point. Photo: Yoav Devir
JNF Forester in the Western Negev. “When
the workers are in the field, they have no place to hide, so there are certain areas that we
haven’t been going to lately, as instructed by the security forces. If we must work in the field
regardless of the situation, we definitely feel the tension, and our families worry, of course, but
there’s no choice. We have to do our work.”
Friends of JNF Canada, who understood the
severity of the ongoing situation, decided to
assist in the safety of the field workers and
donated a safe structure, which was
installed in one of the forests in the area.
Soldiers, KKLJNF workers and even hikers,
who are caught by surprise by a Code Red
alarm, now have this safe structure to run to
for cover.
One of the important projects led by KKL
JNF in recent years, in conjunction with the
IDF and the local communities, is the life
saving trees project. Thousands of trees
have been planted along community
perimeters and roads in the border region,
in order to conceal them from the eyes of
terrorists who target them from the Gaza
Strip.

Bomb shelters dot the Shaar HaNegev High School grounds. Photo:
Yoav Devir

The foresters explained that they planted mainly eucalyptus trees, since they grow fast and
tall, and they are able to endure the harsh climatic conditions. KKLJNF also makes sure to
install irrigation systems for the young trees, in order to provide them with water until they are
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large enough to continue growing on their own.
Benishti said that relocated mature tamarisks
were planted in some areas, in which case
there is no need to wait for the trees to grow in
order to provide a protective green wall for
concealment from the launchers, and they are
already effective. In view of the project’s
success, KKLJNF has received requests to
continue planting trees in additional strategic
locations.
Another security project in which KKLJNF is
involved is the development of security roads,
which serve the armed forces that patrol the
border zones, as well as the local farmers
accessing their fields.

Notification of security road upgrades for Gaza Border
communities. Photo: Yoav Devir

KKLJNF invests a lot in the Gaza border communities through a number of projects supported
by its friends worldwide.
Meeting the residents of the region, one is impressed by the courage and fortitude of these
people who chose to live in the Negev and defend their country. To give the youth living in the
region a break from all the tension, KKLJNF brings children and teens from the border
communities up to their Field and Forest Educational Center in Ness Harim, where they get to
go on trips and learn leadership skills through fun activities.
“We don’t feel like victims of
the situation. We chose to live
here, and we love the place,”
said Alon Schuster, the
Mayor of the Shaar Hanegev
Regional Council, to a group
of journalists from all over the
world. The journalists recently
participated in the Jewish
Media Summit in Jerusalem,
and took part in a tour of the
Gaza border communities,
organized for them by KKL
JNF.
Kibbutz Erez is situated a few
hundred meters from the Gaza
Strip border. From the hill on
the edge of the kibbutz, you
Batya Holzman with her preschool charges in Kibbutz Erez.
can see buildings in Gaza.
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You don’t even need
binoculars. During the night and in the early morning before we arrived, there had been a
Code Red alarm, and the well trained residents had hurried into their safe spaces. During our
tour of Erez, we heard explosions from time to time, coming from the direction of the border.
The experienced residents know how to distinguish between IDF fire and the firing from the
Strip.
For a person from outside it seemed surreal. In the background, you heard echoes of
explosions, but people were going on with their daily routines. A father was taking his daughter
to preschool. A mother and her son were walking the dog. People were rushing to their cars to
get to work. It was a completely normal morning, just like anywhere else in the world, broken
only when a code red siren is sounded.
The daycare toddlers were on the pastoral
lanes of the kibbutz, making their way to
breakfast. “Yes, there are explosions, but it’s
our job to keep the children happy,” said
preschool teacher Batya Holzman, who has
been a member of the kibbutz for thirtythree
years. “These children are one to two years
old, so they don’t understand the danger yet.
The older children are aware of it already, and
one can see signs of stress on them, but this
is our home. We feel safe here, and we have
no desire to live anywhere else.”
Shahar Saltzman, a twentyeightyearold
Shahar Saltzman of Kibbutz Erez. Photo: Yoav Devir
student, grew up in Kibbutz Erez and then
lived for a few years in the USA, England,
Spain and Tel Aviv. She was recently accepted as a member of the kibbutz, and she and her
husband are in the midst of building their house there. “It doesn’t matter where I’ve lived in the
world,” she said. “I always knew my home was here in Erez, and this is where I want to have a
family. I would be lying if I said one doesn’t feel the tension, but we’ve been living like this for
many years, and we know how to cope. We haven’t lost our optimism, and we dream and
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believe that there will be peace.”
Not far from Kibbutz Erez, at the Shaar
Hanegev Regional High School, a completely
missileproof educational center was built, with
green gardens landscaped for the benefit of the
students, thanks to the support of Friends of
JNF Australia. The only indications of the
security situation are the concrete red and
white bomb shelters dotting the pretty campus,
in case there is a Code Red alarm when
students are outdoors.
“We’ve gotten used to the missiles already, and
it seems totally normal to us,” explained twelfth
grader Yael Wolf. “It’s only when I meet people
from other places and hear their reactions that I
understand how insane and outrageous our life
is.”

Twelfth grader Yael Wolf of the Shaar HaNegev school speaks to
a journalist touring the area. Photo: Yoav Devir

