                     The Israeli Palestinian Conflict... Paths to Peace

                (Delivered by Tuma Hazou at the Northern Region Branch of the UNA of New Zealand on 2 Nov 2005)

The origins of the Palestine problem as an international issue go back to 1881 when the Jews in Russia were implicated in the assassination attempt on Tzar Alexander II. Russia turned against the Jews and large numbers of them perished in Russian pogroms. As anti-Semitism spread across Europe, a movement initiated by Theodore Herzl, an Austrian Jewish journalist, sprung in Europe, with the aim of rescuing Jews under persecution in both Russia and Europe. This Zionist movement, which included non Jewish high ranking officials and personalities in both France and England, advocated establishing a national home for Jews in historical Palestine.

That objective was formally supported by the British government's Balfour Declaration of 1917 at the height of World War 1, although it was not made public until three years later. With the defeat of Germany and its ally Ottoman Turkey, the League of Nations, predecessor of the United Nations, placed Palestine under the administration of Britain. In principle, the Mandate was meant to be a transitory phase until Palestine attained the status of a fully independent nation, a status provisionally recognized in the League's Covenant. However, Britain did not fulfill its promise to the Arabs to facilitate the independence of all Arab lands, including Palestine, in return for helping defeat the Turks who had occupied the area for the past four hundred years.

The decision on the British Mandate over Palestine did not take into account the wishes of the people of Palestine, despite the League of Nations' Covenant requirements that "the wishes of these communities must be a principal consideration in the selection of the Mandatory".  The indigenous people of Palestine at the turn of the last century were the descendants of the Canaanites and Philistines who predated the first Hebrews, Abraham and his family, who came from Ur  in Southern Mesopotamia (today's Iraq) and settled in biblical Palestine.

Balfour told Justice Brandeis, the Zionist movement leader in the USA: 
"The Allied Powers had committed themselves to the Zionist programme. In Palestine we are dealing not with the wishes of an existing community but are consciously seeking to reconstitute a new community with a numerical majority in the future ..." 
In a memorandum to Lord Curzon on 11 August 1919, Balfour candidly wrote:
"In Palestine we do not propose even to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the country."

The British Military Governor of Palestine, Colonel (later Sir) Ronald Storrs, commenting on the repercussions of the Balfour Declaration said: "Speaking, myself as a convinced Zionist, I cannot help thinking what the consequences will be. Palestine, up to now a Moslem country, has fallen into the hands of a Christian Power which on the eve of its conquest announced that a considerable portion of the land is to be handed over for colonization purposes to a nowhere very popular people." Meaning: the Jews.

            When the question of the British Mandate over Palestine was discussed in the British Parliament, it became clear that opinion in the House of Lords was strongly opposed to the Balfour policy, as illustrated by the words of Lord Sydenham:" ... the harm done by dumping down an alien population upon an Arab country - Arab all around in the hinterland - may never be remedied ... what we have done is, by concessions, not to the Jewish people but to a Zionist extreme section, to start a running sore in the East, and no one can tell how far that sore will extend."  

And how right he was! That festering sore continues not only to de-stabilize the Middle East but threatens world peace and security.

After a quarter of a century of the Mandate, and after thousands of British soldiers and officials, Jews and Arabs lost their lives in Palestine, Britain submitted in 1947 what had become "the Palestine problem" to the United Nations to solve. The United Nations ended up proposing the partitioning of Palestine into two independent States, one Palestinian Arab (43% of the land) and the other Jewish (55%), with Jerusalem (2%) internationalized. Under immense pressure from the United States, many member states in the United Nations voted to support the partition plan which gave the Jewish minority (30% who owned only 6% of the land) the lion's share of the country against the wishes of the majority Arab population who were again not consulted. Of course by then, there was a lot of sympathy for the Jews, millions of whom perished under Nazi Germany. But that was a world problem not a Palestinian one. 

As Dr Ghada Karmi, a Palestinian activist put it, quote: "The Jewish problem is not our problem. We were not responsible for Hitler, World War II, the pogroms and the Holocaust. But the European powers and later the United States joined in and decided that we the Palestinians would foot the bill. How on earth can anyone be expected to accept that?", unquote. 

In 1937 Ben-Gurion (who became Israel's first Prime Minister) wrote to his adolescent son: "We must expel the Arabs and take their places.""In early 1948, Ben-Gurion told an audience of Zionists that the war would in effect allow the Jews to steal the Palestinians' land: "The war will give us the land ... The concept of 'ours' and 'not ours' are peace concepts only, and in war they lose their whole meaning." (cited in Nur Masalha, 1992, p.180 of Expulsion of the Palestinians:, Washington, D.C.: Institute for Palestinian Studies).

The partition plan did not bring peace to Palestine, and the prevailing violence spread into a Middle East war in 1948, halted only by United Nations a year later. One of the two States envisaged in the plan proclaimed its independence as Israel and ended controlling half as much as was allotted to it by the UN 1947 Partition Plan. As a consequence of that, three quarters of a million Arab Palestinians were driven off their land and became refugees, exactly as the Zionists had connived with the help of the British and the Americans. The legitimacy of the State of Israel is based on Zionist, not Jewish, ideology. From the outset, the Zionist vision had the disappearance of the Palestinians from the land as the necessary prerequisite for the achievement of territorial ambitions.
Quoted by Nahum Goldman in The Jewish Paradox, p.12, David Ben Gurion is reported to have said: "If I were an Arab leader, I would never sign an agreement with Israel. It is normal; we have taken their country. There has been anti-Semitism, the Nazis, Hitler, Auschwitz, but was that their fault? They see but one thing: we have come and we have stolen their country. Why would they accept that?", unquote.  

Since 1948 there have been wars and devastation, displacing hundreds of thousands of Palestinians and other Arabs as a result of Israeli expansion and occupation of more territory in Palestine as well as Lebanon, Syria and Egypt. Such events have engaged the United Nations in a continuing search for a solution to a problem which carries the potential of a major source of danger for world peace.

It is important to highlight the fact that according to the UN General Assembly Resolution 194, Israel was admitted as a member of the UN on condition it allowed the Palestinian refugees to return to their towns and villages from which they were forced out. Israel ignored that resolution and some 70 others by the General Assembly and the Security Council condemning its actions in Palestine and against neighbouring Arab countries as far as Iraq in the East and Tunisia in the West. The United Nations has consistently demanded that Israel withdraws from the occupied territories and stop building illegal settlements on occupied Arab land, but the resolutions have been largely meaningless as the US vetoes any action against Israel.

Complicating the scene is the heavy support that Israel gets from the US government and influential lobbies in the US.  The US has supported Israel as a bulwark of Western interests in the Middle East region.  It is the biggest recipient of US aid in the world; its annual share of US aid, some 2 and half billion dollars, exceeds what all of sub Saharan Africa receives from the States. With a population of 6 million today, Israel has received over $100 billion from the US since 1949. This is more than the US gave the whole of Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean combined, with a population of over 1 billion. 

During the Cold War the American support of Israel was partly to counter the Soviet influence in the Middle East, but it also involved acting as a base to watch over oil interests in the region. Throughout the years of the Cold War, Israel served, especially after 1967, as what former Secretary of State and NATO forces commander Alexander Haig called “… the largest American aircraft carrier in the world.” Israel stood with the US in supporting Apartheid South Africa; was the ally the US turned to when it needed help facilitating the Iran-Contra deal; provided enormous support to US intelligence in covert operations, particularly in Central America; and continued to stand fast as a fundamental defence against Arab nationalism, protecting friendly regimes as it did in Jordan in 1970. 
This support has been constant under all US administrations and because of that the US is a key player in any settlement between Israel and the Palestinians.  But it is not a neutral player in terms of its ongoing support, financing and arming of Israel.  In western eyes the early Jewish settlers in Palestine, and later the young Jewish State, had to be strong to stand up to the threat from the hostile Arabs. But the state of Israel has had since the sixties the strongest defencive and offensive capabilities in the region, including extensive nuclear capacity.  

In the midst of all the politics, are the ordinary Palestinian people, cooped up in the Gaza Strip, under curfew in towns, villages and refugee camps on the West Bank, trapped, humiliated, and hunted.  They long to live in dignity, and to give their children a secure future. They see the continuing confiscation of their land under the pretext of security for Israel and the building of an Apartheid Wall and more settlements on their land.  Their only means of protest and retaliation were stones thrown by children and graduating to small fire arms against tanks, American F16s and 18s and helicopter gun ships. It is American tax payers' money which is helping the Israelis arm themselves and build more settlements on occupied Arab land. Meanwhile, their humiliation and worsening plight inflames others in the Arab and Moslem worlds. 
A large majority of State Members of the United Nations have recognized that the Palestine issue continues to lie at the heart of the Middle East problem and not resolving it quickly will precipitate danger to world stability and peace. For real peace to be guaranteed, not one dictated by the Israelis or the Americans, recognition is spreading around the world that the Palestinian people must be assured their inherent inalienable right of freedom and national self-determination. 

Britain, the United Nations, the United States and other major world governments, the Arab governments, the Palestinians, and the Israelis all share the blame for the unresolved conflict. But the main culprit is Israel and its continued occupation of Palestinian territory and its inhumane treatment of the Palestinians. Israel cites each suicide bombing as the excuse for the next Israeli military attack, but the Israeli attacks are in themselves an intense generator of counter violence. With American support, they are building the recruitment pools for extremists not only in Palestine but all over the world. The war on terror to succeed must start with putting an end to the Israeli humiliation and oppression of Palestinians, and American slaughter of Iraqis and Afghanis, in conjunction with the 'coalition of the willing'.. 


           As for the Israeli Palestinian conflict, the United Nations should take the lead in marshalling the resources and expanding or initiating the programs necessary to stabilize and improve the living conditions of the Palestinian people. Every government and organization with a role in Middle Eastern affairs should engage or support the task of finding a solution to the Palestine problem within the framework of the United Nations. Finally, the boundaries of Israel and a viable Palestinian state must be settled once and for all, but not unilaterally as Israel is intent on. An end to Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories must be accomplished. The mere fact of some 5 million Palestinians with anger, frustration, deep loss or anxiety in their hearts, and only a tenuous hold on where they are and what the future bodes for them… is a ticking bomb that threatens world peace. .Have no doubt about that.

Israelis and Palestinians will surely be big losers in all of this. Other countries will pay a price too, but the United States will be the biggest loser. If it is not seen unequivocally to handle the Palestine situation effectively and fairly, disaffection from the United States is virtually certain to continue. Organizations such as al Qa'ida will find it much easier to recruit for attacks on the Unites States or those states that are perceived to support its policies over Palestine, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Some might argue that there is an on-going plan to resolve this conflict. Known as the Road Map presented by President Bush and adopted by the 'quartet' of the United States, Britain, Russia and the United Nations--  this plan like many others before it has not born fruit.  Even President Bush declared after the last meeting with Abbas, that it is unlikely for a Palestinian state to immerge by 2008, let alone as he envisioned in his Road Map, by the end of this year. 

Among a growing number of sceptics, Yossi Beilin, a former Israeli cabinet minister and a peace negotiator, said that a lack of pressure from Washington and other members of the Quartet overseeing the 'roadmap' leaves Israel's prime minister Ariel Sharon free to redraw Israel's borders. "The commitment to the roadmap is a big joke. It's hot air all the time," Mr Beilin said.  "I see the big gap between how foreign governments say they have to deal with it - and nothing is happening on the ground. Nothing. Sharon just does what he wants."
If this tragic conflict is to be resolved the first step must be for the world community to demonstrate, through the United Nations, to the Palestinians that it is prepared to defend them and their human rights. The UN must demand that Israel complies with international law and relevant UN resolutions. Expecting the Palestinians to negotiate concessions from Israel while they are suffering under a brutal occupation is a grim mockery of natural justice and patently absurd. 

The Palestinian people have endured more than a quarter of a century of brutal Israeli occupation before the first Hamas suicide bombing took place in April 1993. Indifference to Israel’s flagrant violations of international law is responsible for promoting a sense of despair among the Israel's victims. The suicide attacks are the result of the unbridled exercise of overwhelming military might by a powerfully armed government against a defenseless population. It should be no surprise that many Palestinians feel abandoned and betrayed when adherence to the Geneva Conventions is demanded from them but not from Israel, the occupying aggressor. Or when a suicide bomber killing five Israelis is splashed on the front page of newspapers and carried by tv and radio stations around the world, as happened last week, but the death of scores of Palestinians, killed by Israeli military action, in the days and weeks preceding that suicide bombing, is ignored and the blame for the latest round of violence is put on the Palestinians. 

However, some Israelis have spoken out and pointed the finger of accusation at their own government. Here is what Uri Avnery, a peace activist has said on the 'Gush Shalom' (Peace Now)website on the 29th of October, quote:

"The new round of violence started with the killing of a militant of the Islamic Jihad in the Tulkarm area, who had already spent five of his 25 years in Israeli prisons. When Sharon gave his assent to that execution, he knew that he was also condemning some Israelis to death - since it was certain that Islamic Jihad would respond with an act of revenge. There is no escape from the conclusion that that was indeed the purpose of the action.

A Jihadist from a close-by Palestinian village carried out a suicide bombing in the fruit market of the Israeli town Hadera, five Israelis were 'murdered'. (In the terminology used by all Israeli and western media, Israelis are always "murdered", while Arabs are "killed" or "caught in the crossfire".) The village of the suicide bomber is separated from Hadera by the high Separation Wall built by Israel, but it seems that this did not hinder him. Before his death, he was videoed declaring that he was taking revenge for the killing of Sa'adi - disproving the army's contention that the bombing had been prepared before the killing and had nothing to do with it.

 A choking general blockade was imposed on the northern West Bank. In the Gaza Strip, a parallel cycle started. Qassam rockets were fired at Israeli localities, without hitting anyone. The response was the Army cutting the Strip off from all contact with the world. The Strip was shelled and bombed from land, air and sea. Scores of Palestinians were killed or wounded… an act that may well bring Chief-of-Staff Dan Halutz another step closer to the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 

Last week, all over the occupied Palestinian territories, the miserable living conditions were made even worse. That looks like collective punishment, which is forbidden by the Fourth Geneva Convention. But in reality, it was something worse: the aim is to sow despair among the Palestinians, bring them to their knees, compel them to accept Sharon's diktat - to be content with 42% of the West Bank ( that is 11% of pre-1948 Palestine) in several enclaves - and, ultimately, to convince them to emigrate altogether.", unquote.  

 

Sharon cancelled a meeting with Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas claiming Abbas has not done enough to stop militants attacking Israelis. That was the excuse Israel used to marginalize Arafat and not to proceed with the peace process until after the Palestinians elected a new leadership. Arafat passed away and Abbas replaced him, only to make no headway with the Israelis. Defence Minister, Mofaz, stated after his recent meeting with Egyptian President, Hosni Mubarak, "I am not certain we may ever be able to reach a peace agreement with the current Palestinian leadership; we will have to wait for the next generation. A Palestinian state? A final agreement? I don't see this happening in the coming years," Mofaz said.  We are back to the Israeli shpiel: "There is no one to talk to!" 

Britain originally did create this problem but the United Nations gave it legitimacy. Therefore, it is imperative on the UN to find a fair and just resolution of the conflict based on the respect for International Law and equal human rights for all. It is noteworthy that Israel has been censured and/or its actions condemned by more than seventy UN General Assembly and Security Council resolutions. That is more than all other states, put together, condemned by the UN. 
It is therefore clear that effective international pressure on Israel is needed in order to protect the Palestinians against the American-Israeli intention of confining them into a set of ghettoes or prisons behind the Israeli Separation Wall. It should be made perfectly clear that this pressure, be it economic, political, academic, cultural or other - is not aimed against the Israeli people, but rather against their state's oppressive policies, and will persist only until such time as Israel decides to respect her obligations under International law, including the agreements and conventions she is a party to.


On July 9, 2004 the International Court of Justice (ICJ) concluded that the wall that Israel is building on occupied Palestinian land is illegal and must be dismantled. The Court confirmed Israel's right to erect such a wall as a security measure against terrorist attacks but only on its side of the border.  Likewise the ICJ declared the illegality of all settlements Israel has built on occupied Palestinian land including East Jerusalem.  Moreover, the ICJ explicitly reminded the international community to ensure Israel's compliance with basic and binding rules under International Humanitarian Law which is violated by the Wall and other Israeli policies. In its judgment, the Court recommended to the UN that sanctions be imposed on Israel if its ruling is not obeyed.


On July 20, an overwhelming majority (150 – 6) of the UN General Assembly accepted the ICJ opinion and demanded that Israel and all UN member states comply with the legal obligations spelled in that ruling.  Yet in spite of the International Court's ruling and the General Assembly resolution condemning the Israeli Apartheid Wall, Israel continues to erect that wall deep into occupied territory and continues to use collective punishment against the Palestinians who dare resist against the occupation


Action by the International Community must be taken to prevent or sanction all illegal Israeli policies.  Only if such path is taken can a negotiated, but not an imposed, resolution of the conflict be achieved with lasting peace. 

At governments' level such action has not been coming, neither unilaterally nor collectively through the United Nations. However on civil society and church levels this is being seriously explored and advocated. The Anglican Peace and Justice Network, representing worldwide 75,000,000 members called last year for a boycott of Israel. This came amid growing concern in Israel at rising support among churches, universities and trade unions in the west for a divestment campaign. The network said after an eight-day visit to the occupied territories, it would press leaders of the 75 million Anglicans and Episcopalians worldwide to impose sanctions on Israel. The leader of the group, Jenny Te Paa, said the delegation from Anglican churches across the globe was so shocked by the plight of the Palestinians, including the construction of the concrete and steel barrier through the West Bank, that there was strong support for a boycott. "There was no question that there has to be a very serious kind of sanction in order to get the world to see that at least one major church institution is taking very, very seriously its moral responsibility," she said. "It happened in South Africa, and in South Africa the boycott had an effect. Everybody said it wouldn't work and it did work. So here we are taking on one of most wealthy and incredibly powerful nations, supported by the US. That's the Christian call." 

In July, the general assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the US, which has 3 million members, voted overwhelmingly for a boycott of Israel. Some Scandinavian churches are also pressing for a boycott of Israeli goods. 


At the global civil society level, at a Paris UN meeting in May this year, civil society organizations committed to ending the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories and to achieving the still unrealized rights, including the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination. The participants agreed to anchor their work in human rights, international law, and the United Nations Charter and UN resolutions.  They underscored the belief that the United Nations remains central to ending the occupation and the only road map for a comprehensive, just and lasting peace.
Commenting on the growing call for boycott of Israel and imposing sanctions on it, the influential Israeli columnist Tanya Reinhart said in the largest circulation daily Yediot Aharanot on May 4, 2005:

"It may be worthwhile to consider how the world perceives us. In July 2004, the International Court of Justice in The Hague ruled that Israel must immediately dismantle those parts of the wall that were built on Palestinian lands. We disregarded the ruling. We are turning the West Bank into a prison for Palestinians, as we have already done in Gaza in the course of 38 years of occupation. Since 1993 we have been engaged in negotiations with the Palestinians, and meantime, we continued expanding settlements. In its judgment, the Court recommended to the UN that sanctions be imposed on Israel if its ruling is not obeyed. The Israeli reply - no need to worry! As long as the United States is behind us, the UN will do nothing. 
In the eyes of the world, the question is what can be done when the relevant institutions do not succeed in enforcing international law? The boycott model is drawn from the past: South Africa also disregarded UN resolutions. At that time as well, the UN (under U.S. pressure), was reluctant to impose immediate sanctions. The South African boycott began as a grass roots movement initiated by individuals and independent organizations. It grew slowly but steadily until it finally became an absolute boycott of products, sport, culture, academia and tourism. South Africa was gradually forced to abrogate apartheid. 

Still, if an effort is made to save first the Palestinians and at least stop the wall, can we condemn that effort as unethical? Is it more ethical to refrain from trying to save anyone until it is possible to save everyone?" End of quote and an appropriate juncture to stop and ponder the question.
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