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Minister’s resignation over secret Israeli meetings
raises questions about UK’s Palestinian policy
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

B

ritish International Development Secretary Priti
Patel was forced to resign
after she had more than
a dozen unauthorised
meetings with Israeli officials, raising questions about the UK government’s policy regarding the Palestinians.
Patel faced accusations of breaching the ministerial code for failing
to clear the meetings through the
Foreign Office and Downing Street.
Twelve of the meetings, including
one with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, took place while
Patel was on a 12-day family holiday
to Israel in August.
The situation escalated after it
became known that Patel tried to
conceal other meetings with Israeli
officials. She was summoned to
London from Kenya on November
8 and forced to tender her resignation.

Patel faced a storm of
criticism at home and
abroad for visiting a
military hospital in the
occupied Golan
Heights.
“While my actions were meant
with the best of intentions, my actions also fell below the standards
of transparency and openness that
I have promoted and advocated,”
Patel acknowledged in her resignation letter.
“As you know the UK and Israel
are close allies and it is right that
we should work closely together
but that must be done formally and
through official channels,” British
Prime Minister Theresa May replied
in her official response.

The move meant May had to conduct a second cabinet reshuffle in a
week following the resignation of
Defence Secretary Michael Fallon
over allegations of sexual misconduct. Patel was replaced as secretary of state for international development by Penny Mordaunt, a
former work and pensions minister
who, like Patel, is known as a keen
Brexiteer.
Patel faced a storm of criticism at
home and abroad for visiting a military hospital in the occupied Golan
Heights and for discussing channelling British development aid directly to the Israeli military to assist in
humanitarian efforts there.
The British government does not
officially recognise Israel’s presence in the Golan Heights.
“If a cabinet minister says she
wants to funnel money to the IDF
[Israeli Defence Forces] and to funnel money to the occupied Golan
Heights… this is in total contradiction of the main policies of this government that is pushing for a twostate solution,” Manuel Hassassian,
the Palestinian ambassador to the
United Kingdom, told ITV news.
The British government sought to
play down allegations that Patel’s
discussions with Israeli officials
augured an official change in policy. “There is no change in policy…
The UK does not provide any financial support to the Israeli army,” a
Downing Street spokesman said.
Questions were raised about the
role played by the influential Israeli lobby in British politics. Patel’s
meetings with Israeli officials were
set up and attended by Lord Stuart
Polak, a well-known Conservative
lobbyist and honorary president of
the Conservative Friends of Israel
group.
“This is about donors and influence,” acknowledged one minister,
who spoke to the BBC on the condition of anonymity.
Patel also met with Gilad Erdan,
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Israel’s minister of public security,
strategic affairs and minister of information, who is in charge of dealing with the boycott, divestment
and sanctions (BDS) movement
meant to pressure Israel.
“Israel’s interest in Patel has to
do with cutting off British aid to the
Palestinians through her department and fighting the BDS campaign, both of which Patel is in a
position to bring about,” said Ghada
Karmi, a research fellow at the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies
at the University of Exeter, in comments carried by RT.
“Scrutiny also needs to be given

to the fact that two of the secret
meetings were with Gilad Erdan.
He has no developmental brief. His
ministerial brief is to suppress activism for Palestinian human rights
in Israel and abroad. The purpose of
Patel’s meetings with him and the
full agenda need to be disclosed,”
said Palestine Solidarity Campaign
Director Ben Jamal in a statement.
Since the Patel incident there
have been calls for the United Kingdom, which has pledged 0.7% of
gross national income on international aid, to be more transparent
in its international development
policy.

“The new secretary of state faces
an immediate challenge of restoring integrity to British international
development policy after the actions of Priti Patel,” said Shadow International Development Secretary
Kate Osamor.
“Unlike Priti Patel, who too often
used the department to prop up her
personal networks and leadership
ambitions, Mordaunt must quickly
commit to the central cause of the
department: To help the world’s
poorest,” she added.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Israel’s supporters seek to silence pro-Palestinian activism in US

Mark Habeeb

W

hen Hurricane Harvey
ploughed into
the Texas
coast in September, causing more than
$150 billion in damage and leaving
tens of thousands homeless, one of
the hardest hit locales was Dickinson, a town of about 20,000, 48km
south-east of Houston. Residents
of Dickinson are applying for funds
from the state of Texas’s Hurricane
Harvey Relief Fund to help them
rebuild their lives.
The funds are available to any
resident who suffered losses from
the storm. There is, however, one
condition: To be eligible for state
funds, individuals must declare
that they do not and never will
boycott Israel. The application to
receive financial assistance states it
clearly: “The Applicant verifies that

One condition. Two men work to rebuild a fishing business in Port
Aransas in Texas.					
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the Applicant: (1) does not boycott
Israel; and (2) will not boycott
Israel during the term of this Agreement.”
The fact that victims of one of
the worst natural disasters in US
history cannot receive assistance
from their state government unless
they pledge support and allegiance
to a foreign government may be
shocking but in Texas — and many
other states as well — it’s the law.
In the case of Texas, the law in
question was signed in May by
Republican Governor Greg Abbott.
It declares that no one can receive
assistance from or do business
with the state of Texas without first
vowing not to boycott Israel. When
he signed the law, Abbott declared:
“Anti-Israel policies are anti-Texas
policies.”
Legislatures in 34 out of the 50
US states have introduced some
form of similar legislation since
the first measure was passed by Illinois in 2015. Illinois’ law requires
a pledge not to boycott Israel,
establishes a black list of foreign
companies that do boycott Israel
and requires the state’s pension
fund to divest from those companies. Florida’s law features a
similar blacklist.
When proposed not-boycottIsrael legislation failed to pass
the state legislature in New York,
Democratic Governor Andrew
Cuomo signed an executive order
implementing many of the failed
law’s provisions. Dozens of local
US jurisdictions, such as counties
and cities, have passed resolutions,
which don’t have the force of law,
critical of what is known as the
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) movement, a global campaign launched in 2005.

The Texas law, like those in
many other states, is a response
to the growing support for the
non-violent BDS movement, which
opposes the Israeli occupation of
Palestinian territories and argues
that only sanctions against Israel
will bring about a change in policy.
While the BDS movement originated in the Palestinian territories,
where it is led by Gandhi Peace
Award-winner Omar Barghouti,
many of the strongest advocates
for BDS in the United States are
progressive anti-occupation Jewish
groups. They include Jewish Voice
for Peace (JVP) and IfNotNow. They
have joined with Palestinian-American organisations to advocate
for non-violent sanctions against
Israel.
Rising support for BDS, especially on US university campuses,
has made the movement a target
of pro-Israel groups, including
the major mainstream American
Jewish community organisations
as well as evangelical Christian
churches, which are among the
Jewish state’s most vocal proponents in the United States. Various
state-level anti-BDS laws are the
result of their intensive lobbying.
They have, predictably, termed the
BDS movement “anti-Semitic.”
In March, the US Congress joined
the fight when Senator Benjamin
Cardin, a Democrat from Maryland,
proposed a bill that would essentially criminalise support for BDS.
Cardin’s bill was quickly endorsed
by 50 other senators and avidly
supported by the American Israel
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)
and the Anti-Defamation League.
Significantly, Cardin’s bill forbids
support for boycotts against “entities organised under the laws of Is-

rael,” which means that even Israeli
settlements would be defended
against BDS actions.
Cardin’s proposed bill, however, sparked resistance from
civil libertarian groups, such as the
powerful American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which claimed
that it amounted to an attack on
free speech, a right guaranteed by
the US Constitution. MoveOn, a
progressive activist organisation
instrumental in mobilising votes
for Barack Obama in the 2008 and
2012 presidential elections, opposed Cardin’s bill for not making
a distinction between Israel and
Israeli settlements.
The push-back against Cardin’s
bill slowed its momentum and led
one initial supporter — New York’s
Democratic US Senator Kirsten Gillibrand — to reverse her position.
The bill has been referred to a Senate committee but no further steps
have been taken.
The slew of anti-BDS laws and
proposed laws will most likely face
court challenges at some point.
Before that can happen, however,
a plaintiff must show evidence of
“damages” — for example, a resident of Dickinson, Texas, could sue
the state if he is denied necessary
assistance due to refusing to sign
the pro-Israel pledge. Such a court
challenge probably would focus on
the issue of free speech, a sacrosanct right that is widely supported
by both American conservatives
and liberals. Many legal experts
doubt that anti-BDS laws — at least
the most extreme ones — could
withstand such a challenge.
In the meantime, however, proIsrael forces will continue working
to squelch the growing popularity
of the BDS movement.

