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abelling Israel’s treatment 
of Palestinians as “apart-
heid” is like flinging a burn-
ing match into spilled gaso-
line so combustible are the 

passions on both sides.
Rima Khalaf did just that when 

a report commissioned by her UN 
agency at the request of 18 Arab 
members accused Israel of having 
established an apartheid regime de-
signed to dominate the Palestinian 
people as a whole.

In a swift outcry, Israel slammed 
the 65-page document as anti-Se-
mitic. The United States demanded 
its removal and UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Antonio Guterres ordered it tak-
en off the agency’s website, saying it 
did not reflect his views.

Rather than comply, Khalaf re-
signed as head of the UN Economic 
and Social Commission for West 
Asia (ESCWA), a Beirut-based agen-
cy, one of several UN regional bod-
ies dealing with economic and social 
issues.

More than a month later, Khalaf 
said she has no regrets. The report’s 
charge of apartheid — a “crime 
against humanity” in the eyes of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) — 
deserves serious examination, she 
said.

“We are not here for defamation,” 
Khalaf said. “We are here for solv-
ing the problem.” The former UN 
undersecretary-general said the in-
ternational community has failed 
the Palestinians and must sanction 
Israel if it wants to regain credibility.

Israeli government official Mi-
chael Oren disputed the apartheid 
charge as a “big lie,” portraying the 
report as the latest attempt to “ap-
ply a completely unique standard 
to Israel which by definition is anti-
Semitic.”

Israel and its supporters are out-
raged at comparisons to apartheid-
era South Africa, pointing to the 
many differences: Unlike disenfran-
chised blacks in segregated South 
Africa, Israel’s Arab citizens, about 
20% of the population, can vote, are 
represented in parliament and on 
the Supreme Court and easily min-
gle with Jewish Israelis in daily life.

“There are no separate bath-
rooms; there is no apartheid here,” 
said Oren, a deputy minister of di-
plomacy. “It’s not just deeply offen-
sive to Israelis. It is deeply offensive 
to the real victims of apartheid.”

The report said apartheid is more 
than an exact replica of conditions 
in pre-1994 South Africa. It notes 
that international conventions and 
the ICC define it more broadly as 
“inhumane acts” committed in the 
context of institutionalised and 
systematic oppression of one racial 
group by another, with the intention 
of maintaining that regime.

Such expanded parameters could 
conceivably apply at least in some 
of the Israeli-controlled territories, 
critics of Israeli policy said.

In the West Bank, military rule 
has sharply curtailed the Palestinian 
movement, trade and access to re-
sources, while Jewish settlers in the 
same territory enjoy full rights of Is-
raeli citizens. Jews and Arabs in the 
West Bank live under different legal 
systems, with Jews having far more 
protections.

A Palestinian state carved from 
the West Bank, Gaza Strip and East 
Jerusalem, captured by Israel in 
1967, has been touted as the redress 
but, 50 years on, a partition deal ap-
pears distant.

The report goes well beyond past 
warnings by some, including former 
US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
that an apartheid-like situation 
could emerge unless a two-state 
solution is reached. It suggests that 
beyond the question of the occupied 
areas, Israel itself must eliminate 
laws that discriminate among Jew-
ish and Arab citizens.

Israel “can be a Jewish state” pro-
vided all citizens enjoy equal rights, 
according to Khalaf, who is of Pal-
estinian origin. “If this is the case, 
then the label really doesn’t matter,” 
she said.

Detailing the most controversial 
charge of apartheid in Israel itself, 
the report argues that voting rights 
of Arab citizens lose significance be-
cause Israel’s Basic Law bars any po-
litical parties that deny Israel’s iden-
tity as both Jewish and democratic. 
This prevents Arab citizens from 
“challenging laws that perpetuate 
inequality,” it said.

Arab politicians in Israel appear 
divided on the issue.

Some avoid using seemingly pro-
vocative terms such as apartheid. 
They prefer to work within the sys-
tem to try to alleviate what has been 
widely acknowledged as longstand-
ing official discrimination, such as 
preferential state spending on Jew-
ish communities.

Others, like parliament member 
Jamal Zahalka of the Joint List, an 
alliance of four Arab-dominated par-

ties, said Israel has created a version 
of apartheid, including discrimina-
tory rules on immigration and land 
use, even if it differs from the former 
South African system.

He noted that Jews from any-
where in the world can claim Israeli 
citizenship while Arab citizens are 
barred from bringing Palestinian 
spouses from the occupied territo-
ries to live with them in Israel.

Many Israelis feel singled out 
because only their country has suf-
fered the apartheid allegations, de-
spite many cases of discrimination 
elsewhere, including in the Arab 
world.

Legally, the crime of apartheid is 
largely uncharted territory, said Sari 
Bashi, the Israel/Palestine advocacy 
director of Human Rights Watch. 
Also, the ICC has not made such a 
charge and evidence of racial dis-
crimination is not sufficient to make 
the case.

Khalaf said she hoped the debate 
started by the report will continue.
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Confiscated rights. A file picture shows Israeli soldiers standing guard as Palestinians protest against 
Israel’s separation barrier in the West Bank village of Maasarah near Bethlehem.                                  (AFP)

Who will replace Abbas? Protesters carry pictures of Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on 
May 3.                                                                                                (AP)
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Israel is outraged 
at comparisons to 
apartheid-era 
South Africa.

M
ahmoud Abbas 
holds all four of 
the top political 
positions in the 
Palestinian 
leadership. He is 

the president of the state of 
Palestine, president of the Pales-
tinian National Authority (PNA), 
head of the Fatah movement and 
chairman of the Palestine Libera-
tion Organisation’s executive 
committee.

Once he is unable to discharge 
these duties either through death 
or illness, the Palestinian people 
have been wondering who would 
take any of or all four roles. After 
all, Abbas is 82 years old.

The starting position, since they 
were all held by Yasser Arafat, is 
that they would be taken by one 
person and it is reasonable to 
assume it would be a man. Until 
the seventh Fatah congress at the 
end of 2016, Abbas had refused to 
name a deputy, choosing to rely on 
the Palestinian Constitution in the 
event of a successor needing to be 
found.

Article 37 of the 2003 amended 
Basic Law states that the speaker 
of the Palestinian Legislative 
Council (PLC) would take over and 
elections would be called within 
60 days.

There was much speculation 
about whether Abbas would 
appoint a deputy and if the 
position would go to Marwan 

Barghouti, a long-term political 
prisoner in Israeli jails who some 
see as the Palestinian Nelson 
Mandela.

Abbas chose a deputy but it was 
not Barghouti. Instead, he picked 
Mahmoud al-Aloul, former Nablus 
governor and labour minister in 
the PNA. While this is a strong 
indication Abbas would see Aloul 
as his successor as leader of Fatah, 
he did not appoint him to be 
deputy president of the PNA. This, 
intentionally or otherwise, leaves 
the door open to other hopefuls 
who aspire to fill one, if not all, 
other three key positions in the 
Palestinian leadership.

The popular Barghouti has been 
leading a hunger strike, now in its 
second month, by more than 1,000 
political prisoners trying to secure 
basic rights in Israeli prisons. Israel 
accused him of instigating the 
hunger strike to position himself as 

the strongest candidate to replace 
Abbas.

The same accusation of leader-
ship aspirations through confront-
ing Israel has been levelled at 
another senior Fatah figure. Israel 
has accused Jibril Rajoub, presi-
dent of the Palestinian Football 
Association, of repeatedly pursu-
ing the sanctioning or expulsion of 
Israel from FIFA, both for its 
alleged mistreatment of Palestin-
ian football players and for 
allowing teams in settlements to 
play in its leagues, against FIFA 
regulations. Rajoub is a member of 
Fatah’s Central Committee, 
president of the Palestinian 
Olympics Committee and former 
head of the Preventive Security 
Force in the West Bank.

Abbas made sure that another 
political rival and critic was 
excluded from Fatah’s seventh 
congress — Mohammed Dahlan, 

Are potential successors to Abbas making their bids?
former head of the Preventive 
Security Force who was ousted 
when Hamas took control of Gaza 
in 2007. He now lives in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Just prior to the congress, the 
Palestinian Constitutional Court 
gave Abbas “full authority to 
cancel the immunity of any 
parliament member, when the 
legislative council is not con-
vened,” a statement published by 
official Palestinian news agency, 
WAFA, said. That would have 
applied to Dahlan had he decided 
to enter the West Bank to attend 
the Congress.

Other possible candidates to 
succeed Abbas include Nasser 
al-Kidwa, a nephew of the revered 
Arafat and a former foreign 
minister and Palestinian repre-
sentative to the United Nations; 
Majid Faraj, the current intelli-
gence chief; and Salam Fayyad, a 
former prime minister and finance 
minister.

With Israel’s emphasis on the 
security role of the PNA going 
forward, it is perhaps safe to 
assume that it would want to see a 
security-minded candidate emerge 
as a potential leader to succeed 
Abbas rather than necessarily the 
one who is most qualified politi-
cally or has the widest possible 
appeal to Palestinians.

It is also unlikely that anyone 
from the new generation of 
possible leaders will break through 
this time. Expect someone from 
the old guard to win when Abbas is 
no longer president.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based 
Palestinian university professor 
and writer.
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Possible candidates to 
succeed Abbas include Nasser 
al-Kidwa, a nephew of the 
revered Yasser Arafat.


