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I 

srael has recently passed or 
initiated laws that can be con-
sidered an entrenching of its 
occupation of the Palestinian 
territories, bringing to an end 

the possibility of a just two-state 
solution to the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict.

The measures adopted or going 
through the Israeli parliament are 
designed to facilitate Israel gain-
ing control of more Palestinian land 
and silence legitimate criticism of 
Israeli policies.

The instruments Israel is using 
to control more Palestinian land 
include the regulation bill, which 
is designed to retroactively legal-
ise 4,000 Jewish Israeli homes that 
were previously deemed illegal un-
der Israel’s own laws.

The bill, supported by Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, was condemned by human 
rights group Peace Now, which 
described it as a “fatal blow to de-
mocracy” that would “turn Israeli 
citizens to thieves and stain Israel’s 
law books”.

British Foreign Office Minister for 
the Middle East and North Africa 
Tobias Ellwood expressed “deep 
concern” about the bill and urged 
the Israeli government to “recon-
sider” it at the earliest opportunity. 
Israeli Attorney General Avichai 
Mandelblit called the law “uncon-
stitutional”, indicating it was likely 
to be struck down by the Israeli Su-
preme Court.

In a further attempt to entrench 
its control, Israel has been consid-
ering annexing parts of the West 
Bank. This would involve passing 

a bill to apply Israeli law to land in 
the occupied Palestinian territories. 
A bill to annex the 40,000-person 
Jewish-only settlement of Maale 
Adumim was to be considered by 
the Knesset’s Ministerial Commit-
tee on Legislation.

However, this was postponed as 
Netanyahu was meeting with US 
President Donald Trump’s envoy 
Jason Greenblatt. The delay in the 
bill’s consideration is a signal that 
the Trump administration carries 
tremendous influence on Israeli ac-
tions, which could either check its 
expansionist policies or unleash an 
unprecedented land grab.

On February 12th, Israeli minis-
ters endorsed a draft bill that would 
restrict the Muslim call to prayer. In 
the draft, the Muslim call to prayer, 
an integral part of Palestinian cul-
ture and history since the siege of 
Jerusalem in 637AD — has been in-
sultingly characterised as “noise 
pollution”.

Those initiating the bill argued 
that the call to prayer disturbed 
non-Muslims or more specifically 
illegal settlers who have moved 
into predominantly Palestinian ar-
eas, including East Jerusalem.

MK Motti Yogev, one of the bill’s 
sponsors, defended it saying: “This 
is a social-minded law that aims 
to protect citizens’ sleep, without, 
God-forbid, harming anyone’s reli-
gious faith.”

However, Tzipi Livni, a leader of 
the Zionist Union party and a for-
mer Foreign minister, said “proud 
Israelis” should oppose legislation 
that would only “spread hate and 
ignite tensions” between Muslims 
and Jews. The bill drew condemna-
tion from all sectors of Palestinian 
society, both Muslim and Christian.

Israeli MK Ahmad Tibi accused 
the bill’s proponents of “commit-
ting a racist act”. The bill should be 
seen alongside increasing actions 

by Israel to exert more control on 
al-Aqsa mosque, which antagonises 
Muslims and Christian Palestinians.

In another batch of proposed 
measures, Israel has moved to si-
lence criticism of its policies by 
its own citizens and foreigners. 
The new law allows Knesset mem-
bers to pursue the impeachment 
of lawmakers if their actions and 
ideology “negate the existence of 
the state of Israel as a Jewish and 
democratic state, incite racism, 
or express support for an armed 
struggle against the State of Israel 
by an enemy state or terrorist or-
ganisation”.

An affirmative vote from 90 of 
the Knesset’s 120 members would 
be needed for the impeachment to 

pass. In reality, this would target 
Arab Knesset members, including 
Haneen Zoabi, who is a vocal critic 
of Israeli policies.

More recently Strategic Affairs 
Minister Gilad Erdan indicated his 
wish to set up a database of Israeli 
citizens “who are involved in pro-
moting and supporting boycotts, 
divestment and sanctions (BDS) 
against Israel or the settlements”.

This follows the passing of a 
measure in July 2016 that compels 
Israeli non-governmental organisa-
tions to declare sources of funding 
if they come from “foreign state 
entities” but not from private dona-
tions.

The European Union criticised 
the proposal, stating that “the re-

porting requirements imposed by 
the new law go beyond the legiti-
mate need for transparency and 
seem aimed at constraining the ac-
tivities of these civil society organi-
sations working in Israel”.

Israel’s latest attempt to silence 
critics was the passing of a law on 
March 6th that bans proponents of 
BDS from entering the country. The 
first victim of this law was Hugh 
Lanning, chairman of Britain’s Pal-
estine Solidarity Campaign. He was 
refused entry and sent home be-
cause of the campaign’s promotion 
of BDS.
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T 

he head of a UN agency 
that promotes develop-
ment in Arab countries 
resigned after refusing to 
withdraw a controversial 

report concluding that Israel had 
established an “apartheid regime” 
that discriminated against Palestin-
ians.

The report titled Israeli Practices 
Towards the Palestinian People and 
the Question of Apartheid, which 
was published by the UN Economic 
and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA), drew swift criticism 
from Israeli officials.

Its authors concluded that “Israel 
has established an apartheid regime 
that systematically institutionalises 
racial oppression and domination of 
the Palestinian people as a whole”.

Rima Khalaf, a Jordanian who 
headed ESCWA, announced her res-
ignation as UN undersecretary-gen-
eral March 17th at a news confer-
ence in Beirut, saying she could not 
accept being subjected to pressure 
from UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres to withdraw the report.

She described the report as “the 
first of its kind”, adding that it “con-
cludes scientifically and according 
to international law that Israel has 
established an apartheid regime”.

“It was expected, naturally, that 
Israel and its allies would exercise 
immense pressure on the UN sec-
retary-general to distance himself 
from the report and to ask for it to 
be withdrawn,” she said.

When Guterres instructed her 

the previous day to withdraw the 
report, Khalaf said: “I asked him to 
review his position but he insisted 
on it. Based on that, I submitted to 
him my resignation from the United 
Nations.”

“It’s only normal for the criminal 
to attack those defending the cause 
of his victims but I cannot accept 
being subjected to such pressures,” 
she said, quoting from her resigna-
tion letter.

UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric 
said the report was published with-
out prior consultation with the UN 
Secretariat and its views do not re-
flect those of the secretary-general.

Asked whether Guterres suc-
cumbed to pressure from the Trump 
administration, Dujarric said: “This 
is not about pressure. This is about 

the secretary-general having the au-
thority to manage the organisation 
in a way that is done effectively and 
can deliver on its goals.”

“A secretary-general cannot ac-
cept that an undersecretary-general 
or any other senior UN official that 
reports to him would authorise the 
publication under the UN name, 
under the UN logo, without consult-
ing the competent departments and 
even himself,” Dujarric said. “It’s 
about senior officials dealing with a 
matter that implicates other parts of 
the system — that they consult and 
they coordinate.”

Khalaf’s resignation was wel-
comed by Israel and the United 
States, Israel’s closest ally, but Pal-
estinians praised Khalaf.

US Ambassador to the United 

Nations Nikki Haley said in a state-
ment: “When someone issues a 
false and defamatory report in the 
name of the UN, it is appropriate 
that the person resign. UN agencies 
must do a better job of eliminating 
false and biased work and I applaud 
the secretary-general’s decision to 
distance his good office from it.”

Israel’s UN Ambassador Danny 
Danon said the “attempt [of the re-
port] to smear and falsely label the 
only true democracy in the Middle 
East by creating a false analogy is 
despicable and constitutes a blatant 
lie”.

He accused Khalaf of working “to 
harm Israel” and supporting the 
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 
(BDS) movement. “Her removal 
from the UN is long overdue,” he 
said in a statement issued by Israel’s 
Foreign Ministry.

The official Palestinian news 
agency Wafa said that Palestin-
ian President Mahmoud Abbas in-
formed Khalaf by phone that she 
would receive the Palestine Medal 
of the Highest Honour in recogni-
tion of her “courage and support” 
for the Palestinian people.

Jordanian government spokes-
man Mohammed Momani described 
Khalaf as a patriot who has had sen-
ior positions in the kingdom.

“We in Jordan view international 
reports about what the Palestinian 
people are being subjected to, from 
daily restrictions to injustice, as 
something that is in their interest,” 
he said.

The controversy continued March 
20th, when a UN rights expert is-
sued a blistering criticism of Israel’s 
policies.

In a report, UN Special Rappor-

teur on the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories Michael Lynk charged 
Israel with “the subjugation of (Pal-
estinians’) humanity” and intensi-
fying a crackdown on human rights 
campaigners.

Lynk made the claims in a report 
presented to the UN rights council 
during the Geneva-based body’s 
mandated session on Israel, known 
as Agenda Item Seven.

The US State Department blasted 
the council for having its Israel de-
bate and vowed in a statement “to 
vote against every resolution put 
forth under this agenda item”.

The European Union condemned 
the continuing loss of life on all 
sides but voiced concern that Lynk’s 
mandate and the Israel debate were 
one-sided

As part of its obligations under 
the Israel agenda item, Guterres’s of-
fice presented its latest findings to 
the council.

“Chronic violations of interna-
tional human rights law and inter-
national humanitarian law by all 
parties have persisted,” the secre-
tary-general’s office said, condemn-
ing Israel over settlement expan-
sion among other offences.
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Remembering. Palestinian woman gestures in the village of Khirbet Zakaria with a view of the Israeli 
Gush Etzion settlement block seen in the background, on March 5th.                                                         (AFP)

Unyielding to pressure. Former head of UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) Rima Khalaf reacts during 
a news conference in Beirut, on March 15th.                                (Reuters)                                                       
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