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Building Common Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach 

Executive Summary 

This paper is part of the “Building Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up 

Approach” project, which engages Israeli and Palestinian residents of East and West 

Jerusalem and aims to dignify diverse voices, enhance knowledge of the complexity of 

Jerusalem, and contribute toward constructive public and civil society engagement regarding 

the future of the city. The paper focuses on infrastructure and is based on discussions and 

photo-voice that took place among three groups—Palestinian, Israeli, and mixed—of 

Jerusalemite activists and urban planners in the Abu Tor/A-Thuri neighborhood. 

Infrastructure is one of the main factors that shapes people’s everyday lives in the 

urban space: Public transportation, electricity lines, roads, and green spaces are all examples 

of this. In Jerusalem, the quality of the infrastructure is not unanimous across different 

neighborhoods: some enjoy good roads, drainage, and various parks and amenities whereas 

others severely lack such services. A significant difference in the quality of infrastructure 

exists between Israeli and Palestinian neighborhoods. With some exceptions, West Jerusalem 

neighborhoods have much better sewage, roads, electricity, parks, and other facilities than 

their East Jerusalem counterparts.  

The findings from the Palestinian and Israeli groups reflect these differences, while 

also highlighting some common problems and challenges. Similar areas of concern include 

the lack of parking spaces, traffic congestion, the lack of recreational spaces for youths, 

dangerous roads and crossings, the neglect of open spaces, bad drainage, broken pavements, 

and not enough lighting. However, the photographs and discussions also reveal that 

Palestinian A-Thuri suffers more from dirtiness, poor sanitation, the lack of open space, water 

and electricity cuts, and insufficient and degraded housing conditions compared to Israeli 

Abu Tor.  

Envisioning the future of the neighborhood, participants suggested focusing on small 

bottom-up interventions in open public spaces, which can beautify them and make them 

welcoming to different groups. This approach is also known as place-making: in other words, 

small-scale initiatives that are taken up by the community to plan, design, and manage open 

spaces according to the community’s needs and strengths. Examples include “soft” measures 

such as painting, gardening, and providing street furniture. However, beyond the physical 

solutions, these initiatives require the consent of the community and a collaborative 
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approach to ensure that the new facilities will be used, taken care of, and enjoyed by 

different_members_of_the_community. 

 

About the Project  

“Building Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach” is a Leonard 

Davis Institute (The Hebrew University of Jerusalem) and Israel-Palestine: Creative Regional 

Initiatives (IPCRI) collaboration funded by the European Union. The project engages residents 

of East and West Jerusalem, urban planners, students, women, youths, and local leaders to 

work together to shape the current and future reality of their neighborhoods and the city as 

a whole. Urban planning and formal negotiations in Jerusalem have generally ignored the 

voices of the residents, in particular those from marginalized and diverse communities.  

This project aims to dignify diverse voices, enhance knowledge of the complexity of 

Jerusalem, and contribute toward constructive public and civil society engagement with 

respect to the future of the city. The project includes surveys of residents of Jerusalem, the 

mapping of local needs, community projects, and the increased efficacy of local residents of 

Jerusalem in shaping the future of the city. In its first stage, the project engaged residents 

from different Jerusalem neighborhoods in generating equitable solutions to local problems. 

The project provided and utilized capacity-building and participatory techniques to empower 

local communities and work with residents to create small interventions that would improve 

their reality. The community projects were decided on by the residents and included the 

creation of green spaces, public gardens, and libraries, as well as the beautifying of 

neighborhoods and any other initiatives or actions they prioritized. We believe that focusing 

on current inequalities while building partnerships at the neighborhood level can empower 

marginalized communities and answer some of their needs. 

In the final stage of the project, Jerusalem residents working in thematic groups 

discussed wider issues of concern. Israeli, Palestinian, and mixed thematic groups gathered to 

talk about four main themes: 1) Youth and Education, 2) Infrastructure and Public Spaces,  

3) Political Leadership and Representation, and 4) Safety and Protection. We also asked them 

to imagine and create new visions regarding what they wish their reality to look like. The 

results are a baseline for the following policy papers, which will hopefully contribute to local 

input toward short- and long-term solutions in Jerusalem. In the end, the participants’ visual 
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visions, the leaders’ verbal visions, and the policy papers will be presented in a traveling 

exhibition that will uncover some of Jerusalem’s wishful future. Through this approach, we 

aim to engage and inspire residents, policy designers, and other activists to work on local 

creative initiatives, increase the knowledge of the complexities of Jerusalem, and contribute 

toward-a-negotiated-solution-for-the-city. 

 

Infrastructure Thematic Group: The Work Process 

The group was composed of three sub-groups: Palestinian (from A-Thuri), Israeli 

(from Abu Tor and Bakaa), and a mixed team of expert urban planners and architects (from 

different neighborhoods in Jerusalem). Participants were recruited through social media and 

poster advertising (Figure 1), as well as through the facilitators’ personal connections. Each 

group included six to ten participants of different ages, sexes, and occupations. All groups 

studied the Abu Tor/ A-Thuri neighborhood as a representative case. This neighborhood was 

selected as a pilot since here the two sides—East and West Jerusalem—are close to each 

other, separated by only one street, yet they are very different from one another in terms of 

their physical 

characteristics and socio-

economic statuses. 

Moreover, the group 

facilitators had access to 

the community there and 

preliminary collaboration 

with the community 

council, which meant 

that the findings could be 

put to good use.  

 

Figure 1: A recruitment poster for the photo-voice process 

 Each group met separately during several workshops, which included brainstorming 

sessions and urban walks in the neighborhood guided by photo-voice. Photo-voice is a visual 

methodology used in participatory research to document reality using images or videos and 
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to reflect on them. During the process, participants take photos of their environment and/or 

topics they have agreed upon in advance. The photos are then brought to the group to 

initiate discussion. They help participants share their interpretation with other members, 

gain new insights about what they see, and communicate their findings to larger circles. Since 

infrastructure is a big topic, the teams decided to focus on public open spaces. However, 

during the workshops, other issues also emerged. Each participant shared their photos with 

the group and explained why they thought the photos were important and representative, 

and the presentations were followed by a group discussion. While each group had a slightly 

different selection process, each had to eventually collectively choose three photos that 

represented the main issues in the neighborhood, and these photos were later used to come 

up with a future vision. You can see the selected photos and the visual visions in the annex.  

 

Background: Infrastructure in Jerusalem  

Infrastructure can be perceived as the backbone of cities. It is a wide category that 

encapsulates multiple services and facilities that are necessary in order for an area to 

function effectively, such as roads, sewage lines, electricity grids, water pipes, railways, and 

sidewalks. The definitions of what counts as infrastructure are broad and diverse; some 

strictly focus on physical aspects while others are more flexible and also include social ones, 

such as social media technologies and social cohesion. Some infrastructure types are local, 

for example, sewage, while others are regional, national, or even international, such as gas 

pipelines. Accordingly, the responsibility for functioning infrastructure in a city falls on several 

governmental agencies and jurisdictions, depending on the scale and type of facility or 

service. Urban planners must adapt the infrastructure to the size of the population, emerging 

technologies, new growth areas, and other dynamic factors.  

In Jerusalem, as in other cities, infrastructure is one of the main factors that shapes 

people’s everyday lives: public transportation, electricity lines, roads, and green spaces are all 

examples of infrastructure. A good level of infrastructure can render life in the urban space 

safe, sustainable, and accessible to different groups, while degraded infrastructure can 

negatively affect one’s daily life in many ways. The quality of the infrastructure is not 

unanimous across the urban space: some neighborhoods enjoy good roads, drainage, and 

various parks and amenities while others severely lack such services. In Jerusalem, there is a 
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significant difference in the quality, scale, and type of infrastructure between Israeli and 

Palestinian neighborhoods. Generally, West Jerusalem neighborhoods have much better 

sewage, roads, electricity, parks, and other facilities than their East Jerusalem counterparts 

(with some exceptions). One striking example of this gap is parks and playgrounds, which are 

severely lacking in East Jerusalem. In Beit Hanina, a neighborhood comprising about thirty-

five thousand residents, there are only  four playgrounds. In A-Thuri (thirteen thousand 

residents), there is only one, and it is very small.  Another example is waste, which is not 

collected as frequently in East Jerusalem compared to the West, or not collected at all on 

some streets and especially in the neighborhoods on the Palestinian side of the separation 

wall. 

Other typical problems in East Jerusalem include very narrow streets with no 

pavements; improper or a lack of drainage, which leads to floods in rainy weather; a lack of 

street lighting; no parking spaces; and multiple one-way roads where traffic is heavy and 

dangerous. The bus systems of East and West Jerusalem are also disconnected, which means 

that moving back and forth between the two sides can be time-consuming and expensive, 

even if the distances are small. The light rail is an exception to this situation, connecting the 

East and West of the city, yet most of the stations are located in West Jerusalem. Palestinian 

residents are more negatively affected by the disconnection because they rely more on 

employment opportunities in West Jerusalem than the other way around. The recent 

government decision 3790 (13 May 2018) recognizes many of these problems and aims to 

contribute toward their resolution in the next five years, in particular, through investment in 

transportation (585 million NIS), water and sanitation infrastructure (73.5 million NIS), and 

planning and land registration (50 million NIS) in East Jerusalem.  

Thus, infrastructure is an important policy issue and is related to urban planning 

policies. One of the challenges in East Jerusalem is that most of the land is private and 

unregistered, in contrast to that in West Jerusalem. Many East Jerusalemite neighborhoods 

do not have any valid master planning that outlines their physical needs and future growth 

trajectories. Moreover, East Jerusalem neighborhoods receive a smaller share of the 

municipal budget and fewer services such as garbage collection. Water and electricity are 

provided by separate companies that operate in East Jerusalem and the West Bank, and their 

quality is poor. These combined factors make infrastructure in East Jerusalem a sensitive 

issue, both administratively and politically, since infrastructure is tied to larger policies 
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regarding East Jerusalem’s status. In this sense, infrastructure is not a purely technical 

matter. However, infrastructure challenges exist all across the city and are experienced by 

residents of West Jerusalem as well, as the following analysis will demonstrate.  

 

Analysis: The Main Problems  

Participants of all three groups identified a large array of infrastructure-related 

problems in the Abu Tor/A-Thuri neighborhood. Some of the issues were common both to 

the Palestinian and Israeli sides. These included a lack of parking spaces, traffic congestion, a 

lack of recreational spaces for youths, dangerous roads and crossings, the neglect of open 

spaces, bad drainage, broken pavements, and not enough lighting. The poor maintenance of 

public spaces was also a key topic raised by all participants. These concerns are in line with 

the results of the project’s survey in Jerusalem, where residents from all around the city were 

asked about things they would like to see improved in their neighborhoods (Figure 2).1  

 

Palestinians Israelis 

Problem % Problem % 

Safety 18 Sanitation 17 

Infrastructure 18 Infrastructure 16 

Cost of living 12 Public transportation 10 

Employment 11 Education 7 

Education 8 Commerce 7 

Table 1: Residents’ top five responses to improvements they would like to see in their 

neighborhoods. Source: One City Two Realities. Jerusalem 2018 Public Opinion Survey. 

 
1 The public opinion survey included 612 Palestinian residents East Jerusalem and 516 Jewish residents of West 
Jerusalem. The Surveys were fielded, and responses were collected during January 2018. Full methodological 
information about the survey and results are available here: https://jerusalemvisions.huji.ac.il/book/survey-
report 
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Figure 2: Residents’ satisfaction with infrastructure in their neighborhood. Source: One City Two Realities. Jerusalem 2018 
Public Opinion Survey. 

As can be seen in Figure 2, both Palestinian and Israeli respondents mentioned 

infrastructure as a topic they would like to see improved (18% and 16%, respectively) and, 

more specifically, sanitation, public transportation, and public spaces. Similarly, they showed 

a medium-to-low level of satisfaction with the level of cleanliness, sports facilities, and public 

transportation in their neighborhoods (Figure 3). These results demonstrate that residents’ 

concerns in the Abu Tor/A-Thuri neighborhood are also representative of other 

neighborhoods in the city. It is also worth noting that 40% of the Palestinian respondents are 

not at all satisfied with streets and buildings compared to only 14% of the Israelis. Although, 

when this category is combined with “rather unsatisfied,” the responses are similar: 40% of 

both Palestinians and Israelis are not satisfied.  

 

However, even though residents from all across the city have reported similar issues 

and exhibited similar levels of satisfaction, a closer look at the Abu Tor/A-Thuri neighborhood 

highlights some differences between the Israeli and Palestinian neighborhoods. In Palestinian 

A-Thuri, the following issues were recognized as being most troubling (in no particular order): 

1. Dirtiness and rubbish on the streets and in schools and open spaces, caused by 

insufficient waste collection 

2. Sanitation: poor sewage 
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3. No open green spaces and parks 

4. Steep roads with no stairs or banisters for support and broken pavements, which 

make walking hazardous  

5. Exposed electricity lines (Figure 4) 

6. Insufficient and degraded housing conditions  

7. Crowdedness  

8. Frequent water and electricity cuts 

 

In Israeli Abu Tor, the following issues were raised (also in no particular order): 

1. Insufficient vegetation  

2. Not enough playgrounds for children 

3. Stray cats 

4. Noise 

5. Lack of historic preservation  

6. Generally neglected appearance of the buildings and facilities 

7. Dirtiness  

8. Poor accessibility to other neighborhoods, either by car or by public transportation  

Figure 4: Exposed electricity lines in A-Thuri 

Figure 3: Exposed electricity lines in A-Thuri 
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While some of the issues overlap, the extent of the problems is not the same in the 

Israeli and Palestinian neighborhoods. For example, while both Palestinian and Israeli 

residents reported that their neighborhood suffers from insufficient waste collection, 

generally, waste collection is much poorer in East Jerusalem.  

 

 The photo-voice process provides a useful window to how Palestinian and 

Israeli residents of Abu Tor/A-Thuri reflected on the different problems. The three photos 

selected by the Palestinian group present the following problems: a) an open fire in a private 

open space in the neighborhood (Figure 5), b) exposed electricity lines, and c) a degraded 

street that is not very accessible. 

 

The three photos selected by the Israeli group present the following issues: a) a 

neglected open space, b) an old kiosk in a park (Figure 6), and c) an empty derelict area on 

the seam between the Israeli and Palestinian neighborhoods (Figure 7). The professional 

mixed group chose photos of spaces where small-scale place-making interventions could 

make them more engaging and inviting, for example, an abandoned rooftop balcony. While 

these photos do not necessarily represent the most ‘burning’ issues in terms of 

infrastructure, they offer opportunities to develop cleaner, safer, and more engaging urban 

spaces. 

 

Figure 5:  Burning tires in an A-
Thuri open space 
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Figure 6: An abandoned kiosk in Abu Tor 

 
Figure 7: An under-used space in Abu Tor 

 

The Vision for the Future 
The thematic infrastructure groups decided to focus on public open spaces, which is 

just one aspect of infrastructure. Accordingly, their visions for the neighborhood focused on 

bottom-up interventions that can beautify open spaces in the neighborhood and make them 

welcoming for different groups in terms of age, sex, and ethnicity. This approach is also 

known as place-making: in other words, small-scale initiatives that are taken by the 

community to plan, design, and manage open spaces according to the community’s needs 

and strengths. Different place-making projects have taken place across Jerusalem in the last 

few years, led by residents and the municipality’s development authority for the city center 

Eden, with promising outcomes.  



11 
 

 
 

Building Common Visions for the Future of Jerusalem: A Bottom-Up Approach 

The three groups adopted the place-making approach and suggested affordable and 

creative means to invest in under-used spaces in the neighborhood. The group’s poster (see 

annex) demonstrates the rationale behind this approach and its potential benefits. The 

‘before’ images were selected in the photo-voice process of the Palestinian group. The ‘after’ 

images show how neglected and dangerous spaces can be turned around. For example, 

instead of burnt tires, the park can be revived as a natural children’s playground while 

recycling the tires to create community art and work. Another example, from the Israeli 

group, is turning the old kiosk in the park into a place where community members can enjoy 

a coffee and chat in a cooperatively owned or private coffee place, while their children play 

nearby. Alternatively, according to another suggestion, the derelict public space on the seam 

between Abu Tor and A-Thuri should be shared, especially across the seam line. In the 

participants’ words, inclusiveness is a beautiful thing that should be architecturally designed. 

These interventions are relatively modest. They include ‘soft’ measures such as 

painting, gardening, and providing street furniture. However, beyond the physical solutions, 

they require the consent of the community and a collaborative approach to ensure that the 

new facilities will be used, taken care of, and enjoyed by different members of the 

community. Only by building trust and making the community a part of these changes will 

they be sustained for future residents to use and benefit from.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

As noted in this report, infrastructure is a large category that contains many sub-

topics that affect people’s everyday lives, including how they move around the city (e.g., 

roads and pavements), whether they feel safe or not (e.g., electricity and sewage), and how 

they are able to enjoy their environment (e.g., open and green spaces and public facilities). It 

was also noted that although every neighborhood in Jerusalem can improve with regard to its 

physical infrastructure and benefit from newer facilities, wide gaps exist between East and 

West Jerusalem. In general, Palestinian East Jerusalemite neighborhoods, such as A-Thuri, 

suffer from crowdedness, unsafe infrastructure such as exposed electricity lines and a lack of 

drainage, and few to no open spaces that are sources of community gatherings and 

enjoyment. Infrastructure is more than a technical issue, and as such, it is intertwined with 

the political future of Jerusalem. 
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There are many solutions that are recommended to amend the deep inequality in the 

level of infrastructure between the two sides of the city, as well as to solve the individual 

problems of each neighborhood. These require a massive investment of funds in order to 

rectify and update old infrastructure components as well as to build new ones. Examples 

include the following: improving public transportation, with an emphasis on East Jerusalem 

and especially on the links between the East and West of the city; fixing pavements; adding 

street lighting; improving the frequency and scope of waste collection; building new 

playgrounds and neighborhood parks, especially in the Palestinian neighborhoods; fixing 

drainage; and adding safety measures to reduce the risk of car accidents.  

Nonetheless, the groups in this project decided to start on a small scale and focus on 

short-term, affordable solutions that can be expanded later on, mainly, the upgrade and 

renovation of open public spaces—through painting, gardening, providing street furniture, 

and using modest constructions (e.g., small cafés). In all the groups, people emphasized that 

they would like to take responsibility for spaces in their neighborhoods. Thus, they 

recommended a collaborative approach that will make residents participate in decision-

making processes so that they will feel a sense of ownership of the new facilities and will be 

incentivized to use them and take care of them. One way to facilitate such an approach is to 

use the photo-voice method, which allows multiple participants to document the 

neighborhood from their unique perspectives and to share their insights easily. By gradually 

coming up with solutions through a bottom-up approach, the community will be better 

equipped and more motivated to pursue large-scale projects and confront greater 

challenges.  

 










