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I 

srael has come under fire over 
allegations that it is discrimi-
nating against Palestinian resi-
dents of East Jerusalem as well 
as its own Arab citizens inside 

the country’s internationally recog-
nised borders.

Israel has been accused of main-
taining a “two-tiered” residency 
policy in Jerusalem where the city’s 
Palestinian residents face forced 
evictions while Israeli citizens are 
transferred from other areas to 
populate it, moves that run contra-
ry to international law.

“Israel’s revocations of the resi-
dency status of thousands of Pal-
estinians from East Jerusalem over 
the years illustrate the two-tiered 
system Israel maintains in the city,” 
Human Rights Watch (HRW) said in 
a statement.

HRW, citing Israeli Interior Minis-
try figures, said Israel revoked the 
status of at least 14,595 Palestinians 
from occupied East Jerusalem from 
1967-2016.

“Israel claims to treat Jerusalem 
as a unified city, but the reality is ef-
fectively one set of rules for Jews 
and another for Palestinians,” Sarah 
Leah Whitson, HRW’s Middle East 
director, said in a release.

Israel’s occupation of East Jeru-
salem in 1967 and subsequent an-
nexation were rejected by the in-
ternational community. There are 
more than 300,000 Palestinians 
who have permanent residency sta-
tus in the city.

“Residency revocations often ef-
fectively force Palestinians from 
East Jerusalem, who are protected 
by virtue of Israel’s occupation un-
der the Fourth Geneva Convention, 
to leave the territory they live in,” 
the HRW report said. “Deportation 
or forced transfers of any part of the 
population of an occupied territory 
could amount to war crimes.”

The rights group also criticised 
Israel’s attempt to change the pop-
ulation make-up of the city. Since 
1967, Israel has “transferred thou-
sands of its own Jewish citizens to 
East Jerusalem, a war crime under 

international law,” HRW said.
The rights watchdog accused Is-

rael of acting to make Palestinians 
a minority in Jerusalem by denying 
them house-building permits and 
demolishing structures built with-
out Israeli approval. The United Na-
tions estimated that approximately 
90,000 Palestinians live in homes 
built in East Jerusalem without 
permits.

“Municipal planning documents 
have had the stated goal of ensur-
ing that Palestinians are a minority 
in the city,” HRW said in May.

Israel has accused HRW of having 
an anti-Israel bias and of spreading 
pro-Palestinian propaganda.

“The issue has nothing to do 
with religion or ethnicity. Rather, 
the key distinction is whether the 
individual is an Israeli citizen or 
not,” wrote the pro-Israel website 
NGO-Monitor. “Many of the ‘dis-
criminatory’ policies falsely alleged 
by… HRW actually result from the 
failure of [Palestinian residents in 
Jerusalem] to exercise their right 
to vote and elect municipal leaders 
who will implement their desired 
policy outcomes.”

In July, Israeli anti-occupation 
group Peace Now reported that a 
Palestinian family was given an 
eviction order from their East Je-
rusalem home, in which they had 
lived more than 50 years.

“This eviction is a part of a larger 
process the government is under-
taking, of establishing settlements 
in Sheikh Jarrah,” Peace Now wrote 
on its website.

Israel has come under frequent 
criticism for its policies in occupied 
East Jerusalem.

“From the first days of the Is-
raeli occupation of East Jerusalem, 
every effort was made to achieve 
this demographic dominance,” 
wrote Efrat Cohen-Bar in the pro-
Palestinian website 972mag.com. 
“Since then, for the past 50 years, 
urban planning in Jerusalem has 
been used as a tool in the service of 
maintaining demographic levels.”

Accusations levelled against Is-
rael of changing the demographic 
profile of areas extend to Israel 
proper as well.

In an editorial on August 9, the Is-
raeli daily Haaretz blasted the gov-
ernment for evacuating and demol-
ishing the homes of the Bedouin 
community of Umm al-Hiran to 
“make way for a new Jewish town 
called Hiran,” where only Orthodox 
Jews would be welcome.

“Israel has never ceased to dem-
onstrate creativity when it comes to 
discriminating against Arab citizens 
of the state,” the editorial stated.

Separately, an Israeli court 
stripped an Israeli national of Pal-
estinian origin of his citizenship 
— the first ruling of its kind — after 
he was convicted on four counts of 
attempted murder. Alla Zayud was 
sentenced to 25 years in jail for driv-
ing a car into a group of Israeli sol-
diers and stabbing civilians in 2015.

The decision to revoke Zayud’s 
nationality “would render him 
stateless, in violation of Israel’s 
obligations under international 
human rights law,” Omar Shakir, 
HRW’s director for Israel and the 
Palestinian territories, told Agence 
France-Presse.

The revoking of citizenship was 
made possible by a 2008 Israeli 
law that grants courts such powers 
against people accused of “breach 
of loyalty.”

In his ruling, the judge cited “the 
significant and important commit-
ment to maintain loyalty to the 
state, which is given expression 
also in the commitment to not carry 
out terror acts to harm its residents 
and their security.”

Palestinian and Israeli civil rights 
campaigners said they intended to 
appeal the court’s decision, arguing 
that it was against international law 
and was intended to be used only 
against the country’s Arab citizens.
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Reshaping demographics. Israeli border police check Palestinians’ identification cards at a 
checkpoint as they exit the Arab neighbourhood of Issawiyeh in Jerusalem.                                                        (AP) 

Human Rights 
Watch accused 
Israel of seeking 
to make 
Palestinians a 
minority in 
Jerusalem.

T
he last serious, sus-
tained effort to bro-
ker a deal between 
the Israelis and the 
Palestinians was 
made during the 
Obama administra-

tion by then-US Secretary of State 
John Kerry. He tried over nine 
months to advance peace talks but 
his efforts met with failure and 
the breakout of the 50-day war on 
Gaza in 2014.

In his final speech before leav-
ing office, Kerry laid most of the 
blame for the talks’ failures on the 
Israelis. He claimed that while Is-
raeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu publicly supports a two-
state solution, his coalition “is the 
most right-wing in Israeli history, 
with an agenda driven by its most 
extreme elements,” which are 
“more committed to settlements 
than any in Israel’s history.”

Kerry then presented his princi-
ples for a future final status agree-
ment: An Israeli and a Palestinian 
state based on the 1967 lines; full 
rights for all citizens; a solution 
to the Palestinian refugee issue; 
Jerusalem as the capital of both 
countries; an end to the occupa-
tion, while satisfying Israel’s se-
curity needs, with a demilitarised 
Palestinian state; and end to all 
claims by both sides.

Just before the end of the Obama 
administration’s term, France 
called a conference of stakehold-
ers to discuss a possible way for-
ward but that too failed to move 
matters. Some, including British 
representatives, thought it odd 
that the two parties to the conflict 
were deliberately not invited.

US President Donald Trump’s 
senior adviser on the Middle East, 
his son-in-law Jared Kushner, is 
leading attempts to broker the 
“ultimate deal.” He has expressed 
uncertainty about the United 
States’ ability to broker a peace 
deal between Israel and the Pales-
tinians and told a recent gathering 
“there may be no solution.”

On August 1, China issued its 
own four-point plan to move the 
matter forward: Advancing the 
two-state solution based on 1967 
borders with East Jerusalem as 
the capital of a new Palestinian 
state, upholding “the concept of 
common, comprehensive, coop-

erative and sustainable security,” 
immediately ending Israeli set-
tlement building, taking immedi-
ate measures to prevent violence 
against civilians and calling for an 
early resumption of peace talks, 
coordinating international efforts 
to put forward “peace-promoting 
measures that entail joint par-
ticipation at an early date” and 
promoting peace through devel-
opment and cooperation between 
the Palestinians and Israel. None 
of the main parties have reacted 
to the plan.

There is, therefore, no short-
age of initiatives from the inter-
national community. The most 
serious one to come out of the 
Middle East was the Arab Peace 
Initiative, which was announced 
by then-Crown Prince Abdullah 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi 
Arabia during a meeting in Bei-
rut in 2002. The initiative calls 
for normalising relations between 
the Arab region and Israel, in ex-
change for a full withdrawal by 
Israel from occupied territories 
(including East Jerusalem) and a 
“just settlement” of the Palestin-
ian refugee problem based on UN 
General Assembly Resolution 194.

The initiative was met with en-
thusiasm by former US President 
George W. Bush and generally sup-
ported by former President Barack 
Obama. Trump has referred to it 
as a basis for the “ultimate deal.” 
He has said he is in favour of what-
ever the two parties agree upon, 
whether one state or two.

Israel’s reaction from the outset 
was lukewarm. Its position can be 
summarised as recognising some 
of the initiative’s positive ele-
ments while insisting that there 
are issues it would not compro-
mise on, including the return of 
Palestinian refugees, the status 
of Jerusalem and complete with-
drawal from occupied Arab land.

Netanyahu rejected the ini-
tiative in 2007, when he was the 
leader of the opposition. He told 
visiting Arab foreign ministers 
that “the withdrawal from Gaza 
two years ago proved that any Is-
raeli withdrawal — particularly a 
unilateral one — does not advance 
peace but rather establishes a ter-
ror base for radical Islam.”

In 2015, he stated “there are pos-
itive aspects and negative aspects 
to it.” While noting that the situ-
ation has changed in the 13 years 
since the deal was proposed, Ne-
tanyahu asserted that “the gen-
eral idea — to try and reach un-
derstandings with leading Arab 
countries — is a good idea.”

Israel probably believes that 
some Arab countries see it as a 
potential ally against Iran and are 
therefore more likely to offer it 
more concessions on the final out-
come of a deal with the Palestin-
ians. The recent tensions in and 
over Jerusalem showed that was 
unlikely but Israel still did not feel 
the need to accept the Arab Peace 
Initiative.

What better offer does 
Israel have than the 
Arab Peace Initiative?
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