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E 

uropean consumers 
should, by the end of 
2015, be able to tell if the 
Israeli goods they are 
buying in supermarkets 

and shops have been produced in 
Jewish settlements established in 
the Palestinian territories occupied 
in 1967.

The European Union plans to is-
sue labelling rules that will “differ-
entiate”, in their respective mar-
kets, products from the territories 
and those from Israel proper.

“Differentiation” is the key word 
for European leaders, who are 
adamant that their move is not 
a call to boycott Israel, as is the 
case with the relatively successful 
grass-roots “Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions” (BDS) movement, 
backed by the Palestinian Author-
ity to protest Israel’s 48-year oc-
cupation of East Jerusalem and the 
West Bank in addition to the ongo-
ing siege of Gaza.

The technical and legal depart-
ment of the European Commission 
is finalising the rules and the list of 
products entirely or partially made 
in Jewish settlements.

At first glance, it might look like a 
benign, limited step but the stakes 
are high as underlined by Israel’s 
campaign against the move.

The European Union is Israel’s 

most important trading partner 
with  trade  amounting to more 
than $32 billion in   2013 according 
to a report of the European council 
on foreign relations released last 
July. Israel is used to benefiting 
from European investments, fund-
ing and grants while building Jew-
ish settlements on land on which 

the Palestinians hope to establish 
an independent state.

Europeans have been applying 
for some time a de facto differen-
tiation policy to prevent money 
benefiting Jewish settlements con-
sidered illegal by international law. 
But disguising the source of Israeli 
products and lack of visibility on 

European markets limit the scope 
of this policy.

So far, only three European coun-
tries — Britain, Denmark and Bel-
gium — have introduced voluntary 
labelling guidelines. This is why 
the European Union is seriously 
considering turning its approach of 
differentiating between the origin 
of Israeli products to a formal label-
ling policy among all its members.

The European Union’s cautious 
approach has been partly motivat-
ed by fears of undermining efforts 
to relaunch the peace process be-
tween Israel and the Palestinians. 
Israel has used that stance to its ad-
vantage to fight the new labelling 
policy, claiming this is a boycott of 
Israel tinted with anti-Semitism.

What if, ask some experts, the 
enactment of such a policy leads 
to banning European institutions 
and businesses from dealing with 
Israeli banks and companies? Al-
ready, as pointed out by the Euro-
pean Council on Foreign Relations 
think-tank, 17 EU members have 
issued non-binding advisories 
warning businesses of the legal and 

financial consequences they could 
expose themselves to if they do 
business with entities linked to Is-
rael’s occupation.

International law prohibits Israel 
from deriving economic or finan-
cial benefit from the occupied Pal-
estinian territories.

Diplomats in brussels say that 
sixteen EU countries, including 
France, Belgium, Spain, Britain 
and Italy, have come out in favour 
of the labelling policy. Germany, 
the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Ro-
mania, Hungary and Bulgaria are 
among those opposed to any such 
move.

A third group, including Cyprus 
and Greece, has been hesitant to 
take a stand due to many Israeli in-
vestments in their countries.

To Hadi Shebli, the chargé 
d’affaires at the Palestinian embas-
sy in Brussels, “The EU decision to 
label by the end of the year goods 
originating from the Jewish settle-
ments is not enough but it is a first 
and important step.”

“It will snowball into something 
bigger,” he said. There should be “a 
boycott of all settlements products. 
Jewish settlements are illegal on 
our land. They are preventing the 
two-state solution and therefore 
their products should be banned.”

Shebli said the boycott of Jew-
ish settlement goods is “taboo” to 
the European Union but he said he 
hoped the goal could be reached 
“with the help of civil societies and 
European public opinions”.
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meeting in the West Bank city of Ramallah, last June.
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A 

sharp increase in vio-
lence, with dozens killed 
and hundreds injured, in 
the West Bank could pos-
sibly signal the start of a 

new Palestinian uprising against Is-
raeli control.

Fighting was spurred by what 
Palestinians said were violations 
of agreements by Israeli police and 
Jewish settlers at al-Asqa mosque 
in Jerusalem. Palestinians are con-
cerned changes in policy would al-
low Jews to pray at the site — the 
third holiest in Islam.

Fighting flared at the mosque 
between worshippers and Israeli 
police in September. Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas warned 
the conflicts could lead to another 
intifada.

The clashes followed Israeli prov-
ocations, starting with unscheduled 
police-guided tours. The tourists 
were mainly armed Jewish settlers 
visiting the mosque’s courtyards 
and saying Jewish prayers there. 
Previous agreements limited Jews 
to praying at the Western Wall, west 
of the compound, and not in the 
complex itself.

When Jewish settlers tour the 
courtyards of al-Aqsa mosque, they 
often are accused of trying to in-
flame Palestinian sentiments. The 
Jews pray facing the Dome of the 
Rock and many loudly curse the 
Prophet Mohammad. Some take 
olive saplings or dirt from the com-
pound’s gardens.

“They’d do anything to incite Pal-
estinian worshippers,” said Khadija 

Khuwies, 38, one of the Palestinian 
volunteers known as Mourabitoun 
— sentinels — guarding al-Aqsa.

The Israeli encroachment contra-
dicted a November 2014 guarantee 
by Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to Jordan’s King Abdul-
lah II that Israel had no intention 
to change the status quo in al-Aqsa. 
Jordan was accorded a “special” 
custody of shrines in Jerusalem un-
der its 1994 peace treaty with Israel.

On September 15th, Israeli police 
stormed the mosque courtyards and 
buildings claiming they were acting 
under a “security operation” ahead 
of the Jewish New Year. Palestinians 
accused Israel of escalation, seeking 
to divide the site to allow Jewish 
prayers there.

According to Abdullah Hourani of 
the Gaza-based Centre for Research 
and Documentation, by the end of 
September Israeli forces and set-
tlers had killed four Palestinians in 
the West Bank. Israeli soldiers also 
shot Hadeel al-Hashlmoun, 18, who 
was on her way to school in the Old 
City of Hebron — a crime that the 
London-based watchdog Amnesty 
International termed an “extrajudi-
cial killing”.

On October 1st, Eitam and Naama 
Henkin, Israeli settlers travelling on 
the main road near Nablus, were 
killed by gunmen firing from a 
passing car. Four days later, Israel 
claimed that five Palestinians affili-
ated with the militant Hamas move-
ment confessed to having carried 
out the shooting.

“In response to the attack, set-
tlers attacked Palestinians and their 
property in many parts of the West 
Bank,” reported B’Tselem, an Israeli 
human rights centre.

Tensions escalated further when 
Muhannad Halabi stabbed to death 
two Israelis on October 3rd. Halabi 
was shot at the scene, sparking con-
frontations across the Palestinian 
territories.

On October 4th, an Israeli po-
lice officer killed 19-year-old Fadi 
Alloun, who was alleged to have 

plotted a stabbing attack against a 
15-year-old Israeli settler.

Following the incident, Israel 
tightened restrictions in Jerusalem, 
including al-Aqsa, banning access 
to the mosque for 48 hours, a step 
worshippers described as “unprec-
edented”.

On October 13th, the Palestinian 
Health Ministry said 29 Palestin-
ians, including seven children, had 
been killed  since the beginning of 
the month. More than 1,400 Pales-
tinians were wounded. Five Israeli 
settlers were killed and about 67 
sustained injuries in attacks by Pal-
estinians.

The youngest casualty since the 
beginning of the violence wave was 
2-year-old Rahaf Hassan, who was 
killed in an air strike that targeted 
her house in the Gaza Strip. Rahaf’s 
mother,  Nour Hassan, 27, was also 
killed and her husband, Yahya, and 
their toddler son were injured.

While 11 Palestinians were killed 
in the Gaza Strip, most of the deaths 
and injuries were in the West Bank 
and Jerusalem where Israeli soldiers 
and police used live rounds and 
rubber-coated bullets and also fired 
tear gas at protesters at al-Aqsa.

Referred to in Arabic as al-Har-
am al-Sharif — the Noble Sanctu-
ary — al-Aqsa is Islam’s third holi-
est shrine after Mecca and Medina 
in Saudi Arabia. It is on a hilltop 
compound in Jerusalem’s walled 
Old City. One of the region’s most 
intense flashpoints and the site of 
scores of clashes with Israeli police, 
the compound houses the Dome of 
the Rock, which enshrines the rock 
from which the Prophet Moham-
mad is said to have ascended to 
heaven on a winged horse.

The site is known to Jews as the 
Temple Mount, the holiest in Juda-
ism. It is the place worshippers turn 

towards during prayer. 
According to rabbinic sages, it is 

where God gathered dust to create 
the first human, Adam. Ultra-ortho-
dox Jews insist that the site is where 
their two revered temples are bur-
ied, just underneath al-Aqsa, and is 
where the third temple will be built 
before the messiah comes.

Jerusalem affairs specialist Jamal 
Amro said Israel plans to control the 
al-Aqsa compound, having turned 
all of Jerusalem into its vassal.

“Israel is carrying out a ‘pilot 
broadcast’ to test Palestinian re-
action to Israeli settlers’ growing 
intrusions and the Israeli govern-
ment’s temporal partition of the site 
before finally controlling it,” Amro 
said. He said the Israeli government 
has ambitions beyond dividing the 
compound.

“They won’t stop until they take 
over the entire site and ban Pales-
tinian prayers there completely,” 
Amro said. “They want the 144,000 
square metres [that make up the 
site]. They want all of it.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.
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A Palestinian argues with Israeli policemen during clashes in Hebron, West Bank, on October 10, 2015.
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