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The killing of a Palestinian baby

A year on, Gaza Strip hopes to sue Israel for war crimes

Is there an international price tag for Jewish settlers’ actions?

Beirut

N 

o doubt, 18-month-old 
Ali Dawabsheh would 
not have wanted to be-
come the worldwide 
symbol of the ugly face 

of the Israeli settlement policy in 
the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries. He would have preferred to 
grow up surrounded by his parents 
in Duma, his ancestral home village 
in the north of the West Bank.

Instead, the Palestinian toddler 
was burned alive at night when two 
masked men — allegedly Jewish set-
tlers from a nearby settlement — set 
his family home on fire. His mother, 
Reham, a 27-year-old schoolteach-
er; his father, Saad, 32, a construc-
tion worker; and his 4-year-old 
brother, Ahmad, suffered extensive 
burns and are fighting for their lives 
in Israeli hospitals.

The death of the Palestinian 
child, whose body was found in his 
smouldering house along with his 
bottle of milk, triggered — judging 
from official statements — soul-
searching among Israeli leaders. 
They converged to say that such 
atrocities were “contrary to Jewish 
values”.

Yet Israeli authorities have for 
years been turning a blind eye to 
actions of violent Jewish West Bank 
settlers who have embarked on a 
so-called price-tag policy, torching 
homes, mosques and churches, up-
rooting olive trees and vandalising 
Palestinian agricultural lands and 
businesses .

According to Israeli commen-
tators, the “price-tag policy” — a 
euphemism for terrorism and dis-
possession — aims to punish Pales-
tinians for sporadic actions taken 

by Israeli authorities to curb set-
tlement activities deemed illegal 
by Israel — though all settlement 
activities are considered illegal by 
international law.

It seems settlers were angered by 
an Israeli court decision to demol-
ish two buildings in the Jewish set-
tlement of Bet El, near the Palestin-
ian city of Ramallah. The fact that 
as compensation, the government 
of Prime Minister Binyamin Net-
anyahu immediately approved the 
construction of 300 housing units 
in Bet El did not appease tempers. 
The attackers spray-painted on a 
wall of the Dawabsheh house the 
words “Revenge” and “Long live 
the king messiah of Israel” in He-
brew along with the star of David.

From an Israeli perspective, the 
death of Ali Dawabsheh came as 
a wake-up call to the actions of 
“some extremist Jewish settlers” 
that might “tarnish” the image of 
half a million mostly armed Jewish 
settlers.

Settlers are “wonderful” people, 
Naftali Bennett, a cabinet member 
and leader of the settler party The 
Jewish Home, reminded everyone 
in the aftermath of the terrorist act. 
And, indeed, to many Israelis, set-
tlers are the salt of the earth, the 
crème de la crème, as they “risk their 
lives” — and incidentally benefit 
from generous governmental fiscal 
and housing incentives — to move 
to Judea and Samaria, the biblical 
names of lands “given to the people 
of Israel by God himself”.

The terror attack against the 
Dawabsheh family was well-
planned, said Israeli security offi-
cials, who blamed a minority fringe 
extremist group. Palestinian Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas accused the 
Israeli government of “incitement 
and racism”. Other Palestinians 
point the finger to the responsibil-
ity at the hard-line Yesha Council, 
which is the umbrella organisation 
for Jewish settlements in the West 
Bank.

“We want international protec-
tion for Palestinians in the occu-
pied territories,” said Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation Executive 
Committee member Saeb Erakat, 
adding that the real problem was 

the whole policy of Jewish settle-
ments on Palestinian land. To shed 
the light on this policy which is pre-
venting peace talks from resuming,  
the Palestinian Authority is work-
ing with Jordan, the current Arab 
member of the UN Security Coun-
cil, on a draft resolution calling for 
action against settlers and against 
the judaisation of the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem.

Abbas is intent on bringing this 
latest atrocity to the attention of 
the International Criminal Court. 
Palestinian security forces plan to 
protect the population, said Colo-
nel Jibril Rajoub, a former head of 
a powerful Palestinian intelligence 

apparatus in the West Bank. This 
might be easier said than done, as 
60% of the West Bank is off limits to 
the Palestinian Authority by virtue 
of the 1993 Oslo peace accords.

The Palestinian Authority’s 
mainly political response aims at 
containing the wave of anger that 
is engulfing the Palestinian territo-
ries. It is drawing, however, criti-
cism among Palestinian factions 
that want to arm villagers living 
near Jewish settlements.

Most Palestinian groups, start-
ing with Hamas, called on the 
Palestinian Authority to stop its 
security and intelligence coordina-
tion with the Israeli military and to  
release Palestinian prisoners in its 
jails.

For now, the burning alive of the 
Palestinian toddler has triggered 
new rounds of violence. Two Pal-
estinian youths have been killed 
by the Israeli army following the 
attack on the Dawabsheh family, 

one of them, a 16-year-old boy by 
the name of Laith Khalidi from the 
Jalazoun camp near Ramallah, was 
shot in the back as he was demon-
strating.

The writing was all over the wall, 
said Hussein abou Khdeir, the fa-
ther of 16-year-old Mohammed 
abou Khdeir, who was abducted a 
year ago near his home in East Je-
rusalem, by extremists who forced 
him to drink gasoline and burned 
him alive.

This view is shared by B’Tselem, 
the Israeli human rights group, 
which said that a “burned infant 
was only a matter of time in view 
of (Israeli) policy to not enforce the 
law on violent settlers”, adding that 
the clock was ticking “in the count-
down of the next arson attack and 
the one after”.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Gaza City

A 

year after a wide-scale 
Israeli air, ground and 
sea offensive on the 
Gaza Strip, Palestin-
ians hope to sue Israel 

for what they say were war crimes 
committed during a 51-day on-
slaught.

A high-ranking delegation rep-
resenting the International Crimi-
nal Court (ICC) is to visit Israel and 
Gaza at the end of July, said Pal-
estinian Authority (PA) Foreign Af-
fairs Minister Riad al-Malki.

Malki personally delivered on 
June 25th to the ICC documents 
alleging Israeli war crimes, hop-
ing that the world court would in-
vestigate Israeli actions in the war, 
which began July 7, 2014, and end-
ed the following August 26th with 
an Egyptian-brokered truce.

It is the first time the Palestinians 
have pushed hard for an interna-
tional inquiry on alleged Israeli war 
crimes in Gaza. That underlined 
their frustration with the force 
used against them in Israeli wars 
in 2009, 2012 and 2014 and the 
48-year-old Israeli military occupa-
tion.

Malki said recently that there was 
no Israeli approval yet for the ICC’s 
visit to Gaza, allowing the delega-
tion to cross a border from Israel. 

Alternatively, he said the Palestin-
ians may have the ICC delegation 
go through the Rafah border cross-
ing in Egypt.

Israel said “Operation Protective 
Edge” of 2014 was not meant to 
harm the civilian population but 
was aimed at Hamas militants fir-
ing missiles on Israeli cities.

However, of the 2,251 Palestin-
ian fatalities, 1,462 were civilians, 
mostly women and children, said 
Ashraf al-Qedra, a spokesman for 
Gaza’s Health Ministry. An addi-
tional 11,000 people, also mostly 
civilians, were wounded.

On the Israeli side, 73 people — 67 
of them soldiers — were killed.

Fatima Awad, a 22-year-old col-
lege student, said she doesn’t ex-
pect much from the ICC.

“Hopes for suing those who were 
behind the crimes are slim,” Awad 
said, echoing widespread disap-
pointment with the international 
community in the face of Israeli 
atrocities.

Gaza’s 1.8 million people feel 
hopeless. They are surrounded by 
Israeli ground forces to the north 
and east, naval forces to the west 
and the Egyptian Army to the 
south. People are allowed to leave 
the enclave but few are allowed 
back in.

When the Palestinians formally 
joined the ICC on April 1st, hopes 
were boosted that Israel would 
have to answer for its violence 
against Gazans. The Palestinians 

also hope to sue the Jewish state 
for “atrocities” committed in the 
West Bank and east Jerusalem 
since Israel seized the territory in 
1967.

Palestinian analysts argue that 
two issues top the files presented 
to the ICC for investigation: Jewish 
settlements built illegally on Pales-
tinian lands in the West Bank and 
the 2014 war on Gaza.

However, the analysts warn that 
the ICC may be unable to pressure 
Israel to stop its violations.

Hani al-Masri, director of the pri-
vate Badil Centre for Studies in the 
West Bank city of Ramallah, said 
Palestinian diplomatic moves have 
failed to halt Israeli settlement ex-
pansion in the West Bank, stop the 
killing of civilians and, most im-
portantly, attain statehood.

“The Israelis are becoming more 
extreme, which manifested itself 
in last March’s elections, whereby 
the hardest-line Israeli cabinet was 
formed,” Masri said.

“This makes it clear that the like-
lihood for reaching a real peace 
deal is impossible. By the same 

token, legal battles in courts are 
often too long and this should be a 
reason for Palestinians not to raise 
the bar.”

Abdullah Salman, 65, whose Gaza 
Shujaeya neighbourhood house 
was destroyed in the 2014 war, said 
it was “good to be a member of ICC 
and the least that could be done is 
to sue Israel for its crimes”.

“But I don’t think that America 
or the countries that are friends 
with Israel would accept imposing 
sanctions on the state or punishing 
it and its leaders,” he said.

Fouad Abu Asser’s two-storey 
home in Tuffah district was also 
flattened. The 54-year-old man 
lives with his 15-member family 
in a temporary prefabricated unit 
in eastern Gaza City. He said he 
doubted Israel would be held ac-
countable.

“Israel is the enemy of the Pales-
tinian people and it is responsible 
for our tragedies for more than 60 
years,” Abu Asser said.

“No one in the world was able 
to stop Israel from violating our 
rights, so I don’t think that an in-
ternational court decision would 
prevent Israel from waging another 
war on Gaza, destroying homes 
and killing more people.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in 
Gaza, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent who has been 
covering the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict for 28 years.
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Palestinian children light candles during a rally to remember 18-month-old Palestinian baby Ali 
Dawabsheh,  in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip August 2, 2015.
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The Foreign Minister of the 
Palestinian Authority, Riad 
al-Malki speaks to the media 
after leaving the International 
Criminal Court (ICC) in The 
Hague, in June.
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