
Kufr Aqab

Introduction
As you head north from Jerusalem to Ramallah, upon crossing Qalandia military checkpoint and
passing Qalandia refugee camp, the landscape before you is dominated by high-rise residential
buildings. A concrete jungle of massive buildings greets you with innumerable apartments
housing thousands of Jerusalemites and lining both sides of the street, with inadequate space
between them or suitable infrastructure. It is Jerusalem’s most overcrowded suburb: Kufr Aqab.
In reference to how bad the living conditions in it are, some Jerusalemites sarcastically call it
“Kufr Ajab” (literally “bizarre”) or “Kufr Iqaab” (“punishment”).



Location and Area
Kufr Aqab is located 13km north of the occupied city of Jerusalem, and its original area is
approximately 5,400 donums. It is neighbored from the north by Burqa and al-Birah, south by1

al-Ram and Qalandia, east by Mikhmas, and west by Rafat.

Administrative Division

The lands of the village were occupied during the 1967 Naksa but are now divided into two
administrative areas:

Lands located within the administrative borders of the Occupation Municipality in Jerusalem,
i.e., lands that fall under its municipal authority and responsibility for providing basic services.
These areas are overcrowded with people and endless rows of conjoined high-rise buildings.
Jerusalemites head to Kufr Aqab for the low rent, relative to the center of occupied Jerusalem.
For people who want to keep their Israeli residency card (the “blue ID”) but cannot afford to pay
exorbitant sums to rent or buy an apartment in the other neighborhoods and suburbs of
Jerusalem, Kufr Aqab is almost their only possible destination. This area is estimated to be
around 1,459 donums and comprises 27% of the original total area of the village.

Lands within the administrative borders of the Kufr Aqab Municipality, which fall under the
Palestinian Ministry of Local Government within the Palestinian Governorate of Jerusalem are
categorized as Area C according to the 1993 Oslo Agreement and are estimated to be around
4,015 donums, almost 73% of the original area of the village.

Kuf Aqab is situated on the main road between Ramallah and Jerusalem, which makes it a
vibrant and strategic area, in addition to being the urban hub that connects Jerusalem and
Ramallah.
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Origin and History
It is likely that the history of the village dates to the Crusades period. There are various2

speculations about the origin of the village’s name, each of which corresponds to a specific
historical period witnessed by the village. Researcher Nasser al-Din Abu Khdeir traces the word
back to its shared Semitic root, saying: “In Akkadian, the word is kapru, in Syriac it is kafra, and
in Arabic, it is Kafr, adding that the root word signifies covering or veiling something, and that
the name Kufr Aqab describes the topography of the place and the rocky inclining path high up
the mountain. Another speculation is that a man named Kfeir passed through the village with3

his caravan during the Ottoman era, and he stayed in the village, the Arabic word for “stayed”
being “Aqab.”4

Population
Historically, Kufr Aqab was considered a small village in comparison to others, with 59
households in 1931. In the 1940s, its population was about 300 people, and by 1961 it had
increased to 410. Yet this small number of residents can nowadays only be seen on the eastern5

side of the village, which still preserves some rural characteristics.

Palestinian and Israeli population estimates vary. According to the residents of Kufr Aqab, the
number of people living in the area within the Palestinian Municipality of Kufr Aqab (Area C) is
around 1,000, while the number of people residing in the total area (Occupation Municipality6

and Area C) is estimated to be around 50,000 Palestinians.7

The numbers presented by the Occupation authorities are higher, estimated at 60,000
Palestinians within the Occupation Municipality area in 2016, and they have certainly risen to8

more than that today. In fact, it is not possible to obtain a definite population figure, whether in
Jerusalem in general or in Kufr Aqab, because of Jerusalemites’ general fear of census data
collection and its potential consequences that range from eviction to confiscation of ID cards.
Random estimates among common people place the number of Jerusalemites in the

8 The Association for Civil Rights in Israel. East Jerusalem: The Facts and Data of 2017. May 23, 2017. https://law.acri.org.il/ar/?p=5316. 
7 Ibid.
6 Al-Rammouni, Ashraf. Interview with Ashraf al-Rammouni, Public Relations director at the Kufr Aqab Municipality. May 6, 2018. 
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Occupation Municipality-controlled area of Kufr Aqab at somewhere between 80,000 and
100,000.

The original families of Kufr Aqab descend from the following clans:
The Barakat clan, the highest in numbers, and which branches out to several families, including
Mohammad, Ahmad, Hamad and Kheirullah; and the Nassar, Habbas and Abu-Sharif clans,9

which also branch out to smaller families.

Social and Economic Context
In the past, Kufr Aqab was home to several wells, an important element in the village's social
life as a gathering place for women fetching water for their households. The wells were usually
named after the clans that dug them. There was a main well in the village, “the lower village
well,” which was originally a natural spring that the residents transformed into an
approximately 15 to 20-meter-deep well to be used by all the families of the village.

People resided on the eastern side of the village, where the old center is located. The
agricultural land was situated on the western side — the side that would eventually become the
congested residential suburb we know today — which was a sort of natural reserve for the
original residents of Kufr Aqab. One local woman recalls that there once had been a clear view
of Jerusalem, and the residents of the village would watch the airplanes take off from Jerusalem
Airport (Qalandia Airport).10

Every family in Kufr Aqab had a threshing floor, used mostly for processing wheat, but when the
number of residents began to rise and construction expanded, they built their houses on these
lands.

Palestinian farmers generally dedicated a year for planting wheat, followed by barley on the
next year, and high-quality fruits and vegetables after that, including cucumber, eggplant and
tomato. The harvest would suffice the needs of the village residents, and surplus would be
dried and stored, tomatoes especially.11

11 Ibid.
10Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab. October 8, 2019. 
9 Ibid.



According to oral history, people assembled at the threshing floor near the old center to gather
the wheat and barley harvest. They would then head to the grinding mill in al-Birah to produce
flour. The flour was used to bake bread in the village tabun oven, which was shared among the
women of the village.12

In addition to agriculture, some villagers worked in rock quarries in neighboring villages like
Rafat.

Education

The first school in Kufr Aqab was founded a year after the 1948 Nakba, and in 1966, it had 87
students taught by two teachers. The school was built with money donated by the villagers13

themselves. After finishing their elementary education, students would continue their studies in
al-Birah School.14

Today (as of 2019), there are 21 schools in Kufr Aqab at the elementary, middle and high school
levels. Two of them are run by the Palestinian Ministry of Education, and one is a private school.
The remaining 17 report to the Occupation Municipality in Jerusalem and are divided into two
categories: official “government” schools, run directly by the Municipality; and unofficial private
sector schools that are certified by the Israeli Ministry of Education, thus allowing school
owners to charge annual fees, with the Ministry partially supervising school activities and
providing financial support.15

15 UN Habitat and Arab Thought Forum. “The Role of Social Mobilization in the Improvement of Living Conditions in Poor Jerusalem
Neighborhoods – Assessment of Basic Needs: Kufr Aqab.” 2016.

14 Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab. October 8, 2019. 
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Landmarks
The core of the village, the old center, or as some elders call it, “al-Kharabat” (literally “ruins,”16 17

singular “Khirbah”), was where the village was initially founded and the old houses are located.
Every family owned a courtyard and a defined living space. The old Kufr Aqab Mosque still
stands, along with the remains of the village and houses, which are mostly uninhabited today.

There are two well-known khirbahs in Kufr Aqab:

Khirbat Atara: Located on the western side between Qalandia and Kufr Aqab, it is claimed by
Zionists to have Biblical history. Al-Dabbagh notes that in the Roman era, there were two

17 Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab. Personal, October 8,
2019. 

16 Riwaq Center for Architectural Conservation completed the second phase of rehabilitation and revival of the old center in Kufr
Aqab in 2019, where the old neighborhoods were conserved, in addition to a building that was then converted into an event center
for the municipality.



neighboring villages with the name Atara, one located where Khirbat Atara is, and the other
where Rafat stands today.

It is home to a rock-cut olive press with mosaic flooring. It was once also the site of a natural18

spring. The residents of the Khirbah were not of the original families of Kufr Aqab. According to
oral history, there was a known doctor named Saleem among the residents of the Khirbah,
whom the people of Kufr Aqab would go to for medical care.19

Khirbat Kufr Tas: Less well known than Atara, Kufr Tas is located in the south of Kufr Aqab and is
documented by Mustafa Murad al-Dabbagh.20

There are several mosques in the village, most notably:

Abu Bakr al-Siddiq Mosque was built by the Awad family on the eastern side of the village and
was recently renovated, with the addition of a prayer area for women.

Kufr Aqab Mosque is the oldest in the village and is located in the old center. We know of a
village Sheikh by the name of Daees Abu-Sharif, who recited the Adhan and led the prayers
there. The mosque was recently renovated, although prayers are not held there today.21

According to Palestinian researcher and ethnographer Tawfik Canaan, there are two types of
caves that people considered sacred: those with a tomb and those without. As for Kufr Aqab, it
was home to one of the latter, a cave without a tomb where the local saint resided. The cave22

lies near the tree known as Sheikh Abdullah’s Oak, located on the eastern edge of the village
and regarded as its famed guardian tree. According to popular ritual, the villagers, especially
women, would light lanterns at the cave and near the tree seeking to have their prayers
answered. The cave has since crumbled, but the tree still stands today.

22 Canaan, Taufik. Mohammedan Saints and Sanctuaries in Palestine. (Reprinted from The Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society.),
48. London, 1927. 

21 Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab. October 8, 2019. 
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History of Resistance
Not much is documented about Kufr Aqab in Nakba literature, but its proximity to Atarot colony
placed it near the 1948 battle lines and meant it would be involved in indirect confrontations in
the battles that led to the establishment of the Zionist occupation state.

In 1948, the Zionists planted mines between Atarot colony and the villages of Qalandia and Kufr
Aqab in preparation for the impending confrontation anticipated by all, which the Zionists
carefully prepared for both defensively and offensively. They reinforced their positions and
worked on expanding their secret weapons and ammunition cache in Atarot. Meanwhile, the
Haganah leadership laid out its vision for the awaited confrontation in Jerusalem: there would
be no evacuation of any Jewish colony or neighborhood in the Jerusalem area; they were to
hold out defensively until the last breath. They would further bolster their defenses by carrying
out offensive operations, some of which were to cut off Arab transport lines in order to prevent
them from attacking vital Zionist transports, especially those carrying inhabitants of the
isolated Atarot colony.23

Kufr Aqab and the Naksa

The village was bombarded, and its lands were occupied entirely in the 1967 Naksa. Oral history
indicates that its residents sought refuge in the wilderness, in an area called Shaqfan Abu
Saidah near al-Birah (where the colony of Psagot now stands). They stayed there for days, then
returned to their houses in the village. That same year, as part of the establishment of the new
regime, the Zionists invaded the village, searched every house and arrested every person found
to be in possession of weaponry.24

Hailing from Kufr Aqab was the martyr Mohammad Ali Saoud Jamil of the Habbas clan, an
officer in the Jordanian army who fell in 1967 while manning his cannon and firing at the
enemy. He had been in his twenties, and the people of the village did not know his25

whereabouts until they searched for him and found his corpse. Karima Menwer Barakat from

25 Al-Dabbagh, Mustafa Murad. “Our Homeland, Palestine.” Palestine Remembered, القدسقضاءعقبكفر - Kafr 'Aqab ( فيفلسطین-עקב)כפר
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Kufr Aqab notes that her brother Anwar Menwer Barakat was in the Jordanian army as well, a
comrade of Mohammad Ali Jamil.26

During the first Intifada (1987), in addition to holding a general strike, Kufr Aqab engaged in
direct confrontations with the Occupation forces. According to oral history, the severity of these
confrontations led to the evacuation of some Zionists from their colonies and establishments
in the area, including the Kubbaniyah in Atarot colony near the airport area. The people of the
village then headed towards the evacuated areas, and among them were young men who
worked in a quarry near the Kubbaniyah, which the colonists had surrounded with mines. Two
youths were consequently killed in the minefield, Ali Abdullah Abu-Sharif and Mohammad
Nassar Barakat.27

Colonization
With their occupation of the West Bank, the Occupation authorities established a military base
north of Kufr Aqab, followed by the development of the preexisting airport — established
before the Nakba — to transform it into a military airport. In 1982, they established another
military base south of Kufr Aqab, trapping the area between two bases on either side.28

In 1984, the colony of Kokhav Ya’akov was established south of the village, swallowing
additional Palestinian land into the colony’s “security cordon,” as every colony has its own
security zone that separates it from a nearby Palestinian village, and another separating it from
the main roads. In some instances, an entire hill is fenced in for the protection of a few
colonists and their houses on the hilltop, as is the case with Psagot colony, established on
al-Birah land. For the sake of Kokhav Ya’akov colony, which is now inhabited by 6,000 Zionist
colonists, the Occupation annexed 2,037 donums from the eastern side of Kufr Aqab in the early
1980s, in addition to 42 donums for the establishment of a military base to guard the colony.29 30

30 Ibid.
29 Institute of applied research - Jerusalem \ Areej. Guide to Kufr Aqab. Jerusalem, 2012.  دلیلقریةعقبآفر
28 Nabulsi, Razi. “Post-Oslo Refugee Camps: Kufr Aqab as a Model.” As-Safir Al-Arabi, September 27, 2018. https://bit.ly/2R0agKI.
27 Ibid.

26 Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab. Personal, October 8,
2019. 
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According to a study conducted by researchers Jamil Hilal and Abaher el-Sakka, the lands
seized from Kufr Aqab by the Occupation authorities for the colony of Kokhav Ya’akov alone
constitute 30% of the village’s area, which is originally 6,665 donums.31

In 2007, the Israeli Ministry of Construction and Housing revealed a new colonial scheme for the
north of Jerusalem, within the Occupation's municipal borders and near Qalandia Airport on the
southern side of Kufr Aqab. The plan includes the construction of 11,000 housing units for the
accommodation of more colonists in occupied Jerusalem. The Occupation authorities aim to
connect the new colonial neighborhood (an extension of Atarot colony’s Industrial Zone) with
Kokhav Ya’akov colony on the opposite side with an underground tunnel to be built at the
expense of Kufr Aqab land, from its southern to its north-eastern side.32

Another manifestation of the colonization of Kufr Aqab is the Annexation and Expansion Wall,
which runs for 4 kilometers along its land, separating it from the heart of Jerusalem. Today,
instead of reaching Jerusalem from Kufr Aqab in minutes, or vice versa, one must travel along
the road that traverses Qalandia military checkpoint. The time it takes to do so depends on the
conditions and traffic on the way and at the checkpoint itself. On top of separating Kufr Aqab
from Jerusalem, the checkpoint was built on land that was seized from the village.

The Occupation has created a complicated and fragmented reality for Palestinians in Kufr Aqab.
The difference in living conditions between the eastern and western sides of the village is a
function of the administrative division and political subordination of each side. It is also
dictated by the reality that the Annexation and Expansion Wall, along with the Qalandia military
checkpoint have imposed, isolating Kufr Aqab from the heart of occupied Jerusalem and its
environs.

Kufr Aqab Today

Kufr Aqab in its current state has two characteristics that have remained with it since it began
to expand and urbanize. First, construction there does not require licensing from either side,
not the Occupation Municipality nor the Palestinian Authority; and second, it partially follows
Jerusalem administratively, despite being located behind the Annexation and Expansion Wall

32 Institute of applied research - Jerusalem \ Areej. Guide to Kufr Aqab. Jerusalem, 2012.  دلیلقریةعقبآفر .

31 Hilal, Jamil, and Abaher Al Saqqa. In A Reading on the Socio-Urban Changes in Ramallah and Kufr Aqab, 73. Center for
Development Studies - Birzeit University, 2015. 
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and in direct contact with Ramallah, a vital commercial, business and employment hub in the
West Bank.

The first characteristic is reflected in the haphazard construction in Kufr Aqab, the prevailing
architectural and urban non-planning, in addition to overpopulation and urban congestion.
There is no authority to commit any business or real-estate owner to aesthetic or architectural
standards on their properties.

As for its second characteristic, many people are driven to rent or own property in Kufr Aqab for
reasons that include acquiring the “Jerusalem ID” and avoiding the massive inflation of
real-estate rates in the city of Jerusalem. One could own a lower-cost property in Kufr Aqab,
near Ramallah and in range of Qalandia military checkpoint. With rising construction and
population rates, living conditions have gradually deteriorated: an absence of privacy due to
the extreme proximity between buildings, a lack of recreational venues and parks and an
absence of proper infrastructure that is suitable to the growing number of residents.

These relatively recent conditions in Kufr Aqab are a function of a process of economic growth
brought on by the movement of capital within the real-estate market, producing what we might
call the New Kufr Aqab, founded on hasty investments that exploited a limited area of land
adjacent to the old Kufr Aqab. According to a study that examined socio-urban change in Kufr
Aqab, which included interviews with its residents, the village space was transformed into a
pure real-estate investment magnet. Further, in terms of spatial organization, construction is
characterized by absolute chaos in the absence of any planning and regulation. One elder33

resident says: “we were living happily with no overcrowding, and it was possible to ride a car
with complete ease and comfort. Now, you need an hour and a half to find public transport,
and there are no rules or social life. None of the neighbors know or care about one another.
The town has changed a lot; it’s not like it used to be.”34

After the Annexation and Expansion Wall had surrounded the village in 2009, the Occupation
Municipality — as mentioned above — turned a blind eye to unlicensed construction in the
area. This allowed Jerusalemites to further expand construction, taking advantage of the

34 Hilal, Jamil, and Abaher Al Saqqa. In A Reading on the Socio-Urban Changes in Ramallah and Kufr Aqab, 77. Center for
Development Studies - Birzeit University, 2015. 
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absence of licensing laws, which made Kufr Aqab the only area in which a Jerusalemite could
build quickly and easily. What fueled this process was Jerusalemites’ search for affordable
housing solutions that allow them to keep their Israeli-issued IDs.

Those who reside in the Kufr Aqab suburb today, within the Occupation Municipality in
Jerusalem, fall under two categories: the first includes those whose financial status does not
allow them to rent in the center of occupied Jerusalem, where monthly rent could reach 1,000
US dollars. They are compelled to buy property in Kufr Aqab for relatively lower rates than in
places that have not been isolated from occupied Jerusalem by the Wall.

The second category includes families in which one of the parents carries a Palestinian ID and
has applied to the Israeli Ministry of Interior for family reunification in Jerusalem and a permit
to enter the occupied city. Such families make sure to find residence in a place that falls under
the municipal jurisdiction of the Occupation, as this is a precondition for the validation of their
family reunification application. Because Kufr Aqab is the most obvious choice in this regard, as
no wall or checkpoints separate it from the West Bank, it became the primary and nearly
exclusive destination for such families.

With its unique location in proximity to Ramallah, in addition to the residential influx caused by
the reality of occupation and the resulting overcrowding of people and high-rises, kufr Aqab’s
economy expanded accordingly. The Jerusalem–Ramallah road became one of the liveliest and
most economically vibrant roads between the two cities and saw a rise in the number of all
kinds of commercial establishments. On the increased economic activity, both official and
otherwise, Abu Saleh, a store owner in Kufr Aqab, says: “Simply put, rent in Kufr Aqab is lower
than in Ramallah, and the profit margin is a lot higher.”

There are other economic factors, however, for the influx of some sectors of society to Kufr
Aqab. The area is brimming with stores that evade taxes to sell tobacco products, in addition to
the many fast-food restaurants that offer meals, of the traditional or globalized variety. The
haphazard nature of the place is reflected in the assortment of unrelated economic activities
that share the same space, or in the improvised, unconventional commercial ventures. Of the



many examples is al-Salem shoe store operating at the Nassif gas station, or Abu-Ali’s Falafel,
which sells falafel from a metal container in the middle of the street.35

Epilogue
The “New Kufr Aqab” is the product of occupation, administrative disintegration and the
fragmentation of the West Bank. It is a striking example of the refugee camps — or ghettos —36

that emerged post-Oslo, much like the conventional refugee camps had in the aftermath of the
pivotal events in the history of Palestine. This new paradigm is defined by the displacement of
Palestinians from various areas as a function of their living circumstances, including the stifling
conditions imposed by the Occupation on people in their own areas, in addition to a stunted
Palestinian economy. These “camps” lack the harmony that exists naturally in Palestinian
society, and are founded instead, on a rigid logic of economic investment that seeks to profit
from stone at the expense of the people living there in towering, overcrowded concrete cubes,
built haphazardly without concern for providing a wholesome, healthy urban system suitable
for human habitation.

36 Author Razi Nabulsi cited the term “post-Oslo refugee camps” in his article “Post-Oslo Refugee Camps,” published in 2016 on
As-Safir a-Arabi, https://bit.ly/2R0agKI

35 Hilal, Jamil, and Abaher Al Saqqa. In A Reading on the Socio-Urban Changes in Ramallah and Kufr Aqab, 80. Center for
Development Studies - Birzeit University, 2015. 
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