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Barkat rejects plan for baby clinic in Silwan
neighborhood
By Nir Hasson

Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat has rejected the recommendation of municipal
professionals and will not include the establishment of a well-baby clinic in the
Silwan neighborhood in the coming year's budget. The proposed clinic would
have served some 100,000 Arabic-speaking residents. On the other hand, the
7,000 residents of the Old City's Jewish Quarter will receive a well-baby clinic
in 2010.

Unlike other parts of the country, in Jerusalem it is the municipality that owns
and runs these clinics. Beyond the significant gap that exists in general in the
level of services for the residents of East Jerusalem compared with those in
the western part of the city, there is a particular disparity in health services
for babies. While the Jewish residents of the city have 25 such clinics at their
disposal, the 250,000 residents of the eastern part of the city have a mere
four. And because many of the residents of Arab East Jerusalem have
difficulty traveling the long distances required to get medical treatment for
their children, only a small percentage receive vaccinations and many suffer
from a lack of regular medical follow-up.
Professional workers in the municipality's community authority recently
recommended to the mayor that a well-baby clinic be opened in Silwan, which
would also serve the residents of adjacent Arab neighborhoods such as the
Old City, Ras al-Amud and Abu Tor. The recommendation came in the wake
of discussions they had held with residents of Silwan under the aegis of the
Inter-Cultural Center in Jerusalem. It was suggested that a clinic be opened in
the Jewish Quarter at the same time.

But on Thursday, during discussions on the 2010 budget, the mayor decided
to reject the Silwan proposal but to accept that for the Jewish Quarter. It
must be noted that from the budgetary point of view, it is more costly to open
the clinic in Silwan.

"I don't understand why in the mayor's neighborhood there is a well-baby
station but not in ours," said Fahri Abu Dieb of Silwan, in reaction to the
decision. "Is he entitled to it but we are not?. Are my children any different
from his? After that he will say again that Jerusalem is united." He added:
"Soon Hamas will open clinics and we'll go to them. What we are interested in
is our children's health, and if the municipality doesn't have any clinics, we'll
look for other ways."

Haggai Agmon, director of the Inter-Cultural Center, a non-profit organization
that works to assist the city's different ethnic groups become involved in
communal life, says that "the urgent need to open a well-baby clinic in Silwan
was agreed upon by both sides but to my great surprise, someone took it off
the budget at the last minute."

Laura Wharton, a city council member from Meretz, also attacked the
decision. "The matter should have been considered according to needs and
not according to the vested interests of preferring one population over
another," she said. "The decision was made out of discrimination toward the
Arab population but I hope we'll be able to change it."

The municipal spokesman said: "The municipality is acting to improve the
services given to the residents of Silwan and in that framework it was decided
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at first to invest in an unprecedented fashion in the construction of public
buildings that have been lacking for many years for the benefit of the
residents. In the second stage, the municipality intends to open a well-baby
clinic there."
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