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The Palestinians' great crime: A brief summary for the uninitiated
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WHAT IS the great, unforgivable crime of the Palestinian people? Simply put, it is to ask for their rights. It is to ask the international community to implement and guarantee their right to live a free and dignified life on their own land as other people do in the world.

What are their references? The Palestinians are not asking for something they cooked up from thin air, but for rights enshrined in the United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the League of Nations mandate before them. In their specific case these rights have been applied to them by numerous UN General Assembly and Security Council Resolutions.

Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338 provide for full Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories in exchange for peace with Israel. UN Resolution 194 guarantees the right of Palestinian refugees, so cruelly deprived of their country and homes for fifty-three years, to return to them and live in peace with their neighbours. While they are waiting for this, under the brutal heel of Israeli military occupation, the Fourth Geneva Convention is supposed to protect Palestinians from the abuses of the occupation army.

What is a people to do when they find their rights denied and almost every one of the protections rendered worthless by the tanks, troops and bulldozers of Israel? For almost a full decade, the Palestinians negotiated in good faith with Israeli governments of the "left" and "right." They went to the Madrid conference in October 1991, where Dr Haider Abdul Shafi, their eloquent spokesman, declared before the entire world that "we are willing to live side-by-side on the land."

Then prime minister of Israel, Yitzhak Shamir, responded that Israel would never give up an inch of the occupied territories and later confessed in his memoirs that had he remained in office he would have allowed the negotiations to drag on for ten years while Israel completed its colonisation of occupied East Jerusalem, the West Bank and Gaza.

Shamir fell from office, and Yitzhak Rabin, the bone-breaker, took his place, and the Palestinians pressed on. In 1993, the PLO signed the Oslo accords and explicitly recognised the State of Israel.

Despite much criticism from Palestinians and others who felt the Oslo accords were fatally flawed, the PLO embarked on negotiations for an interim self-rule period to last five years. Agreeing to put off the toughest issues until last -- borders, settlements, refugees and Jerusalem -- the Palestinians relied on the good faith of the United States, if not the Israelis, to ensure that the negotiations would have a chance to succeed. For years the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) did the bidding of Israel and the United States, arresting dissidents without charge or trial, and altering documents and even history books in order to suit Israel.

But what did Israel do? While saying that it wanted to solve all outstanding issues by negotiations, it continued to predetermine them by bulldozers. Shimon Peres followed Rabin, and Benyamin Netanyahu followed Peres. Each outdid his predecessor in settlement building.

Since 1993, according to the Israeli group "Peace Now" the number of housing units in Israeli colonies in the occupied territories increased by 53 per cent. Palestinians watched as their land continued to disappear, and settlements and settler-only roads spread across it. If they resisted they were called "terrorists," if they did nothing, all hope was lost.

Sometimes Palestinian resistance took unacceptable forms, targeting Israeli civilians, but this was always taken as an excuse by Israel to punish the entire Palestinian population and to declare that all Palestinians are driven by hatred and zealotry.

When a Jewish settler, Baruch Goldstein, massacred dozens of Palestinians in Hebron, it was the entire Palestinian population of Hebron that was punished, and is still being punished, not the settlers who continue to terrorise the inhabitants of the land.

Palestinians watched the promise of economic improvement rot like so many truck loads of Gazan oranges and tomatoes held up at Israeli checkpoints. They watched their dreams of democracy and self-rule evaporate in a fog of mismanagement and greed. Agreement after agreement was ignored as Israel simply declined to withdraw from occupied territory as it had promised to do.

But they pressed on. At Camp David last summer, the Palestinian leadership went and found themselves confronted by a US-Israeli axis that offered them autonomy or eternal damnation. Accused of spurning a "generous" offer from then prime minister Ehud Barak, the PNA did a poor job of explaining to the world that autonomy is not independence, and that a statelet in part of the West Bank is an unacceptable compromise on the already enormous compromise contained in Resolution 242, of allowing Israel to keep the 78 per cent of Palestine it conquered in 1948 in exchange for allowing the Palestinians to have a future on just a fifth of the country they overwhelmingly dominated just two generations ago.

Exasperated, frustrated, angry at the continued denial of their freedom, the Palestinian people in the occupied territories rebelled. For this they have paid an enormous and growing price: More than five hundred dead, most of them unarmed civilians. Twenty-thousand injured, and millions confined and deprived of work, medical care and even food and water by blockades and sieges.

The Palestinians turned to the Arab world, and found that its officials are experts at holding summits and crafting declarations but incapable of any sustained and coordinated action that would exact a political or economic price either on Israel or its supporters for the hell they are imposing on the Palestinians. Now the PNA has taken the ultimate step that a people must take when it has had its freedom taken away for so long. It went back to the international community, as embodied by the United Nations Security Council, to ask for international action -- at least monitors. The Palestinians went back to the same international community that throughout history meticulously applied international law, when for example it concerned the League of Nations mandate that gave the Great Powers colonial mastery of the Middle East, or the UN resolution that created Israel. The Palestinians went back to the same international community that allowed a million Iraqis to die in the name of enforcing Security Council resolutions.

But the same Security Council took no action because, as the acting US Ambassador James Cunningham said, Washington "question[s] the appropriateness and effectiveness of any action here in New York."

This then, is the end of the road. After 34 years, three million Palestinians are still under a relentless and inhuman occupation, and five million are in exile. Negotiations with an Israel that simply will not stop devouring the little of Palestine that is left to be negotiated over have proved useless. There is virtually no element of the international community that is either willing or able to provide material support for the Palestinians' struggle for freedom. The Europeans talk about Palestinian rights, but continue to buy produce from Israel's illegal colonies. The world's sole superpower, the United States, stands solidly behind Israel and thus international law is rendered meaningless. The Apache helicopters that murder and maim, the bullets that kill and the tear gas that chokes, are all made in the United States, an unconditional gift from the American taxpayer.

So the message is clear to the Palestinians: You are on your own. You alone among people do not have human rights by virtue of your membership in the human family. The world will do nothing for you. You must either come to terms with the dictates of an enemy that is a thousand times stronger than you, or you must fight your way to freedom. For if negotiations, the United Nations, the European Union, the Arab world are all closed to the Palestinians, where is there left for them to turn?.

The first eleven months of the Intifada were just the warm up. Now begins the long war for Palestinian freedom, which will be costly and bloody for both sides, but which, like the Indians, Algerians, South Africans and many other colonised nations before them, the Palestinians will undoubtedly win.

The author is an analyst based in the United States

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Nablus: History under rubble

Ghadeer Shaka'a, writing from Nablus, occupied Palestine

4 March 2003

It has been a week now since the Israeli army left the old city of Nablus. Families are still recovering and haven't yet coped with the drastic changes that affected their way of living since April's invasion and occupation. The tears they shed on the loss of their beloved ones haven't yet dried and the smell of their dead bodies under the rubble of their properties still stick their noses.

Israeli armored personnel carriers near Nablus (Photo: Sam Messier, 2002) 

The stone of every home in the old city which has witnessed decades of Israeli brutality and Palestinian suffering is covered completely with hundreds of pictures of martyrs who resisted Israeli missiles, tanks, snipers and bullets, defending the honor and dignity of their city and people. The bitterness they feel seeing their beloved city destroyed was hard for them to overcome. However, they now realized that all what they have been through was only the beginning of their suffering and it will be a long way filled with sacrifices to reach its end.

Yesterday I went to the old city accompanying a reporter. The first place we went to was the Yasmina quarter. The first martyr in this latest invasion was from this neighborhood. He was shot in his legs and died waiting for medical aid. Israeli occupation soldiers prevented medical personnel from reaching him. 

The Johari family was the first to visit. The father is a physiotherapist who used to work at a Turkish bath, al-Hamam as-Somara, which was severely damaged in April's invasion. His house was the first the Israeli soldiers entered in Yasmina. They forced themselves through an underground tunnel from the Somara neighborhood. They detonated explosive and blew up the home next door and entered. His furniture, kitchen, and bathroom are completely destroyed and we could still smell rotten food under the kitchen rubble. Nothing is left except a bed room at the roof in which eight of the family members are sleeping in. The soldiers were too afraid to step into Yasmina's streets. They made a hole in the kitchen wall that led them to the neighbor's bedroom and destroyed it. They entered five adjacent homes the same way. They destroyed all their belongings.

The Khammash family was the second to visit. The father is an artist but works in a restaurant for living. Standing on the torn cloths and paintings and broken furniture and electrical machines under the rubbles of their kitchen wall holding a 2 yrs child, his wife thanked God they're still alive. She told me she never knew that behind their kitchen wall is their neighbor’s bathroom, but the soldiers knew.

Her two years old child told me that Israeli tanks shot him in his fingers but I couldn't see a sign of injury. When I asked his father, he told me that it seemed that the kid dreamt it. He had been repeating this the whole day and said that he was pessimistic. He wanted the day to pass peacefully. Climbing through the large hole in the wall of this home, we faced a mother and her son sitting on top of rubble and debris, leftovers of their home. Only walls that separated them from their neighbors, except a ceiling, remained. Other family members took refuge at their relatives, friends and neighbors. Her son told us that all men were tied and taken to Huwwara camp leaving their families behind them wondering what might happen to them and whether they're be able to see them again.

The Israeli occupation soldiers were making holes in the walls using explosives and marking them with entrances and exits to guide them through. A child was muted from the shock she received seeing the soldiers destroying her home and the arrest of her brother. She still couldn't say a word.

Families in Yasmina and other neighborhoods of the old city have faced Israeli brutality and aggression. Despite all what they went through, people are determined to defend their city, they believe that the passport to their future is through resistance and not surrender.

Today is another day in the old city. Israeli occupation soldiers invaded the area at 2 am. They imposed a strict curfew, demolished more homes, arrested more people, and killed others. They announced that they will stay in the old city as long as it takes to arrest and silence any resistance to Israel's occupation. They distributed a statement warning people that they will be vulnerable to attacks if they host any member of the resistance or facilitate their movements.

History has been destroyed day after day. They don't have any respect or empathy with children and basic human lives. As I write my diary, I cannot stop thinking of that 2 years old child who dreamt that soldiers shot him in his finger.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Severe Attack on the Gaza Strip

Kristen Ess, writing from Occupied Gaza

7 March 2003

Unidentified bodies lie in the street in the Jabalya refugee camp in northern Gaza Strip early March 6, 2003. Israeli forces killed at least 11 Palestinians and injured more than 140, including some torn apart by a tank shell. Hospitals reported removing flechette/dart fragmentation shrapnel from several of the injured. The photographer, Ahmed Jadallah, was injured later in the day with shrapnel in both legs.  

Gaza Strip hospitals are urgently requesting blood and medical supplies that under constant Israeli closure they are unable to get. They have run out of space for all of the dying Palestinians. Israeli occupation forces have injured 100s of Palestinians in the Gaza Strip over the past week alone.

This week has been particularly brutal in the Gaza Strip. Under the violent Israeli occupation Palestinians are held hostage, unable to get away from invading Israeli soldiers shelling from tanks, firing from Apaches in the sky, and shooting guns at any Palestinian who is here. Last night Israeli soldiers invaded the Al Buriej Refugee Camp in the central Gaza Strip. Israeli soldiers murdered eight Palestinians and wounded 29. They destroyed five houses, using dynamite on four. 

Israeli soldiers killed one 33 year old pregnant woman inside her home as they blew up the house next door. Israeli soldiers also invaded the Namsawi area of Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip, killing two Palestinians and wounding 40. The Israeli military would not allow ambulances to reach the injured, as is common Israeli military practice. They destroyed nine residential buildings, six shops, and part of Nasir Hospital.

Day before yesterday when Israeli occupation soldiers invaded the Jabalyia refugee camp in the north of the Gaza Strip, a man died who sustained injuries when Israeli soldiers fired missiles from a US donated Apache helicopter into a Gaza City hospital, killing two nurses.

As the Israeli military finished its nine-hour attack on the Jabalyia Refugee Camp yesterday at 8 am, they shot a tank shell into a small crowd that had gathered near an ambulance to help put out a fire. A family was trapped inside and two fire-fighters were spraying the building with water. Israeli soldiers shot the tank shell at the fire-fighters and the people standing around. 

The ambulance driver was just on one leg trying to help a boy off the ground, many others were lying on the ground, dead. Two men came running to help the ambulance driver lift the boy and it was only then that we could see he had no face left, just blood on the street and a small body. 

Two journalists were targeted as well in the morning. None were allowed in to report on the killings throughout the night. Over 140 Palestinians were injured in this one nights attack. Israeli soldiers killed 11, three were children. Attacks like this are occuring every night here in the Gaza Strip at the brutal hands of the Israeli military government.

It is nearly impossible for people here to keep up with the number dead and the horror they are witnessing. Israeli soldiers prevented Palestinian ambulances from reaching the people throughout most of the night. Some people in the camp tell me that Israeli soldiers were taking the ambulances and using them to sneak themselves into the camp in order to more easily shoot the people.

Israeli soldiers have murdered over 80 Palestinians in the Gaza Strip in this week alone. This massacre is expected to continue as the US openly plans its military invasion and occupation of Iraq.

A friend who is exiled to Gaza City asked his 4 year old son, who is not allowed by the Israeli military government to visit his father, "Do you want to come to see me?"

The four year old boy asked, "Will the Israelis shoot me?"

His dad replied, "No, I don't think so."

The boy said, "Oh, they only kill the big people, not the little ones, right?"

His dad said, "Right."

The boy said, "Okay, I'll come."

A man here told me that there's even less future now than before. There is nothing to plan for, although today President Arafat, in an attempt to find someone the butcher Sharon is willing to speak with, is speaking seriously about Abu Mazen (Mahmud Abas) as Prime Minister. A guy here just told me, "The US loves him."

Kristen Ess is a political activist and freelance journalist from New York City, who has lived in the West Bank and Gaza since March 2002, where she does solidarity work and reports for Free Speech Radio news and Left Turn magazine. 
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